"WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THE SHOW?'
Zoot looked around, not redlly seeing anything. He said, "'l guessit'sal for sale.”

"Everything but thegirl,” Mr. Iron Will said, and laughed louder than the gag deserved. Still chuckling,
Mr. Will said, "1 think you could cause me agrest dedl of trouble. Mister Marlowe. | think now is
perhaps a good time to stop you."

Zoot giffened, expecting a couple of android goonsto grab him. But Mr. Will just waved his hand
over hishead asif making aplaying card appear.

On stage, Darken Stormy rolled off the Melt-O-Mobile and said, Y ou'll never haveto park again!™
She reached into the car and then backed away from it, making a heré's-the-big-deal motion with her
hands. The car began to evaporate and Zoot smelled credulity ges.

Mr. Will cried out, "Thisis Zoot Marlowe. He's abad man. He deservesto die...."
All around, people who had been ignoring Zoot looked in his direction with blood in their eyes.
They beganto closein.
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A\ vacation was only one of thethings | needed, but it was aso the only thing on the list that seemed
likely. The other itemsinvolved having alot of money or being taler. | of chocolate-covered coffee beans
to take hometo T'toom. I'd paid off my father with the profits from the first load and thistime | was
hoping to get alittle ahead.

| was not only alittle short of money, | wasalittle short. Period. I'm about average height for a
Toomler, whichisto say | come up to the average Earth person's navel. We don't have navels on T'toom
either. What we do haveisvery long and sensitive noses. I'm the same un-healthy bonewhite asa
mushroom. Only on T'toom, that's hedlthy.

The past few weeks had been educationd. In alot of ways, education was my business as much as
trouble. I'd learned exactly how much damage Hawaiian UFO diens can do if they put their minds, their
talents, and their highly developed but unusua senses of humor to it. Like me, they were not of this Earth;
but they were alittle flashier about it than | am.

Since l'd solved the case, 1'd been abusy guy, oh yes| had. What with eating pizzaand drinking
brewski and surfing my surf-bot by remote control, | don't know when | found timeto think. Actualy, |
hadn't done much thinking lately.

I wasfilling time by sitting on the douching couch in Whipper Will's living room spooning yoyogurt
into my mouth. It was oat-bran flavor, the favorite that week. Whipper Will made the stuff himsdf ina
specid clean room at the back of the house.

Theyoyogurt accounted for the halo of rainbows that surrounded everything, including the TV set and
the Gino and Darlene movie it was showing. Surfers sprawled around the room, lively asmoss. They ate
yoyogurt and demonstrated varying degrees of interest in helping me watch the movie. At the moment,
Gino was crooning aballad to Darlene; it was called " Surfing the Stars" and was even sappier than it
sounded.

Next to me on the couch was Bill, asilver robot in the shape of aduck. Hislegslay straight out on the
cushion—they didn't reach far enough to dangle. He came up only to where my navel would have been if
I'd had one. It seemed to be only fair. We should al come up to each other's naves. (That wasthe
yoyogurt talking.) Bill wasn't egting yoyogurt because he didn't edt.

| put down my bowl. I'd had enough yoyogurt. If the truth were known, I'd had enough of trouble and
of surfersand of the wildly entertaining planet Earth. My sneeve was |oaded with chocol ate-covered
coffee beans. For the moment, the only thing keeping me on the couch wasinertia. | said, "Come on, Bill.
I'd liketo see you in my private office.”

"Sure, Boss," he said and legpt to the floor. | stood up, not quite so steady as he because of the
yoyogurt, and walked back aong the dark hallway to the bedroom that Whipper Will shared with his
girlfriend, Bingo. The bedroom smelled of humans and unwashed laundry, neither of whichwasa
aurprise. | led Bill around piles of linen in various states of cleanliness and told him to stand in the back of
the closet.

"Right away, Boss." Though Bill wasonly circuitsin afancy box, | felt sorry for him, he was so eager.
| sad, "I'm going home, Bill."
"Bay City?' He chuckled.

"Home," | said, and he nodded. | dapped a piece of flypaper on thetop of Bill'shead and the lightsin
hiseyeswent out. | turned him off every time| left Mdibu for longer than afew hours. He didn't mind,
and it kept me from worrying too much. | worried anyway. Y ou never knew when one of the surfers
might suddenly need something in the back of Whipper Will's closet.

| took off my brown double-breasted suit, my fedora, the rest of my Earth clothes, and hung them



negtly infront of Bill. | put on my short Johns, the rubber making a squeaky noise against my skin. |
sduted Bill and walked through the house, not swaying much.

" 'Bye, dudes," | said to the surfersin theliving room.

"Get down, Zoot!" Thumper cried with enthusiasm. He wasthetallest of the surfers and made vague
motions of being in charge when Whipper Will wasn't around, but generally he found leadership abother.

| waved, then went out through the kitchen door, acrossthetiny brick yard, across the public
walkway, and out onto the sand. The day was hot, and the beach was carpeted from horizon to horizon
with blankets and towels. | could fed the heat pulling the effects of the yoyogurt out through my skin. The
ranbows were fading.

Kidsran around, seemingly obliviousto the hot sand. Older folks—some maybe old enough to bein
high school—strolled by holding hands or eating, sometimes showing alot of talent and doing both at
once. Most of the humans were lying on the beach, baking. Some were done. Others were only
half-baked. That wasajoke. If Bill were here, he probably would have made it himself. Or laughed. He
was ahandy audience.

Feding steadier by the moment, | walked along the narrow dits of hot sand that showed between
blankets, not attracting much attention. Whiffs of tanning lotion, swest, and fast food pummeled me. |
stopped at the high-tide line and watched the water sparkle asit rose and fell, heaving waves a the
beach like atraveling sdlesman heaving his suitcase onto amotel bed. Near me, aline of surfersripped
their surf-bots pretty hard. Each surfer held ablack box in one hand and worked controls with the other.
Out on the water, robots—gold, silver, bronze—cranked the waves top to bottom, while their controllers
hoped for that dream session, that perfect ride through the crystal room. Few of the surfers got wet any
higher than their ankles.

| walked to atall, dark human, alittle older than most of the other surfers. Near him was a short,
compact brunette. They showed alot of skin and werefairly brown, even by Malibu standards. They
wereintent on their surf-bots and didn't see me. | waited for the bots to glide up onto the beach and
grate to astop. The bots stood at attention on their boards while we talked.

"I'm higtory," | said, surprising both of them. "Coming back?' the man said. The brunette smiled at me
but didn't say anything. | nodded and said, "Life getsdull in Bay City." The man laughed as he shook his
head at the wet sand. Whipper Will knew the truth about Bay City, and Bingo probably did too. It was
kind of like ajoke between us.

Whipper Will said, "Wait aminute, dude. | have something for you." He took afew steps up to where
the sand was dry and took something from a canvas bag. He came back and handed me a paperback
book wrapped in plagtic. A mystery novel by Tony Hillerman.

"Going-away present,” Bingo said.
I nodded and stuffed the package down into my short Johns. "Bitchen,” | said.

| shook hands with Whipper Will and traded hugs with Bingo. After anervous moment, | turned to
contemplate the ocean, letting waves make wings past my legs. The water was even colder than |
imagined it would be.

| waved one last time to Whipper Will and Bingo, and plunged in and swam out to the saucer-shaped
ship on thefloor of the bay. It was my sneeve, the Philip Marlowe. Inside, everything wasas| had |eft
it. | popped afew chocolate-covered coffee beans into my mouth just for luck and blasted off.

Ontheride back to T'toom | had plenty of time to go through the photographs I'd taken, to read the
Hillerman and some of the other mystery novelsI'd brought, to wonder if I'd actually return to Earth one
moretime. If | stayed on T'toom, my life as a detective was over. Trouble would no longer be my
business. Perhaps my business would be gpplying household ooze or fixing daberingeo spines or even



looking for loca substitutes for chocolate and coffee. But not trouble. Not the kind of trouble they have
on Earth. My musings seemed to be very much like an answer to my question about whether or not I'd
return to Earth.

I landed on T'toom and was met by the family. My parents had gotten alittle older since I'd been
therelast, but Grampa Zamp looked about the same and was as cantankerous as ever. Although
everybody had noses the size of mine, they looked too big to me. I'd been on Earth along time. Because
we'd been receiving commercid radio broadcasts from Earth for awhile, we al spoke English. Almost
everybody on T'toom did. Fans of Little Orphan Annie and The Shadow were everywhere.

Dad was glad to see more chocol ate-covered coffee beans. On my last trip home the demand for
them had been huge. He'd used some of the money to pay for re-0ozing the house.

| was not the celebrity I'd been last time. | heard from afew biologists who wanted to learn how the
human body worked—things | didn't know, things | doubted most Earth people knew. Mostly | was just
Zoot come home again.

| showed off my photographs after dinner that night. My parents glanced at them and suggested | give
them to someloca scientists. Asusud, Grampa Zamp studied the photos asif they contained winning
lottery numbers and asked me alot of questions | answered in the vaguest way | could.

Mainly, | stuck with my story that Earth was aterrible place, anest of monsters, each hungrier than
the other. We both knew it wasn't true, because last time I'd been home I'd told him it wasn't true, but |
needed the practice and Grampa Zamp seemed to understand. | don't know who | was protecting, but |
did know that alot of extraunidentified flying objects from T'toom would not ook good in the skies of
Earth.

After dinner Grampa Zamp and | went for awalk. The abo treeswere dripping and far avay we
could hear adaberingeo crashing through the forest. Familiar smells enveloped me: nothing quite as
pungent as hot grease or chocolate, but pleasant flowery smellsthat came and went like daydreams. We
didn't talk for along time. | was getting used to being home and | think Grampa Zamp was |etting me do
it.

Other folks were out walking too. One of them stopped me cold. | looked after him as he continued
on hisway.

"Y our mouth ishanging open,” Grampa Zamp said.
I closed my mouth but | continued to stare. What | had seen was a Toomler with anoselike an

Earthman's. A short blobby thing barely worth mentioning. It looked like a marshmal-low in the center of
thekid'sface.

| said, "l guess| missed alot while | was gone." Grampa Zamp took my arm and we started to walk
agan.

Hesaid, "It started pretty soon after you left. Copies of those pictures you brought back were
everywhere. Some of the wilder element decided that if they could tak like an Earth person, they should
look like onetoo.”

"They had their noses bobbed?"
"l hear tell it'sthe sngle most popular operation in the world." He shook his head.

| wanted to say something clever but nothing occurred to me. | wastoo horrified. Looking like an
Earth person was not the same astaking like one. Whereas the learning of aforeign language waskind
of sef-improving, salf-mutilation had never held much alure for me. "Thewilder eement has gotten alot
wilder sncel went away.”

Grampa Zamp nodded and said, "Earth isapopular place, considering nobody's been there but you."



Helooked at mekind of sideways, asif waiting for meto disagree with him.
"The charm of radio,” | said, wondering what he wasleading up to.

"Charm," Grampa Zamp said. He pulled some sap off an abo tree, rolled it between hispamsfor a
moment, and pitched it into his mouth. He chewed mightily and went on, "' want to go with you next time
you go there."

"Maybe | won't go again."

Grampa Zamp snorted.

"Beddes," | said, "one Toomler on Earth is hard to explain away. Two might beimpossble.”
"| thought trouble was your business." He handed me some sap.

I rolled it as he had and sucked onit. It tasted alittle like cinnamon. Durf, it tasted exactly like abo
sap. Clouds of childhood memories gathered 'round. | said, "Earth people have plenty of trouble. They
don't need more. | don't need more.”

Helooked at me asif 1'd dapped him with arolled-up newspaper.

"Look," | said. "Y ou are probably my favorite person in theworld. Any world. | am very happy when
we are together, just hanging around chewing abo sap. But Earth redlly isn't the perfect vacation spot.”

"I've been around, Zoot. | don't need to be coddled.”
"No."

"| see. Greedy, ain't we?'

“No."

"Il get my own sneeve.”

Of course, he could. He didn't need meto take him to Earth. But | didn't think he would. In hismind,
Earth had become my property and he would respect that. All that aside, if he'd wanted to go done, he
would have dready gone. So | cdled hisbluff. | said, "All right. Go ahead. But remember, Earth redlly is
adangerous place. Not only for Earth people but for us. If somebody from one of the colleges can
convince the government you're not from their planet, you could wind up in azoo—or worse, on
somebody's dissecting table." He had the grace to shudder.

On the way back to the house, we passed another Toomler with his nose bobbed. Zamp and | just
looked at each other and shook our heads.

| stayed around another few days, relaxing and filling up on home cooking. | would have stayed
longer, but Zamp kept picking at me asif | were ascab. When | began wondering why | couldn't take
Zamp to Earth, | decided it wastimeto leave. When | told Zamp he acted asif he didn't care. That was
acluewith asearchlight onit. | missed it just the same.

When | told my mother | wasleaving, shesaid, "Again?' asif I'd astonished her.
"Unfinished busness," | said, hating mysdif for lying.

My father asked meif | thought | was doing the right thing. When | said | didn't know but had to do it
anyway, he sad, "Don't forget to bring home more chocol ate-covered coffee beans.”

My sneeve was tanked, cranked, and ready to go. | got aboard and sighed, thinking about Zamp. |
told the computer my destination and pushed the big button. Seconds | ater, nothing was around me but
nothing.

| was deeping and a sound woke me. It wasn't one of the chitters or clanks that the ship occasiondly
made; it was the squeak of ahatch opening. Raymond Chandler said that if you wanted to perk up your



writing, have somebody enter aroom with agun in his hand. I hoped that wasn't happening to me. With
my eyestill closed, | stiffened. Then another thought cameto meand | relaxed. | said, "Everything all
right, Grampa Zamp?"'

"How'd you know it was me?" | opened my eyes. He was smiling shyly at the deck. He said, "You
won't take me home, will you?'

"I'll do worsethan that. I'll take you to Earth.”
That brightened him right up.

| was angry with him for awhile, but soon | worked it out. | had to admit that having company on the
trip was an improvement, and Zamp and | had always gotten dong. | was sill certain that taking Zamp to
Earth was abad ides, but short of taking him home | could do nothing about it. Taking him home would
be entertaining, but it would be trouble for everybody, mostly for me and Zamp.

| read to him from the Hillerman novel Whipper Will had given me. He liked the Indian stuff, but he
couldn't make it match up with the things he/d heard on westerns like Tom Mix and The Lone Ranger
and Gunsmoke. | tried to explain about redlity, but he was determined to take the romantic view.

The sneeve did into the ocean off Malibu and planed through the water to the bottom. | put my books
away and shut everything down. | had only one pair of short Johnsand | let Zamp wear them. They
would protect him from the cold alittle. I, on the other hand, would freeze my big Toomler schnozz off.
We stood inthe airlock and let it screw us out into the cold sty water, which struck me like ahammer.
We couldn't breathe underwater forever; | grabbed Zamp by the wrist and pulled him toward the shore.

Wefelt the dope of the beach and walked up it and out of the water. It was | ate afternoon. The Sun
was behind us and cast long shadows. Here and there diehard sunbathers were still staked out, but even
aswe watched, afew of them got up and headed for their cars. The air cooled rapidly. Grampa Zamp
looked around, his nose twitching with excitement. Coming here with him was nearly as exciting asmy
ownfirg arrival.

We walked across the sand, across the public walkway, across the small brick yard, and into the
house. Everywhere Zamp looked was an eyeful of stuff he had never before seen.

"Hey, brog" | cdled out. The house was empty.
"Isthisnorma?' Zamp said.

| shook my head. Then | heard shouting at the front of the house. | took amoment to pull on apair of
walking shortsthat | found in Whipper Will's room and went outside. Zamp and | walked into ariot.

CHAPTER 1
Sucking Sidewalk

‘ RS

Peopl e stood in tight knots on the postage stamp cement apron in front of Whipper Will'sgarage. They
shouted at each other angrily and waved sheets of paper in each other's faceslike revolutionary flags.
Dresswasthe usud casud affair: bathing suits, sandals, T-shirts advertisng brewski and surfboards. |
recognized most of the people; they lived up and down Pecific Coast Highway—what passed for
neighborsin Malibu. The surfers were out there too and more excited than 1'd seen them since somebody
had tickled their surf-bots with a dedgehammer.

"What arethey doing?' Zamp said. | had no idea. There was nothing like it on T'toom. | said,
"Sports™
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"This can't be basebdl, | doesn't sound like this on the radio. Maybe it has something to do with us.”

That was wighful thinking. Nobody was paying us any mind. | walked up to ablond woman who was
wearing a bathing suit made from three tiny blue flags and asked her what al the hubbub was abot.

She glared at me for amoment asif deciding whether or not to bite off my head. "Just look," she said,
and shoved awhite sheet of paper into my face. | took it and saw anesatly typed letter from aguy named
Max Toodemax. It said:

Dear Renter,

As you know, both property taxes and property values are soaring here in
Malibu. Because of this, | find that it is no longer financially practical to rent
single-family dwellings.

These single-family dwellings will soon be replaced by high-density
condominiums. You will be the first to be offered an opportunity to purchase one.

Therefore, the Gramarcy and Mills Demolition Company will soon begin
demolishing your house. The law requires that I inform you one month in advance.
You may consider this your one and only notice.

Best wishes, Max Toodemax, owner
"What doesit say?' Zamp said.

"It saysthat any minute now you and me and al these nice people will be sucking sdewalk.” | handed
the paper back to the woman.

Whipper Will climbed onto something and raised hisarms over hishead. He said, "Hey, dudes. This
hip-hop redlly has me dissed, dogged, and drilled, just like you. | mean, thisis one grotty fall.”

"Isthat English?' Zamp whispered to me. "We gotta, like, organize," Whipper Will said. "Tell 'em,
bro!" somebody shouted. | think it was Captain Hook, the surfer most likely to shout.

"But we need aplan, man. We gotta get our stuff wired."

"1 nominate Whipper Will," awoman cried. Somebody else cdled out hisname and soon it wasa
chant. Whipper Will just looked perplexed. He waved his hands at the crowd asif testing the softness of
abed. Thelights on PCH changed twice before the crowd got quiet enough for Whipper Will to speak.

"No way, dudes. Somebody had to throw down the rap about getting our stuff wired. | volunteered
to rap, but I'm no kahuna. Y ou'll need somebody more gnarly than me before you're done." Whipper
Will stepped down and the crowd began to grumbleto itsalf again.

Whipper Will and Bingo walked to the door followed by the other surfers. When Whipper Will saw
me, he amiled asif he were sdlling teeth and cried, "Cowabungal" He grabbed me and danced me around
while the other surfers pounded any part of me they could reach. | was conscious of Grampa Zamp
standing nearby wondering if | was being attacked. "How they hanging, Zoot?' Thumper said. We were
attracting attention, so instead of answering | said, "I'll tell you about it insde," and kind of backed away
from Whipper Will, hoping he and the otherswould follow me.

"What'sthis?" Captain Hook said. He hooked athumb in Grampa Zamp's direction.

"He'swithme," | said, making Captain Hook laugh. | kept moving, and pretty soon I'd attracted all
the surfersinto the living room with the front door shut against the crowd till festering outside. Nobody
sat down, but just looked at me and Zamp asif we were what we are—alittle bit unusud, alittle bit
not-of-this-Earth.

| sad, "Tough times."



"Grotty for sure" Bingo said.
"Whet will you do?'

"Pray for surf!" Flopsie (or wasit Mopsie?) cried. They were redheaded twins. Each surfer answered
her with amighty "Ahh-rooooha." Whipper Will shrugged.

Thumper, who had been looking between me and Zamp asif he were reading subtitles, said, "You
mean thereés two of you guys?'

"Atleast." Which could grow upto bealieif | letit. "Bay City'sabig place.
"How is Bay City?' Whipper Will said.
"They must belosing their grip. | ill have the same head | left with.”

Mustard, who was never entirely straight, cried, "Ahh-roooh!™ and the other surfers helped him.
Flopsie and Mopsie hugged me. Hanger went so far asto brush the tip of my nose with her lips. It was
officid. | washome.

"S0," said Captain Hook, when the shouting had not quite died down, "whao's the new bro?"

Whipper Will and Bingo watched me. Everybody watched me. Even Zamp watched me, but with a
gmilethat was alittle ashamed a having been caught playing in this neighborhood. Hewas enjoying
seeing what the boy could do. | was on my own.

| sad, "Thisismy GrampaZamp."

"He have a problem with toxic waste and nose drops too?' Captain Hook flicked his own nose
meaningfully.

| had pushed that explanation pretty hard the last time 1'd come to Earth. | hoped afew more good
mileswereinit. | sad, "Some of that environmenta stuff made quite an impact.”

Mustard made his victory noise again, but everybody € sejust looked confused. Hanger grumbled
about pollution. Zamp's nose quivered; | only hoped held keep his mouth shut for awhile. Oneliethat
Szewas about al that would fit in the room.

"He spesk English?' Captain Hook said, nonetoo kindly.

"When therésany cdl for it,” Zamp said, causing the surfersto stare at him asif held suddenly gone
al normal. Whipper Will laughed and shook his head. " Another Chandler fan,” he said.

Mopsie (or wasit Flopsie?) astonished Zamp by putting an arm through his. She said, "Ever tried
yoyogurt?"

"Get those short Johns off him," Thumper said. "He needs somerad rags.”

"0-0-0-0," said Hanger asif somebody had just tickled her fancy.

Zamp, hoping for guidance, looked at me as he was dragged toward the second bedroom. | called
after him, "Relax and enjoy it." | remembered my first night in Whipper Will's house. They'd gotten me
drunk on yoyogurt and brewski and we'd done the limbo till dawn. | didn't actualy remember that
particular dawn, of course. If Grampa Zamp had come to Earth for anything, it wasthis.

Only Bingo and Whipper Will and | wereleft in theliving room. Bingo said, "Isheredlly your
grandfather?"

"Yeah," | said. "l hope his hearts can stand the excitement.”
"He'sagnarly old dude. Hell be cool.”
| nodded and said, "Maybe it's not Grampa Zamp | should be worrying about.”



CHAPTER 2
Stormy Weather

\ &N >

T he surfers decked him in baggies and a Hawaiian shirt. Captain Hook said something nasty about how
groovy it wasthat not everybody from Bay City thought a brown suit and hat was the freshest fashion. |
don't suppose Zamp looked any sillier in hisoutfit than | looked in mine.

A littlelight wasleft, awhite luminous string at the horizon, so they haf-carried Zamp out to the surf
line and showed him how to use a surf-hot. From the kitchen window, | watched him whoop and carry
on. Earth was hisoyster. Whatever an oyster was. | only hoped that oysters didn't bite.

When it wastoo dark to see, the surfers sat Zamp down with a Gino and Darlene movie and a bowl
of oat-bran yoyogurt. After that they put on music not much louder than the wild cry of adaberingeo and
taught him dances for which | did not have names. Or they might just have been nervous conditions. |
went to bed long before any of them were done. Thelast | saw of Grampa Zamp, he had afishnet
draped over his head and he was shaking his hips asif trying to didodge a couple of flies.

Thenext morning | got my brown suit—the detective uniform—ouit of the clost. Bill stood behind it,
right where I'd left him. | wasn't on acase. | wasn't going anywhere. Bill would just bein theway. But
we'd been through alot together and | had gotten used to him being in theway. Maybe | even liked it.
Theflypaper hissed when | pulled it off thetop of his head. The lights behind his eyes came on and he
sad, "Hello, Boss"

"Hello, Bill. How they hanging?'
"They?' hesad. "Hanging?'
"Forget it," | said. "Come on out of the closat.”

Bill watched me put on the suit, then followed me to the breakfast nook and swung hisfeet up and
back over the edge of akitchen counter. Meanwhile| read the paper and drank coffee. The world was
dill having affairs. | didn't understand dl the comics, but then, some of them probably weren't funny. |
figured that aslong as the artists continued to draw diensthat looked like sacks with eyebals on thetips
of their antennage, | was safe.

Zamp sumbled into the kitchen still wearing the Hawalian shirt and baggies. They werealittle
wrinkled. He looked asif hed had awonderful time the night before and now regretted it. He collgpsed
into anearby chair and held hishead. | read the paper. He jumped every time | rattled a page.

Atlast Zamp sad, "So thisis Earth.”

"Accept no subdtitutes.”

"Last night was amazing.”

"Don't try that stuff at home."

"Those guys are professonas?*

"No. Just Earth people.”

"Yeah." A moment later Zamp said, "Nice clothes.”
"Theuniform. Troubleismy business' "

Zamp chuckled and was sorry. He said, "1 knew you were crazy for that Philip Marlowe radio show,
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but | didn't know you werethiscrazy."

I nodded and shrugged.

Zamp sad, "So, what's pizza?'

Bill made atiny mechanica guffaw. Zamp looked a him and said, "I don't believe weve met."

"That's Bill, my robot. He likes to shake hands.”

Zamp shook handswith Bill for aslong as he could sand it. "Pizza?' Zamp said.

"Nobody here by that name," Bill said.

While Zamp stared in surprise at Bill, | said, "1 don't think you'd be very interested in it in your
condition.”

"Rizzaisfood?'

"Moreor less. It'sgood, but alittle hard on the somach.”

He contemplated that. It was difficult work. After anight of brewski and yoyogurt and dancing, just
circulating your blood was difficult work.

Hewent away and | finished my coffee and the comics. They did not become more comica. Flopsie,
Mopsie, and Hanger camein and giggled asthey poked through the refrigerator.

The morning was busy. | dozed in the sun for awhile, helped Hanger pot a plant, and traded quips
with Captain Hook before he went out to surf with hisbot. | had a nice chat with Whipper Will and
Bingo about their chances of stopping Max Toodemax from bouncing them. Bill's chance of becoming a
nuclear physicist was better. With dl that excitement, | could barely catch my breath. | could have stayed
on T'toom.

Bingo and Whipper Will and | sat at the table thinking foggy gray thoughts about what kind of world it
must be if aguy who has enough money can toss people out with the garbage. Suddenly Bingo cried,
"Y-e-a-0-w!" and leapt to her feet. She scrambled to adrawer and pulled out a clutch of odd-sized
paper—old envelopes, advertising, ticket stubs among them—and set them on the table before me asiif
sarving agteak. "Messages,” shesaid. "All from Knighten Daise."

If I'd had eyebrows, they would have gone up then. Knighten Daise and his daughter Heavenly had
givenmealot of grief on my firs trip to Earth. Them and their Surfing Samural Robots. | thought | had
done with them. | turned over the messages one at atime and saw atossed salad of scribbles, each one
of which told me Knighten Daise's name and phone number and the word urgent, occasionally even
spdlled correctly.

| selected one of the neater messages and went to dia the number. The phone was answered by a
low mellow voice that sounded too perfect to be redl, and it was. It belonged to Davenport, the Daise
robotler. | told Davenport who | was and that | wanted to spesk with Mr. Daise. '

A moment |ater somebody else came on the line speaking with athick, heavy, gelatinousvoice. "Mr.
Daise?' | sad, feding alittle goofy talking toit. If that was him, he wasn't using the hissy whisper he had
when hewas alobster.

"Marlowe? Where have you been?!
"Away. |sthere some problem?’

"l want you over hereright now."
"Isthere some problem?’ | said again.

"L ook out your window. Androids are everywhere."



| nodded into the phone and it had the expected effect. | stopped mysdlf and said, "Y ou have android
trouble, Mr. Daise?"

"Must you always play hard to get, Marlowe? I'm offering you ajob, and | want you to come over so
we can discussit.”

Daisewasright, of course. He didn't have to tell me what he wanted. | was ready to mow hisfront
lawn if that was all he wanted. So far thistrip had been as dull asadirty window. Trouble was my
business. Here wastrouble, Thefact that | didn't like Mr. Daise or his robots dowed me down alittle,
But | was bored enough to play hissilly game, that wasfor sure.

| was about to tell him 1'd be right over when Grampa Zamp came back into the breakfast nook
looking less like asick seagull and announced he was hungry. "Pizza," he said. It was not merely a

suggestion.
Into the phone | said, "I'll be over tomorrow."
"Today, Marlowe. I've waited long enough.”
"There are people ahead of you. Y ou've taken anumber. I'll be over tomorrow."
He huffed at me, findly agreed, and hung up. | felt better already.
"A case?" Whipper Will said.
"Not yet. Sofar it'sjust aphonecadl.” | turned to Zamp and said, "Pizza?'
"That'swhat I'm told,” Grampa Zamp said.

Whipper Will and Bingo were game, and | sent Bill down to the beach to seeif any of the surfers
wereinterested. Silly me. A surfer who was not interested in pizza was probably dead. We dl strolled up
the public walkway pretending that if everything did not suit usjust so, wed turniit into aparking lot.

Malibu was having another beautiful day; you can live there for along time without seeing anything
else. The ocean looked like a sheet of diamonds, but it till smelled like the ocean. The smdll had to fight
hot grease, thin chili, and tanning lotion, but it won. The ocean adways does. The sky was S0 blue
somebody might have trucked it in from Hollywood. It came complete with a hot white sun that might
have been carved from anew kind of ice.

People who had nothing better to do were out in force. Enough more than afew of them wore the
same unusud jewdry that | wondered if it was more than afad. | pointed them out to Whipper Will.

"The blue plastic collars?' Whipper Will said asif | had insulted him. " Superhero Androids.”
"Meaning?'

"Meaning vat-grown simulacrums of human beings. No springs, no gears, no eectronics. Just android
stuff. I understand that each of them has a particular superpower.”

"Leaping over tal buildingsin asngle bound?' Zamp said. " Stopping bullets with their chests?

Whipper Will dmost smiled, but it died and curled up like a dead beetle and made anasty snarl.
Whipper Will was generdly acool dude. Snarling was not like him. He also seemed to have lost the
surfer lilt to his voice. He had spoken an entire paragraph without using the words dude, cool, or gnarly.
Bingo waslooking at him worriedly, asif he were astranger with frightening idess.

Whipper Will pointed to an android taking a photograph of amom, adad, and two small kids. "See
that? The picture that SA android istaking will bein focus, perfectly composed, and perfectly lit. That's
one of their superpowers." He pointed to a couple of old folks approaching the public walkway. They
were being led by an android who also carried two beach chairs, asmall library of paperback novels, a
cooler, and abig inflated duck. Asthey reached the walkway, one of the public trams came aong and



stopped right in front of them, alowing them to board. " Another superpower,” Whipper Will said. "l
don't know if they make public transportation come or if they just time everything perfectly. But
somehow, if you're with an android and you want abus or ataxi, you can dways get one, and right

| said, "Y ou sound pretty dogged by the wholething.”
"Dogged, yeah." He could not quite bring himsdf to spit. Instead he just curled hislip again.

A little nervoudy, Bingo sad, "The blue collarsidentify Superhero Androids the way the forehead
clothsidentify Surfing Samurai Robots. The ads say the blue collars complement their beauty. You all
right, Whipper?'

"Cool," hesaid. "Boss. Bitchen." Histone said he was none of those things. His thoughts did not
make him happy but he continued to think them anyway.

Even walking together, Zamp and | did not attract much attention. Maibu was that kind of town. If
we weren't making the cliffs dide onto Pacific Coast Highway or polluting the ocean, we weren't
important.

Androids were everywhere. | saw more of them aswe turned up a sidewalk toward PCH. Some
people had robots following them, but not as many as | would have expected. Not as many as|'d seen
thelast time I'd been on Earth or even the day before. | wondered how Knighten Daise, the owner of
Surfing Samurai Robots, was coping. Maybe | should have seen him today, after dl.

| said, "What's that?' and pointed to a machine about the size of a coin-operated canned soda
dispenser. It was painted in cool green and blue stripes and had athick dot al down one side. Across
thetop it said Melt-O-Mobile.

"Youll see" Will said asif I'd be sorry when | did.
After that | noticed one of those machines on amost every corner.

The other surfers were not so polite as Whipper Will and Bingo. They made contemptuous barnyard
noises at the androids. Bill got right into the spirit, of course. "Dorks," Mustard said. "Androids drill me
bad. Not cool and gnarly like surf-bots." The other surfers agreed. Captain Hook added, "Hodads," and
made the word sound asif androids never bathed or brushed their teeth.

Aswe approached PCH, | noticed abad smell but it wasn't the traffic. It waslike rotting daberingeo
spines, like dirty dishesthat had been in the sink too long, like afactory where more people than the
nationa average would be dying of somewasting disease. "What'sthat?' | said.

"What?' Whipper Will said. | was alittle surprised he was not too preoccupied to answer.
“Theandl."
"Something big and ugly isdead,” said Grampa Zamp.

Whipper Will said, "I don't smdll anything." Nobody else did ether. Just me and Zamp. We had the
nosesfor it.

We stopped a PCH and waited for the light to change. Every shop on the street was doing a brisk
business. People who walked by had six or eight sunglasses hanging from their necks by cords, a
hamburger in one hand and ataco in the other, and abox of fried chicken tight under their arms. T-shirts,
rubber shoes, and souvenir clamshells aso moved faster than hotcakes on skids.

Near us, an android pulled up in asmall automobile that could have been amillion others except that
it had the flat lackluster look of something that had been assembled from a sheet of cardboard. Tab A in
SotA.

No parking space was there, but acouple of very young kids leapt out, followed by awoman with no



more shape than apotato. "Doit," thekidscried, "do it," asthey danced around like water on a hot
stove. The android got out of the car, leaned back in through the open window, and hit something on the
dashboard. The top of the car began to fizz; asit bubbled and popped, the top of the car evaporated.

The light changed, but we didn't move. Weiust watched as the fizzing spread quickly; soon the car
was gone, up in nothing at al. The kids cheered. The dead smell was alittle stronger now but not much.
My friends continued not to noticeit.

"Wewant Popsicles,” the kids demanded in voices that would make dogs whimper.

"Not good for you," the potato woman said asif she'd said it before and had no hopeit would do any
more good thistime.

I'd been on Earth long enough to know what kids are. If it came to that, kids on T'toom were not so
different. They want what they want when they want it. But when the fat woman denied these kids
Popsicles, onesaid, "No good at all," and the other said, "Y ou'reright, Auntie." Auntie looked surprised
but was quick enough to take advantage of the situation. She herded the kids as she followed the android
toward the beach. They let themsalves be herded.

| said, "Did anything unusua happen there, or was| just not paying attention?"
"Nothing toit, dude," Whipper Will said.

The light changed again. When we still didn't cross PCH, far back in the troops. Captain Hook
cdled, "Arewe having pizza, or what?'

Aswe stepped into the crosswalk, | said, " Another android superpower? Making kids behave?!
"Maybe it wanna-be. Nobody knows, bro."

I noticed three more cars up the street fizzing as they evaporated. In alow voice, asif not wanting to
wake the baby, Bingo said, " SA makes those too. Cars that evaporate on demand. Never again will you
get snaked on aparking place. They're cdled Met-O-Mohiles." | said, "Like on the green-and-blue
machines”

Whipper Will shook his head.

"No?'

"Yes. Of course. Just like. But al that SA stuff dogsme. Y ou'll see” He shook hishead again.

"| don't care who makesthem,” GrampaZamp sad. "They smdll awful."

"Y ou hotdogging, dude?* Whipper Will said.

Zamp looked confused. "Why not?' he said.

Wheatever it was that nobody e se could smell, the air wasfull of it, thinner, then thicker, asit was
pushed around by the sea breeze, but aways there.

Aswe passed ashop afat guy cameto the front of it. In the window were T-shirts featuring spiky
paintingsin unnatural colorsnot usualy seen outsde acar dedler's showroom—T-shirtsfrom Hell.
Above his protruding tummy—athick line of skin and black hair—the guy wore one of hisown shirts. It
did nothing for hislooks. He cried, "Beauttiful T-shirts! Y ou need these beautiful T-shirts.

A crowd gathered, many peopleinit shouting, "I need abeautiful T-shirt!" Money and T-shirts
changed hands.

| looked again. The shirtswere still not beautiful. "Want ashirt?" | asked nobody in particular.
"Grotty shirts, dude," Hanger said.
Thumper nodded and said with disgust, 'Dance club stuff. For gremmies and hodads only."



We sKirted the crowd and came at last to Guido's, asmall stucco building with agreen-and-red
awning that looked like aflag of thelosing sdein many bad battles. Along with the squat green bottlesin
the window was a flyspecked card that said open. But we were not there for the atmosphere. For the
aurfers, thiswas the temple of pizza

Out infront aguy inwork shirt, jeans, and a Peterbilt baseba |l cap was counting his change. | studied
the clear blue Sky and experimentaly said to him, "Lookslikeran."

The guy looked up at the same clear blue sky and nodded as he frowned. "Funny time of year for it,"
hesad.

The bad smell was good. It made people believe things against their own intelligence, observation,
taste, and desire. | was sure that Knighten Daise would have something to say about thistoo. It was
funny that the stuff seemed to have no effect on me and Zamp or on the surfers. Me and Zamp | could
understand:

Wewere not of this Earth. But what made the surfersin Whipper Will's house different from al the
other dudes and dudettes on the beach?

After the glare outside Guido's was dark and cool and smelled of exotic spices. So little of theterrible
amel wasintheair, | might have only imagined it wasthere at dl.

Our waiter was abig kid who had cannon-bals for muscles. Maybe he was a Surfing Samurai Robot
in aflesh-colored suit. His short hair looked like sandpaper. He glanced around the big table,
gppreciating theloca fauns, but mostly was interested in me and Zamp. "We don't get many like you two
inhere" he said asif hed said something clever.

It occurred to methat | had never been inside Guido's before. I'd eaten his pizza, but it had aways
been take-out, and I'd never been the oneto do thetaking. | said, "We're bookends. Y ou know?
Books?'

| don't know what it was, the crazy smell inthe air or my sparkling persondity, but he smiled asif hed
figured out addition at last, and said, " Sure. Bookends." He took our order and while we waited, Zamp
rubbernecked.

Whipper Will wanted to give Bill ahandful of change so he could play the video gamein the corner
whilewe ate, but Bill said, "Watch my dust." He waddled to the game, did something to it, and began to
play. | had seen him do the same thing to parking meters and Laundromats.

When the kid brought the pizza, Zamp said, "Thisisit?"
"Giveit achance" Thumper said.

"It'svery flat, in't it?" Zamp said ashetook adice. When hehit into it hiseyebalsrolled up into his
head and when he was done with thefirst dice, he took another. Flopsie and Mopsie had agood time
wiping the sauce off hisface, and Zamp didn't seem to mind. By the time we |eft the kid was watching Bill
through narrow eyes and drumming hisfingers on the counter next to the cash regigter.

All indl themed at Guido's was more successful than the walk home. Whipper Will would not ook
at any android, and he ignored the clumps of peoplein front of the storesto the point that he would walk
right through them asif they were clouds of insects. For him, cars effervescing like sodawater had dl the
fascination of cracksin the pavement. Bingo watched him with the concern of anurse watching a patient
who had a colorful disease.

| told her. "Hell be OK."
"Y ou don't know the whole story."
"Therésaway to fix that."



She shook her head. "I can't. Whipper'll throw it down if he gets cranked enough.”
"1 wouldn't want him any more cranked than heisright now."
For some reason, Bingo looked even more concerned after that.

The rude noisesthat Bill and the surfers made at androids were sometimes mistaken for comments
about the owners. Not even this snapped Whipper Will out of histrance. Bill and the surfers worked out
their problems by being as cute and nonthreatening as a basketful of kittens. We dipped past fightslike a
ship narrowly missing icebergs.

When we got back to the house awoman was reclining in the sun on a chaise lounge on the back
deck. She was relaxed enough to be adeep. Even in repose as she was, she gave the impression of being
in languid graceful motion. She had long dark hair that fell in feathersto her shoulders. Wherethe sun
caught it, red coals seemed to smolder. The enormous black lenses of sunglasses covered her eyes, and
from high cheekbones hung awide mouth splashed with red, and awicked chin. The relaxed mouth
amiled alittle, asif smiling came naturdly to it. At the moment, she was wearing atight, denim jumpsuit
that emphasized what was mogst interesting about her dim body. One knee was raised alittle. High boots
matched her hair.

Earth women did nothing for me persondly, of course, but the surfers had given me the short course
inwhat to look for. She had dl of it.

Whipper Will seemed genuinely surprised to see her. He glanced at Bingo for her reaction. Bingo's
face was as emotiond as a cube of butter. The woman on the chaise sarted suddenly, asif shehadin
fact been adeep, and stretched, making cats | had seen look clumsy. Shesaid, "Hi," in the wispy voice of
achild who has awvakened among friends.

In away that told me nothing, Whipper Will sad, "Hello, Darken. What's shaking?'

Darken poured to her feet and hugged Whipper Will. She was just enough shorter than him to be
comfortable resting her head on his shoulder. He held his hands away from her back and tried not to
enjoy the hug, but his face was red when she came away. "Bingo," she said. The two women hugged, but
I'd seen goldfish in abowl be warmer. "These are my bros," Whipper Will said, and introduced the
surfers. "Dudes, thisis Darken Stormy, an old bro."

The guysleered at Darken Stormy, and the gals were reserved and suspicious. | guessit wasa
compliment.

"Can wetak?' said Darken. The deep was gone from her voice now. It was as deep asthe ocean
and soft asatub full of rabhits.

"Sure" said Whipper Will. "Dig my hang." He hed out hishand like awaiter. Darken strolled into the
house, her hips having everybody's attention. Whipper Will followed her and turned at the doorway.
"Y ou dudes want to come?' Without saying aword Bingo did past him into the house. "How about you,
Zoot? Zamp?' | said, "Trugt isafunny thing, isn't it?* Whipper Will tried to smile, but his mouth wastoo
concerned with other thingsto take it on. He said. "Maybe | just want witnesses."

"Fair enough.” Zamp and | went into the house. | sent Bill back outside so the surferswouldn't fedl
entirely abandoned.

In the living room Bingo was Stting in the middle of the couch. Acrossfrom her Darken Stormy sat in
afrayed old armchair no newer than last year'swasted hours. The air was warm, but you could have
ice-skated on the vibes. Whipper Will sat down next to Bingo and took her hand in hislap. It lay there
likeasalami. Zamp sat on alow stool and | stood behind him. From where | stood | could see through
the kitchen door and out the window. The surfers were walking their surf-bots onto the back deck.

"Very groovy to see you. Darken," Whipper Will said.



"Niceto seeyou too."

The meaningless words floated out the open window.

"l have my own radio show now. It's on every afternoon. Perhapsyou've heard it."
"No," said Bingo like adoor dam.

But Zamp brightened right up. "Radio?" he said. "Like The Shadow? Like Jack Benny and Fibber
McGee? Like The Voice of Firestone?" He caressed the words as he said them. Earth radio was abig
dedl on T'toom—it was how we knew English, but the shows were alittle out of date. T'toom and Earth
were far enough gpart that the speed of light made historians of usdll.

Darken Stormy laughed. She had abeautiful laugh, like water over gones. She said, "'I'm afraid not.
It'satak show."

"A show about talking?' Zamp said.

Bingo and Whipper Will said nothing. | don't know if they were even listening. Maybe Whipper Will
wasjust relieved that for the moment the conversation had nothing to do with him.

Darken laughed again. "We have interesting guests. People call into talk to them.”

"Eavesdropping on other peopl€e's conversations,” | grumbled. But Zamp was impressed. He said,
"Wow," and meant it.

Darken turned to Whipper Will and said,
"Youlet your hair grow.”

"My hair," Whipper Will said. "My brain." She nodded and said, "Y our father missesyou.” Bingo and
Whipper Will recoiled asif Darken Stormy had dapped them. Whipper Will said,

"You gill work for my father?"

"Wdll, for onething," Darken Stormy said, rolling her eyes humoroudy, "he ownsthe radio station.”
"And for another thing?' Whipper Will said.

"He needs you. Thework on the androidsis not going well." "Bummer.”

"Yes" "l said | would never go back to Willville."

"People change their minds."

"He said no," Bingo said.

"l know what he said,” Darken Stormy said.

They sounded like two lionesses fighting over a piece of meat. Darken Stormy let her eyes wander
the room.

Bingo patted Whipper Will's hand, but it was just abreeze to him. Outside, Bill and the surferswere
ostentatioudy polishing surf-bots. Every time an android walked by on the public walkway the surfers
whooped. Bill sometimes whooped too, and when he did the androids walked alittle faster while casting
unhappy glances over their shoulders.

Darken rose to her feet and went to the fireplace. From behind some very old flowers and some
seashdls and two tiny jars of colored sand she took a blue thing not much bigger than a shoe box. | had
not noticed it. It looked like alot of other junk in the surfer's house.

When Darken Stormy held it before her, | could seethat it was a surfer made from pipe cleaners
standing in the classic Quasimodo pose on a chip of wood that was supposed to be a surfboard. Behind
the surfer a single wooden wave arched over him.



"How swest," Darken said. "Y ou till haveit.”
Bingo didn't think it was sweet. Whipper Will tried to look cool.

Darken Stormy wound akey at the back of the thing and the surfboard rocked up and back dowly to
atinkly rendition of "Surf City."

"What isit?" | said.

"A music box," Darken Stormy said. "I bought it for Whipper Will's birthday oneyear." She smiled
again, but thisone wasn't for us. It was acozy onejust for her. She said, "We had some good times,
Whipper."

"We had 'em,” Whipper Will said, "and they're gone, like yesterday's aggro waves. Tell Dad to stop
bugging me”

"Should | tell him you're sorry you won't come back?' Darken Stormy said sarcagticaly.

"Tdl him anything you want aslong as he stops trying to snake me by sending old buddies around.”

"| wanted to see you too."

"Hereheis" Bingo sad.

Darken Stormy held out the music box. "Can | have this?' shesaid. "Y ou don't seem to have any use
forit." At the sametime, Whipper Will said"Yes' and Bingo said "No." "No," Whipper Will said.

"l see" More carefully than | would have expected, she set it back onto the mantel. Sheturned and
ran her hands down her hips. | think if 1'd been ahuman male the top of my head would have come off at
that point. She said, "Y ou'll be hearing from him." "Groovy," said Whipper Will asif it were no such thing,

Using that specid hip motion that only human femaes can manage she sirolled past the couch to me
and Zamp. From a breast pocket she pulled abusiness card and bent over to giveit to Zamp, thus giving
Whipper Will aredly astonishing view of her ass. It was one of the most difficult things held ever done,
but Whipper Will didn't look. Or maybe he did. He might have been good enough. To Gramp Zamp,
Darken Stormy said, "Y ou're kind of cute. Cal my talk show anytime. Well tak.” Theway shesadiit,
talking should have beenillega without amarriage license. She waked out of the room, through the
kitchen, and out the back door. She watched Bill and the surfers for amoment before she went away.
The surfers missed the show. They were too involved with insulting androids to notice. "Ahh-roooh!™ they
cried.

CHAPTER 3
lron Will

‘ S

Bingo was il stting on the couch. Whipper Will was standing in the middle of the room raking his hair
with his hand. Grampa Zamp was sniffing the card. When he saw me, he said, "Thisis great. In about
forty years, I'll be aradio star on T'toom."

| nodded but | had things on my mind other than Grampa Zamp's stardom. Darken Stormy had
shaken up Whipper Will and probably done worse than that to Bingo, but she still hadn't done anything
illegal. Shed only mentioned androidsin away that caused me to believe that Whipper Will had more
than a casud connection with them. That interested me. | wasn't yet working for Knighten Daise and
aready androidsinterested me.

| sat down on one end of the couch. Bingo attempted to smile at me, but it was awesk thing with a
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lot of worry init. For amoment | listened to Bill and the surfers whooping on the back deck. Then | said,
"Does Darken Stormy come with ingtructions or should | just guess?”

"She'sjust an old girlfriend,” Whipper Will said asif he were reading basebal | scores. Bingo said,
"Hang loose, dude. I'm not dissed by her." Certainly no more than by abroken foot, | thought. | said,
"She'san old girlfriend. What made you break up?' | was just anosy old friend of the family. Whipper
Will could have asked me why it was my business and that would have been the end of it, but | could see
he wanted to talk. He waited for Bingo to speak. When she didn't, he said, "I used to work at the
Superhero Android labs. Darken wasamodd a Will Industries trade shows. We met out at Willville,
and ..." Hetried to jack up hisvoice with his hands. Bingo said. "Asyou can see, shesquiteadish.”

"Y ou're not exactly chopped sushi yourself,” Whipper Will said. "Go on,” Bingo said, not buying any soft
Soagp right now.

"Sheisquiteadish,” Whipper Will said asif he were admitting he'd killed Cock Robin. "And | was
the boss man's son and we got pretty stoked on each other. But she was cranked on BMWs and
Rolexes and the old white picket fence. She guzzled the right brewski and draped the fresh threads. We
Sizzled and dashed top-to-bottom for awhile but the wipeout came hard and we were both dogged

"Raw," said Bingo, and she shook her head. She did not sound sorry.
Not very kindly, | said, "And now she's shilling for your father.”
"A grotty scene,”" Whipper Will said.

| expected Bingo to say, "Grotty," but she didn't. A sound outside the front of the house saved her the
trouble. If apride of lions had suddenly materidized on Whipper Will's front porch and some brave soul
had stroked them ever so gently under their chins, they might have made asound like this. The four of us
went to seewhat it was.

Parked across the front of Whipper Will's garage was the biggest, blackest car | had ever seen. Its
color was the deegp emptiness of outer space and you could launch aircraft from itsroof. The engine
stopped—stopping the lions— and aman in a chauffeur's uniform got out. He wasn't wearing atie but a
blue plastic collar that complemented his beauty. He walked back about a block and pulled open adoor.

The man who climbed out |ooked the way Whipper Will might look in about thirty yearsif he cut his
hair and changed histailor. The suit he wore was dark but not black, an indefinable color that spoke of
vaultswith thelights off but full of money. The suit fit him perfectly. It had fewer wrinklesthan achina
plate. The man waked toward us smiling.

"Whipper, my boy," the man cried ashe held out his hand.
"Dad," Whipper Will said, and shook his hand without enthusiasm.

"Miss Binghamton,” Whipper Will's dad said, and tried to shake hands with Bingo. She wasn't having
any. After awhile he put his hand down, reminding me of Bill.

Whipper Will's dad looked at us, expecting somebody to throw him afish, but Whipper Will didn't
say or do anything. He just waited, listening to the traffic go by. A boxy car that might once have been
green pulled into a parking spacein the lot of the liquor tore across the street. Instead of getting out and
going into the store the driver pulled out a newspaper and held it alittle too low. Even from here| could
see hiseyes. Searching, curious eyes. "May | comein?' Whipper Will'sdad said. " Sure, dude,”" Whipper
Will said, and his dad winced, not liking the word dude much.

Everybody but the chauffeur went inside. Whipper Will'sfather sat at one end of the couch and said,
"Sit down, it down," asif it were his house. Whipper Will sat on the arm at the other end of the couch.
Bingo sat where Darken Stormy had been sitting before. | stood at the entrance to the halway and held
up thewall. Zamp wasjust behind me. Coldly, Whipper Will said, "Dudes, thisismy dad, Iron Will. He



got here so fast he must have been waiting for Darken Stormy around the corner. He probably guessed |
wouldn't get stoked on her rap.”

"I know you can speak English," Mr. Will said. "'l paid enough for your education.”
"Right on," Whipper Will said, and smiled.
"Why won't you come back?' Mr. Will said.

"It's not you. Dad. It's not even the androids. It's the whole big business whoopie. Fancy clothes,
meetings, deadlines, office palitics. | came to the beach to hang loose, to cruise without any of it."

Cadmly, asif explaining playground etiquetteto asmall child, Mr. Will said, "1 don't supposeit means
anything to you that SA and Will Industries need you. It took uslong enough to finish developing a
commercia android after you left. But the current series gets moldy and hard. It crumbles away just like
bread. Y ou can help us design one that won't go stae. I'd make it worth your while. Y ou could have
anything you wanted."

"Redly?' said Whipper Will with sudden interest.

"Anything."

"The onething | want,” Whipper Will said, hiswords suddenly growing hair and teeth, "isfor you to
leave medone.”

| sympathized with Whipper Will. | had barely escaped the family business mysdif.

Mr. Will said, "What do you say, Miss Binghamton?Y ou used to be hisassstant. | could makeit
worth your whiletoo."

Bingo looked away. The curtains swaying in the breeze were not asinteresting as she made them.

I could see where the conversation was going. Bingo and Whipper and hisfather could circle each
other likethat al afternoon. They were starting in on each other again when | walked back down the
hallway and went out the front door. | suggested Zamp speak with the chauffeur. While Zamp went over
to look in the limousineswindow, | went across the street to look in awindow of my own. | walked past
the liquor store and then came back acrossthelot. Whilel did that, a very groovy teenage dude and
dudette approached a Melt-O-Mobile machine that stood just outside the liquor store's front door. Asif
he were buying diamonds for her but doing nothing at al compared to what he could do if he put his
mind to it, the dude shoved afew hillsinto the machine. It groaned and something astall asthe dit and as
wide asahand grew dowly from it. When it was outside the machine, the thick sheet suddenly snapped
open and became a Melt-O-Mobile that bounced alittle asit settled on the blacktop. The two groovy
typesgot into it and the dude drove them away.

Even knowing that Melt-O-Mobiles would not be very popular if they stranded a person wherever he
or shewent, actualy seeing adispenser perform was asurprise. It was the difference between hearing
about an eephant and seeing one. | amost got run over while | stood there being astonished. But aloud
honk from aguy in apassing Datsun snapped me out of my daze. From behind | approached the green
car that had followed the Will limousine, watching the guy's face in the side mirror, which meant that he
could see me. His eyesflickered but otherwise he didn't move. He didn't even turn the page of his
newspaper.

| stood next to his open window and said, "Hell beinsde for awhile. He and his son are having a
little party.”
"l don't know what you're talking about."

"No. That'swhy you're Sitting over here not reading yesterday's paper.” | looked in a him. | wasthe
right height to do it without bending. He must have been tal because the black brush of hishair tickled



the celling of the car. He had the wide-open face of an extrain a Gino and Darleneflick, witha
polka-dot bow tie stationed below it. His dark blue suit was tasteful enough to be rented. | had seen him
before.

Hesad, "Sofar, Sttinginacar isnot acrime.”

"Weamost met at Kilroy's. Y ou were another one of the detectives who'd been invited to help the
Hawaiian UFO Aliens solve their problem.”

Very dowly, heturned his head to look at me. He smiled in away that managed not to mean anything
and said, "Y ou may be apro, but you're not from around here."

"Bay City," | said.

Helaughed and caught it before it escaped. He stuck his hand out through the window and said, "Irv
Doewanit.”

"Zoot Marlowe," | said, and shook his hand.

"Marlowe, en?' Heliked it alot. | took achance and said, "Y ou following Mr. Will?* "If you're half
the pro you pretend to be you know | can't tell you that." "I know," | said. "I just wanted to make sure
that you know. We should talk.”

"l can't talk—" "Not about your client or your job. Just talk. One gumshoe to another.”
"Shop talk. It'sbeen awhile."

"Y ou have your own shop?'

"In amanner of spesking.”

He gave me a Hollywood address up on Ivar and we agreed to meet that evening. | ran back across
PCH fedling noble asa statue in apark but more lively. Doewanit was ared detective.

We would talk. Oh yes, we would.

When | got to Whipper's house a Met-O-Mobile was pulling up. The driver got out, and | could see
by the blue plagtic collar that it was an android. Superhero Android. He went to the front door and
knocked. He glanced at me when | walked up but said nothing. We waited for the answer together.

Bingo opened the door. She looked tired. Behind her, Whipper and hisfather were shouting at each
other. They stopped when Bingo and the android and | walked into the living room. Mr. Will smiled and
said, "At last. Get your friends together, Whipper. We're going for aride.”

"Where?' said Whipper asif he didn't much care.
"Nowhere specid. | just want to show off the Melt-O-Mobile."

Whipper said something about M t-O-Mobiles that was rude and anatomically impossible. Mr. Wil
began to burn. Persondlly, | was getting tired of watching them push each other off their soapboxes. |
said, "A ride couldn't hurt. And the dudes would get cranked on it."

| watched Whipper caculating what wasinit for him, for hisfriends, for hisfather. Hisfather just
smiled as he rubbed his hands together. Not very happy, but fortified with stedl plate, Whipper said,
"Groovy."

Mr. Will and hisandroid took Thumper and Flopsie and Mopsie for aride. While they were gone.
Bingo and Whipper stood in front of the the front door swaying asthey hugged. The smdll that made

people believe stuff hung inthe air like abad idea. The surfers whooped at androids and sang snatches of
songsthey'd learned from Gino and Darlene.

When the M t-O-Mobile came back Thumper legpt from it and cried, "That android is one aggro



dude! He driveslike the gnarly kahuna himsdf! Bitchen dude. Bitchen dude.” He shook hishead in
wonder.

"Driving wdl intraffic ishis superpower,” Mr. Will said as he hel ped Flopsie and Mopsie from the
car. They were charmed at the attention, and each did her best to act like the Queen of England. Mr.
Will caled, "Next!"

Whipper refused to go and Bingo wouldn't even discussit. | looked at Whipper. No point working at
making him an enemy. He nodded. | rode out with Bill, Mr. Will, the android, and the rest of the surfers.
The ride was pretty much what you'd expect to have in a cardboard car. We bumped aong feding every
crack inthe street. The air and traffic noisewere so loud | felt asif | wereriding on a skateboard. But the
android was as good a driver as Thumper had said. He weaved in and out between carswith dl the
effort of Rubingtein playing aMozart sonata. |'d seen guys sweet more at stoplights. While we made the
rounds | saw more people vend themselves Mdt-O-Mobiles. | didn't gawk theway | had the first time,
but watching didn't bore me ether. We got back, and Mr. Will did hisbig finish.

After the driving android got into the limousine Mr. Will reached into the Melt-O-Mobile and pushed
abutton on the dash that started the roof of the car fizzing. Whilethe car ate itsdlf the bad smell grew
stronger. As casudly asagtriking rattlesnake, Mr. Will said, ™Y ou know, Whipper, you'd enjoy working
for meagan."

Whipper and Bingo looked & him asif hewere crazy. | knew he wasn't crazy. | watched him asif he
were doing card tricks.

"Don't you think?' Mr. Will said. "One of usisthinking," Whipper said, "and it isn't you." Mr. Will
frowned. While he did that, atall blond woman wearing cutoff jeans and ared hater top swayed by.
Captain Hook, dways handy with the ladies, shouted at her, "1'm good for you, baby!" and made a
kissng noise.

The blonde looked allittle confused, but instead of continuing her one-woman parade she svayed
over to Captain Hook and said, "Y ou're good for me, baby." She wrapped her hands around his neck.

The other surfers howled, " Ahh-roooh!" and even Captain Hook |ooked surprised. But he said,
"Comeonin. Well down abrewski and rap." Holding her hand, Captain Hook towed her insde asif she
were aboat made of glass.

| sad, "Interesting, isnt it?"

"What?' Mr. Will sad.

"Cars dart evaporating and people will believe anything.”

"What are you implying?"

"Nothing much,” | said. "But asort of ‘credulity’ gas must be good for business.”

"l don't know what your businessis, Mr. Marlowe, but | suspect you're not achemist. If this
‘credulity’ gasisintheair it must be something new in the smog. Besides'—he looked sdeways a
Whipper—"not everybody seemsto believe everything." That bothered him, and he thought about it.

Whipper thought about it too. It was amazing how much he and hisfather looked dike when they
both had their faces twisted up like that.

Bingo said, "It doesn't matter. Whipper isn't going back to work for you."

"Isthat 07" Mr. Will said, hisvoice taking on an edge sharp enough to remove flesh. "'I'm not making
threats, but sometimes coincidences happen. Y ou do something bad to me— it just could be that
something bad will happen to your no-account friends.” Whipper said, "It just could be you're full of
shit."



Mr. Will didn't wait for his chauffeur to let him back into the limousine. He got in and dammed the
door harder than he had to. The lions began to purr again and the limousine swung out into the Street asiif
there were no traffic to watch for. Whipper laughed and shook hishead. "Oh, Dad. | can't take him

anywhere”

"That sounded like athreat tome," | said as| watched Irv Doewanit pull into traffic and follow the
limousne

"Dad'stough, and he'salittle ruthlessin business, but he wouldn't actually hurt anybody." Whipper
and Bingo and the surfers went back into the house. | took alot of time staring at the place where I'd last
seen Doewanit's green car and the limousine. Zamp said, Y ou think Whipper'swrong about his dad?" "It
would be safer to think s0.” Bill said, "1 can think so for you." "You do thet," | said. "Though | havethe
feding | won't need the help.”

CHAPTER 4
Nuts from Hollywood

‘ RS

Zemp and Bill and | were till standing outside Whipper's house when Captain Hook's blonde stormed
out of the place. She didn't stop to speak to us, but her angry face told us enough. A moment later.
Captain Hook came to the door with ared handprint on one cheek. He cried, "Tishal" but the blonde
was long gone and her sonic boom with her.

"l been snaked!" Captain Hook said.

"I guessthat was her problem too,” | said, and went into the house with my entourage. Zamp asked
me what the timewas. When | told him he got excited and jabbered that Darken Stormy'sradio program
would be on any minute. He took the card from the pocket of his Hawaiian shirt and asked meto did the
number for him.

"Ask Whipper to teach you how to read,” | said as | dided. "Except for being thrown out of his house
and avoiding hisfather, | don't think he's very busy."

Zamp sat down with the phone and he spoke to somebody who passed him on to somebody else. At
last he put his hand over the receiver and said, "I'm on hold. Darken will be with mein amoment.”
"Congratulations.” The TV had aradioinit and | switched it on.

| tuned away from the oldies station it habitualy played and, after crossing through static and garbage,
heard Darken Stormy say, ... asurprise guest. A mysterious gentleman known to me only as Grampa
Zamp. Hell betelling usalittle about himsdf. Stay tuned.” A commercid started. It suggested in ways
that were not very subtle that some hospita in Orange County could help melose weight while egting
everything on the menu and never leaving the couch. | guessif you need to lose weight, that'sthe way to
doit.

Darken Stormy came back and introduced Grampa Zamp again, and then she was interviewing him.
He answered into the telephone and five seconds later his voice came from the radio. When Zamp
seemed confused by the way things were going, Darken told him the show was on a five-second tape
delay and suggested he turn down hisradio. He gestured a mefrantically and | swung closed the door
between kitchen, where Zamp was, and the living room, where the radio was. By that time the show had
attracted Captain Hook and the other surfers. "Yes," Zamp said, "I'm anoted futurist from aplanet called
T'toom." | looked at the kitchen door, shocked asif ... well, shocked asif Zamp had admitted he was
from another planet. Whipper and Bingo looked at me with their eyebrows up. They'd suspected for a
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long time that my story about being from Bay City wasjust astory. Anybody with half abrain would, if
they cared. Most people didn't care or were afraid to get involved in something that might be too big or
too unpleasant for them. After adl, Orson Welles hadn't been the last person to suggest that invading the
Earth was agood idea.

The other surferslaughed and poked each other in the ribs as Zamp spoke about abo trees and sap
and household ooze and daberingeo spines. Sunday supplement stuff on T'toom, but it would be hot
news on Earth if anybody believed you. Evidently, most of the surfersthought Zamp'srap was ajoke.
Darken Stormy wastreeting it that way too. Zamp telling the truth to Darken Stormy and to her audience
was no more dangerous than my telling the truth to a crystal-bending swami like Goneout Backson.

| relaxed, and instead of listening to Grampa Zamp | thought about androids and Melt-O-Mobiles
and credulity gas. They just drifted through my mind with no more weight or importance than clouds. |
didn't know enough about anything. Besides, none of thiswas my businessyet, though it probably would
beif Mr. Daise hired me, He said he had android trouble.

| had trouble too, but it had nothing to do with androids. A certain guy who owned a certain house
was about to gect certain occupants onto PCH like spent bullets. | worked the problem over in my head
with a sap and arubber hose and with bamboo shoots under the fingernails. What Max Toodemax was
pulling wasn't nice, but asfar as| could tell it waslegd. Aslegd as sdling painless weight-loss plansto
people whose exercise of choice was thumbing the remote control on their TV.

Cheering and applause yanked me back from the land where half-bright detectives go to think. The
kitchen door was open and Zamp's nose was quivering happily. He said, "For being on her show today,
Darken is sending me two freetickets to the upcoming Will Industries Trade Show." "Groovy," Whipper
sad without inflection.

"Youll go with me, won't you Zoot?'

"Sure. Me and whose army?' ™Y ou won't need an army,” Whipper said, and laughed. "1 guessyou're
right. Y our dad doesn't want me or Zamp." Whipper was angry at me. It was buried, but not very deep.
Heredly did like hisfather.

"Chill out, dude," hesaid.
"If | don't bring an army, isit OK if I'm careful 7' | said.
Whipper shrugged and |eft the room.

Whipper spent the afternoon teaching Zamp to read. When | came into the kitchen to kibitz, Whipper
said, "l guess we both got too cranked.”

"Sure. Being cranked isthe curse of the thinking class.”
"Yeah," heanswered asif I'd said something smart. "Being careful can't hurt.”

Wewerefine after that. | fill wished | had an army, and he still thought | was overreacting, but each
let the other have hissilly notions.

The Sun went down, turning the clouds to colorsthat lipstick manufacturers only dream about. When
the Sun was just ashimmering fluorescent dome at the edge of the world, Bill and | walked through the
yard where Whipper grew natura ingredients to put into his yoyogurt and, occasiondly, flowers. On the
other side was the garage.

Inside, the dim garage smelled of dust and tiny wild creatures. By the light of the single bare bulb my
1960 Chevrolet Belvedere glowed like an egg under murky water. Whipper had evidently taken care of
it while I'd been gone. It was clean and full of gas. | opened the garage door and let in the yellow
evening; the stores dong PCH werelit like a stage set. Cars blew by on the cool ocean wind, casud as
kids on skateboards.



| et Bill into the Belvedere and then mysdlf. The doors made a solid sound when they closed and |
hoped it was agood omen. The steering whee! felt solid too. | gave Irv Doewanit's address to Bill and he
said, "l got it. Boss." | backed carefully onto PCH and roared along the coast toward Los Angeles and
the SantaMonica Freeway. It was asif I'd never |eft town.

The ocean looked like beaten bronze in aforge. Asthe Sun went down, the fire died until the ocean
was gray, and then it wasjust abig wild presence to my right, smelling of salt and rotting kelp and manly
romance.

| turned inland on the Santa M onica Freeway and boomed through the westside among ordinary cars
and Mdt-O-Mobiles. The occasiona android driver weaved in and out of traffic, exercigng his
superpower. Either that, or more or lessnorma Earth people fill drovelikeidiots. At Bill'sdirection, |
went north on La Brea past gas Sations and smd |l businesses that may have been fronts for things more
profitable. Thiswas not quite the bad part of town but it had potential. At Olympic | crossed over to
Highland and continued up, wondering when the city would decide that the beautiful palm trees between
the north and southbound lanes were taking up too much space to be worthwhile. Suddenly Hollywood
dapped meintheface.

Despite the mayor's attemptsto clean it up so it would look like the old movies, Hollywood was still
bright and garish enough to be a Christmas tree ornament designed by a seven-year-old. Homeless
people would gtill shuffle over the stars on the Walk of Fame, indistinguishable from the suff they pushed
in shopping carts. If thered planet Earth wasin any way similar to the pest hole I'd described on T'toom,
it was because of this sorry kind of thing.

| drove along Sunset ignoring the neon so | could watch the traffic. Neon dways excited Bill, and he
could hardly stay till in his seat. Maybe it was the eectricity. We passed the Crossroads of the World, a
quaint thirtiesidea of internationa architecture, and cameto Ivar.

"Oneblock up,” Bill said. Turning left was not atreet, but | managed it after waiting three lights. The
business day was over and it was too early for the movie crowd, so | actualy found a place to park on
the street. | didn't even have to put money into the meter.

"Where?' | said.

Bill pointed to abuilding like alot of others on the street. The bottom floor was along arcade of
bright fluorescent light that made food ook poisonous and made the postcards of local attractions ook
repulsive. Bill couldn't get enough of it. Above the souvenir shops was the somber gray front of achesp
office building. | nodded. Thiswas just the kind of neighborhood where | would expect to find ashamus
like Irv Doewanit.

| crossed the street and passed anumber of dark foreign-looking men, each of whom stood in the
doorway of astore, each store sdlling exactly the same merchandise. For only dightly lessthan they were
paying for anight'slodging, out-of-towners could buy anything they wanted aslong asit said hello from
hollywood on it or portrayed their favorite ssar—something to show the folks back home they'd actualy
been here. Back home, in the telling, Hollywood would acquire apolish it hadn't had for years. "Come
on, Bill," | said, and yanked him away from a spinner of garish postcards.

Bill and | passed aman who had asuspicious face. He tried alightning smile as we passed, but when
we turned into the narrow stairway between his store and the next one the smileflared out like the flame
of amatch.

Light and sound faded as we climbed. At the top was along halway as narrow asthe sairs. It waslit
by good intentions as much as by the smal eectric sconcesin the walls that were the height of fashion
even before Philip Marlowe came to town. They had been cleaner then.

Quiet was athick dusty curtain.



| stood at the top of the staircase peering along the shabby hallway, knowing it probably looked
worsein the daytime when you could see the cracksin the walls, the pedling paint that had once been a
color, the dust and cobwebs in the corners. Maybe there was graffiti too, just for spice. The smell was of
old age, death, and constant human habitation. | looked back down the stairs. The suspicious man
looked up at me, saw | was looking down, and stepped out of sight,

"Isthistheright place?' | sad.

Bill read me back the right address. | stepped quietly aong the hall, trying not to disturb the worn
carpet, looking for Irv Doewanit's name on a pebbled door. Bill bobbed beside me. | said, "Let's have
somelight.”

"Right, Boss." Light snapped out of Bill'seyesin twin yelow cones. It did nothing to improve the
decor, but finding Doewanit's office became easier. | had passed it and now | went back, walking softly
by the chiropractors, employment agencies, and coin dedlers, so as not to awaken them.

Y ellow light was behind the glass. | knocked. Footsteps danced across the floor, and the door
opened wide enough to admit severd flies. It then opened wider. Doewanit smiled and said, "Marlowe,
Marlowe." Helet meand Bill into hisoffice.

CHAPTERS
The Perfect Place

‘ QA

| v Doewanit's officewasasmall sickly box coated with flaking green paint. Mud had more style. A
filing cabinet, not too badly battered, stood in the corner under a potted cactus. Over the cactus hung a
caendar showing a photograph of avery dick automobile with alot of finsand chrome. Another door
led somewhere, maybe to acloset. The rush of traffic camein through awindow open just wide enough
tolet in some air. Even after my two previoustripsto Earth | hadn't let myself hope that there was a
place this perfect. If Philip Marlowe existed in any flesh at dl | would come no closer than Irv Doewanit.
"Thisisthe place, Bill," | said, just enjoying being in thisterrible room.

"The street, the building, the address” Bill said proudly. With agrunt, Doewanit sat down at a desk
asold as God's desk. He was not so perfect, at least asfar as private eyes went. He ill worea
polka-dot bow tie and adark blue suit. He looked happy and healthy. Sitting there, helooked like a
flower inagrave pit.

Doewanit motioned to the client's chair, which waited patiently, like an old horse. | sat down and
rested my elbows on the battered arms. Bill stood beside me. He looked at me, shining light into my
eyes. | told him wed had enough and his eydights went away.

Doewanit pulled abrown bottle from adrawer and said, "Drink?"
"Sure" | sad. "Inadirty glass Withahar init."
Doewanit laughed and said, Y ou know, some guys might think patter like that was alittle overripe.”

Hewasright, of course. | wasjust nervousto be talking to areal human detective. | fought down my
jitters as he put two clean glasses on the blotter and filled each of them halfway. While he did thishe said,
"Marlowe, Marlowe, you're no more from Bay City than | am.”

"Wheream | from?"

He appraised me the way he would a hot watch. "Please don't play those gameswith me. If | knew
where you were from | wouldn't ask, would 17
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| Spped my drink. It was stronger than my norma brewski and burned on the way down. | took
another sip and my brain began to float free and easy. | said, "Welived too close to the nuclear power
plant. Y ou should see my brother. He has earslike an elephant.” Living dangeroudy, | said, "You'd
probably like my sgter.”

He laughed again and shook his head, not believing aword of it.
| said, "l ssemto bedoing dl thetaking."

Doewanit apparently thought so too. He pointed at me and said, "I'm a detective. For fifty bucksa
day I'll St outside anybody's housein my car. For ahundred bucks aday I'll even watch who goesin and
out." Bill laughed at that, looked at me, and stopped. "Sure," | said. "The rates are printed on the back of
the license. Somehow you don't seem thetype.” "Please," he said, and tossed back most of hisdrink. He
was good. Smoke did not come out of hisears. "L ooks aren't everything. And, unlike Philip Marlowe, |
sometimes even take divorce business. | haveto. Job oneissurviva." | glanced around the office and
said, "Job two can't beinterior decoration.” "No," he said, not pleased to be agreeing with me. "I've
come along way since | was astaff writer for Charlie Sundown.”

"OnTV?' | said. Charlie Sundown was a detective who had more charm than brains. The bad guys
beat him up three or four timesin the course of an episode, but they never broke anything important. He
was a handsome hunk who aways got the girl and always cracked the case. He never ran out of gasor
bullets. His show was afavorite of the surfers.

Bill started to sing the theme song in clear eectronic tones. | would have stopped him, but Doewanit
seemed to enjoy it. One finger conducted. When Bill started again Doewanit asked him to stop. Bill
stopped in midnote and Doewanit said, "1 got tired of just talking the talk and decided to try waking the
walk. | guess| beieved my own lies about detectives.”

I nodded, knowing what lies he meant. | watched Charlie Sundown too, in spite of myself.

Hetold me Charlie Sundown storiesthat made me wonder who had a hard enough head to take that
much abuse. And that was just the writers. When the first brown bottle was empty Doewanit pulled afull
onefrom hisdrawer.

It got alittle drunk out. The brewski tasted good; it warmed on itsway down instead of burning and
made acomfy sun in my tummy. The cheap room retreated and Doewanit's face seemed to grow and
glow alittle, asif alight bulb were behind it. Traffic noise whispered secretsto the street. Only the smell
of dust and of human decay seemed to get stronger. | had trouble Sitting up straight in my chair. Bill
propped me up on one sde. Androids and Whipper's problem with his dad and sudden eviction and
Knighten Daise continued to squirrdl around in the back of my mind.

| carefully set my glass on the desk and said, not very neetly, "Y ou weretailing Mr. Will." A complete
sentence. Pretty good.

"What of it?1 tail alot of people. Sometimes once." He giggled at thet like a dripping faucet. "For
who? For why? For how? For huh?" The part of my mind not up to its chin in brewski knew | was not
expressng myself in the clearest possible terms. "For huh?" | said again, just to confirm how little sense |
was making.

He leaned toward me across the desk, carefully set hiselbowsin place, and rested hishead in his
hands. He said, "Those Willsare crazy. All of them. Not just Iron and Whipper, but Trespassers, Lagt,
and Testa. All of them." For emphasis he flung one hand aside and nearly knocked over the bottle. "All of
them,” he grumbled to himsdlf, and | thought held fallen adeep.

| knew Doewanit wasright, of course, even from dealing with Whipper Will. Thefact that aguy like
Whipper, with an education and abrain to useit, lived at the beach with atroupe of gazabos made him a
little eccentric in histaste, if not exactly crazed. Mr. Will didn't seem nuts so much as driven. Which made



him nuts, of course.

Which didn't prove anything. Earth people in general were nuts. I'd come back to Earth for athird
time. Out loud, | said, "I guess that makes me nutstoo." Doewanit spoke to his desk. He sounded asiif
he were crying when he said, "Not us, Marlowe. We'rejust two swell guys, al ready for the prom.”
"Sure. Well need aprom. Neither of usin any condition to drive.”

Bill chuckled, but Doewanit laughed at that for afew hours. His mind couldn't get traction on a
thought. By the time he stopped laughing we'd both forgotten why held started, so he sang me a song.
Then | sang him one and then we sang together. We sang alot. Then wetold stories and threatened each
other and made up and pledged eterna brotherhood. | may havetold him where | wasredly from. |
don't suppose it mattered anyway; he wouldn't have noticed if 1'd tattooed it on his chest.

Far away, aghost was shrieking at me and shattering my brain with the big hammer of itsvoice. The
tornado that twisted from my stomach up into my head was stirring the shattered bits. My nose throbbed,
throwing waves of scknessinto the rest of my body. And that ghost was gtill shrieking. The bits made
patterns of androids and melting cars and credulity gas. They wanted to make sense but | couldn't help
them. | was busy listening to that shrieking.

Little by little I was glad to notice that the shrieking was not inside my head but outside. | opened my
eyes and saw something very close that was shiny and brown. The shrieking was asiren. Something went
by on Sunset and incidentally shattered my brains. Somebody's tax dollars at work.

Carefully, | sat up. The shiny brown thing was the edge of Irv Doewanit's desk. Doewanit himsdlf sat
across from me with his head down. I'd have been alittle disappointed if he did not fed asterrible as|
did. My nose looked normd but from theingdeit felt asif somebody weretrying to dug hisway out with
hisfists. Good rhythmic dugging too.

Sunlight came through the blinds and made stripes against the walls and floor. Traffic passed outside.
In the next office atypewriter and aradio were going. The world was up and busy. | shuddered.

"OK, Boss?' Bill said.

"l hope not. | wouldn't want to fed thisterrible and ill be OK." My thoughts moved like goldfish,
first making sensible patterns and then not. As dowly as they moved, they were too quick for me.

Doewanit lifted his head asif he werelifting abowling ball at the end of a soda straw. He squinted at
thelight and gingerly ran ahand through hishair. Sacks hung under his eyes. Bursts of red blotched his
face. He smacked hislips and sucked histeeth like an old man. He grunted.

| grunted just to hold up my end. There was something about the credulity gas, aconnection I'd
missed. 1'd seen it recently in the fish tank of my mind, and | just about had the facts lined up again when
| sneezed. The sneeze was big and explosive, making Doewanit draw back from me.

My nose no longer throbbed and my head was clear. | fdt asfresh asaBeverly Hillslawn after a
spring shower, but my comfort hadn't improved the looks of the office. Doewanit's face dtill looked asif it
had been drawn on a burlap bag. The fish tank was gone and with it my bright idea. If | had not been
imagining it al dong.

| amiled at Doewanit and he moaned. | said, " Sneezing cures hangovers.” "Thefirst | hear of it."

"Cured mine"

Helooked at me sideways, then felt around in his desk and came up with atissue. Hetook abig
breath and blew hard. Looking very pale, he ran for the second door, got it open, and dammed it shut.
He made disgusting noisesinto water. | walked to the window and looked down onto Sunset. Traffic
flowed by smoothly. Tourists gawked. The smog was not life threatening. It was abeautiful day.

The door to the bathroom opened and | turned around. Doewanit leaned againgt the jamb, looking a



little better, but still not happy. He said, "Bay City. Hah!"
| said, "Not al my ideas are good. Some of them aren't even smart. Sorry."

He nodded asif he didn't want to nod. He shook hands with me and with Bill, and the two of uswent
out down the ancient hallway. Insect noises of small purposdess activity came from behind some of the
doors. Some of the offices were as dead as they had been the night before. Downgtairs, the light was
more natural but the same dark men were sdling the same gaudy merchandise.

Inthecar, | said, "Knighten Daise. Y ou remember the address?!
Bill tapped the sde of hishead and said, "The old bubble memory."
| drove west and up afew blocksto Franklin.

CHAPTER 6
Knighten Daise of the Foreign L egion

‘ S

T helas timelI'd beento the Daise mansion, Mr. Daise and his daughter Heavenly had been haranguing
each other about the family business. It took alot of haranguing, | guess, because the busnesswas
Surfing Samurai Robots, the biggest producer of robotsin the world. Bill was an SSR, one of the smdller,
cheaper models, without the rippling muscles and the prerecorded personality.

That last time Mr. Daise looked like alobster.

He'd donethisto himsdlf in an attempt to fool industrial spiesand other enemies. | don't know if being
alobster had made him safer, but it alowed him to hissin a strange nerveracking voice that made him
sound asif heweretrying to haunt ahouse.

The houses on Franklin still looked like Greek temples or asif they should have had forty acres of
cotton growing out back. The Daise mansion stood out from these pieces of stone fantasy like atractor
among racing cars. It was asquare gray building that had thelook of apenitentiary. Mr. Daise liked his
security and he didn't care who knew it.

At the bottom of the long sweeping drive | spoke into asquawk box and aquiet cultured voice
answered—the voice of Davenport, the Daise's robotler. The gate swung open and | drove through a
wide grassy field full of trees| knew were fake. Each tree was a sentry box from which an armed robot
guard kept watch. If they hadn't been expecting me Davenport could have hosed off my remains after he
picked up what he could in ateaspoon. At the top of the drive was abig shiny car that was brown the
way sunsets are orange. Next to it my Belvedere looked like alump of tinfail.

One half of the double front doors opened and Davenport stepped out to watch us. Hewasalittle
taller than the average human and was dmost the same fancy shade of brown asthe car. He wore fawn
gray pants and asoft, white shirt that was open at the throat. Around his forehead was the samural
headband that meant he was not just any robot but a high-end Surfing Samurai Robot. Bill seemed to be
in awe of him. Hetook no notice of Bill whatsoever.

He bowed ever so dightly from thewaist and intoned, "It's good to see you again, Mr. Marlowe."
"The sameway it's good to see a plumber when you're up to your anklesin water?"

Davenport tried to be amused by that, but his designers hadn't quite gotten the cynica smilejust right.
Bill'slaughter was gaudy, but it sounded alot more natural. Davenport said, "Of course," and showed me
into the mangon.
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The foyer was two stories high and made from wood that looked asif it had come from very old,
very fineviolins. There were the same fanciful tapestries, the same spectacular rose windows, the same
gtiff chairsthat encouraged you to think you were better off standing.

Davenport left mein thelibrary. Three walls were bookshelves. The fourth wastal windows that let
inalot of very quiet, yellow light. A leather couch stood halfway across the room and facing the desk.
But maybe it wasn't alibrary at dl. Maybe the room was just some new kind of stable. Theflat, thick
reek of the anima was not quite sirong enough to knock off my hat. The animal itsalf stood behind the
desk and it was the Size of ahorse, but with ahump like the Paramount Pictures mountain. Itsfur wasan
unfortunate shade of brown, much like the color of the carpet in the hallway outside Irv Doewanit's
office. A big plastic tray of grass sat on the desk. The animal chewed without hurry while it sudied me
with its empty brown eyes, two big globs of not-very-clean motor ail. It was acame—I'd seenthemin
Foreign Legion movies. It was even wearing a Foreign Legion cap, ahandkerchief draped from the cap
down the back of its head. | looked around wondering if | wasin the wrong room.

"Yiked" Bill shouted, and waked toward the camd. "Pretty horse," he said. "Pretty horse.”

Inavoice asthick and flat asthe smdll it gave off, the camel said, "WEell haveto upgrade our
softwareif your bot thinksI'm ahorse.”

Asfar as| knew, camesdidn't talk. Of course, lobstersdon't talk either. | put my handsinto my
trench-coat pockets and said, "Good morning, Mr. Daise."

"Y ou took your time getting here."

| smiled. Mr. Daise would reach his point eventualy.

Mr. Daisesad, "Sit down.”

| kept standing. | said, "'l guess after awhile being alobster losesits charm.”

Mr. Daise swallowed, and alarge lump moved down histhroat. He tore off more grass and said
around it, "My enemies are everywhere. | would not be so foolish asto bdieve that they are stupid.
Eventudly they would discover my ruse. It was necessary for meto change disguises.”

| said, "You certainly have atdent for it. Bill, get away from there. Sit down.”

Bill had been plucking at the grassin the tray with one hand. Now he came back to sit on the leather
couch. While Mr. Daise continued to chew, | said, "Why are you having Iron Will followed?"

"1s somebody following him? What makes you think it's me?*
"Troubleismy business.

Mr. Daise spit into alarge golden jug that rang like agong when it was hit. He said, "1 tried to contact
you. But you were obvioudy not available. Y ou can't expect meto wait on athing likethis™ "I don't
expect anything from you, Mr. Daise. Y ou are aconstant surpriseto me. Y ou have agood chanceto
surprise me again by telling mewhy you caled.” Mr. Daise stopped chewing for amoment. He
swallowed and said, "Irv Doewanit isagood boy, but he lacks experience. That'swhy | need you."

| nodded, promising nothing.

"I'm not afraid of competition,” said the came who was Mr. Daise. "I thriveonit. I'd stack SSR
robots againgt anybody'sin afair test." He rhapsodized on that theme for awhile, bursting with fire and
passon—if fireand passonisaquaity camels can have. "And so," hewent on, "I am morethan alittle
offended when somebody like Iron Will puts out products like those cheeseball androids and those
cardboard cars." He didn't need me to nod, but | did anyway.

"They are garbage, pure and smple. The androids crumbleto dust in afew weeksand if youreina
traffic accident in one of those Met-O-Mobiles you don't even have timeto say goodbye.”



"Why arethey so popular?’

"Why isanything popular?It's new. It's developed a cult following for who knows what reason. And
then ..." Mr. Daise said, his eyebrows up. He amost managed to make his camel facelook cynical. Or
maybe | just imagined it. "And then, there's the matter of the credulity ges.”

| nodded again.
"Y ou know about it?"
"I've seenit work. Mr. Will saysit's something new in the smog.”

Mr. Daise made along camel bray. Severa bookswithered and fell to the floor. Or maybe | was just
imagining thingsagain. "The amog," he said sarcadticdly. "If you believe that, you're not haf the detective
| want to hire. Asamatter of fact | know it'snot the smog. | have an operative researching it aready.”

"Then you don't need me."

"Don't get huffy. My operative is Caria DeWilde. She'san SSR | donated for the public good. She's
in charge of a consumer protection agency caled Dewilde's Bunch.”

"Very good."

"Yes. Only sofar, her research into the credulity gas has turned up nothing. Nothing new in the smog.
The androids don't give off anything to speak of. The gas the Melt-O-Mobiles give off when they
dissipate seems harmless, at least asfar asthe laboratory animals are concerned.” He lowered his head
and whispered, "Persondly, | think Heavenly has something to do withiit."

IIWI,V?I

"1 haven't heard from her for awhile. Maybe she'sworking for Will. He would pay her alot of money
to develop something like this. Besides, acredulity gasis her kind of trick. Anything to tick it to her old
man. She has the education and the talent. That's one of the things | want you to check.” " Shewon't talk

to you, | suppose.” "Not in wordsyou'd hear at ateaparty.” "I can talk to her right now. What's her
number?"

Mr. Daise considered that. I'd never before seen acamel with afurrowed brow. He told me her
number and | diaed it on the phone on the desk. The number rang for awhile, and then aman answered.
| asked for Heavenly Daise. When | told him who was calling he was silent long enough to have adow
careful thought, and then he asked meto wait. "Hello?' Heavenly Daise said. Her voice sounded just the
way | remembered it: warm, polished, and hard as diamond. She was adim woman with mounds of red
ringletsfor hair. Thelast time1'd seen her wasin this very room. Sheld looked alittle tired, having spent
most of along night in apolice sation fielding questions she didn't want to answer. "Thisis Zoot
Marlowe." "So Samma-Jammasaid. What do you want?' She didn't sound glad to hear from me.

Samma-Jammawas the big golden robot Heavenly lived with. | till didn't know whether the two of
them wereinto unnatura acts or were just friends.

"1 wondered how you and Iron Will were getting dong.”
"What makes you think we're getting along at al?'

"Y ou're one of the best research biologists around. | understand you're not working for your father.
Will Industries would be alogical placefor you to go."

Shelaughed and said, "Y ou're cute when you're working on a case, Marlowe.”
"Y ou left out that I'm as subtle as awrecking ball."

"l guess| did at that. | don't know why I'm telling you this, Marlowe. Maybe for old time's sake. The
truthis, I'm not half the android designer Iron's son Whipper is. Talk to him. Tak to both of them. Now



that | think of it, talk to anybody but me."
"Y ou're doing what at the moment?"

"l don't seethat's any of your business. And that goes double for my father. If you happen to seehim
you cantell him | said s0." The phone clicked loudly, and | listened to the static for amoment whilel
wondered what this conversation had to do with my life.

When | hung up Mr. Daise said, "What did she say?"

"It'snone of your business. It's none of my business. And just in case anybody should ask, it's none of
thelr busnessether.”

"Issheworking for Will?"

"She saysnot.”

"Doyou bdieve her?'

"Do you know of any reason for her to lie?'
" She doesn't need areason.”

"Look, Mr. Daise. Say she'sworking for Mr. Will. So what? Y ou can't control her actions. Y ou even
need help talking to her on the phone." Mr. Daise chewed for awhile and then said,

"All right." Hewas quiet for along time. | could actudly hear him chewing. The smdl in the room did
not improve with age. | said, "Isthat it? One phone cal?'

"No. | want you to follow Mr. Will. See where he goes, what he does, who he talksto.”
"Industrid espionageisalittle out of my line."
"I'll makeit worth your while."

| smiled and said, "Maybe you'reright, Mr. Daise. Maybe I'm not haf the detective you think | am.” |
turned and strolled toward the door. "I know you, Marlowe. Y ou'll end up working on thisfor free. Just
because you don't like Iron Will any morethan | do. I'll tell Caria Dewilde to expect you."

| put my hand on the doorknob and turned to look at him, or at what he was a the moment. | said,
"You may beright at that." Bill and | |eft the library. Davenport appeared from somewhere and handed
me a piece of paper as he let us out the door.

Bill and | stood on the front step for amoment. | don't know what Bill was doing but | was enjoying
the fresh smell of the bright morning. The big brown car was till there, till making my Belvedere look
like something you'd get from aceredl box.

Mr. Daise hadn't hired me after dl. Officidly, | was till without acase, but | didn't fed idle. | fdt that
| was being sucked down into a pit that would take plenty of work to climb out of. And therewas no
guarantee | would makeit. | opened the paper. On it was Caria DeWilde's address. Not knowing why, |
put it into my pocket.

"Home." | saidto Bill.
"Right, Boss" hesaid.

Thedriveto Maibu was|ong but pleasant. Not more than three or four bright boysin smdl foreign
carstried to cut me off. Only onetruck hugged my tail, trying to make me drive faster on aroad just
crowded enough that driving faster was not possible. After breathing the gamy air in Mr. Daisgslibrary,
LosAngdesair actualy seemed clean.

| pulled into the garage, and when | cut the motor | heard the sounds of insurrection. People were
shouting and bouncing off wals. Big animas growled. | hurried across the garden and into the house with



Bill behind me. When | got to theliving room | stopped, startled. Bill cried, "Cowabungal ™
I'm good, but even I'm not used to walking into the blades of afood processor.

CHAPTER 7
Anecdotal Evidence

‘ &N >

Bill would have joined thefray if | hadn't grabbed him ever so gently by the neck.

It was a scene out of an old silent comedy— if you didn't mind taking your comedy with ateaspoon
of menace. Zamp and the surferswere jJumping over furniture trying to stay out of the way of mustard
ydlow catsthe size of tigers, but each one having apair of long teeth like daggers—useful for opening
cansor other victims. Around the necks of the cats were blue plastic collars. The saber-toothed cats
seemed to be herding my relative and friendsinto the arms of tall, good-looking androids. In the
excitement | couldn't tell how many androids or android cats there were, but it was morethan | could
handle with both hands. Or even with both hands and agun. Which, at the moment, | did not have.

Not even asquirt gun.
"Help!" Zamp cried.

The androids noticed me then and a couple of them closed in. Rougher than he had to, one of them
pushed Bill asde. Bill squawked, "Boss!" but he seemed to be out of harm's way for the moment, so |
told him to stay where hewas. | backed aong the halway. Without awhip and achair, what could | do?

The front door was only afew feet away. | wondered if | could get it open before the androids
rushed me. Somebody at the back of my brain wastrying to tell me something important that just
yesterday had not seemed very important at al. | couldn't hear what he was saying. If al these people
would stop shouting and running around | could hear and—

Then | remembered. "Bill," | cried, "those are androids. Give ‘em the old whoop."

"Right, Boss. Whooping is my business.” He whooped as he had the day before while held polished
surf-bots with the surfers. The noise got everybody's atention right away, but the androidstried to ignore
it. Mine kept after me. The noise of frenzied collecting continued in the living room. Then Zamp and the
others caught on and they began to whoop too. The androids and android cats didn't look any more
bothered, so | said to Bill, "Louder."

"V olume coming up." He punched big holesin the air with hiswhoops, causing the androids to stop
and shake their heads, while the cats howled with anoise like the tearing of tin sheets. They looked alittle
moreinterested in getting away from Bill and alittle lessinterested in rounding up folks.

"Louder," | said.

Bill just nodded. He was giving me aheadache, but | didn't stop him. The androids and android cats
hurried out the back door. The surfersran after them shaking their mighty fists. | grabbed Bill and ran
back to my car. | opened the garage door, and seconds later abig SA truck went by with three androids
in the front seet. It rolled south on PCH, making good time. Bill and | rolled after the truck.

Bill was still whooping and he seemed to enjoy it. | tapped him on the shoulder and gave him the
cut-throat signd. He gave it back to me. Between whoops | cried, "Stop!" and Bill sort of ran down. At
last, he squeaked to a stop.

The android driving the truck was good, probably because his superpower was driving in traffic. His
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truck was three or four times the sze of my Chevy, but he droveit asif it were aPPorsche. Using some
fancy patterns of acceleration and near-stopping, he wove in and out of traffic holes that |ooked to be too
small for askateboard. | got farther and farther behind, and eventualy | was cut off thetrail by ared light
and some very empheétic cross-traffic.

Using more care than | had on the way out, | drove back to Whipper's house. There was no mystery
for me here. Unless those surfers had suddenly become prime hostage materid, it was obviousthat Mr.
Will was behind the attempted abduction. Just making good histhreat. Good old reliable Mr. Will.

Stll, asfar asthe police would be concerned | had no evidence. Anybody could order an android to
kidnap somebody. Those saber-toothed cats were anice feature, but | couldn't make them mean
anything. Of course, if I'd caught the truck I might have had something for the police to chew on. But |
would have had to pitch it againgt Mr. Will'smoney and hisinfluence and hisfriends downtown. | might
aswell havethrown flowers at atank.

When | got back to the house the surfers and Zamp were in the living room discussing their brave
stand. Thumper told me | was an aggro dude and everybody else agreed.

Bingo stood near Whipper, looking as angry as afestering sore. Whipper spoke into the phone, his
Vvoice quivering with emotion but otherwise under control: " Of course I'm cranked. What did you, like,
expect? That was grotty. Dad. | mean, I'm really dogged, dissed, and drilled." Helistened. "Hal"
Whipper said. Then, "Don't try to snake me. I'll never come back to Will Industries. Y ou canjamonit.”
He hung up in Mr. Will'sface hard enough to make the bell ring on thisend.

Whipper stood there with his hand on the receiver. To nobody in particular he said, "Dad says he
didn't do it. He sounds top-to-bottom, and it doesn't seem like hiskind of gig, but who else would throw
down araw rap likethis?"

"Hedidit," Bingo said quietly, avolcano clearing itsthroat to remind you it was till there. Y ou can
bet onit.”

Whipper noticed me and said, " Swift thinking, Holmes."
"l didn't catch them.”
"What if you had?' Bingo said.

Shewasright, of course. Could | pull them over and make them wait for the police? Could | chain the
androids together and put muzzles on the cats? | had just chased them to have something to do. Whipper
said, "They'll be back. Y ouworking on a case, dude?' | thought about Mr. Daise and the androids and
thegas. | sad, "Not assuch.”

Without much trouble Whipper hired me as bodyguard for the whole surfing set, Grampa Zamp
included. No money was mentioned, but | was still getting room and board, and now Zamp was too.

When that was settled, | said to Whipper, "I'm going to see Caria DeWilde. Want to come?”
"Huh? The consumer protection dudette? Why?"

"Knighten Daise says she's researching credulity gas. He thinksit has something to do with androids.
Y ou're my android expert.”

When | mentioned androids he got alittle cagey. "I thought you didn't have a case.”

"1'm supposed to be protecting you from whoever ordered the attack on the house. Just for
samplicity's sake and to keep it in the family, let's say it was your father. When he was here he seemed a
little upset that the gas didn't work on you or on the other surfers. And if the gasis connected with
androids some way it would be convenient. Wouldn't it?

"Right on," Bingo said, and nodded.



Whipper tried to smile. "And a connection like that would please Knighten Daise too.”
"Probably. But what pleases Mr. Daiseisnot my largest concern.”

Whipper was convinced. While heand | got ready to go, | told Bill to stay behind. "If you see
androids again, whoop it up like you did before."

"Right, Boss." Bill began to whoop. | gave him the cut-off sign. He did it back again, but thistime he
stopped whooping.

AsWhipper and | were walking out the door the phone rang. Bingo answered, not her usua warm
sdf, | thought. Evidently it wasn't Mr. Will, because instead of gnawing on the receiver and spitting out
the pieces, she handed it to Whipper. He mumbled and nodded into the phone for awhile, and then we
left. In the car | handed him Caria DeWilde's address. He grunted and told meit wasin the valey, not
very far out.

We went north through the hillsto pick up the Ventura Freeway. The brush and scrub gave the air the
sweet dusty fragrance that only Californiahills have. We went around a hairpin and Whipper said, "On
the blower was Mr. Enyart of the aggro new Mdlibu Tenants Association. Night after next they're
meeting to talk about Max Toodemax."

"That ought toimpresshim.”
"Wecan't just let him dog us.”

"He probably doesn't expect you to let him. But he won't let you dog him either. That gives you sort
of aproblem in common." Whipper shrugged and said, "I don't think it'll help.”

Whimsica fool that | am, | said, "Max Toodemax and your father are probably persond friends.”
Whipper shook his head and stared out the window.

On the other side of the hillsthe air was much hotter, and you could seeiit better. It had ahard
chemica smell and caught in my throat, making bresthing abit of an effort. Bresthing would be an effort
evenif you didn't have my nose. The nasty smell of the credulity gasteased me, but it never became
stronger than the smell of romance the morning after. Mdt-O-Mobile dispensers were few and far
between. Evidently Mr. Will's products had not yet caught onin thevalley.

Whipper got me down onto Ventura Boulevard, where aminimall was on every corner that did not
have agas sation. Had | been hungry, | could have eaten Itdian, Indian, Thai, or if | searched long
enough, even American. Buildings of two or three stories could be had in any color aslong asit was pink
or white.

The address we were looking for was four stories high and entirely fronted with glass, making it match
the medical buildings on either sde. That would be Mr. Daise'sidea of security. All that glass didn't seem
to bother him.

| drove around to the back, where | traded quips with aguard who would not let usinto the parking
lot until I mentioned that | was afriend of Mr. Daise here to see Caria DeWilde. He called somebody on
atelephone and amoment later | was looking for aplace to park. The lot was crowded.
Mélt-O-Mobiles were obvioudy no more popular among DeWilde's Bunch than they were with the
valey's other resdents. | found a spot under a eucayptus tree whose trunk was shedding bark that
looked like scraps of paper. Its clean smell was given ahard metallic edge by the smog.

Whipper sweated afew quarts of water crossing the lot, and then we were freezing insde the
building. Caria DeWilde's office was on the top floor.

We rode up with ashort fat guy carrying Chinese food in abrown paper bag aimost astall ashe was.
The fourth floor halway was plain and painted the piercing yellow of amad dog's eyes. Gray hunks of
lab equipment stood against the walls. In one of the rooms, somebody laughed. An intense woman ran



from one room to another taking only enough notice of her surroundings not to run into them.

Wefound Caria Dewilde's office and went into asmall room the same color asthe halway, though
somebody had tried to hide the walls with prints of mountains rising above sereneforests. A thin woman
behind ametal desk asked usto wait for amoment. She had avoice no larger than shewas. Wesat in
folding chairs, trying to warm the metal with our bottoms. The floor was a swirl of unhappy green that
had seen alot of use.

"Mr. Marlowe?'

Whipper and | looked up. Standing at the door to the inner office was a robot the same bronze color
asthe Daises robotler. It was substantia—nobody's idea of aballet dancer—»but it had the unmistakable
curves of awoman. Hair nearly the same color as her brightwork was piled on top of her head. A lab
coat was painted on over ared dress, which was painted on too. Holding her hair in place was an SSR
headband. Of course.

Inavoicelikeatiny glassbell, CariaDeWildeinvited usinto her office, which wasalittle bigger than
the waiting room but crowded with paper, thick books, and more lab equipment. Stacks of files covered
her desk. Sheintroduced hersalf and shook hands—surprisingly warm but not very soft—then sat with
her back to a picture window that would have given her agood view of the hillsif the smog had not
trailed acrossthem like adirty vell.

"Whipper Will?* she said with her eyebrows up. Whipper said, "Yes" asif admitting he drew
mustaches on monuments but was proud of it. "Aren't you in the camp of your enemy?' "Dad and | are
not so cool at the moment. I'm just here with Zoot—Mr. Marlowe." Shelooked a me and smiled with al
her teeth. They were perfect. She said, "Mr. Daise said | could expect you."

"He doesn't lack anything but insecurity, does he?'
"No." She glanced at Whipper again. Heredlly bothered her.

| said, "Look, Ms. DeWilde, Whipper knows alot more about androids than | do. He's here because
he might ask aquestion that | wouldn't even think of. But let's say he'saspy for hisfather. Let's say when
he leaves here, hell runtell Mr. Will that you know something nobody knows you know. Do you know
anything worth the price of aphonecal?"

She made aquick drum roll on the desk with her fingers. | don't know why SSR designed robotsto
act nervous but they did agood job of it. Eventually she stopped drumming and said, "Mr. Daisetold me
to talk to you. What do you want to know?'

"A lot of people seem to think there's some connection between the credulity gas and the androids
and the Mdt-O-Mobiles. My guessisthat even Mr. Will thinks so, though he doesn't talk about it much.”

DeWilde sghed very rediticaly. She didn't say anything but rummaged under her desk and came up
amoment later with athin book that had a black pebbled cover. She opened it and absentmindedly
turned the loose-leaf pages, browsing asif she were done and killing an afternoon. People passed in the
hallway. Somewhere afiling cabinet clicked shut. DeWilde said, "We have alot of evidence that the
credulity gasexids, but it's not what wed cal scientific evidence.”

"What would we call it?" Whipper sad.

"It'sanecdotd . Just reports by untrained observers under conditions that were far from controlled.”
"Enough of even that kind of evidence should mean something,” | said.

Déewilde shook her head. "Enough was never enough for flying saucers™

Shewasright, of course. If she hadn't been, | would have become an exhibit at Pasadena Tech along
timeago. | sad, "l've seenit work."



"More anecdotd evidence." The thought of hearing my story did not excite her.
Whipper said, "You must be doing controlled experiments.”

She would have blushed had she been able. She stood up, said, "Come on. I'll show you something,”
and walked out of the room.

Wefollowed her down the hallway to an open doorway at the end of it. Insde was abig room with
lab benches down one long sde. One short wall was glass. Beyond the glass were two smaler rooms.
Inside one, seated in achair, was an android. It looked faded and alittle ratty—Ilike adoll that had been
out in the weather too long. Inside the other was a Méet-O-Mobile. Watching the two small roomswere
peoplein lab coats sitting behind control panels.

DeWilde said, "How old would you say that android is?'
"At least Sx months," Whipper said.
"Weve had it nearly that long. The Met-O-Mobileis new. Go ahead, Charlie."

Charlie did something to his control panel and the Melt-O-Mobile began to fizz. While it disappeared,
DeWilde sad, "Weve done every test we can think of on both of them. Asthe android goes stdeit gives
off agaswith acomplicated formula but which seemsto have no effect on any animal we'vetried, up to
and including humans." She peered hard at me. | tried to look as human as possible.

DeWilde smiled. "We cdl the gas android cooties." The smilewasgone asif it had never been, and
she went on. "The gas the Met-O-Mobiles effervesce into is different, but it isaso benign. After testing
them separately we mixed the two gasesin various proportions. Still nothing significant. Asfar aswe can
determine, if thereisacredulity gas neither androids nor Met-O-Mobiles have anything to do withit."

| looked at Whipper. He waslooking at the floor. Maybe he was thinking. Maybe he was just
looking for paper clips. He didn't seem happy about it.

| thanked Caria DeWilde. She asked usto remember her if we dug up anything she could
use—something more than anecdotd, | suppose—and we lft.

The drive back to Maibu was quiet. We were dmost at the Topanga Canyon offramp when Whipper
said, "l told you Dad was OK.."

| agreed with him to the extent of saying, "You did."

When we got back to Malibu Zamp and Bill ran out to the garage to meet us. Bill was hisusua salf
but Zamp was no gayer than afunera barge. He said, "The androids came back. They got everybody."

CHAPTER 8
Everything but the Girl

‘ &N >

Of course, they hadn't gotten everybody. Bill and Grampa Zamp were still here. Zamp had been out
surfing with abot that Mustard had loaned him. By thetime Bill ran out to get him the house was aready
empty.

Whipper and Zamp and | righted the furniture that had fallen over, then we stood in the middle of the

living room making the nervous purpose ess gestures that people make when they don't know what to
do. Bill was sitting on the couch. Not much bothered him, but | thought this might. Hed failed me.

Whipper asked the question before | had a chance to. He said, "Didn't we tell you to whoop?"
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"Sure. | remember. Bubble memory." His bubble memory pleased him.
Whipper stroked hisforehead.

| said, "Did you whooaop, Bill?"

"Sure. | whooped loud.”

"And the androids took everybody away anyhow."

"Right, Boss."

| looked at Whipper. He looked at me. Together, we said, "Earplugs!”
Whipper threw himsdf into achair and held his head in his hands. He mumbled.
"What?' Zamp sad.

He looked at a place between me and Zamp, the strain making his face ook like a crushed paper
cup. He nearly shouted: "Thisian't like Dad. It's not hisstyle.”

"Did you have ancther sugpect in mind?"
"Y ou're the detective, dammit!”

| didn't say anything. Nothing clever enough cameto mind. | saw Zamp glance a me, but instead of
saying anything he sat at one end of the couch.

Whipper legpt to hisfeet and ran to the kitchen, where he called the police. Back in the living room he
sat down, stood up, sat down again. He looked around the room asif he knew clueswere there
somewhere, hidden like Easter eggs. "They made amisteke,” he said.

| grunted. He didn't want to hear me talk anyway.
"They took Bingo."

He amost couldn't say her name. He stopped looking for clues and studied the dust in one corner of
the room. Probably he wasn't looking at the dust at all.

"What—?' Zamp began. | waved him into silence and said, "We're not entirely without options here.”
Whipper said nothing. He barely breathed.

" 'Oh no? you say. 'No," says|."

Thisdid nothing to perk him up.

| said, "Y our father took the surfers as hostages because he wants you to improve the androids for
him. Y ou could go back to work for him. It could buy us sometime.”

"Time?" Whipper said, not quite daring to be interested.

"If you go back hell probably take reasonable care of Bingo and the others, holding their welfare
over you until he getswhat he wants. If you don't go back he'sliable to do something desperate, if only
to prove he means business.”

Not redly angry a me, Whipper shouted, "Thisian't like him. He's abusinessman, not agangster.”

| wanted to suggest that people change but decided not to bother. Quietly | said, "Did you have any
other suspects?'

He shook his head.
| sad, "Cal him. Tel him you're coming back to work. Itl buy ustime."

We sat intheliving room for along while. Even with the four of usthere it seemed to be alot emptier



than it was. Thewallsradiated londliness. Outside, people talked and joked up and back. Wind blew,
and the surf, as surf will, continued to crawl in from Japan. The sea breeze was touched with credulity
gas but no harder than with amother'skiss.

Whipper went into the kitchen and punched more numbers. He said, "Thisis Whipper Will. | want to
talk to my father." A moment later, he said, "I don't care what kind of meeting he'sin. After what
happened, he owes me alittle of histime." Another moment rumbled by like aheavy truck. Whipper
made a noise that might have been abad word and the phone was dammed back into its cradle. He
stood in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen, nothing in his eyes but hatred and pain, if
eyesever contain anything a al.

Whipper said, "All of asudden he's playing hard to get. HE'sin mestings, getting ready for the trade
show tonight.”

"Hell be there?"

"That'swhat she said.”

"Well go."

Zamp said, "Weonly have two freetickets!
"Whipper and | haveto go."

Zamp's nose twitched. He said, "They're my tickets."

| knew that eventualy we would be forced to buy another ticket, but | didn't have time to mention it
because somebody knocked at the front door. It was a polite knock, but it would want answering.
Unlessit was somebody sdlling religion or encyclopedias, it could only bethe police.

They camein, smooth and professiona as awell-oiled engine. There were three of them, twoin
uniform and onein abrown suit. The onein the suit even wore ahat, which was unusua enough for
Cdifornia, but over hisarm he carried atrench coat that in the Malibu heat was as useful as abutter
chum. Hewastall enough for basketball and wide enough for boxing. A chin like abrick and twinkling
eyesmade himlook likea TV detective. Some people might have trouble taking him serioudly.

"Sergeant Preston,” he said, and shook hands dl around. While Bill pumped him, | said wonderingly,
"Of the Yukon?"

Helooked at me asif held expected better and said, "No. Of thevaley."
Whipper wasin no mood, but | laughed. "Very quick,” | said.

"Not redly," Sergeant Preston said. "I've been asked that question before. Mind if we look around?
He pried himself loose from Bill and put his hand into a pocket.

"Clues," Whipper said, and nodded.

The uniformed boys went to work while Sergeant Preston sat down and took out a notebook. He
licked thetip of apencil and asked usto tell our story. Zamp did most of the talking. Then Sergeant
Preston said, "What about the bot?"

"“Tel him what happened. Bill," | sad.
"What happened,” Bill told him.

Sergeant Preston's eyebrows went up and Whipper shook his head. He looked even more tired than
| fdt. | sad, "Tel him about when the androids took away the surfers.”

"Sure, Boss. | know that one," Bill said proudly, and he began. To the astonishment of everybody in
the room. Bill played it back exactly asit happened. We heard the shouts of the surfers, Bill's whoops,
furniture faling over, heavy running. Bill made asound like adoor dam that was so redidtic it wasdl |



could do not to check if somebody had just comein. He said, "The end," and stopped.

Sergeant Preston laughed and closed his notebook. "'If we don't find anything, we might have him do
that into atape recorder."”

I shook my head and said, "1 knew radio would make a comeback.”
Sergeant Preston stood up and said, "Patter. I've heard about you."
"Me?' | sad, genuinely surprised and immediatdy suspicious.

"A short guy with abeak who solves crimes. Not the beak, the guy. | hear that troubleis your
business." "I'd like to stop, but you know how troubleis." He frowned at the carpet and looked a me.

"Chandler fan?'
"l guess| don't hideit very well."
"Metoo." He shook handswith me again, but thistime he meant it.

The uniformed policemen came back to him and said they'd gotten al they could out of the, room,
which wasn't much.

At the front door Sergeant Preston turned to me and said, "Y ou plan on looking into this?
"l don't want to step on any toes." Which was not an answer and he knew it.
"No, no. Go right ahead. But if anything turns up remember you have friends downtown."

| told him | would. He and the uniformed types got into a police car and went away. They didn't use
the siren, but people stayed out of their way anyhow.

The afternoon was long. Whipper spent most of it out in back, facing a scene that people from the
middle of the country paid big bucksto see—water, sand, healthy bodies not too weighted down with
clothes. To him it was just another day at the beach.

| wanted to go out and do some detecting, but | didn't know where to start. My investigationsinto
credulity gas seemed to have hit abrick wall. | could call Mr. Daise and tell him that, but he might get the
impression | wasworking for him. Hewould fed he had theright to chew me out. | wasn't in the mood to
be chewed on.

| could have searched for Bingo and the other surfers. If Mr. Will was not behind the abduction, | had
no ideawho might be. Evidently searching the house had not told the professionals much either. | could
have spent the afternoon at Willville, wherever it was, but Mr. Will's security people would certainly not
be amused at my poking sticks under private rocks. That might hurt the surfers more than help them. I'd
end up at Willville eventually, of course, but | wanted to talk to Mr. Will first. Kind of by mistake-like, he
might drop aclue that might tell me which rock to poke under.

The Sun crawled down the sky, sneaking up on the horizon, and the breeze turned cool. Whipper
went out for chicken and brought it back in a cardboard box as substantial asaMelt-O-Mobile. We ate
the chicken, but we would have gotten as much pleasure eating the box. Nobody spoke. Wejust ate
because we had to eat. When we were done Whipper got into the loudest Hawaiian shirt he owned and
we were ready to go. He rode shotgun and Zamp sat in back with Bill, who gave directionsto the
Convention Center.

It wasthe kind of slky Southern Cdifornianight the Chamber of Commerce would like to bottle and
send to Chicago inthe winter. It smelled of the seaand wild, impetuous high jinks. The sky wasthe usua
gray blanket, but the ocean sparkled asif stars werefloating just under the surface.

| turned toward downtown on the Santa Monica Freeway. Traffic waslight, the way Cdtranswould
have you bdieve it would beif they were dlowed to build just one more freeway. Just one more. And



then another one.

We drifted east and dowed at atraffic knot that we rode in bumper to bumper until | got off and
maneuvered along one-way streets that were crowded with big cars riding much too low to the ground.
The big dark shapes of buildings hunched over us showing lights where offices were being cleaned. The
smell of credulity gastickled my nodtrils like the blade of aknife. It seemed to be everywhere now, but
here it was not strong enough to work. At least none of the open stores were being mobbed.

Thetraffic was heavy and became heavier as we gpproached a building with searchlightsrevolving in
front. | crept around the block, just one more turtle in the parade, and went under amarquee that
announced will industries presents its trade show: the future is here. Whipper tried not to sneer but failed.
| entered a driveway where aguy took three bucks, handed me a card that said the company wasn't
respong ble for anything, and told me to park anywhere. He looked impatiently behind me for the next
customer.

| parked anywhere, as directed, and got out of the car. Whipper, Zamp, Bill, and | followed the
crowd to abank of escdators. Whipper, Zamp and | dmost lost him while Bill tried to figure out where
the steps came from. | wouldn't let him march down the up escalator, though hetried.

Above was alobby with alot of open doors and even more ticket windows. Zamp and | watched
people pass while Whipper stood in lineto buy aticket. Zamp was fascinated. Bouncy music came
through the doorways. He craned his head to look inside but couldn't see much.

"Nothing like thison T'toom," he said, and sighed.

"Too much of it on Earth," | said.

"Y ou know, Zoot, you'd be a happier person if you weren't so cynical.”
"I'vetried, but | can't seem to get the knack."

Helooked sdeways a me and said, "The patter, yes." He sghed again, more hugely thistime. He
sad, "Thanksfor bringing meto Earth.”

"You may be sorry yet."
Hesmiled and said, "I'll let you know."

Whipper came over to uswith ared cardboard oblong in his hand. We queued up at a door, but
when it got to be our turn the woman wouldn't et Bill in. He didn't have aticket.

"He'sjust arobot,” | said.

She was around woman with black hair that looked asif it had been glued in place. Her gray uniform
did not fit her very well. | got thefedling that nothing would. Shesaid, "A robot. A Surfing Samurai
Robot. Y eah. Hell need aticket." For amoment | considered leaving Bill in the lobby, then went to get
him aticket. We went in at the same door, but the round woman didn't seem to remember us. She took
Bill'sticket dong with ourswithout comment.

Beyond the doors was aroom not quite as large as Dodger Stadium—a dance floor for giants. The
edges and corners were lost in blackness, but idands of light dotted the floor, each one featuring a
different Will Industries product being fondled by awoman wearing an ouitfit that had to be expensive
because therewas 0o little of it. Air from outside had been piped in, chilled, and seasoned with alittle
ancient cigarette smoke and the shampoo they'd used on the rugs that afternoon; only a Toomler would
have noticed it. | was surprised not to smell credulity gas.

Androids walked through the crowd giving out literature and free samples, answering questions,
laughing at jokes. | guesstheir superpower was geiting dong with strangers. The androidswere all
dressed up, but the tuxedoes were designed to leave their necks bare so we could see the blue plagtic



collars.

At one end of the room was astage that would look small only here. The original cast of Napoleon's
invasion of Russawould have gotten lost on it. At each end of it was aloud speaker no larger than a
church door. In the middle of the stage ayoung man in jeans and a T-shirt sat behind a control board,
moving with the bouncy music. Near him, arecord was spinning. | guessed that's where the music was
coming from.

In acurvethat swept across the stage in front of the young man were five Melt-O-Mobiles. Each
vehicle was accompanied by a matching Met-O-Mobile dispenser on aturntable that spun dower than
the second hand of a clock. If you wanted one, you could get agood ook at the merchandise.

Near thefront of the stage was a sixth turn-table with another car on it. That would be the expensive
modd. Riding the hood was Darken Stormy, her smile bright enough to take flash pictures by. Sheld
gotten her outfit at the same store asthe other girls, but it was tighter where it would do the most good,
and short enough for atelegram. Her dark hair fell like night except where the red highlights showed
through from another universe. She spoke into a microphone and writhed acrossthe car asit turned, so
she always faced the audience. The green fish scales of her dress sparkled under the spotlight as she
moved. Swell hood ornament. If I'd been a human mae sheld be the one who would make me howl and
do nip-ups, and then I'd buy acar. A lot of guysin the crowd looked asif that's what they had in mind.

Darken said, "The new Met-O-Mobile runs on regular unleaded gas, and best of dl, you never have
to park it." She gave usasmile they could useto kick-start a nuclear reactor. " Push one button and the
Méelt-O-Mobile just dissppears.” More smile. "It evaporates into a harmless, inert gas. Actud tests show
that it is environmentaly sound and nonpolluting. To get another car, merely use one of the
Méelt-O-Mobile dispenserslocated conveniently al over thecity.”

| wondered if they'd gotten the part about actual tests from Caria DeWilde. Or whether the
advertising department just liked the sound of it. Whipper nudged me and said, "Let'sfind Dad.” |
nodded and we moved among the reefs of people. Most of them seemed pretty happy, maybe even
ready to buy something. Music and pretty girls and somebody laughing at your jokes would do that to
you, | guess. Like Zamp had said, we didn't have anything like this on T'toom.At one corner of the room
wasasmall reception area, hardly worth mentioning, only the Size of abasketball court. A lot of guysin
suits stood around smiling while they waited for their pensions. A few of them were at desks acrossfrom
civilians, working out on what was probably abill of sde. Stting on a platform—no more than abump
under therug, really—sat aman in ahigh-backed swive chair. It would be avery comfortable char. The
man was Iron Will. He waved a people as they went by. Some of them shook his hand and told him
what aswdl party thiswas. He agreed with whatever they said. That's the kind of guy [ron Will was.

While we watched him from adim spot out on the main floor, Whipper licked hislipsand sad, "I
don't know what's going to happen. I'm scared.”

"Probably wise," | said. "Want to go home?'

Instead of answering me, he said, "Listen Zoot, you're an aggro dude. A good guy. A person | can
trust. Find Bingo and the others. | don't want to work for him any longer than | haveto.”

"If the right intentions were dl it took, we wouldn't even be here. Got any good ideas?!

"Something will come," he said hurriedly. Maybe hewas afraid of losing his nerve. "And go to that
neighborhood mesting.”

"Isthat part of the case?'
A little nastily, Whipper said, "If you want to continue having aplaceto deep, itis."
Sure. And | could stop a charging eephant with my piercing gaze.



When we approached, Mr. Will actually had the presence of mind to look surprised. He got up and
took Whipper's hand in both of his. "Whipper, my boy. How niceto seeyou." He nodded at me and
Zamp. "And your friendstoo." He frowned. "Though, perhaps the robot was uncaled for."

Whipper said. "Like, I'm here. Dad. I'm ready to wire your stuff."
"Mud you talk likethat?"

Whipper smiled. It was nothing compared to Darken Stormy's smile, but it wasn't bad under the
circumstances. "Very wdl," Mr. Will said. He made a casua motion with one hand and two androids
walked up. They were big and had chinslike anvils but no foreheads at dl. Their dark hair was dicked
sraight back with something that smelled as heavy and sweet asthe underside of abear rug. Maybe thelr
superpower was the strange ability to beat somebody to apulp if hetried to escape. They lined up on
either sde of Whipper, and Mr. Will said, "I'd like to know what changed your mind about coming back
towork."

| thought Whipper would only smile again, but he leaned toward his dad and said, "I you hurt them
even alittle bit, both you and your androids will rot."

Mr. Will's face showed no more response than a peeled egg. He only gestured and the two
Neandertha androids led Whipper awvay. Mr. Will didn't even watch. He contemplated me and Zamp
and Bill. He put on his Sunday smilefor usand said, "What do you think of the show?"

| looked around, not redlly seeing anything. | said, "I guessit'sal for sde.”

"Everything but the girl,” Mr. Will said, and laughed louder than the gag deserved. He kept laughing.
Bill chuckled just to keep him company. Zamp and | shrugged.

Still chuckling to himsdlf, Mr. Will said, "I think you could cause me agreet ded of trouble, Mr.
Marlowe."

| stiffened, expecting a couple of hisandroid goonsto grab me. | might aswell have whistled like a
cuckoo bird. Mr. Will just waved his hand over his head asif making a playing card appear.

Onstage, Darken Stormy rolled off the Melt-O-Mobile and said, "Y ou'll never have to park again!”
Shereached into the car and then backed away from it, making a heré's-the-big-deal motion with her
hands. The car began to evaporate and | smelled the credulity ges.

Mr. Will cried out, "Thisis Zoot Marlowe. He's abad man. He deservesto die”

All around, people who had been ignoring me looked in my direction with blood in their eyes. They
beganto closein.

CHAPTER 9
You Can Fool All of the People Some of the Time

‘ RS

T hese people were not trained killers. Most of them looked soft as goose-down pillows. A few of them
were no more than kids. But there were alot of them. They could bury me diveif they didn't tear me
goart firg.

| told Bill and Zamp to back away from me. Bill followed ordersingtantly, but Zamp didn't movetill |
hollered & him, alittle hystericaly.

It wasthe credulity gas, of course. The air was suddenly lousy with it. Despite what Caria DeWilde
sad, despite Will Indugtries actual tests, the gas obvioudy was as well connected with the


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Mélt-O-Mobile as two freight cars were connected to the Twentieth Century Limited. In its present
condition, that crowd would believe | was Jack the Ripper or Jessie James or a plate of spaghetti, large,
with plenty of garlic. | called out, "Wait. I'm just some guy. Even looking at meisboring.” Members of
the crowd wavered. Their eye wandered. Thewall of flesh broke up like ahead of danddlion fuzz in the
wind.

Behind me, Mr. Will cried, "Hekilled your children! He doesn't deservetolivel™

Once more | became the object of their affection. They began to closein again, but it was early. A
hole was gill open off to one side. | darted through it, smooth as a greased mouse, and ran for the stage.
The crowd trailled atall thin guy, yelling and waving their armslike Hollywood nativesin an old Tarzan
picture. The thin guy grabbed for me, but | madeit to the main stage. Darken tried to stop me buit |
pushed her into the thin guy—amoment he would probably remember fondly—and ran to the control
board.

The kid spinning the records looked frightened. That was good. That was just fine. Evidently he
hadn't heard what Mr. Will had said about me. " Scram,” | yelled, and he backed away, uncertain what |
would do with his equipment.

| was uncertain myself, never having seen asetup like this. It was more complicated than the controls
of my sneeve and it had no compuiter. | yelled, "There he goes, the baby-killer!" | pointed at the other
end of the auditorium.

Everybody ran in the direction I'd pointed. Everybody. All the people who'd been chasing me, the
sound technician, and even Darken Stormy. Shewas alittle wobbly on her high hedls, but she managed
to keep up. Very handy stuff, this credulity ges.

Before Mr. Will could tell my pursuers any different | turned al the dids on the board toward the high
numbers. The bouncy tune beat on my eardrums with hammers, even behind the speskerswhere | was.
The bassrattled and buzzed. | saw Mr. Will down on the floor yelling into ears, but it was doing him no
good. Zamp and Bill hurried up to me, and | led them to the back of the stage. We found a door marked
exit, and did what it said.

We hustled dlong awide yellow corridor that bent around the main auditorium. The bright fluorescent
light bled the color out of everything and made my head hurt. It was a hard shadowless place, without
comfort, without hope. One light in three flickered and hummed like an angry insect. There were no
doors, no cross corridors, no placesto hide, no way out. Nothing but that wide yellow corridor.

I heard shouts behind us and running footsteps. It could have been two people or adozen. They were
hidden by the curve of the corridor.

"What's going on?" Zamp said between gasps. "First well run, then well talk.” | didn't sound so
athletic mysdlf. Bill stepped dong without fatigue. We passed alarge industrid kitchen, shining with
polished auminum countertops. We could hide in there, but if something went wrong wed be boxed in. |
kept running. And found what 1'd been waiting for. It was another door marked exit. | pulled open the
door and got Zamp and Bill ingde. Wewerein agtairwell. Theair in it was deader than ancient Egypt.
Careful asaguy trying ajigsaw puzzle piece, | set my ticket stub on one of the upward steps and hoped
it would ook more convincing to our pursuersthan it did to me. We ran down. There was nothing
upstairsfor us. Downgtairs, weld at least be at street level.

We went down to one and out into another corridor. This one was painted a green never seenin
nature. | wasalittle turned around.

"Which way to the front of the building, Bill?"

"Wherewe camein?'

"Right”



He pointed | eft and we kept moving.

I'd taken afew steps along the curving corridor when | saw across corridor not far ahead. | should
have suspected something, if only so we could have agood laugh over it later, but | wastoo eager to get
out of there. Instead of creeping up on the cross corridor like Daniel Boone, or even avoiding the
possibility of ambush entirely and going the other way, | just kept running.

At the cross corridor something growled and | looked at it. It was a saber-toothed tiger wearing a
blue plastic callar. The three of usfrozein midstride, and we looked at the tiger with wide stupid eyes,
like rabbits caught in headlights.

Inagtuation like that you don't do much thinking. Y ou just do what comes natural. Thetiger prowled
toward us, low and ready to spring, so we backed up. Anything could have been behind us. Gino and
Darlene. Count Dracula. A bottomless pit. Nothing at al. We did not look. We were alittle preoccupied.

Somebody grabbed me from behind and | heard, "Yikes!" from Zamp. My somebody dragged me
down the cross corridor like a sack of potatoes. | looked up over my shoulder and saw the work was
being done by an android. Another android was wrestling my Grampa Zamp in the same direction. Bill
was watching from the intersection. "Whoop, Bill! Whoop!" | cried, my voice asrough as arat-tail file.

Bill said, "Right, Boss," and began making a noise that bounced around those hard bright corridors
like popcornin ameta pot. | whooped too. So did Zamp. We al whooped together.

| was hoping the noise would disturb the androids enough that they'd loosen their grips. If | wasvery
lucky they might let go atogether so they could put their hands over their ears. | should have known from
the way things had been going that my luck was no better than last month's potato salad. The whooping
had no effect on them. They were probably wearing earplugs.

| Struggled against the massive strength of the android, then grabbed what | could and squeezed.
Nothing. | pulled hard. Something snapped and the android stopped. | looked a my hand and saw that
gripped init wasthe blue callar. | didn't take time to enjoy this moment, but turned around and pushed
the motionless android over with onefinger. It fel, making the kind of untidy laundry-bag noise aman
makeswhen hefdls.

| cried, "Come on. Bill," and pounded down the corridor after the other android and the tiger that
loped a hissde. And Zamp. | cdled, "Tear off hiscollar!"

But there were too many echoes, and Zamp's arms were pinned, and the damned android moved too
fadt. | lost them around the curve of the corridor but kept running. After | had run enough | cameto a
loading dock. The androids hadn't had time to pull the door back down. A truck was pulling away. On
the back it said id advertising, #82. | could have legpt for the back bumper but breaking my neck would
not have done Zamp any good.

Bill came up besdemeand | said, "Get the license number.”
Bill did hisbest: He peered after the truck and made his eyeslight up, but | knew it was hopeless.

"Too dark. Boss," hesaid. "Too far away." He managed to sound sorry. Nice of SSR to build a
robot that would do that. | needed alittle sympathy right then.

CHAPTER 10
TruckersDo It All Night

‘ &N >

| don't know what | should have done then, but | should have doneit fast. | felt aslively asabroken
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nose. | just sat on the edge of the cement dock watching the taillights get smaler and then turn acorner. |
could have run for my car. Ten minutesto find it. Another five to get out of the parking structure. The
truck would only be ten or fifteen miles ahead of mein an unknown direction.

I looked at Bill, who was standing and waiting. Good old Bill. Good old reliable robot. | said, "Bill,
does your bubble memory have an addressfor ID Advertisng?'

"Surething, Boss™
"Don'tloseit.”

| leapt off the dock and walked around the outside of the building, jumping at every noise. The
sdewalk was crowded, but nobody bothered me. | guess whoever wanted anything had everything he
wanted. A little something to keep Whipper in line. A little something to keep meinline. | waked down
the driveway into the parking structure and found my car. A few minuteslater | wasfollowing Bill's
indructions.

ID Advertisng wasin Pasadena, beyond the end of the Pasadena Freeway. | must have driven there
because we got there, but | didn't notice anything in-between. The car had driven, not me. | was busy
hating Mr. Will and telling mysdlf that Zamp would see his abduction as a big adventure. His hot time on
old Earth. Mostly | saw hisfrightened face as the android dragged him up the corridor. Having no tear
ducts, | couldn't cry, but | amost managed it anyway.

| thought | knew why Mr. Will had abducted the surfers. | even thought | knew why held taken the
extratrouble to abduct Zamp. It occurred to me that instead of following the truck | should have hunted
for Mr. Will and made hislife unpleasant until he told me where everybody was. Then it occurred to me
that he had large, powerful employees whose superpower was to make life unpleasant for guyswho
things occurred to.

ID Advertisng was one more one-story building with a plate-glass window in front. The street was
not busy, but it wouldn't be at this hour. | turned off the engine and listened to the sllenceinthe car. It
was aslence of sorrow and frustration, of which | wasthe West Coast supplier.

Bill and | got out of the car and walked around to the side of the ID Advertising building, where
trucks were parked in neat rows behind a chain-link fence. By walking the entire fence | could seethe
number on every truck. | didn't see number eighty-two. It wasn't here. It was somewhere el se.

| stood outside the fence with my handsin my pockets, fedling silly about coming to Earth, about
being a detective, about standing there with my handsin the alien pockets of another man's suit—Philip
Marlowe's suit.

| walked back to the car feding like the ingde of a sewer and sat behind the whedl. | must have sat
there for along time because Bill said, "Whereto, Boss?'

"Well wait," | said.
"What are we waiting for?'

It wasalogical question, a pretty good question even from somebody who had a much more
expendve brainthan Bill's. | said, "For truck number eighty-two."

"Walting ismy mest. Boss."

Sowewaited. It got later. | shut my eyes. | listened to the silence and to the rattling of ideasinsde my
own head.

What seemed to be amoment later, agrowl awakened me. | jJumped and hit my head on the ceiling
of the car, thinking, in the dream I'd been having, that the tigers were after me again. Bill looked a me
sdewaysand | told him | wasdl right. "Sure, Boss," he said, but he kept looking a me. The growl had



been the engine of atruck, of course. | rubbed my eyesas| watched it make aright turn into the
driveway of the D Advertising parking lot. Laboring asif it were pulling the Titanic from the bottom of
the ocean, a machine dragged the gate open and then grated as the gate began to shut behind the truck.
Asthetruck turned, a streetlight shone on the back of it. It was number eighty-two. Bill told meit was
number eghty-two. That confirmed it.

Bill and | got out of the Belvedere and we ran through the shrinking space between the gate and the
fence. Making a sound like a plumber's toolbox falling downstairs, the gate dammed closed behind us.
Theair was cold, without even amemory of the sun that had warmed it al day. Buried among the
jasmine and orange blossoms, other thingstickled the insde of my nose:

the familiar insult of smog and avague spicing of credulity gas, fresh asalocker room after the big
game.

Bill skipped besde me as| strolled to where the big truck stood, its engine complaining asit died.
Like dl the other trucksthis one was clean, abig cube of vanillaice cream in the night. I'd missed afew
thingson it back at the Convention Center. Asif it were important, stickers on the rear bumper told me
liliput miniature golf and stop truck stop and truckersdo it dl night. That was all they told me. Maybe it
was some kind of code.

Not knowing what to expect, | rapped on the side of the truck. When nothing happened | rapped
again and put the side of my head againg the truck. The meta was colder than a penguin'stoes. More
nothing happened. Then the cab door dammed, making my head ring.

| stood away from the truck, and the driver walked toward me looking very much like atruck himsdlf.
He was aman-mountain who stood beside histruck with a pipe that in his hands looked no larger than a
toothpick. It was difficult to tell in that light, but | think he had ablue plastic collar around his neck. A
superpower isasuperpower evenif it only alowsyou to drive atruck better than anybody else.

In that polite way people have when they've caught you and they're being cute about it, he said, "May
| help you?'

Knowing it was not smart but being in no mood to be smart, | said, "What'sin the truck, bub?' My
voice didn't even shake. | just wanted Grampa Zamp back and would likely get my brain parted by this
aggro dudefor my trouble,

"Nothing but therent,” the driver said, and hefted his pipe. Bill laughed, but stopped when he saw the
dead look on my face. | rubbed my forenosetiredly and said, "Y ou think it's none of my business, but |
lost somebody tonight and | think he might somehow— just by accident, you understand—have gotten
into the back of your truck." "How might he have accidentally done that?"

The driver looked puzzled. He might even have been sincere. "He might have been put there by a
couple of androids, one of whom has very long teeth. But I'm only guessing, of course.”

The driver nodded and came toward me with the pipe. Bill and | backed out of hisway. He climbed
onto the rear bumper of the truck and, with a practiced shove of the hed of his hand, sprung the lock.
The door drifted open on hinges that squeaked demurely like ahungry kitten demanding dinner.

Maybe it was because the guy had opened the truck instead of braining me, maybeit was some
Toomler extrasense, maybe it was just my imagination, but | knew that nothing interesting wasingde that
truck. | pulled open the door and looked into a space that was about the size of Whipper's bedroom but
was consderably emptier. Bill hopped onto the bumper and looked inside too. "Hello?' he called, and
made an echo that pleased him. No point my climbing insde. No point giving the driver achanceto lock
me in. He might take me to where Zamp and the others were. Or he might just dump me off afreeway
overcrossng.

| pulled Bill off the bumper and said, " So, where have you been this evening?*



The driver got cagey. With onefinger he wiped imaginary dirt from histruck and said, "Just cruising,
migter. That'sdl. Just cruisng.”

"In acompany truck? In the middle of the night? Not unless your superpower is getting away with
Supidity.”

Hedidn't get angry. I'm not sure it was possible for him to get angry. But he took me by an arm and
Bill by an arm and walked us over to the gate. | didn't haveto go. | could have stood there with one

empty shoulder. Using the toe of one boot he touched a button that opened the gate and pushed us
through—not roughly, but with the inevitability of abulldozer.

| turned to watch the gate close. When it was done and the echo of itsdamming died away, | said,
"So there's nobody in your truck, and you were just out cruising. What do they do in the office, make
paper flowers?'

Helooked at the ID Advertising building asif hed never seenit before. He said, "l just drive atruck,
you know?'

"Yeah," | sad. "l know."

| walked back to the Chevy fedling as black asthe night. Grampa Zamp had trusted me. Whipper
Will had hired meto protect him and the other surfers. Mr. Daise had not quite hired me but had
presented me with an interesting problem. Three up. Three down. Only Mr. Will had come out ahead.
Maybe| should send my hill to him. | Sighed as | settled behind the steering whedl of the Belvedere
feding like aweathered old kite hanging from atelephone wire, ill alittle gaudy but not much useto
anybody. Bill was as eager to continue as he'd been that morning.

"Whereto?' he said. Bill wasmy friend, but at the moment his machinelike persistence angered more
than comforted me. "Dreamland,” | said sarcastically, and knew he would missthe subtle wit. | closed my
eyes and tried to get comfortable. On the backs of my closed lids Zamp looked at me more in sadness

than in anger.
"l have sx Dreamlandsin Los Angeles County. Which one did you want?'

If I didn't answer him held ask me again in aminute or two. | said, "Forget it. Bill. The one | want isn't
inyour bubble memory."

"Right, Boss. Forget it."

I must have falen adeep because when | opened my eyes again, the night had done that funny
haf-twist it dways managesjust before sunrise. It was early again. My watch said it was six o'clock.

| couldn't fall back adeep, so | watched Pasadena awaken. There are more exciting things to watch.
At nine o'clock atal woman in adark blue dress unlocked the glass door of 1D Advertising and went
ingde. Lightscame on.

| gave her ten minutes to get the coffee going and to check hersdlf in the mirror. Ten minutesthat |
measured in geologic ages. | |€ft the car, and Bill fixed the parking meter so | wouldn't have to put change
intoit. As| was about to push open the glassdoor | caught alook at my reflection. | was alittle gray,
and things that had not sagged yesterday sagged now.

| entered asmdll living room whose walls were painted abright, dmost silver white. The couches
againg the wallswere black furry caterpillars. Over them hung very artistic framed photographs of
androids and Melt-O-Mobiles, and sometimes androids and Met-O-Mobiles together. Lots of shine,
lots of sculpted shadows, lots of pretty women lounging against the product and looking very pleased
with themsdvesfor knowing how.

Thewoman in blue must have paid alot of money to have her blond hair frizzed and piled up on her
head in that terrible way. While sitting behind a desk that supported a computer and a telephone she



drank coffee from a cup that said what part of "no" don't you understand? She frowned for amoment,
remembered her training, and smiled at me asif she'd had agood night's deep.

| summoned whatever charm | had left and said, " Good morning. I'm looking for alittle informetion.”

She said, "What kind of information?' Her question was reasonable, but for amoment it sumped me.
| waved one hand asiif dusting a statue and said, "What do you do here?"

Shedidnt likethat. If | didn't know what went onin thisplace | couldn't possibly have business. |
could see her recede into the distance before she said, 1D Advertising is the advertisng arm of Wil
Industries.”

"ID?" | said, sounding confused even to myself.
"Iron Duke, Mr. Will'sfirst and middle names. Y ou've heard of Mr. Will?"

"Weveme," | said, confusing her. "I'mlooking for afriend of mine. He said hewould get aride with
truck number eighty-two, but he didn't tell me whereit wasgoing." My smilewas athing of thumbtacks
and rubber bands and paper clips.

"Our drivers are forbidden to pick up riders."

Thedriver was nothing to me. | waslooking for Grampa Zamp. Still, the guy had not hit me with his
pipe. | said, "1t must happen sometime.”

"Thedriverswho let it happen no longer work for us."
"Can you tdl mewheretruck number eighty-two went last night after it left the Convention Center?”

She glanced at the computer. Sure. Everything anybody might want to know would be on the old
hard disk. Bill could get into their system with lesstrouble than a drunk would have getting into acan of
brewski. Given the chance. Thiswoman didn't seem the typeto giveit to me, not evenif | were at my
best. She said, "I don't seewhy | should.”

I nodded casually and said, "No reason, | suppose. Can | use your phoneto cal Mr. Will's son,
Whipper?'
Her plucked eyebrows went up and looked like bows over her eyes. She put down her coffee cup

and st her handsflat on the desk. Her nails were long and the color of blood. "Y ou weren't kidding
before about meeting Mr. Will?"

"Want meto describe his aftershave?"

"l wouldn't know it," she said, alittle haughty, like awoman who'd been accused of using catsup on
her steak.

"You Hill don't trust me. That'sfine. Why don't you call Willville and ask for Whipper Will?'Y ou
probably have the number there someplace.”

Sheglared a me, but didn't say anything as she pulled out alarge spiral-bound book. After finding the
number she wanted she punched it into the telephone and waited. "Whipper Will, please," she said, and
watched me carefully, not wanting to miss the gppearance of thefirst cracksin my composure. | smiled at
her. Bill rocked on hishedls.

She went through operators and secretaries like Kleenex. At last she said, "Mr. Will? Mr. Whipper
Will?' There was a space during which someone could have said yes or no. "One moment, please” Like
achalenge, she held out the phoneto me.

Bill tried to grab it, but | pushed him aside. With the receiver to my head, | said, "How you be,
Holmes?'

"Zoot?'



"Right thefirg time"

"Y ou have a secretary now?"

"Just temporary. They got Zamp."

"Who got Zamp?'

"GUES"

Whipper breathed at me for awhile. AlImost whispering, he said, "How did you know | was here?
"If you're working for your father where else would you be? | was kind of hoping you'd seen the
"That makestwo of us"

"I'd like to come out and look around.”

"Y ou think my father would make thingsthat Smple?’

"Hemight. If he knew we thought he was too smart to be smple.”

Whipper breathed at me some more, probably thinking about scams and double-scams and
triple-scams. "Come ahead," he said. "I'll show you around the magnificent Will Industries laboratories.”

| handed the phone back to the woman behind the desk. She hung up dowly, without making anoise.
Very palitdy, shesaid, "I ill can't tell you wherethat truck has been. Thetruthis, | don't know myself."

| nodded and said, "I'll remember you to the boss."

Bill and | walked out the glass door and got into the Chevy and drove away. | was hot on thetrail of
something. | hoped it was Zamp.

CHAPTER 11
Willville

‘ RS

W illville was ing de the southeastern edge of Los Angeles County, s0 Bill had the placein hisbubble

memory. The morning was ill young, and alot of traffic was out frolicking init. My Chevy did down the
Santa Ana Freeway like abarge on ariver of mud.

| had not dept well in the car. My muscles were stiff from the cold and felt like bundles of sticks. Also
not helping much were unfamiliar noises and nightmares about Zamp, and the fact that | was not redlly
built to deep Sitting up anyway. Not any more than an Earth person. | was more dert than | had been
that morning, but | was about as smart asusual.

Theair was cool, but | could tell by its hard smell that by afternoon it would be hot. Like love,
credulity gaswasin theair; it must have been squatting al over the L.A. basin, but except in afew lucky
places it was not concentrated enough to matter.

Big trucks crept dong like everybody dse, grunting in their lower gears like old men mounting stairs. |
spotted afew Met-O-Mobiles, but they were dl in use and not making gas. A few cars were driven by
androids, but not even they could make headway againgt the impacted mass of cars.

| sniffed taillightsfor over an hour, cameto my exit at last, and got off the freeway. At the bottom of
the ramp was a collection of candy-colored boxes called the Android Motel. Though it was daytime,
their neon sign was on. It represented amuscular guy waving et the traffic. Heworelittle else but ablue
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calar.

The whole neighborhood was like a carniva that had stayed too long. The atmosphere of the place
was sy, and those who traded on it tried to make silliness avirtue. Y ou could not go haf ablock
without running into Android this and Blue Collar that. It was as bad as Hollywood, but newer, cleaner,
and somewhat less sanctimonious about its historical importance.

I lined up the Chevy behind alot of other carswaiting for a chance to use the visitor's entrance to the
Willville parking lot. Two dollars were taken from me by akid who was so wholesome he didn't seem
natural. He nearly squeaked when he moved. Maybe held been raised in amayonnaise jar. Hewore a
striped shirt and white pants that were probably cleaner now than when held put them on.

Thelot was crowded, but spaces must have been available if you knew whereto look. A few times|
was just behind the guy who got an empty. The driver was dways an android, probably with the
superpower of finding placesto park. After awhile | enjoyed the performance even less.

| said to Bill, "Why can't you find placesto park like that?"

"I'm not designed for it. Read the brochure." He surprised me by opening adoor in hissideand
offering me afolded piece of dick paper. | told him to put it away for later, when | didn't have so much
on my mind. The disgppointment he showed as he put it away was probably just my imagination.

Just when | thought | was going to spend the day exploring the mgestic wonders of the parking lot |
found agpot and did into it before an android flew in from San Diego to take it ahead of me. It was nice
to know they weren't perfect.

Bill and | rode to the front gate on awhite tram, getting curious looks from the driver and the
attendants. Paranoiatold me they were looking at my nose, but in this place, the fortress of androids, |
was pretty surethat Bill wasthe attraction. Bill didn't noticeand | didn't point it out.

The Will name | mentioned did not impress the clean young things at the gate. They probably heard
that stuff al thetime and had been told to ignoreit. | paid admission for two. It was lessthan the Latvian
national debt and not quite as much as a scalped front-sest ticket to arock concert, but morethan a
good dinner a arestaurant where they parked your car for you.

Seeing Willville, | knew the sharp business men who ran the places outside the park were amateurs.
Bill and | walked across adrawbridge of amighty castle and found ourselves someplace back in Earth's
history. The smell of credulity gaswas strong enough to build a condo on.

Bill gawked and | could not blame him. He and | stood at the end of along street that wandered like
ariver between smal well-barbered huts and half-timbered buildings like the peasant cottages and innsin
aRobin Hood movie. Crowds broke around us and hurried up the street, ready to believe anything. The
castle towered over uswith real towers.

Behind us and to one side, over an open archway in onewall of the castle, was a carefully lettered
sign that said castle of android progress.

"Cousins" Bill said, and waddled toward the archway.
"Later," | said, and walked up the street. | wasn't hereto visit Bill'srelatives.
Bill followed while he agreed that later was agrest idea.

Willvillewas abig place and Zamp and the surfers could be anywhere. | didn't know how smart to
get. Would Mr. Will hide them in the most obvious place or in the least obvious? In plain sght?1'd
outsmarted mysdf before. Maybe Mr. Will was counting on my doing it now.

| started out checking every hut, but after thefirst few | lost my taste for plastic shields, rubber
spears, arrows with suction-cup tips, and candy in the shape of armored knights—especialy armored



knightswith blue plastic collars. | dso did not want a Crusader Colaor aFriar Tuck Burger. | stood
outside a hut that sold good-luck charms and watched a cart full of smiling, waving tourists being pulled
along by ahorsethat wasin no particular hurry. The horse and the driver each wore ablue plastic collar.

A few times| tried one of the doors between huts that said no admittance. Thefirst time, | was caught
by an android dressed asasoldier in chain mail and ashiny meta hat in the shape of abullet. Gently but
firmly heinssted that | return to the public part of the park. Once | actudly got through one of those
doors and found more security, thistimein the form of awoman wesring agray uniform that made her
look lumpy and mannish. She was more suspicious than the guy in the chain mail but just asfirm.

| could see now that stumbling around Willvillewould be pointless. | might find what | waslooking
for, but morelikely 1 would grow old trying. | needed aclue. It was the one thing not for slein any of
those huts.

Near me, surrounded by a crowd, was an android dressed for the period in dull greentightsand a
brick red jerkin. His shoes matched hisjerkin and curled up at the toes. A jaunty green hat had along,
ridiculous feather init. At the moment he was playing some kind of pregnant guitar and sSnging asong
about hunting Robin Hood in the forest green-o. When he was done he took off his hat and bowed low
to the tourists applause.

Astheguy drolled away srumming hisax, | sidled up to him and said, "I'm looking for the Will
Industries Labs."

He gave me a amile that was severa centuries out of date and said, "Peradventure, good sirrah, it is
yonder, in Victorian London." He pointed up the street with the neck of hisinstrument. | thanked him and
he bowed to me, dmost taking my eye out with hisfeather.

Bill and | walked up the Street to a square surrounded by a high box hedge. A sign let downon a
chain told me the hedge was the outside wall of the Louis X1V Maze. Shrieks and laughter came from the
ingde. Bill wantedto goin, but | didn't havetimeto get lost just for fun. | was confused enough aready
just doing my job.

Through agateway of fluted columnswas theworld of the ancient Greeks and Romans. Opposite,
through an arch made by the crossed necks of two rugged dragons hacked from tree trunks, was the
world of the Vikings. Over Bill's protests | kept walking and on the far Sde of the maze cameto a
wrought-iron gate big enough to let in achorusline of guyson ilts. In front of it people were just
climbing down from one of the carts. The android driver turned ameta whee not much bigger than a
doughnut and legpt from the cart asit began to fizz and evaporate like one of the Melt-O-Mobiles. He
rode away on the horse.

On the other side of theiron gate was a brick street lined with gray stone buildings. | don't know how
the designers managed it, but the air seemed to be darker and cooler here. Maybe it was just because
the buildings seemed to be alittle dirty. Horse-drawn cabs bustled by. A crowd of laughing tourists
followed aguy dressed like Sherlock Holmes as he ran down the street peering at everything through a
large magnifying glass

"Arewe having agood time?' | said to Bill.

“Later?' Bill asked.

"You'reright," | said. "It hasto get better.”

At thefar end of the street was along gray building covered with frozen fountains of fancy carving. A
sgntold meit was a scaed-down replica of the Houses of Parliament. Evidently Mr. Parliament,
whoever hewas, liked alittle elbow room when he went inside.

Thelobby of the replica had nothing to do with Victorian London. It held wide expanses of chrome
and glass, which must have saved Mr. Will abundle on paint. Onewall was amontage of photographs,



some of them fuzzy with age and having suffered through enlargement. They showed hotels, restaurants,
radioand TV dations, alot full of old businesssigns, big industrial complexes, big boats, big airplanes.
Mr. Will was evidently very big on big. Over it dl wasasgn that said the will industries family of
companies.

| avoided the line for what the advertising called "afascinating tour through the Superhero Android
plant" and talked to the android guarding the business entrance. She was a comfortable brunette who
wore massive amounts of clothing that gave the impression of being auniform. Her smilewas friendly but
not ostentatious and was no more a part of her than the badge that said her name was Irma. | told her
why | wasthere. She glanced at Bill, then got on atelephone and had a short whispered conversation.
When she finished she used up another smile and told me to take the elevator behind her to the third
floor.

The doors opened as we approached, and when we got insde they closed. The third floor button
was aready lit. The car went up. Mr. Will had mein his pocket now. Yeshedid.

CHAPTER 12
Ur-Clues

‘ &N >

W hipper was wearing his oldest, most faded pair of shorts and ashirt with a pattern so garish, it was
less a pattern than a shock treatment. He met Bill and mein awide, clean corridor that seemed to be
made entirely from chrome. Everywhere| looked | saw my own distorted reflection. Eager men and
women hurried by wearing clothes that were rather gray and unimaginative next to Whipper's. Many of
them wore lab coats or carried clipboards. The really good ones were able to do both at once. A few of
them nodded curtly at Whipper asthey passed but didn't seem to notice he wasn't wearing the uniform.

That al cameto melater. What | noticed first when | stepped from the elevator wasthe lack of
credulity gasintheair. I'd been fighting to ignore the smell for so long, when it wasn't there anymorel |
amost fell over. Theterrible smell had been replaced by cold air that had the flat chemica odor of the
indde of amedicine ches.

"What's shakin', dude?" Will said. We shook handsin the secret surfer way. It'seasier to learn than it
isto describe, especidly if you're drunk enough.

"Not much,” | said. "I'm gtill short one grandfather and any number of surfers. What's shaking with
you?"

"Getting Dad's stuff wired isdl," he said gayly asheled Bill and me down the hal. We went into an
office that was haf laboratory. Onewall was al windows. A couple of cars could have parked in there,
gtill leaving enough room to hold ateadance. Bill wasfascinated by the glassware set up in long frames.
Some liquid dripped and some of it bubbled. Bill didn't know whereto look first.

| told him not to touch anything and went to it on the visitor's Side of Whipper's desk—a prairidlike
expanse now covered with papers. Resting on the computer was astack of paper plates, the top one of
which held a haf-gnawed bagdl.

"Canwetak?' | said.

Whipper put afinger to hislips and turned on atape player. The Beach Boys began to sing asong in
praise of the surfing life.

Whipper said, "'l don't think the room isbugged, but it'sabig room." Hisfacelost that eager look and
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hardened into grim contemplation. "Y ou haven't found them."”

"If I had asmall army and a couple of weeks | could probably check out Willville. Without the help
I'm judt fishing without bait.”

"Clues?'

"Not that I've noticed. Will you show me around? Something may legp out a me.”

Whipper rolled away from his desk and, carrying the tape player, led me and Bill back into the
hallway. He dunk aong, snapping hisfingersto the music. Nobody told him not to. He took me from lab
to lab. On thefar side of some of them were big windows through which | saw darkness and the vague
shapes of tourigts, like ghosts watching from another dimension.

Most of thework was done at the cellular level, so dl | saw were very serious men and women bent
over microscopes. In one room we watched an android with electrodes taped al over hisbody, even to
places where having dectrodes might seem alittle uncomfortable. A woman turned adia and the
android's body shook, once, twice. | couldn't watch. The android continued to twitch as we left the
room.

| stood in the hallway with Whipper and Bill, wishing | had acigarette. | don't smoke, of course, but if
| did thiswould bethetimeto do it. Whipper said, "We have to test them.”

"Sureyou do."
"| passed atest once,” Bill said.

| studied Bill just to have something to look at. I'd learned alot about androids, but was no closer to
finding Zamp and Bingo or anybody else than | had been when I'd walked in the gate. | said, "Do you
have anything e seto show me?’

I must have sounded alittle cross because Whipper said, "Look, Zoot, I'm not hiding anything." He
snapped hisfingersand | could almost seethelight bulb go on over hishead. He said, "Thereis
something dse”

We had not taken more than a step when Darken Stormy came out of an office, leaving male laughter
behind her. She looked fairly terrific, dressed in adark blue suit that did nothing to hide the fact shewas
femae. Miles of legsin sheer stockings that might have been the same shade of blue ended in
spike-hedled pumps that ticked on the floor as she walked over to us, lighting her way with asmile. Her
lipsdidn't really need the red paint, but the color made them astonishing instead of merdly luscious.

"Whipper," she said asif she were greeting him at her front door. She took one of his handsin both of
hers, cradled it asif it were afresh egg, and pulled him close. Her nails matched her lips, asthey would.
Her amile hardened for the moment she glanced at me and said, "Hello.”

The smile warmed up when she looked back at Whipper. If eyes can have sarsin them, she had
garsin hers. Or maybe it was just the fluorescent lighting. Whipper plastered agoofy smile on hisface
and sad, "Y o, dudette!"

Darken's smile bent alittle, but it was till anice smile. She said, "I'm so pleased you decided to come
back to work for your father."

"It was, like, you know, agnarly wipeout."

She nodded asif she knew what that meant, and performed her wind chime laugh. "Oh, Whipper, |
loveit when you tak likethat." She rubbed her front againgt his, maybe trying to make afire, and said,
"We could meet for adrink after work."

Whipper was doing his best not to react asif he enjoyed being that closeto her. | could tell it was a
grain. From what | knew about humansit would be a strain for any man who had afull complement of



hormones. Still, Darken rubbing against your body was probably better than being stung to death by
hornets.

"Not tonight, Darken. I'm redlly, like, stoked about my research, you know? I'm gonna do some
dashing and bashing tonight.”

| didn't think it was possible, but Darken made amistake then. She said, "Don't worry. | won't tell
Bingo."

Whipper dropped his composure, but he made a good recovery. He leaned into Darken and, asif he
were asking where agood pizzajoint might be, said, "Y ou know where Bingo is?'

"Why, no," she said softly. "Don't you?"
He extricated his hand from her grip and said, "Come on, Zoot. | had something to show you."

| tipped my fedoraat Darken. Bill wanted to shake her hand, and woodenly, shelet him. | pulled him
away. Shelooked after us, stunned asif Whipper had struck her between the eyes with amallet. | could
fed her glaring a us as we waked down the hallway, her glare poking three feet out through my chest.

We rounded a corner and Whipper let out a breath. He said, "Do you think she knows?"
"Do you think it matters?'

Helooked at me sharply. Then hisface relaxed and he shook his head. " She wouldn't tell if she knew.
And I'm not much into torturing women till they talk."

"Still," | said, musing out loud, "it'sinteresting that she's here, isn't it? She must be more than just a
pretty face hired to decorate atrade show."

"How much more?"

| shrugged, atrick I'd learned on Earth. It was possible Mr. Will had hired her, hoping she could
convince Whipper to come back to work. It was possible held suggested it, and she'd thought it was a
good idea. It was even possible that she'd had theideaall on her own and Mr. Will showing up fifteen
minutes later was acoincidence. Y es, and it was a coincidence that my great-aunt Hattie ate three
pounds of chocolate-covered coffee beans aday and had the same fragile figure as the backside of an
elephant. "l don't know," | said. "Guessing might befun.”

"Y ou're talking about my father."

"I'm talking about the man who probably kidnapped your girlfriend, your best bros and my grampa
Zamp."

The anger drained out of hisface and his mind went somewhere ese. | thought maybe held forgotten
where we weretill he turned in at another door. This one wasthick and heavy and closed with ashush
behind us. Beyond was the biggest room I'd seen yet. The walls, the floor, and even the celling were
concrete. Pipes of various sizesran from wall to wall and from floor to ceiling. The room wasfilled with
heat and the hiss of steam. In the center of the room was around metal vat big enough for water polo.
Over the vat, catwaks hung from the ceiling just beneath the pipes. A heavy machine arched over the vat
in the pose of acat investigating afishbowl. The machine was growling.

Ashe gtrolled across the floor, Whipper said, "Not many outside people know this place exigs.
Fewer have ever beenin here"

He turned off the tape player and set it down at the foot of ameta stairway, which he began to climb.
Bill and | followed him up and the three of uslooked into the vat. At the end of the heavy machinethe
blades of a bester were sunk nearly to its shaft in grainy brown stuff, which it dowly mixed asit growled.

"Oatmed,” Bill sad.



Whipper said, "Pretty close. Thisisthe ur-medium. Everything you can order a afast-food joint is
made of this—shakes, burgers, fries, everything. A littlefood color, alittle artificid flavor, alittle
sculpting, and whammo.”

"Whammo," Bill cried. "A Friar Tuck Burger."

| said, "What'sit doing here?"

Helooked a me and smiled in a secret way appropriate to that room. He was enjoying lifting the veils
oneat atime. Hesaid, "It's aso the stuff that androids are made of ."

After watching the beater work for amoment, | said, "Looks alittle thin to be walking around.”

"We use a solvent to keep it that way. We wouldn't want this stuff, just asit is, to crawl out of the vat
and go looking for adventure. When we want to make something we add achemicd that alowsit to
harden, inject the mixture into amold, and pretty soon—"

"Whammo," Bill said, pleased to contribute.
Whipper plunged thefist of one hand into the pam of the other, and said "Whammo" again.
"Why keep it asecret?”

Whipper descended the metd stairs onerung at atime and picked up histape player at the foot of it.
He was hafway across the floor before he turned and said, "Will Industries doesn't think it would be
good for busnessif people saw where androids actualy come from."

| nodded. "I wasin arestaurant kitchen once,” | said. "1 had been happier before. Maybe Will
Indudtriesisright at that.”

When we were back in the hall Whipper turned on his music and began to act like asurfer again. We
walked in the direction of hisoffice. | said, "Any more places the public doesn't get to see?

"No cluesyet?'
"No even an ur-clue.

"Hi-ya, dudes,” Whipper said as agroup of his scrubbed co-workers passed. Some of them waved,
alittle embarrassed.

Instead of taking us back to his office Whipper took usto the elevator. While we waited, Whipper
sad, "Don't blame mefor this"

"Blameyou for whet?'
"Youll s

When the elevator came we went to the top floor. Whipper had to punch in a code on the floor
buttons before the doors would open.

We came into a place that didn't even know the floors below existed.. It was abig roomwith a
fireplace at one end and a picture window at the other. Near the fireplace and under achandelier that
looked like a countess's earring was awooden table polished to a high gloss and big enough for
shuffleboard. The chairs had high narrow backs and were probably more stylish than comfortable.
Scattered around the room were smal round tables and overstuffed chairs. Wrought-iron candle holders
holding candles smaller than harpoons were attached to the white stucco walls. Over the fireplace wasa
painting of Whipper in short hair and agray suit; he waswith Mr. Will and awoman | had never met.
She was not quite beautiful, but her face showed an intelligence and awarmth that in theright circles
would take her further than beauty.

Asif hed accidentaly stepped on my foot, Whipper said, "I'm sorry, dude.”



"Sorry for what?'

He shook his head as he walked to aglass case. Indde was acrystd fishbowl with some crystd fish
ingde. Light collected there and threw it away. He said, "L ook at al this stuff. What kind of person
would spend this much money just for aplaceto live?'

"Somebody who could afford it?" Bill said.

Whipper nodded glumly as he sat in one of the uncomfortable chairs around the big table. "I'm sorry,
dude.

"While you're being sorry could you kind of tel mewhat this placeis?'
"Mog of thetime my father liveshere"

| waded across a maroon carpet and tried not to skid on the wide hardwood floor beyond. | leaned
againg an arched doorway and tried to imagine what might be down the hdl. | said, "Can | look
around?'

"Y ou think they're here?'
"I think I don't know."

Another voice, ahard voice without pleasurein it, said, "Unless you have a policeman with a search
warrant in your pocket you will continue not to know.”

| looked in the direction from which the voice had come. Standing with one hand touching the arm of
an overstuffed chair was Mr. Iron Will.

CHAPTER 13
Progress

‘ &N >

H ewaswearing asuit and tie. In one hand he swirled a potbellied glass that had amber fluid init. He
wore the smdl potent smile of aman who'd had his suspicions confirmed. He said, "What, exactly, are
you looking for?"

"Shit," Whipper said with disgust.

Mr. Will looked at me and said, "Perhaps you are speaking in something other than vulgaritiestoday."
"l manage onceinawhile" | said.

Mr. Will amiled at that.

| said, "We'relooking for Whipper's surfer friends and my grandfather. We thought they might be
here"

IIWry?l
Whipper said hisvulgarity again and Mr. Will crinkled hisnose.

| said, "You'll be ddighted to hear that you are our number one suspect. We can't think of anybody
else who would want them.”

"Why would | want them?' His voice was asflat as the table a the end of the room.

"Well," | said asif explaining when to add the egg whites, "we figure you're holding the surfersto
make sure that Whipper continues to work for you. Maybe you want my grandfather to make sure| stay
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off your back."
"If that was my object the abduction doesn't seem to have done any good.”
"Whipper ishere," | said.
"l wasn't aware that he needed the kind of pressure you describe.”
"Beaware, dude,” Whipper said.

Mr. Will walked across the room and put his glass on the table where it would probably make aring.
That didn't ssem to bother him. He said, "1 will say thisonce, and | hope you're listening. | didn't abduct
your friends. | have no interest in your friends. If somebody did abduct them, I'm sorry, but | had nothing
to dowithit. Isthat clear enough for you?'

"Isthat clear enough for you?' | said to Whipper.
Whipper said adifferent vulgarity, but it caused the same reaction in Mr. Will as the other one had.

"I will tdl you this," Mr. Will said. "1 run anice, smooth operation here. Anybody who buysaticket is
welcome regardiess of religion, creed, or belief. Even you, Mr, Marlowe, and your hunk of SSR tin are
welcomeif you buy aticket and comein through the front gate. Have aswell time. But if you start poking
that impressive nose of yoursinto my private lifeagain, I'll have arestraining order on you so fast your
heed will swim.”

"I've been warned."

"Good-bye, Mr. Marlowe. Whipper, | believe you have work to do." Hewatched usasif he
expected usto blossom.

Whipper helped me alittle when | took him by the elbow and strong-armed him to hisfeet. "Come
on. Bill," I said. | nodded to Mr. Will aswe passed, but Whipper |ooked straight ahead. Whipper
pushed abump in the fancy carving around the elevator, and a moment later the car arrived with a soft
musica note.

On our way down Whipper made asickly smile and said, " That was better than some of the rides.”

| sad, "You il think your father isnot theright kind of guy to get what he wants by holding people
for ransom?’

"l wouldn't be hereif | till thought that."
"Then I'm pretty much freeto do what | haveto do."

Whipper frowned and glanced at me sideways. The car stopped at the third floor and we walked out
into the chrome corridor. He was so preoccupied with what 1'd said, he didn't even bother to walk like a
surfer.

| followed him to the door of his office, where he turned to me and said, " Just don't hurt him."
"No morethan | haveto."

Hedidn' likethat, but it was the best answer | had and he knew it. He nodded and went into his
office. Bill and | hurried back to the elevator and rode down to the first floor with adeek fat man
carrying asample case. Hetried to start a conversation with me about the wesather; | agreed with
everything he said, which seemed to be dl he wanted.

At the bottom he wished me anice day and waked off asif his pantswere onfire. | came around to
the receptionist and said, "Mr. Will told meto wait for him. He come down yet?!

"Not yet," she said, then bit her lip, thinking maybe she shouldn't have told me that and not knowing
why not.



| thanked her and took up a position just outside the entrance where | could see the elevator doors. |
knew | could wait for hours, maybe days. He lived up there, after al, and had no reason that | knew of
to go out. Except one. | hoped that | had upset him enough that he might want to check on his captives,
and that he might want to check on them pretty quick. It was the same impulse that made a man pat his
coat pocket after being bumped by a stranger to make sure hiswallet was ill there.

Sherlock Holmes went by, trailing tourists the way acomet trails stardust. A very officia-looking type
in ablue hat like the thumb of aglove strolled past twirling his baton. He smiled at me and went on. He
was nothing but law, al prettied up for the party, but law nevertheless. If | was till there when he came
by again he would probably tak to me.

Mr. Will came out of the eevator like abull out of arodeo chute and did not bother to stop at the
receptionist's desk. | saw her put up one hand, about to call him, but he stepped aong pretty good, and
by the time she decided to open her mouth he was gone. | was right behind him.

He marched out of Victorian London and skirted the maze. | was afraid hed go in, but he didn't. He
went between the marble columns and sort of strolled among rides with nameslike Sideway of Olympus,
Ulysses Boat Ride, and Pegasuss Carousel. He did not have a Hebe Colaor a Minotaur Burger.

Hewalked just fast enough to make the chase interesting for me but never so fast that Bill and |
couldn't follow himwith alittlework. If hewasjust abrisk walker | might actualy learn something. If he
wanted meto follow him | was probably walking into atrap. That wasdl right. | wasready for alittle
honesty about now. | hadn't dept in abed since night before last, and losing Zamp had been alot of
work. My eyesfelt like birds nests and my body was aleather sack full of bonesand old rags.

Mr. Will walked down the Robin Hood street. | could keep closer now because of the crowds. He
stopped at the entrance to the Castle of Android Progress and looked around. Did he want to make sure
| was still following or just the opposite? Setisfied one way or the other, he ducked inside.

"Comeon, Bill," I said, "now'syour big chance."
"It'slater?”

"It won't get any more s0."

"Coudins," he cried, and waddled in through the entrance.

Bill and | walked into adim halway that pretended to be made of big rocks. The halway waslit by
torches held out from the walls by horizontal arms. The head of each torch was not on fire but held an
orange electric flickering. Between the torches were windows through which the customers could view
scenesfrom the history of artificia men. Bill trotted from one to the next, hiseyesglowing alittlein the
semidarkness.

One window showed a big creature made of dirt menacing aguy wearing asmall round hat. The
plague said the dirt cresture was a golem. We saw Dr. Frankenstein and his mongter, and Isaac ASmov
inventing the positronic brain. Theinvention of the android was accompanied by soft pink light and
angdlic anging. | saw no mention of Mr. Knighten Daise or of Surfing Samurai Robots.

The hallway twisted and curved, as uncertain as akid choosing an ice-cream flavor. | hustled Bill
aong pretty fast, but | still lost Mr. Will more than once as he went around a corner.

He disappeared and | pulled Bill away from awindow showing the golden Mariarobot from
Metropolis shaking hands with Robby from Forbidden Planet. Beyond the corner was a straight
corridor lined by androids on pedestals, each of them looking noble and just about to movein the
dappled light. The corridor was empty. Unless held run faster than a human can run, Mr. Will had not
entered it.

Toonesdewasasmal roomlit by one of those cockamamy eectric torches. There were no



windows in thisroom. No nothing. Just asingle flickering torch that made nervous shadows against the
smooth stonewalls.

There was no place for Mr. Will to hide. He had gone up in nothing, like one of his evaporating cars.

CHAPTER 14
Private Parts

‘ RS

| stared at the empty room glumly, knowing what | would haveto do next. | didn't want to do it. | was

no lesstired than | had been when Mr. Will had begun his congtitutiona across Willville. | felt asif | were
wearing adiving suit. | wanted to curl up on the nice soft flagstones and deep for aday or two.

But that wouldn't find Zamp and the others. And | was convinced that was about to happen. Where
better for Mr. Will to hide them than in some secret room in hisvery own persona castle?

Bill and | stood in awing of shadow between two show windows and watched the entrance to the
side room. Most people passed us asif we weren't there. A lanky woman in white short-shortsand a
piece of blue eastic across her top stopped when she saw me. | didn't move. She came closer and,
probably thinking | was one of the exhibits, poked me gently in the cheek with onefinger. | smiled. She
yelped and hurried down the long straight hallway where Mr. Will had not gone.

The entire population of Los Angees County went by in small groups, goggling a the mechanica
wonders. A sugpicion grew like astrangling weed that Mr. Will either wasn't coming out or had gone out
another way. | was about to risk meeting him on his own turf when | blinked and he was standing at the
threshold between the small empty room and the dark corridor. How long had he been there? Had |
fallen adegp on my feat?

Mr. Will gtrolled out the long hdl in no hurry—Iike aman who knew he was important and that other
important people would wait for him if they wanted him. | watched him walk out through afan of
sunshine at adoorway at the far end.

Still watching the place where I'd last seen Mr. Will, | ran acrossthe dark corridor with Bill and went
into the small bare room, glaring &t it asif it had personaly done me harm. | said, "We'relooking for a
way out of here other than the way we came in. One of these stones will probably trip open adoor if we
tapit or pushitjust right.”

"Tapping and pushing. Got it. Boss," Bill said, but didn't move.
"Start pushing and tapping,” | said.
Bill started at one side of theroom and | started at the other. | stopped us afew times when paying

customers went by, and once, around-faced kid with abush of red hair looked around the corner. | told
him we were fixing the bricks. He nodded and went away. Nobody el se bothered us.

Half an hour later | had put fingerprints on every stone ashigh as| could reach, and al | had to show
for it was caluses on my fingertips and akink in my neck. Above me was agood two feet of wall that
Mr. Will wastal enough to reach.

| would have stood on Bill's shoulders, but he didn't have any, so | had him stand on mine. He did not
manage to get aboard thefirgt time. At last | pulled and he jumped &t the right moment and landed on my
shoulderswith the weight of alocomoative. | grunted, then half-turned and propped mysdlf against the wall
with both hands.

"Push and tap,” | said.
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We danced like drunken acrobats al around the room. Bill pushing and tapping, me grunting aswe
went. When we found nothing, | took Bill around again. Still nothing. We stopped and Bill reached out
for the torch to keep his balance.

"It'sloose,” Bill said, and wobbled it alittle.

Of courseit wasloose. If my brain had been brighter than the underside of atheater seat, shaking the
torch would have occurred to mefirgt. | yelled up at him, "Can you work afour-speed stick shift?’

"Sure, Boss. | just can't see over the dashboard.”

He thought that was pretty funny, and maybe it was. | had Bill run through the gears with the torch.
When he got to third, something in the end wall clicked and a straight floor-to-ceiling crack appeared.

| ordered Bill back to the floor, where he landed with surprising grace and bobbed on his springs. |
looked at the opening for amoment, enjoying the fedling of triumph. Then | pushed the door open to see
if | deserved tofed it.

The door was perfectly balanced. It fell open at my touch without a squeak. On the other side, three
steps descended along a short brown hallway; at the other end was an intricately carved wooden door
that looked asif it had been liberated from an old church.

The wal opened from this side with astandard door lever. | made sure it would work for me, and |
closed thewall to keep out theriffraff. Bill and | walked down the three stepsand | licked my lips before
| pulled open the carved wooden door.

I knew what | expected to find: row after row of cages, each containing someone | knew; or dl of my
friendsin adeep pit, or stretched out on instruments of torture, or hanging by their thumbs. | did not
expect what | actualy found behind that door.

It was a square room that rose in rugged gray stone on four sdesto a skylight three or four floors
above. In the center of the room, asmall fountain chuckled and sparkled into a square pool in which big
orange fish swam without care. About half amile beyond the pool was awide desk with a high-backed
black leather chair behind it. Papers were stacked on long, low tables around the desk. On the wall
behind the desk were some framed documents written in fancy script to make them look more important.
To one side was adoor that was three-quarters shut. It was an office. It was avery nice office, but that's
alitwas.

| told Bill to stay where he was and without sound | crossed the stone courtyard and looked in at the
partly opened door. Insde was a neatly kept bedroom and beyond that a bathroom. Thiswas Mr. Will's
retreat. He probably had afreezer full of pizza around somewhere and amicrowave oven.

The papers on the long, low tables were business reports of some kind, full of tall columnswith big
amounts a the bottoms. Even up close the framed documents didn't seem to mean anything.

The desk belonged to aman who did hiswork elsewhere, or had somebody else do it. On one
corner was arocking horse made of thick silver wire. On another was a statue of an android. A framed
photograph stood on the desk where Mr. Will could seeit. It showed himsalf and Whipper and the
strong pleasant woman. The drawers of the desk were not locked. One contained a bottle of brewski.
Another contained amagazine with pictures of women who seemed happy to mostly not be wearing any
clothes and a paperback novel caled Guns of the Pecos.

In the center of the desk, its edges lined up with the edges of the blotter, was a single sheet of
notepaper under a brass paperweight in the shape of agoldfish. On the paper was alist of namesyou
would definitely want to consider for your next brewski bust. There was the mayor of Los Angeles, the
guy who owned the local baseball team, Knighten Daise, Max Toodemax, awoman who hosted an early
morning TV show, and afew more. Daise and Toodemax and afew of the others had checkmarks
againg them. Othersdid not.



| tried to make something out of this, but I couldn't. A man in Mr. Will's position would want a place
where nobody could find him—a private place where he could work, relax, and indulge in his manly
vices. Asfar asthelist went, it was not difficult for meto bdieve that Iron Will would mix with people
likethis. Maybe he wasjust throwing a party.

At the top of the desk was a calendar that showed the entire month. The square three days hence
wascircledinred. Inthesameredink it said, "Thelab—10:30 am."

| used the phone on Mr. Will's desk to call the Willville operator. | asked for Whipper Will. When he
cameontheline, | asked him if anything important was happening at hislab in three days.

"Not that | know of."

"What about at another 1ab?!

"Not that | know of."

"Would you know of it if there was?"

"If it wasaWill Industries|ab, of course. I'm the big kahuna and the boss's son. Why do you ask?
"A breezejust went by, that'sdl. I'll tell you about it when | seeyou."”

| hung up, and while | absentmindedly wiped my fingerprints off the telephone with my handkerchief |
wondered if another secret door existed somewhere, maybe back through the bedroom—one that led to
thelab. Sure. And another secret door behind that and another behind that. That way lay therapeutic
basket weaving and areserved room with walls done in designer rubber.

"Comeon. Bill," | said. "We have a stop to make before we go back to Mdibu."
"Theexcitement never stops,” said Bill.
"No," | said as| pushed open thewall. "That would make thingstoo easy."

CHAPTER 15
He'sOnly Human

‘ &N >

| had a Friar Tuck Burge—abun like cotton around athin dab of overcooked mest that | had no
trouble imagining had, a short time before, been ur-chemicals. All | tasted was the catsup and onions.
The Crusader Colawas better even if it was mostly ice.

Bill and | rode the tram back out into the parking lot, where drivers till circled like vultureslooking
for aplaceto stash their hegps. Bill knew right where the car was. Insdeit was an oven. Werolled down
both windows o let out the hot air and would have waited for the temperature to drop below boailing if it
had not been for aVenusian-purple sporty mode that was making alot of noise about wanting the spot.

The drive back to Hollywood was long and | had plenty of timeto think. I might aswell have
concentrated on my driving.

Despite the lack of hard evidence | was still convinced that Iron Will had kidnapped Zamp and the
aurfers. ID Advertising truck number eighty-two had taken Zamp away and had arrived a 1D Advertising
about an hour after | had. An hour would have just given the truck time to drop abundle off at Willville
and returnto ID Advertising. Of course, there were alot of placesthe truck could have dropped Zamp.
It was possible the driver had been caught in traffic—it happens even in the middle of the night when
Cdtransisout repairing the freeway—and that the time meant nothing at al.
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Darken Stormy seemed to hang around an awful lot, but that may have had lessto do with asinister
plot than it had to do with her fixation on Whipper. Still, it was obvious from her actions at the trade
show that she wasworking for Mr. Will in afashion that was more than casua. Darken and Mr. Will
wereinto each other for plenty. But plenty of what?

Something important was happening at alab at ten-thirty in the morning in three days. The event had
something to do with the list on Mr. Will's desk, or not. It had something to do with Zamp and the gang,
or not. Or none of it may have had anything to do with anything.

| had clues, dl right, but they wouldn't connect. | might aswell have kept them rattling around in a
shoe box.

It was midafternoon by thetime | drove up Franklin Avenue to the Daise Mansion. | spoketo
Davenport on the squawk box. He sounded surprised to hear from me, but he let me in through the
wrought-iron gates without argument. He came outsi de to watch me drive up. Something was wrong with
hisface. | sad, "Everything dl right?’

He hesitated and said, "It would seem S0, sir."
"l didn't know robots had fedings."

Davenport said, "1 am avery expensve moded, Sir," asif that explained everything. Hisface il
looked lopsided.

"Can| comein or will Mr. Daise bejoining us here on the steps?’

With agesture that was nearly human, Davenport nodded and said, "Please comein. Mr. Daiseis
waiting for you inthelibrary."

Bill and | walked through the hardwood and silence. Davenport knocked on the library door and a
voice frominsdetold the knock to come in. Davenport watched us closaly as we entered.

It was the same library with the same dugt Sfting through the light that fell danting from the high
windows. A man was sitting a the desk at the end of the room, studying alarge book through
half-glasses. He was dressed in a suit so dark that it made his white shirt seem to be made of neon. His
tie had splashes of crimson on it that matched the display handkerchief in his pocket. He was handsome
for an Earthman, with crafty eyesand achin like an anvil. | knew those eyes and that chin from
someplace.

The man looked up and in a practiced voice of command said, "Comein, Marlowe. Have adrink.”
He swept hishand at aslver tray that held a square brown bottle and three glasses, one of them half full.

| said, "I thought Mr. Daisewasin here.”

The man made a big, enthusiastic laugh that reddened his face and shook the room before it crashed
into a hacking cough. The man sputtered as he put the cough out in hisdrink. He glanced at me ashe
wiped hisface with his handkerchief and dmost started to laugh again. Instead he said, "What's the
matter, Marlowe? Don't you recognize me?"

| didn't recognize him, but | did recognize the family resemblance to his daughter. The eyes. The chin.
Bill sat in aleather wing chair and sivung hislegswhile | approached the desk. | said, "Thefirg timel
saw you, you looked like alobster. A few days ago you looked like acamd. It'skind of ashock to see
you with only two legs and wearing clothes.”

"] got tired of playing games."
"And now?'

He sipped his drink and gently closed hisbook asif it were made of eggshells. "You asked to see me,
| recdl."



I had, but now | wasn't sure | should ask him the questions | had in mind. Davenport's face wasn't the
only thing lopsided at the Daise mansion today. Mr. Daise's new appearance was part of it, but
something else was wrong too. After thinking al that, | just barreled right ahead. Casually, just discussing
the wegther, like, | said, "I understand you're meeting with Mr. Will in afew days at the [ab."

"Y ou understand how?"

"That's confidentid. So far."

"It doesn't matter,” Mr. Daise said generoudy. "'l don't know anything about such ameeting.”
"Or about the lab?"

"No."

"Y ou do remember Mr. Will, don't you? Y ou had him followed.”

Hefrowned at that, working it out. Then he smiled and said, "Of course | remember him. Were going
into businesstogether.”

He might aswell have shot mein both knees. | felt for the chair behind me and sat down hard. His
expression never changed while | gripped the arms and caught my breath and tried to understand what
hed just said. | sniffed theair. No credulity gaswasinit. | would have smelled it when | cameiniif there
were. But | sniffed just the same. A little stupidly, | said, ™Y ou and Iron Will are going into business

together?"

He got very enthusiastic, like akid talking about his paper route. "Not actudly together, but weve
made an agreement. Surfing Samurai Robotsis no longer going to make their top-of-the-line models.
Androids are so much more practica. But keep it to yourself till tomorrow, after | make the
announcement.” Hewinked at me. We were just two tycoonsin gravy up to our chins.

To assure mysdf that the Mr. Daise before me was nothing like the Mr. Daise I'd met anytime before,
| said, "What about the credulity gas?’

"What aboutt it?'

"Lagt | heard, it was acrime against man. God, and nature.”

"Something in the smog.” Hewinked at me again. "And lucky for us. It'sgood for business.”
| nodded, trying to stay cam, and said, "Anything else new?"'

"l don't follow."

| stood up and said, "Mr. Daisg, it's been apleasure talking to you. Always an education.”
"Come again anytime," he called after me, and Sarted to laugh again.

| grabbed Bill on the way out and closed the door gently behind us. Davenport was waiting. He
would have wrung his hands if hed been programmed for it.

| said, "How long has he been like that?"
"A few days. No more."
"How did it happen?"

"l don't quite know, Sr. A limousine pulling ahorse-trailer picked him up. When he came back afew
hours later, he was as you see him."

"Come on, Davenport, don't make me pull teeth. Who ownsthe limo? Where did it take him?"
"Mr. Daisedidnt say. Canyou hdp him, Sr?'
| thought about Zamp and Whipper and the surfers and how much I'd helped them. | said, "It's very



near thetop of my list, Davenport. Very near."

We nodded at each other like a couple of Japanese wrestlers, and he let me and Bill out the door. As
my Belvedere rolled down the long driveway, | thought about al the clues Mr. Daise had probably
handed me during our conversation. | threw them into my shoe box, where they rattled around with
everythingdse.

An hour later, when | got back to the empty house in Malibu, a car was parked on the cement apron
infront of the garage.

CHAPTER 16
A Lot of Vacancies

‘ KA

T he car was boxy and a noxious green that is used nowhere else but in public buildings. It belonged to
Irv Doewanit. | liked Irv, but | dso hadn't dept in abed in acouple of days, and | hadn't heard any
straight answersin amost that long. | needed abath. And because the Friar Tuck Burger had been less
like food than any other food I'd ever eaten, | needed ahot medl. All indl, | did not fed like the perfect
host.

Doewanit was Sitting on the front step reading a newspaper. Maybe it was the same one he'd been
reading while watching Mr. Will what seemed like years before. He looked up a me and smiled. |
wanted to kick him for looking so healthy and rested but instead | grunted, "Hello, Irv."

"Marlowe, Marlowe," he said as he stood up. "Just the man | wanted to see.”

"Takeagoodlook," | said. "I'm fading fast." | sumbled past him to unlock the door. The house was
not just empty, it was a dead thing, its soul gone. All the smellsin it were old and had | ost the edge that
even agood smel haswheniit'snew. | listened to the sillence until | could hear Doewanit breething behind
me

"Sitdown," | said as| walked into the kitchen. Doewanit had shown me agood time at hisplace; |
would show him agood time here, eveniif it wasalittle gray and | couldn't hold it very steedly.

A note was stuck to the refrigerator under a magnetic kitchen surfboard. The note had been written
by Whipper before hed |eft and it told me that tonight was the night of the neighborhood mesting. |
cannot tell you how much | did not want to go to that meeting. But 1'd promised Whipper I'd go.
Besides, Max Toodemax was on Mr. Will's list. Maybe going to the meeting would help mefind Zamp. |
doubted it. But at the moment I'd doubt gravity.

| found nothing in the refrigerator but asix-pack of brewski and an onion growing a green topknot. |
returned to the living room with one of the cans and threw it in Doewanit's direction. He caught it in one
hand and opened it and poured some of it down histhroat, making his voice box baob.

The phone rang, sounding unnaturdly loud. | considered letting it ring, but findlly couldn't leaveit
aone. At the other end was Whipper. In aflat voice, he said, "I found it."

"Found what?'

"The answer. Theway to prevent androids from going stale. Y ou just add the same preservatives that
areinjunk food snack cakes. Neat, huh?' The information should have pleased him, but it didn't.

"That's bitchen," | said, relieved. "'l guessthat means| no longer have a case because everybody's
coming home." Whipper could go to the meeting instead of me. | could get some deep and then take
Zamp back to T'toom. We'd both had enough excitement. | was so busy with my fantasy | had to ask
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Whipper to repeat what he'd just said.
"l said Dad isn't playing it that way. He still won't et anybody go.”
"Why not?"
"l guess helikesme working for him." Whipper spit the words at me.
"What about Zamp?"
"Dad won't let anybody go. Hedtill clams not to have them.”

| felt empty and even moretired than when I'd comein. Behind my eyes| saw eight plastic garbage
bags, each the large economy size, each weighted so it would sink to the bottom of the bay. In each was
the body of somebody | knew— seven surfers and my Grampa Zamp. | didn't know for sure they were
dead. Maybe Mr. Will just liked their company. | supposed it was even possible that he didn't have
them. But the nasty thought that he wouldn't et them go because they were aready gone wouldn't Stay
Quiet.

"Y ou there, Zoot?' Whipper said.

"Yeah," | said.

"Still onthe case?'

"Sure" | sad, jolly asaplagtictiara. "I'll find them.”
"Let meknow. | never liked it here. | likeit lessnow."

We kidded each other for afew more minutes and then hung up. | stood by the phone for awhile.
Then Doewanit burped politely and | remembered that I'd left him drinking in the living room. | wished
he'd done his drinking a home.

| sat down on the couch across the room from him and waited.
Hesad, "Every littlething dl right?*
"Lef'ssay thatitis”

He shook his head. "Marlowe, Marlowe, don't be so paranoid. If somebody from Malibu looked the
way you look, held be in bad shape.”

| nodded. If there was going to be any patter this afternoon, it would have to come from him. He took
another swig and then rested the can on the arm of the chair. He looked around with a sdlf-satisfied
amile

"I'm kind of busy right now," | said, and stood up. "If you want to finish that brewski, be my guest.
Therésmorein the fridge. Just lock the door behind you on the way out.”

Hewinked at me asif I'd confided in him and said, "L ook, | didn't comeal thisway just to keep you
up and drink your beer."

| sat down. It was either that or fall over. | adjusted my face into what | hoped was an interested
expression. It probably looked like mashed potatoes.

"Marlowe, Marlowe, we detectives have to stick together, don't we?'
| was about ready to scream at him when he went on.
"A woman from Superhero Androidsis after me."

If I'd had earsthey would have pricked up then. Asit was| leaned forward, the tiredness draining out
of melikedirty motor oil.

"Good, Marlowe. Y oureinterested. But | digress. The woman's nameis Fran Ignatio and she works



inthe SA acquidtions department.”
"What does she acquire?'
"At the moment, she wantsto acquire some cellsfrom my body."
"Kinky."

Doewanit laughed and then said, "Not so kinky. She wantsto use the cdllsto grow an android with
my looks and talentsfor their Great Detectives series”

| shook my head and said, "I guess| really am tired. She wantsto do what with your cdls?

He got very serious al of asudden and said, "Y ou know that androids are al grown from seed cells
that come from donors who have thelooks and talents SA wantsto push.”

"l didn't know that." And | wondered why Whipper hadn't told me. Had he just not thought of it, or
was something e'se going on? Like father, like son? Maybe | didn't know Whipper aswell as | thought |
did.

But Whipper Will didn't worry me. He was my friend or he wasn't. If he wasn't he could not hurt me
any more than hisfather had aready done. What did worry mewas this seed cellsangle. Mr. Will could
make a copy of anybody he wanted to. Unpleasant possibilities bore down on melike a platoon of tanks.

Then another thought came to me, arriving on abroomstick, black rags fluttering around it. Maybe it
came to me because it was unpleasant too. Maybe the idea flew in because Whipper Will and Doewanit
had just given me some things to think about. Maybe | knew why Mr. Will had kidnapped Zamp and the
surfers. They were worse than dead. They were experiments.

Mr. Will had been astonished when neither Zamp nor | nor any of the surfers was conked by the
credulity gas. It had redlly astonished him bad. If he was kegping them despite the fact held gotten what
he said he wanted from his son, wasit such along legp that he was keeping them to find out why they
didn't react to his poison? On the other hand, maybe | was being optimistic.

But that was dl my business. It had nothing to do with Irv Doewanit, who so far was only something
to step over on the way to bed. He was il drinking and looking around the room asiif he were thinking
of buying it and was deciding in hismind what color hewould like on thewalls. | said, "' So, you want to
day here"

"Y our perspicacity never ceasesto amaze me. What do you say?'

Was per spicacity another word for nose? | said, "Why not? We have avacancy at the moment. We
havealot of vacancies.

"Y ou are aprince among men. | dmost hesitate to ask you one more favor.”
"Almogt," | said, and bobbed my head until | stopped mysdif.

"Y ou're adetective. I'm a detective. What say you do me a professiona favor and get this Fran
Ignatio off my back?'

"What do you expect meto do, use a crowbar?"'
"Youll think of something. Y ou'rethat kind of guy.”

"I'm working at the moment. | can't tell if it'sacase or acouple of cases. I'll take care of your
problem when | havethetime.”

"That'sal | ask."
"Meanwhile, you can Say here."
Helegpt to hisfeet, clutched me by both shoulders, and just bardly fought the impulseto kissmeon



both cheeks like amovie Frenchman. He ran out to his car to get baggage.

| went into the bedroom to take off my hat and coat. | tried to decide if | wanted to et first or deep
first. But | might aswell havetried to pick up araw egg with chopsticks. | fell adeep deciding.

CHAPTER 17
Meet Max Toodemax

‘ RS

Pdeyellow light was coming through the curtains when | woke up. | lay on the bed for awhilelistening
to the surf beat at the beach, making asound like faraway cannons. | let the sound smother meand | fed!
adeep again.

When | awoke for the second time Bill was watching me from a corner of the dark room, hiseyes
glowing. Somewhere in the house afresh pizzaroamed. | got up and followed the odor to the living

room. Doewanit was Sitting on the floor eating pizzafrom awhite cardboard box while he watched a
black-and-white movie on televison. | asked him to save some of the pizzafor me and | went to wash.

Half an hour later | was clean and dressed and full of food. If 1'd been human before, | would have
felt human again. Asit was, | fdt like more than amatch for five of what |'d been that afternoon.

"Y ou want to come to the neighborhood meeting?' | asked. "We're going to throw out the

He was engrossed in a scene in which two guys were riding across the desert on horses. He waved at
me without turning around and said, "Have agood time."

Bill lit the way with his eyeswhile we waked to the recreation hal where the meeting was to be held.
The air was warm and sweet asthe breath of a baker's oven, so alot of people were out that night. A
couple of them on roller skates almost knocked me down.

Thehal wasasmal brick building normally used for Cub Scout mestings and senior citizen dances. It
waslit by afew polesout in front. The parking lot wasfilling up fast. Among thered cars,
Méet-O-Mobilesfizzed and disappeared. People arrived in their formal T-shirts. Some even wore pants
that went al the way to their ankles. They mixed outsde like the inmates of a disturbed anthill, talking and
making bloody oaths to each other. | would not have wanted to be Max Toodemax that evening.

While Bill watched gnats orbit the white glass bal atop one of the light poles, | wandered into the
room and was handed an agenda by awoman sitting behind a card table at the door. She asked for a
donation and | gave her afew bucks. Whipper would have wanted it that way.

Theroom was brightly lit by tubesin the high celling. Despite it being only half-filled, and with al the
doors open, the room was warm enough to raise a sweet on the humanswho wereiniit. | returned some
serious nods. A lecturn and amicrophone stood on asmall stage.

| wandered back outside and stood where | could watch people walk up from the parking lot. |
would have asked Bill to watch with me, but | didn't know myself what | waswatching for, so | couldn't
tel him.

The crowd got bigger, and not uglier exactly, but tenser, asif the people were waiting for a hanging.
Almost nobody went into the hot rec hall. Another car pulled up. It was big and the color of seafoam at
night, but it was just another car. I'd been leaning against alow brick wall. | stood up straight now, ready
tojump in any direction | had to. Four bruisers got out of the car and dmost immediately | smelled
credulity gas. Though they were dressed in gray suitsand ties | knew the four were androids because of
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theline of blue plastic that showed just above their shirt collars.

Suddenly | had afunny idea. What if Caria DeWilde could not find a connection between credulity
gas and androids and Met-O-Mobiles because she was doing the experiment al wrong? What if she
was missing athird ingredient in the credulity gas, something found outside but not in the controlled
environment of her [aboratory? Smog, for example. My funny idea might never grow up to be anything
more, but Caria DeWilde would want to giveit achance.

Thelast person out of the car was aman who wastaller than his androids. He had short blond hair
that looked like anestly clipped plot of dry yellow grass. His face was long and had sharp bones behind
it. Ice-water eyes|ooked around.

His big workman's hands came up to touch the knot of his pale bluetie. He wore awhite sport coat
and pants as gray as mouse fur. Shoeswere black and highly polished.

Nobody was paying any attention to him. | strolled over and put out my hand. "Mr. Toodemax?" |
sad.

The androids closed in, and he looked a me. The cold eyes were the color of the bottom of atin
washtub and they did not blink. He said, "Y es?"

"l just wanted to say hello. I'll be at the lab with Mr. Will day after tomorrow."
Hesaid, "You don't look like the kind of person who Mr. Will would employ.”

Hewasright, of course, but the air was heavy with credulity gas. He would believe anything | told
him. | said, "Yes| am. | am just the sort of person hewould hire. But he forgot to tell me wherethelab
is. It'sagood ideafor you totdl me."

"l know nothing about alab." He looked beyond me. | don't know what he saw but it drew his mouth
intoagraght line,

"Mr. Will wantsyou to tel me."

He spread his hands and said, "L ook, mister. | expected to be harangued tonight. | guessthat's why
I'm here. But this wasn't the subject. Understand?”’

"Sure. I've taked to tough guys before.” My confidencewasal bluff. Mr. Toodemax frightened me,
and not just because he was bigger than | was.

"Tough can be arranged,” he said, as Sinister asif he'd been wearing ablack caul.

"Sorry," | said. "I thought you were somebody else.” | stepped aside and let him pass. A crowd stood
around us. Nobody in it said aword. I'd seen faceslike theirs on hood ornaments. Mr. Toodemax had
been looking at the crowd over my shoulder. Now it opened an aide and Mr. Toodemax used it to get
into therec hall.

| followed the crowd into the building and stood near adoor with Bill besde me. | only haf-listened
to the meeting. Because of the credulity gas, Mr. Toodemax was having an easy time explaining why he
wanted to plow the houses under and plant condos. People who'd been wanting his skin tacked on awall
now nodded and smiled.

The part of my brain that wasn't listening to the meeting was working hard on the conversation I'd had
with Max Toodemax. | threw another ideainto my shoe box and the other ideas did into place dl around
it. | didn't know where Zamp and the others were yet, but | knew what Mr. Will'sgamewas. If | could
stop him | could save everybody, including these folks having the meeting. If | couldn't stop him, nothing
mattered. Not who lived where, or even whether | saved anybody. Wed al be picking grit out of our
teeth. Those who had teeth.

The meeting was dull, and, given the credulity gas, predictable. | backed out of the warm room with



Bill and strolled toward Whipper's house. The air seemed cooler now, but maybe I'd just gotten used to
the heavy warmth intherec hall.

The night was beautiful, and | could even see afew starsfloating over the ocean like angdls. Far out
on thewater, one of the stars could have been aboat. Therec hall wasfar behind me along with the
credulity gas, and | had another few blocksto walk. At the moment, | was passing alot of closed stores
that during the day sold food or souvenirsor clothes. They were asgray and cold astinsd in adustbin.

Somebody grumbled into the right side of my head, ™Y ou and your bot walk down toward the water,
jaunty-jolly, you know what | mean?' He stuck something into my ribsfor emphasis. | didn't think it was
hisfinger.

As| waked toward the ghostly surf | chanced a glance over my shoulder. Prodding me and Bill dong
were al four of Max Toodemax's androids. They were not holding carrots.

CHAPTER 18
HomelsWheretheMurder Is

‘ RS

Escapingwould betoo easy if dl | had to do wastell Bill to whoop asloud as he could, but | tried it

anyway. He whooped and nearly froze the ocean with the noise but the four androids kept walking.
Earplugs. They had learned their lesson well.

Pretty soon we would be on the hard sand down by the water and everybody's footing would be
more secure. | turned before we got there and held my open hands to my sides, showing | wasn't hedled.
Good old Bill, stlanding next to me, did the same. "Hang on!" | said quietly againgt the thunder of the
breaking waves. The androids couldn't hear me. | was betting they couldn't read lips.

| grabbed Bill by the wrist and swung him at the nearest android, knocking him down. At the end of
Bill'sarc| let go and heflew off. While the other three, automatically and without thinking, were watching
Bill fly through theair, | climbed the first android, grabbing his blue plastic collar on the way to thetop. |
legpt from the top of his head and was on the other three before Bill hit the sand, knocking them oneinto
the other. They would be confused for less than asecond. In that time, | plucked their collars
one-two-three.

The four androids lay unmoving in the sand. | sat on the chest of one of them, breathing hard. The
whole evening's entertainment had taken maybe three seconds, but my body would be hollering about it
for weeks.

"You OK, Bill?" | called.

Bill pulled hishead out of the sand. A smal whirring motor began insde him and sand sprayed from
his mouth in a plume. The whirring sopped and as he walked toward me, he said, "'l let go, Boss." "Don't
worry about it. Bill. You did good."

"l do good work."

| agreed with him. | dropped the blue plastic collars near the bodies and walked down to the hard
wet sand. The waves curled and fell with crashes, then sneaked up onto the land. Bill trotted next to me
on my other side and we went home. Breathing was till my mgor concern. Whilel did it, | wondered if |
would ever be safe again. Androids were everywhere, and all of them were made by SA. I'd never know
which one had been ordered to kill metill | found out the find permanent way.

Evidently somebody had gotten tired of my snooping around. Whether it was Whipper's father—who
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lessand lesslooked like a saint—or Mr. Toodemax, or somebody e se, they would keep trying to off me
until they got the job done right. Of course, | could stop snooping, but that didn't seem like much fun.

By thetime | got back to the house | was breathing normally and I'd stopped thinking about Mr.
Toodemax and his goons atogether. There was no point scaring myself. | had ajob to do. Sure. I'd
stopped thinking about them. Stand in the corner and don't think about strawberry yoyogurt.

| opened the door and heard the TV. | walked through the living room, didn't see Doewanit, and
assumed he wasin the bathroom. In the kitchen, Bill sat on the sink counter while | made aphonecall.
"Got the number of De-Wilde's Bunch?

Bill gaveitto meand | dialed. After three rings an answering machine came on the line and told me
what business hours were. The machine gracioudly offered to take amessage. At thebeep | said, "Thisis
Zoot Marlowe leaving a message for Caria DeWilde. | was there afew days ago with Whipper Will
asking impertinent questions about credulity gas. | have atheory you might want to test. Try mixing
Mélt-O-Mobile gas and android cooties with outside air and see what you get. Let me know." | hung up,
suddenly wondering who besides Caria DeWilde would hear that message and if it was just another nail
inmy coffin. Then | decided it didn't matter.

| consdered calling Mr. Daise about my credulity gastheory, but in his present form | didn't think
he'd appreciate the information. I'd liked him better asacamel. A lobgter, even.

| hoped that Doewanit was ill in the mood to watch TV. | still wanted to find Zamp and the others
but | had no idea how to continue. Stopping Mr. Will seemed even more unlikely. Watching TV would
give me an excuseto Sit in one place and not think about anything.

| went back into the living room and the TV was showing somebody in diving gear making alot of
bubbles. Then | saw him. I hadn't seen him from the kitchen because of the couch. | didn't want to see
him now, not the way he was.

Irv Doewanit lay faceup on the floor with alook of strangulated terror on hisface. His mouth and
eyes were wide open, his bow tie was askew. His clothes—what was left of them—I ooking like
shredded whest. His hair was too stiff to be mussed, but it was mashed down, asif somebody'd sat on it.
Hisface was scratched with bloody parallél lines, over and over until not much of that face was|eft. His
limbsweretwisted in unnatural ways, in ways that would be painful if he weren't beyond pain. Some big
anima had killed him. Some big anima like a saber-toothed tiger. An android.

| looked a him for along time. | got up to turn off the television, then went back to look at him again.
Irv Doewanit had been anice guy who wanted nothing more than to walk the walk. HEd purposely
turned his back on amillion-dollar job so that he could solve crimes out of aratty little hole of an officein
Hollywood, like Philip Marlowe. He should have stayed where he was. Maybe we dl should have. | saw
again the surprise on the android's face when 1'd siwung Bill at him. No android would fal for that again.

One of Doewanit's hands was open but the other clenched something. | pried the fist open and found
atip of wood painted blue. It might have meant nothing at al but | knew what the thing was—thetip of
the wave on the back of the "Surf City" music box Darken Stormy had given to Whipper Will, thelittle
keepsake she'd been so attracted to.

The music box wasn't on the mantel. | looked for it dl over the room, starting with the fireplace,
which held nothing but the curled brown breskfast-food remains of last winter'sfire. The surferswere not
the neatest people | knew, so | found alot of thingsthat didn't matter: stuff like half-sandwiches that were
50 old the bread was like alayer of sponge and the filling was now dried dime, as tempting as old snot;
like crumbling brown newspapers; like bobby pins and pencil stubs and change.

| didn't find the music box anywherein the living room, so | started on the rest of the house. | got Bill
to help me. Hewasfast and efficient, but didn't have my passion. | worked quickly with the viciousness
of aman not redly looking but just tearing things apart because hel's angry and there's nothing el se to do.



I turned up things that had been undisturbed for years and no longer had names. That and tons of dust
| got hot and tired sneezing at. | found no music box. It wasn't there. If it had been there, 1'd have found
it. | had to assume that or go even more crazy. Irv had not just grabbed the music box asit fell.
Somebody had taken it, probably after astruggle.

A littlewild-eyed, | went back into the living room and dropped onto the couch. | could hear Bill in
one of the bedrooms moving things around. I'd been dl through that room and | didn't think he'd find
anything. | looked at Irv Doewanit lying sllently on thefloor. Y ou're never that silent in life, not even when
you're deeping, not even when you're sick. He was too silent to be good company.

While Bill and | were a the tenants meeting somebody or somebody and hisfriends had come here
with at least one saber-toothed tiger. This somebody had come here either for the express purpose of
killing Irv Doewanit—in which case the fact the music box was missing wasjust ablind—or to get the
musi ¢ box itsalf—in which case the murder of Irv Doewanit wasincidenta. Hisonly crimewasthat held
been home. Murdered for amusic box. Irv might like that.

It was good enough for a Charlie Sundown episode. | didn't know of anybody who was after Irv
except Fran Ignatio of SA,and she probably was not the type to commit murder or even haveit done. If
she acquired cell donations for the company she was probably just hired help. SA couldn't murder
everybody that turned them down. It must happen dl the time. Word would get around.

Therefore, ether Irv had enemies he hadn't spoken about—not even during that one drunken
night—or my one and only suspect was Darken Stormy. Nobody else would kill to get a cheap, not very
pretty music box. Unless there was something about the music box | didn't know, which was certainly
possible but unlikely.

Irv Doewanit had not exactly been agood friend, but we had been pleasantly acquainted, and he had
come here seeking sanctuary. | owed him something. Because heldd asked for help, and becausein dying
inthisterrible way hed given me acertain amount of leverage againgt Darken Stormy. Even if she hadn't
murdered Irv or ordered it done, she might see thelogic in the police thinking she had. If | could prove
otherwise, that might be worth something to her, something like the present location of Zamp and the
aurfers.

| stared at Irv again and said out loud, "I wish you were here, Irv. I'd like to talk this over with
somebody.” Irv didn't answer me.

| went into the kitchen, punched anumber, and got the night operator out a Willville. In afrayed
voicel sad, "I'd like to speak with Whipper Will."

A woman who sounded asif I'd just awakened her said, "'I'm sorry, Sir. I'm not authorized to give out
that informetion.”

Sounding alittle more angry than | wanted to, | said, "L ook, | don't want the combination to the safe.
Just connect me. Tel himit'sZoot Marlowe and seeif hell talk to me.”

Without saying anything she went away leaving me with rentlesdy jolly music. | tried not to think
about thisevening again, but it kept coming back to me like anightmare or agreasy dinner. Themusic
went back to the bird cage where that kind of music goes and a phone began to ring. After haf aring
Whipper answered it. He asked where | wasand | told him.

"Any progress?’ hesaid.

| glanced in the direction of the living room floor and said, "'l have alead. It'skind of complicated. Tell
me about that 'Surf City' music box Darken Stormy gave you."

"Just amusic box."
"Could it be somekind of collector'sitem?’



"Maybe. But only if you're avery desperate kind of collector.”

"Why keepit?"
Silence hung at hisend. | couldn't even hear him breathing. He said, "Tdll dl, Zoot. You didn't cal in
the middle of the night just to question my preference in souvenirs.”

Whipper was good at keeping secrets. Mine, his, | didn't know who ese's. | told him what 1'd found
when | came home. It was his house. He ought to know anyway.

More silence came from his end, then asingle inhalation of breath, and then he spoke in avoice that
was cam and solid asan old tree. He said, "Asfar as| know, it was just a music box, made out of wood
and having a cheap Swiss movement. | kept it because Darken and | used to be a hot item and even after
we cooled off | till liked her well enough to want to be reminded of her occasiondly.”

"Bingo must have enjoyed that.”

"She didn't mind. She has old boyfriends too. They mean asmuch asold King Tut."

"We'relosing the point here. Can you think of anybody but Darken who might want that music box?"
"No."

"Then I'll haveto talk with her. Do you have her address and phone number?*

"Wait aminute." He went away across rugs and hardwood floors. A TV st played. Far off adoor
closed. Then he came back and gave me an address and phone number he assured me werein Los
Angdes County. | told him thanks.

Tensdy, hesad, "Y ou think shekilled him?"
"Her or afriend. Mr. Will can afford good friends."
"My father isnt amurderer.”

"Y ou're probably right. Thanksagain." | hung up in hisface. Whipper was Iron Will's son and it was
expected he would try to put the best light on anything hisfather did. | didn't have that problem.

| told Bill to remember Darken Stormy's address and phone number, then caled her. When she
answered | pushed down the plunger, hanging up. | should have known she'd be home. It waslate. She
had to work the next day. But | didn't really want to talk to her yet. | had other thingsto do firs.

| took my finger off the plunger and got adial tone. | took a deep breath, and dialed 911. When an
eager young voice cameonthelinel said, "I want to report amurder. Sergeant Preston will want to
know about it."

The voice took some information from me, and | hung up. | sat down in the kitchen to wait. Theliving
room was alittle crowded.

Somebody knocked at the front door, but it was too soon for the police. Besides, they would have
arrived with ablast of srensand aknocking like arain of bowling balls. Thiswas atap-tap-tapping from
the other end of the world. At first | hadn't even been sure I'd heard it.

| met Bill inthe hdlway waking in my direction. He said, "Nothing, Boss."
"You il do good work. Bill."

"Yeah." | took a big chance and opened the door. Y ou never knew who'd be knocking late at night.
Deadly androids, friends needing money or aplaceto stay. Anything. | opened the door. Standing there
on the mat, smiling shyly, was Grampa Zamp.



CHAPTER 19
Alone Again Again
| &N »

T 0 say that | had not been expecting Zamp was to say that Custer had not been expecting Indians. I'm
afraid | gaped.

Zamp said, "Can | comein?' He seemed to be enjoying my surprise, which he would, so that was all
right. Little else about him made sense. He was dressed in flowered walking shorts and amaroon
turtlenecked swesater. He'd been wearing the shorts when the androids dragged him away from the
Convention Center, but | had never before seen the turtlenecked swester.

Just to see what would happen, | said, "Good. Y ou're here."

Helooked puzzled, then laughed and camein. | led him to the kitchen. On the way he saw Irv
Doewanit. Hiseyes got very large and he said, "1 know trouble is your business, but | didn't know you
took your work home."

"It happensin the best places. Know him?"
"No. Should 17

| shook my head. Thiswas getting me nowhere. | said, "So, where have you been?' Helooking at Irv
Doewanit'sbody asif it were afish pond. "It'salong story. I've been around. Y ou know?" Old Irv made
me nervous. | walked into the kitchen and sat in one of the chairs. Bill and Zamp followed. When we
weredl cozy, | sad, "l have plenty of time. How did you escape?’

"Got abrewski?' Zamp said.
I got him one. He opened it and took asip. He put the can aside and studied me.

| said, "It must be one swell story. I'm waiting to heear it. "Zamp's daring escape from the clutches of
evil."" He nodded and said, "Come on. | want to show you something."

Heled me back through the living room and then paused to let me go first through the hal. | went
first. A moment later, his hands were around my throat and squeezing hard. | backed into him and
crushed him againg the wall. He made an involuntary "Oof!" and his hands loosened briefly. | turned,
brought my hands up between his arms, and knocked them aside. In his eyes was the madness of arabid
dog. "Don't you recognize your old Grampa Zamp?"' he said, and laughed, reminding me of jungle
documentaries I'd seen on PBS.

| let him come & me. He got his hands around my throat again but thistime, instead of knocking his
hands away, | went after the blue plagtic collar | knew was hidden inside that sweater. He snapped at me
and got agrip on mewith hismouth. | ignored the needles of pain shooting up my wrist and probed
down into the turtleneck. A second later | had abroken blue plastic collar in my hand and the Zamp
android was a hegp on the floor. Lying there like that, it was difficult for meto believe it wasn't Zamp just
desping.

| put the collar into my pocket and hauled the android into the hall closet, where | dumped himin
among the coats. | turned thelock. | knew it wasn't necessary, but locking that door made me fed better.

Sending that Zamp android had been anasty trick, and it had been the wrong thing to do. It had
momentarily given mejoy and unreasonable hope. With those thingsgone dl | had |eft was anger. That
would carry me. Whether Iron Will or somebody else had done thisto me, | would find him and stop his
clock.

My, my. Such melodramatic threats.
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Bill stood at the living-room end of the hdlway and said, "That was greet. Boss."
"Not bad.” | gently rubbed the lipmarks on my wrist.

Sirens came closer and soon were in my lap. Someone politely but definitely knocked at the door and
avoice heavy asasack full of gravel said, "Open up. It'sthe police” Alwaysthe sameline. But what
other line wasthere?

| opened the door for abig uniformed cop with ared face. A plastic bar on his pocket said favere.
Just behind him was another cop who was smaller and thinner and younger. They were both grim. Favere
said, "Y ou're the one who called nine-one-one?"

"Guilty," | sad. "Comeonin."

He gave me asmdl polite smilejust in the interest of public reations. He and the young cop left the
door open so we could hear the police cdls and see the red light sweep across the halway like a
lighthouse in Hell. The officersfollowed me back to the living room, where | didn't have to point out the
body. They studied it asif gppraisng golf balson agreen.

"Y ou touch anything?' Favere said. "Probably, | didn't see him 'till I'd been home awhile." Favere
grunted and knelt but still didn't touch the body. Sergeant Preston camein then, still wearing abrown suit
and abrown fedora. Histrench coat must have been in the car. He was with a neat older man who
carried adoctor's bag and wore asmall gray mustache. Sergeant Preston and | nodded at each other
while the man with the bag went to work on the body. The two uniformed cops |ooked around, began
dusting for fingerprints, and used tweezersto put bits of nothing at al into labeled plagtic bags. Bill
toddled around after them.

Sergeant Preston sat in the chair held sat in afew days before and took out asmall notebook. He
sad, "Things seem to happen to you."

"Things| could do without."

Hedidn't even swing at that one, but said, "Y ou getting anywhere on the kidnapping?'

"Not anywhere you'd want to go."

"That meansno?'

"Wes"

"Try saying no next time. I'm as much a Chandler fan asyou are, but | try to have alifetoo.”
"I likeyour outfit," | said.

He amiled in an aw-shucksway and said, "All right. It's been nice dancing with you, but dl right. Y our
bot have thisal down on tape?' He waved the pencil at the body and at the house.

"Not thistime. He waswith me."
"Tak to me," Sergeant Preston said, and poised his pencil.

| told him I'd been out and where I'd been out to. | told him I'd come back and found the body. It
was adull story but blessedly short. | [€eft out the part about the four android goons and the tip of the
music-box wave and the android Zamp. The androids didn't seem to have anything to do with
Doewanit's degath. | didn't tell about the music box because | had avague idea:

Darken Stormy didn't need my protection and probably didn't want it. But | wanted to speak with her
before the police rolled her up in law and put her where | couldn't reach her without alawyer and astep
gooal.

When | stopped talking. Sergeant Preston let there be along space in the conversation during which |
heard the clatter of police cdlsand the insect sounds of the policemen as they moved carefully through



the house. While we had been talking a couple of big guys had taken Irv Doewanit away in abag, leaving
only achak outlineto show he'd ever existed. | tried hard not to let it depress me that aman'slife had
collgpsed in onitself until you could play hopscotch withit. | tried and failed. Sergeant Preston said, "Any
ideas?' "Addefrom the usud nasty ones?' Helooked at mewith disgust and | said, "All right. It looksto
me asif Doewanit was mauled to desth by some big anima. When the androids came here thefirgt time
to abduct the inmates of this house they had android saber-toothed tigers with them. My guessisthat
android saber-toothed tigers did this™ | wasn't telling him anything he couldn't figure out for himsalf, but it
sounded good. He put down the notebook and set the pencil acrossit diagonally, as carefully asa
French chef organizing a plate of greens. He said, "Anybody could go to Superhero Androids and order
up amess of saber-toothed tigers.”

"Anybody who could fill their marble swimming pool with champagne.”

"Anybody with money, sure. That's till alot of people.” He watched me, waiting for me to wiggle my
ears. | didn't have ears, s0 | said, "Iron Will might have something to do withit."

Helooked surprised. Y ou mean the Will Industries guy? Why?"

| told Sergeant Preston the whole situation surrounding Whipper going back to work for hisfather.
The police could shake Mr. Will's cage dl they wanted to, and | couldn't lose anything. Somebody,
probably Mr. Will, was aready trying to kill me. He dready wouldn't admit anything. | didn't have
anything on himtheway | had it on Darken Stormy. Let the police save Zamp and the othersif they
could. | wasn't proud.

Sergeant Preston said, "Circumgtantial evidence won't buy you much. Especialy when you haveit on
aguy with asmuch pull aslron Will."

"That'swhat | thought. That'swhat he's counting on."
"l could talk to him."
"Don' forget to wear your kid gloves and your velvet pumps.”

Angrily, he shoved his notebook and pencil into apocket and stood up. He said, "And people think
people join the cops just to push people around.”

"Y ou forgot to say 'nuts." "

"It'sacliche he said without smiling. He looked into the kitchen, where one of his men wastickling
the telephone with a brush to wash a mouse's teeth with. He said, "I was at home when headquarters
caled. About to climb into bed with the wife. They said you asked for me specia.”

"| thought you'd appreciateit.”
"Appreciation is not theword."

We watched his men work. One of them came into the living room and pleaded with me to make Bill
leave him aone. When Sergeant Preston was about to leave, | stuck out my hand and said, " Still
friends?'

"Sure" hesaid. "What's alittle patter under the bridge?”
"Let meknow if you squeeze any juice out of Iron Will."

Helooked asif I'd put itching powder down his back, but he said he would, and heleftina
screaming police car driven by one of hisuniformed men.

| stood with my nose about an inch from the closed front door, massaging my wrist. Even at this hour
traffic passed on PCH. Two women walked by laughing. In the closet to my left an android of Grampa
Zamp was going stale. Behind me was a house as big and empty as the space between stars.



CHAPTER 20
Not Murder, Incorporated

\ &N >

| awoke the next morning vigoroudy scratching my arm and took only amoment to remember where the
lip marks had come from. A good night's deep had not improved my opinion of androids grown from the
cdlsof my grandfather.

| would have liked to discuss the case with Whipper or with Irv Doewanit, but Whipper wastoo
much apart of the action for meto trust his conclusons and old Irv was no longer available for comment.
Not even his agent could reach him.

Nothing in the house was worth egting, so | walked down to a coffee shop and had an order of
grease. While | chewed on it and tried to force it down with coffee | looked at the piecesin my menta
shoe box again. | had a pretty clear picture of what Mr. Will was planning for the people on his eegant
and exclusiveligt, but enough pieceswere |eft over for awhole other puzzle.

I needed to know where the lab was and what would happen there. It was silly of meto hopethat |
would find Zamp and the surfersthere, Slly to hope | might even get achance to throw some grit into Mr.
Will'swell-oiled machine, but | had alot of slly hopes, especialy when they weredl | had.

| sorted through the pieces again. Everybody thought | had enough on them. Mr. Toodemax was so
sure that he'd sent hisfour goons after me. Mr. Will was so sure that held sent an android Zamp. Mr.
Toodemax was probably taking orders from Mr. Will, but again, Mr. Toodemax might have just gotten
cute al on hisown. Why wasn't | as smart as everybody thought | was? | paid my check, went back to
the houseto get Bill, and drove alittle recklesdy dong the freeway to Willville.

Traffic was not asthick asthe smog on Independence Day, but lumpier. Even following Bill's
suggested shortcutsit took me most of the morning to get to Willville. Nothing had changed abouit it or
about the circus around it except that the tacky gaiety was now one day older and one day more forced.
The kid who took my money at the parking lot entrance was so perfect he might have been made of wax
except that helooked so hedlthy.

At the main gate | explained that | wasn't here for the entertainment but to see Fran Ignatio a
corporate headquarters. The fresh-faced kid found her name on alig, told me where she was, and gave
me aticket that wasn't good for any of therides, but only for getting into the park. He wished me anice

day.
Bill and | passed the Castle of Android Progress and walked up the Robin Hood street. Bill kept
trying to go see something, but | wouldn't let him. We went around the maze, then through the iron gates

into Victorian London. Sherlock Holmeswas il running around with his magnifying glass, evidently not
doing any better with his case than | was doing with mine.

The same android receptionist sat at the desk on the main floor of the Houses of Parliament. The
montage of the things Will Industries owned till alowed them to brag about how much money they had
without actualy showing anybody abaance sheet. | told the receptionist | wanted to see Fran Ignatio
and she smiled me through a pair of glass doors. Phoning ahead wasn't necessary. Not to see good ol
Fran.

On the other side of the glass doors was a modern office where another receptionist asked meto
wait, Ms. Ignatio would be out in amoment. | stood in front of the reception desk, making us both
nervous. | didn't want to Sit down. | didn't want to get that comfortable.
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A woman dmost aswide as she wastall came toward me, rocking asif she were walking the deck of
aboat in high seas. She was dressed nestly in black and smelled like soap. A wide green scarf wastied
around her neck, one corner dripping fringe from her enormous bosom like awaterfall. Her short white
hair was cut in bangs over apair of wide, intelligent eyes. Shewould never be beautiful, but that didn't
bother her anymore. She was smart and that had gotten her where she was. Y ou probably couldn't get
that much information out of aface. She shook hands with me and told me who shewas. | told her who |
was. She asked me my business. Right out therein the lobby in front of everybody. Y ou didn't take just
any vistor back to the office. Like some extrain agangster picture | said,

"Irv Doewanit sent me." She nodded and said, "Why did Mr. Doewanit not come himself 7'
"He'salittlebit dead.”

Nothing in Ms. Ignatio's face changed, but the head of the receptionist snapped around asif yanked
by acord, Fran Ignatio nodded again and said, "If you'l just step back to my office... 7' Her incomplete
question hung inthe air like aspider at the end of aslk filament.

| followed her bulk dong ahalway that was painted gray with just enough greeninit to giveit lifeand
carpeted with the same distinctive color. Paintings of the attractions outside hung on the wall space
between doors.

Fran Ignatio's office was nice, but compared to Mr. Will's office this one was abroom closet. It was
too small for basketbal and the ceailing was not high enough for sky diving. Along onewall windows
looked out through ditsin the stone facade and let in the kind of bright sunlight they use at amusement
parks. Ms. Ignatio settled behind awell-organized desk that had plenty of work onit. Behind her wasa
low wooden dab supporting three pots of ivy. Abovethat, on the wall, was aframed poster advertisng
Superhero Androids. | sat in acustomer's chair with padded arms. Bill stood next to me.

Fran Ignatio studied me for what seemed along time. Typing happened in the next room. At last she
sad, "Can we have that again about Mr. Doewanit? I'm alittle deaf in thisear.” She did not indicate
which ear.

| said, "Mr. Doewanit was afriend of mine. For one thing, we were in the same business. Hewas
gtaying a my house out in Mdibu. When | came back from an errand | found him on my living room
floor. He wasn't doing yoga."

"I'm sorry to hear about that. | did not know Mr. Doewanit well, but our dealings had aways been
plessant.”

It was my turn to study her. "Isthat dl?' | said.

"What more should there be? | don't know what you want meto say." Her politely indifferent attitude
was setting nicely, like good cement.

"Mr. Doewanit wasn't just Staying at my house. He was hiding out. He told me he was hiding out from
you."

She amost laughed as she shook her head. "I run the acquisitions department of SA, Mr. Marlowe.
That means | look for people who have an appearance and talent that SA may want to promote. Mr.
Doewanit had such atalent. We wanted him for our Great Detectives series.” "He thought you wanted
himalittle herd.”

"It'strue that we pursued him energetically. But we did not kill him. Thisis Superhero Androids, Mr.
Marlowe, not Murder, Incorporated.”

| could fed the ground giving way benesth me, but | plunged ahead. | could be just as energetic as
shecould. | said, "Hewaskilled by an android saber-toothed tiger.”

"That changes nothing. Anybody can purchase an android. We do alot of custom work."



Anybody can buy an android. Sergeant Preston had said the samething. It was probably even true.
Whilel was il thinking thet, Ms. Ignatio said, "1 like your style, Mr. Marlowe."

"Style?" | said. | hoped | didn't look as confused as| fdlt.

"Y ou and Mr. Doewanit were in the same business. We have an opening in our Great Detectives
series. Perhaps you would liketofill it." Shetossed athin but very dick catalog at me.

| caught it withmy lap.

The catalog contained al the detectives|'d ever heard of and many that | hadn't. They dressed in
everything from shorts to tuxedos, with alot of trench coats and brown suitsin-between. A few were
dflike women with inquisitive eyes.

"l guess| should be honored,” | said as | stood and dropped the catalog on Ms. Ignatio’s desk. "But
I'm sort of the shy type." | wasthe type that got the cregps from even thinking about having my cells
grown into an android.

She picked up the catadlog and did it into adrawer. " Are you certain? We could make it worth your
while"

"If | wanted my while made to be worth something, | would bein adifferent business.”

"Thetaent for that kind of patter would do it."

"No thanks."

"WElIl keep in touch just the same.”

"Likeyou did with Irv Doewanit?'

Shedidn't like that. She stood up. Theinterview was over. Bill and | walked to the door, but before
we went out | turned with my hand on the knob and said, "I'd like to see Darken Stormy before | go, if |
might." | didn't know she wasthere. | didn't even know she worked in that building. But thistime | was

lucky.
Fran Ignatio said, " She's busy at the moment, Mr. Marlowe. Please call again." The smile she handed
me was cam and professional and meant to hide whatever she wasthinking.

| walked aong that gray-green corridor trying not to let my head swell too much. Fran Ignatio had
told me everything | wanted to know:

Darken Stormy worked there and she was at work a the moment. I'm afraid | chuckled alittle. Bill
chuckled too, though he couldn't know why.

| nodded at both receptionists and out in Victorian London found a phone booth that looked like a
gmall greenhouse, the kind of place where Genera Stemwood might grow hisorchidsin Farewell, My
Lovely. | didn't know that I'd ever seen an orchid. | assumed it was aflower.

Bill reminded me of Darken Stormy's number and | caled it. "Darken's not able to come to the phone
right now, but if you'll leave your name, your number, and thetime you caled—" | hung up. | didn't want
to leave amessage. | had other plansfor Darken Stormy's apartment.

CHAPTER 21
Mondo Condo

KN D>»
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D aken Stormy lived about ten minutes away from Willvillein acomplex of condominiums that took up
three blocks on one side of awide main street outside the carnival zone. It looked like asmall, compact
town that could have existed anywhere. A high cinder-block wall kept out the noise and those who made
it.

| left the car where | could—wishing again that Bill had atdent for finding parking places—and we
walked half ablock to adriveway made of identical round gray stones no larger than baseballs. There
were two gates, one for in and onefor out. To get in, you had to know what code to play on the key
pad; to get out, al you had to do was drive up to the gate. It seemed to me that after acar went through
the gate took along timeto dide closed. No guard was on duty; there was not even alittle house for one.
The people who built those condos had too much confidence in their system, and in the stupidity of
somebody who might want to buck it. A kid on crutches could get inif he hustled,

| peered at the directory until somebody drove up, played a sonata on the keypad, and went in past
the swinging gate. The car turned a corner and Bill and | strolled in after it. We were three condos away
before the gate dammed closed.

Every condo looked the same from the outside—like a big old wood-frame house. They were white
and had tasteful gray window frames and doors with alittle scrollwork around them. Box hedges grew
under each window. All very tidy. All very boring. | followed the numbers down the street and found
Darken's condo. Just for the sake of anybody who might be watching, | walked up to the front door and
knocked. Nobody home, of course.

Inalow voice, | said, "Y ou have askeleton key for thisplace, Bill?* "Me, Boss?' Bill said, sounding
shocked.

"That would beillega.” A small door in hisbelly opened, letting |oose a cable that whipped around.
At the end of the cable was aflat piece of metd with bumpsand dotsinit. "Standard equipment?’ | said,
alittle shocked mysdf. "It's adiagnostic sensor. Perfectly legd "

"Sure" | sad. "It'sdl in how you useit.”
"Right, Boss."

"Open the door, Bill."

"Right, Boss. Watch my dugt.”

He plugged himsdlf into the door and stood till. | blocked him with my body. Not even the cable
moved. Tiny electronic tones came from the keyhole. They stopped and the door clicked.

Bill extracted his diagnostic sensor and it was sucked back into where it had come from. | imagined
the eyes of the world were on me. | wanted to look around, but | didn't dare. | had already been
standing at the door for along time. | turned the doorknob and pushed the door with my shoulder. It
alowed itsdlf to be pushed and | went inside.

| wasinasmall entryway blinking into the dimness and the smell. The smdll reminded me of the thick
human musk at Whipper's house;

Darken's place was not alot cleaner.

Before me, stairswent up to a second floor, each step displaying ashoe or article of clothing. To one
side was adining room with papers and dirty dishes on the table and beyond that asmal living room. The
kitchen was off the dining room. It had been well used.

A lot of paintings were on the walls, big blotches of color that some peoplewould call art. The
furniture was nice, but sheld had it awhile. For reasons of her own Darken had tried to keep theliving
room more or less clean, though | did find dust. Three books were piled cunningly on an end table,



looking more like an exhibit than something she would read. Next to them was a stlanding photograph of
some young guy who had dark curly hair and enough chin to bresk up ice floes. Scrawled across his
hairy arm were the words "To Darken. Always, Danny."

The mantel over the stone fireplace held hundreds of tiny models of automobilesthat | had trouble
getting Bill not to play with. Still, hefollowed me around going, "Vroom! Vroom!™ softly to himself. On
thewall opposite the fireplace were alot of photographsin matching frames. Darken, looking pampered
and al grown up, wasthe centrd figure in each of them. In some she was lounging on shiny new cars,
and in others, standing next to people | recognized from TV and movies. In some of them she was being
menaced in atheatrica, posed kind of way. One or two even showed her hanging off the arm of Danny,
the decorative dude in the photo next to the books. Upstairs was a bathroom that looked and smelled
like the stockroom of a cosmetics concern, and two bedrooms, one of which Darken evidently used for
an office. Along with more little autos, photos of Danny the dude were everywhere—in evening clothes,
in bathing suits, in some kind of uniform out of ascience fiction epic. Unless Darken kept his photo
around just to fill space, Bingo had nothing to worry about.

Inwhich case Darken'sinterest in Whipper must be entirely business. Another piece for the shoe box.
| sat on the top step next to Bill, thinking about those pieces. Nothing new cameto me, so | stood up and
went through the condo again, thistime with asieve. | opened every door that | could find. | looked in
drawers and behind furniture. Behind the desk in the office | found an old dusty phone bill afew months
out of date and left it there. | looked into kitchen cupboards. | fought my way through rack after rack of
clothing. A couple of cockroaches might have escaped my gaze, but they would have had to be very fast.

When | was done | sat on the top step to wring out my brains again. If Darken Stormy had the " Surf
City" music box, she wasn't keeping it here. | tried to make it work that somebody el se had taken the
music box and killed Irv Doewanit, but | couldn't. She might have mentioned to somebody how much the
music box meant to her. She might have mentioned that Whipper Will had it at his house. She might have
taken it to the Moon on gossamer wings. Coincidences happened, but for somebody el se to want the
music box or to know of itsimportance to Darken and to know where it was located was too much of a
coincidence for me. She was as mixed up with this as chocol ate chips were in a chocol ate-chip cookie.

| walked dowly down the stairs, one heavy step at atime. Of course, | didn't have to find what | was
looking for. It wasn't a rule that the big shot detective had to succeed.

| was about halfway to the bottom of both the stairs and my mood when akey rattled in the
front-door lock and knocked the blues out of me. | froze and did my best to think like Philip Marlowe.
He might have said some magical detective thing and disappeared in a puff of classic black-and-white
smoke, but al | could do was stand there and let her pin me with her eyes. It was Darken Stormy,
dressed in avery businessike gray suit and carrying ablack briefcase.

The expression of astonishment and concern on her face made her 1ook like alittle girl, despite dl the
paint. When she recognized me the astonishment and concern drained away, leaving only anger. Anger
did not suit her.

She did not say anything to me but crossed to the wide window between the kitchen and the dining
room, and picked up the white phone that sat on the counter. When she lifted the phone from the cradle,
| said, ™Y ou may not want to call the police after you hear what | haveto say.”

Indecision worked so strongly in her that she dmost vibrated. She wanted to chew her lip, but she
didn't want to muss her lipstick, so shejust twitched it. She put the phone down and tried to drill me with
her eyes, but not even she wasthat good. "All right,” she said, and crossed her arms.

"Irv Doewanit isdead." Her mouth had stopped twitching. She said,
"Who?'
| shook my head. There was no reason she should have known Irv. | started again. " Somebody stole



themusic box."
"What music box?"

| smiled and said, "Very good. You redly are an actress, aren't you? Very good, but not very smart.”
"Maybe the police can figure out what you're talking about,” she said, and lay her hand on the telephone.
It lay therefor awhile and didn't pick up the receiver.

| said, "Y ou seem to have caught me at alittle burglary, Ms. Stormy, but | ill think we can do
business. After al, Irv Doewanit is dead and you made it happen.”

Red fingernails swiftly tapped on the telephone. Darken Stormy said, "I till don't know who Irv
Doewanit is" She was getting control of hersalf again. She was playing the moment asif it were ascene
out of Charlie Sundown. "But | do know that you are aboring little man. Or maybe you'rejust boring."
She couldn't help amiling. | was grtified that Bill didn't laugh.

"Irv Doewanit isthe guy who was at my house when whoever you sent to get the'Surf City' music
box tried to pick it up. Irv must have objected. | found a piece of the music box in hisfigt."

"Make mecare"

"l don't know anybody else who would kill for that music box. Do you?'
"1 wouldn't kill for it. I'm not akiller.”

"No," | said, "but you're the perfect suspect.”

Her breasth camein sharply and then she closed her mouth over it. She unfolded her arms and pulled
her briefcase up onto the dining room table. She opened it and stood with her back to me while she
looked insde asif acrystd bal werein there. "And you want to help me, right? What'sin it for you
besides| don't report you to the police for breaking and entering?' "Where are the surfersand my
grampaZamp?'

She pushed around some papers on the dining-room table, selected afew, and put them into her
briefcase. Without turning around, she said, "Maybe | don't know."

"Maybe. The police might seeit differently.”

"Blackmail." " A funny kind of blackmail. | just want to do good.” She snapped her briefcase shut and
turned to look a mewith it dangling from both handsin front of her. "Look," she said, "Mr. Marlowe. |
don't know where they are. If you want to talk to the police, please be my guest. We wouldn't be having
this conversation if you'd found the music box here. Y ou wouldn't find it here because it's not here. That
makes it congderably more difficult for you to connect me with the murder of your friend. Maybe
impossible. | havedibis. | havefriends. And most importantly of al, | didn't doit.”

She strutted to the door like Miss Americaon the runway, and looked at me over her shoulder.
"Coming?' she said. She opened the door and held it wide as Bill and | did out past her. After pulling the
door closed with a bang she came down the walk and stood with us next to her car. It waslow and red
and had enough sex appedl to get whistles at a stag party.

Darken said, "So, how did you get in, anyway?' | shook my head and smiled. She shrugged and said,
"OK. Just don't passtheinformation around. This place isn't much, but it'shome.” "Aslong as you pay
your own rent.”" She patted me lightly on one cheek and showed me plenty of black-stockinged leg as
shegot into her car. The engine caught on the first try and awindow hummed asit went down. She said,
"Mr. Will isn't akiller either." "That's what Whipper keegpstelling me." She gave me one of her atomic
smiles as the window hummed up. The car rolled dowly away from the curb, then suddenly took off asif
somebody had thrown arock at it. It screeched around the corner and soon even the sound of itsengine
was gone.



"Gosh," sad Bill. "What ababe." There was nothing so very specid about the way Darken Stormy
drove her car down the Street. Except that as she pulled away | got the clue I'd been waiting for.

CHAPTER 22
Cluein aBun

‘ &N >

O n the rear bumper of Darken Stormy's dinky little car was a sticker like the one on the back of 1D

Advertisng truck number eighty-two. It said stop truck stop. | still didn't know what that meant, but it
must mean something. | wasn't buying any new coincidencestoday.

| said, "Anything in your bubble memory about Stop Truck Stop?”
"It'satruck stop,” Bill said.

"l getit,” | said. "You're Abbott and I'm Costello. Now I'm supposed to say, ‘What's atruck stop?
and you say, 'brakes," and | get very excited and the audience goes crazy with laughter.”

"If you say s0. Boss."

This seemed the day for meto start dl wrong. | said, "OK, Bill. Forget al that. Tell me about Stop
Truck Stop."

"It'satruck stop,” Bill said.

He seemed serious, but | ill felt asif 1'd falen into the middle of "Whao's on First?' Hoping for the
best, | said, "What'satruck stop?"

"It'saplace where long-haul truck drivers stop to eat and get gas." He laughed.
| interrupted when | said, "Y ou know where the Stop Truck Stop is?'

"Sure, Boss. It'sin L.A. County."

That meant it wasin his bubble memory. "Let'sgo thereright now.”

Without Bill'shelp | found my way back onto the Santa Ana Freeway and rode it north past square
glass buildings that |ooked very proud to be so clean, and shopping malls that were no more than pimples
inthe middle of oceans of flash. Evidently Met-O-Mobilesdid not sdll aswell out here asthey did inthe
more fashionable parts of town.

The buildings got bigger and dirtier, and soon we were cregping through downtown with sunlight
reflecting into my eyesfrom tal buildings that were half-empty because nobody needed dl thosetdl
buildings except the construction companiesthat built them. Cars changed lanes seemingly at random and
without bothering to signal. As| jockeyed into the proper lane for the Hollywood Freeway, some genius
rushed up in abig cream Continental to Sit on my bumper and honk in away that made me dow down.
The Continental sivung angrily into the lane next to mine, cutting off somebody who aso owned ahorn,
made a nasty remark to me with one finger, and got off at Fifth Street.

We rode through canyons of ivy that had the dusty remains of old Hollywood hovering above them.
After the Hollywood Bowl turnoff, we werein the valey and the traffic thinned alittle. That was OK
because the air got hotter, making driving just as unpleasant. We rode through alot of light industry and
tract houses, and then the hills closed in around us like the contours of reclining green women. Up near
Sylmar, Bill told meto turn off. The offramp let me out onto a hot wide street that carried as many trucks
ascars. Thetrucks thundered by like edritch gods, making the wind to blow and the ground to shake.
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| passed sheds that were too big to enjoy the luxury of looking like sheds and yardsfull of
diseased-looking automobile hulks. This stuff went on mile after mile, like ablighted forest.

| saw the sign before Bill told me whereto turn. It was three or four storiestall—tall enough to be
seen from the freeway if anybody were looking for it—and set on atripod that made it ook like awar
machine from ascience fiction movie. In neon that looked faded in the sunlight the Sign said stop truck
stop, and in—smaller letters, welcome, pardner!

| turned into the large parking lot, most of which was taken up with trucks, some of which werelong
enough to extend into the next county. In one corner of the lot was asquare one-story building with
brown shingles over the windows like bangs. Through the big windows | could see people eating. The
smell of cooking grease boiled out of rotating turban vents on the roof like some genie hired to bring in
the customers. | remembered how hungry | was.

Next to the restaurant was a gas station, insde which everything was alittle too big to bered. It was
designed for the use of giants.

| had driven along way to get here, but | felt no closer to the lab or to the people | waslooking for
than | had at Darken Stormy's gpartment.

| parked the Belvedere and just sat listening to the engine be off for achange. Warm wind carried the
smell of burgers and fries through the car. Now that we were stopped, Bill hung out thewindow like a
dog. | wanted to think, but my brain wastoo tired and crowded with maybes.

It had taken me alot of work to get thisfar. Not only had | not saved anybody, but Irv Doewanit was
dead and Zamp had been taken away too. Mr. Will could do alot of terrible thingsto Zamp and the rest.
If the courts got hold of this case, they would have fun deciding what Zamp was and whether laws about
humans applied. | rolled up the windows, cracked the door of the Belvedere, and got out.

The heat of the asphat came up through my shoes as Bill and | walked across to the restaurant.
Behind me and to one side atruck coughed, rumbled, and then settled into anidle | could have danced to
had | been in the mood.

The restaurant was cold and thick with the greasy smdll of short-order cooking. The gabble of talking
was almost as thick—it was a busy place. Occasionally one of the cooks would shout anumber and a
waitress would wander back to pick up plates that she would arrange up and down her arms and take
out to atable. A few families sat in booths. They were sunburned and tired-looking and either eager to
get back on the road or stretching that last cup of coffeeto avoidiit.

Most of the customers were truckers and they liked to egt at the long counter that curved along two
sdes of theroom. They camein al shapes and sizes, but they were generaly big men who wore
workshirts or plaids loud enough to keep them awake on long, londly drives. Hats were popular and
seemed to be about equally split between the baseball and the cowboy variety. If therewasa
no-smoking section, | never found it.

A thin woman wearing auniform in two shades of coffee walked up to me. Her shoeswere ugly
enough to be comfortable and she wore alace fan on her chest that was big enough to cool the king of
Siam. Her wrinkled horsey face was dl business. "Tablefor two?' she said, looking at aspot between
meand Bill.

"Not just yet," | said. "I'd like to talk to the manager.”

She glanced behind me and said, "One?' "Counter's OK, Mabd," said abig guy inavoicelikea
sgueaky wheel. He nodded to us as he lumbered by.

“I'm the manager,” she said. She wasn't chewing gum, but 1'd have sworn she snapped it then.
"What's the problem?"



"I'm a detective working on acase—"
"That'snice, honey. Three?' She was|ooking over my shoulder again.

She showed aman, awoman, and avery skinny kid to atable, and came back. Evidently | was not
the most important person in her life. We were interrupted five more times before | found out that she
knew nothing about Superhero Androids or any |ab.

"l seen them androids on the news." She shook her head asif over somebody who wore
diesd-powered underwear. "There's alab down at the college in Pasadena," she said, redlly trying to
help. "Two?" she asked the space behind me.

When she came back | told her weld like to Sit at the counter. She nodded and stepped aside. We
were no longer of any interest to her whatsoever.

Bill and | sat at the counter. | ordered a Stop Burger for me—advertised as the best burger in the
galaxy—and an order of friesfor Bill, which | would eat. The guy next to me was about the same age as
Whipper Will, but had more muscles. | said, "Howdy."

"Howdy," he said, swalowing theword asif he regretted having said it.
"Y ou know thisterritory?' | said.
"Know anything about alab?"

"Y ou mean a L abrador retreiver? | got a shepherd, mysdlf. But he's at home keeping the wife honest.”
He chuckled as he sipped his coffee, then puffed a cigarette that had been burning in aglasstray. The
smel was manly, but I'd rather have had Brillo stuffed up my nose.

| talked to the fellow on Bill's other side, but got an answer that was just as meaningful.

The burger came, and it was athick, juicy job. The waitresstook the time to watch mebiteintoit. |
nodded as | chewed, and as soon as| could grab amouthful of air, | said, Y ou'reright. It isthe best
burger inthe gdaxy."

She watched mejust ashadetoo long and said, "I guess you would know, at that." Looking
thoughtful, she marched off tofill coffee cups.

Bill swished friesin catsup and gave them to me one at atime. They were good too. While | ate |l
looked around, just enjoying the atmosphere. What | saw out the window made me stop chewing.

On the side of the restaurant away from the parking lot and the gas station was another wrecking yard
like many others|'d seen that day, but full of display sgnsinstead of automobiles. Fromwhere| st |
couldn't see much but arow of big white buckets-0'-chicken, like arow of grounded water towers.

Without hurry | finished the burger and fries, paid my check, and walked out of the restaurant. As|
touched the door Mabel suggested | have anice day. My chances of following her advice had just
improved. Bill and | walked around the restaurant on the street sde and went just far enough so that |
could seethe big sign yard.

Doughnuts like airplane wheels sat on the ground near a bunch of monster spear pointsthat | finaly
figured out wereice-cream cones. Lined up in rows like dices of toast were neon signs, square blocks of
plastic, painted wooden planks, Signs advertisng grocery stores and gas stations. They weretoo big to
be sitting on the ground. Like the gas station designed for use by trucks, the sign yard did not look quite
red.

A sign that looked more normal becauseit wasraised on abig meta stand stood at the gate. It said
sggnof thetimessign cemetery. To Bill | said, "Recognizeit?”



"Sure, Boss."

Sure. We had seen a photograph of it a Willville on thewal-sized montage of dl the pretty things
Will Industries owned. And just to ease away any doubts that this was the place | waslooking for, an ID
Advertising truck was parked in the Sign of the Timeslot. A bumper sticker was on the back bumper. |
couldn't read it from where | stood, but | waswilling to bet it said stop truck stop. Mabel or her
employees had been busy.

Inmy brain | spread out amap of Los Angeles County, sat down with mysdlf, and began to figure. I'd
waited about an hour for ID Advertising truck number eighty-two to return to the sorage yard in
Pasadena. | thought it had gone to Willville from the Convention Center and then to the yard. The truck
would have taken about the same amount of time to go from the Convention Center to the Sign of the
Times Sign Cemetery and then home.

| was starting to believe that Zamp and the surfers were around here someplace. Inthelab. |
shuddered and thought about al the hourstill ten-thirty the next morning.

Across the street from the Sgn yard were six shabby buildings the color of asick person'stongue,
seemingly huddled together for comfort. The ensemble was called the Shady PinesMotel, but the only
pine around was a single specimen in front of the office. It was made from cement and was faded and not
very convincing. It had probably not been very convincing when new. Hanging below the motel sgn was
another that said vacancy.

| drovethe Belvedereinto the lot of the Shady Pines Motel and entered the office. | talked to alarge
woman who had no chin but acloud of hair that was so blond it was aimost yellow. It looked as natura
asthe pinetree out front. She took enough money for two nights and gave me akey. It didn't bother her
that | had no luggage, and she didn't charge me for Bill. | moved the car back to the space in front of
number twenty-eight.

The room was clean and plain and had dl the personality of a plagtic spoon. While Bill made patterns
on the ank with thetiny bars of sogp held found, | sat on the edge of the bed fegling the rough nap of the
coverlet with my fingers and thinking about the lab and the list on Mr. Will's desk. | thought about Zamp
and the surfers and dl the unpleasant experiments that could be done on them. | thought of Irv Doewanit
dead on the living-room floor and the things people will do for sentiment. Max Toodemax grinned & me
evilly from the window of an empty beach house.

| decided that what | was doing made as much sense aswhat Bill wasdoing. | sat by the window and
watched the Sign of the Times Sign Cemetery. After awhilethe D Advertising truck left. The sun went
down and when the yard was just agray uncertainty, it was suddenly filled with hard white light that
splashed from tall meta poles. In the spaces between traffic | could hear the lamps buzzing.

| sat in my dark room and started to imagine large, many-armed insects crawling out from behind the
disused signs across the street. When one of them waved at me, | went to bed.

CHAPTER 23
Burning Daylight
| &N >

| dept without dreaming and the next morning felt asif 1'd gotten the good night'sdeep I'd paid for. |

washed and dressed and took Bill across the street to the Stop Truck Stop, where | ordered the
Trucker's Breskfast, a not very subtle combination of eggs, meat, pancakes, and coffee. It wasalot of
food, but | ateit dl. | didn't know when | would est again.
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It was aquarter to ten. Something would begin at thelab in forty-five minutes. Despite thefiguring I'd
done with my mental map the previous afternoon it suddenly seemed like ared long shot that the event
would happen anywhere near here. The time element may have had nothing to do with where the truck
had been. This hot stretch of truck-distressed road was not a neighborhood for laboratories, except the
kind that screams came from in the middle of the night. | thought that and immediately wished | hadn't.

All | had wasthelong shot. | could take it or go back to Malibu and sit by the phone. | took it.
"Comeon. Bill," | said. "We're burning daylight."

Wewalked in at the open gate of the Sign of the Times Sign Cemetery and drifted acrossthelot.
Parked in it now were Darken Stormy's red sports car and three long black limousines, as cold and
businesdike as loaded pistols. | whistled at them. Sometimes the long shots pay off. | figured | was past
due.

In the center of the lot was an office, awooden box made of mismatched boards that had not been
painted lately. | went in and |et the door dap shut behind me. At the back of the office was another
closed door. Over it onashef wasa TV, turned low but showing aquiz show.

Ononewall wasasmal desk under acaendar featuring an improbable young woman wearing a
smileand apair of very clean bib overallsthat were very short at the bottom and fell open at the top. She
was holding awrench and leaning over acar engine asif to fix it. Sheld have lots of help.

On the desk were two wire baskets, both filled with stiff yellowing papers. One stack was weighted
by abig meta gear. The blotter was marked with cigarette burns and gouges.

Along the other wall, under awindow so dirty it hardly deserved the name, was along wooden
workbench. Tools hung from arack and others were strewn out a ong the bench. In the center of some
open work space, dong with aplastic bottle of glue and afew squares of sandpaper, wasthe"Surf City"
music box, thetip of the blue wooden wave missing.

Watching me from awooden chair that had only one arm was Danny, Darken Stormy's boyfriend.
His coveral had grease down itsfront asif that was where he wiped hishands. On his chest was aplastic
bar that said danny macabre.

| ligened to the TV murmuring for amoment and then alittle contemptuoudy said, “This doesn't [ook
likethe kind of business Will Industrieswould get involved in." | didn't drag awhite glove acrosshis
desk, but hoped my tone suggested it was only a matter of time.

Instead of answering me Danny stood up and said, "Can | help you?' asif heping mewas not his
fondest wish. Hewas abig guy, but his voice had no more substance than a Sdltine.

| sad, "I'm herefor the meeting in thelab.”

He sat down in the chair and rocked, making bad music with the springs, and picked up aclipboard
from hisdesk. "Name?' hesad.

"Em Shannon.” Mr. Shannon ran a computer software company. His name had been on thelist.

Danny threw down the clipboard and said, "I don't know what your gameis, mister, but you aren't
Em Shannon or anybody ese on thislist. They're dl aready down at the meeting.” He laughed. "Besides,
you're not dressed for the gig. Besides, Mr. Will doesn't like bots." "What does Darken Stormy think of
them?' "Who's Darken Stormy?" he said without interest. But he was rocking fast now.

"Y ou should have said, 'What's a Darken Stormy? 1t would have been more convincing.”

He puckered hislips and glanced at the workbench. If | hadn't known how important the music box
was, the gesture would have seemed meaningless. He sad, "Sheian't here.”

"Then somebody €lse must be driving her car.”



Danny decided something and then said dowly, "Is there ajoke here someplace?’

"If thereis, it'son you and Darken." | glanced at my watch. It was dmost ten. | needed answersfast.
Danny frowned and | demanded, "Wheré€s that meeting?'

"What mesting?"
"The meeting that everybody isaready at."
"Nix," he said, and shook his head.

"Oh, ganggter suff, huh? Has Darken told you how involved sheiswith the scragging of Irv
Doewanit?'

Hiseyesgot big and wild. He leaned forward and hisfeet dropped flat on thefloor. "No," he said,
barely making sound.

"l found him dead on my living-room floor. He had the missing piece of that music box in his hand.”
II&?I

| shook my head. "Not smart, Danny. Nobody in the world but Darken would want that music box
bad enough to kill for it. She knows that. We've aready discussed it. She thought she was safe because |
wasn't ableto find the music box at her condo.”

He glanced at the music box again. Thistime he knew | knew what the glance meant. He said, "Why
should | care about her?"

"Not smart again. Pictures of you and her together are al over her house. Theré'sthe music box. A
case can be made that you're pretty chummy.”

"Things disappear.”

Bluffing, | said, "1 don't really need the box itsdf. | have withesses who saw Darken ask for the box
and other witnesses who know what it meansto her." | didn't tel him that my witnesseswere what | was
looking for, and that if he smartened up | would have nothing better to do than go home and clip
coupons.

"All right,” hesad.

"Don't look so glum. Darken doesn't have to swing for the murder. It's possible she didn't even order
Doewanit killed, but the person she sent for the music box got alittle overenthusiastic. Y ou'll need help
proving it, though. Persondly, | can go either way." | snapped my fingersand said, "You didn'ticelrv,
didyou?'

Helooked so genuindy shocked that | thought his surprise must bered. He said, "How much?' "Is
money al you can think about? Whereisthat meeting being held?'

He watched afly buzz on the dirty window, while sitting so il the chair didn't make anoise. He
looked at me and put histongue out to one side between his teeth. He made as nice a variety of
thoughtful gestures as 1'd ever seen. Probably held learned them in acting school .

After running through the repertoire twice he stood up, but despite his bulk was no more threatening
than a Saint Bernard. From a corner he grabbed aflashlight the size of acdery stalk and said, "Come
on." He pushed past me and Bill out the door.

Outside, heat was gathering like evil spirits. We made a parade through it past the limousines and the
red sports car and into the aides of old signs. Danny threaded us among an dphabet of lettersin different
stylesand colors. Just sitting there on the ground, they towered above us as if we were ants on amodel
train layout. He took us down arow of big orange bals, yellow seashells, and red horses with wings. At
the end were afew rectangular plastic dabs; through the cracked-out places | could see fluorescent



tubes.

Near the back fence, signslay in dusty stacks, forgotten as the businesses they once fronted. Danny
Macabre found what he was looking for between one of the stacks and a big neon hamburger with most
of itstubes gone. Lying flat on the ground was a weathered wooden sign, no more than a collection of
linterswaiting for acarelessfinger. The ghost of paint that remained on it said bonanzafeed and grain.

He looked around, but there was nothing to see except old signs. We were protected on all sdes. As
if from far away came the sound of trucksrolling by on the street. The smell from the truck stop wasa
heavy blanket that closed in on usas surely asdid the old signs.

"I'll get introuble," Danny Macabre said, hisvoice no thicker than a piece of paper.

"You'reintrouble now," | said, and tried to make it stick. "But your troubleisastroll in the park
compared to the fix Darken Stormy isin.”

Danny handed me the flashlight, then leaned down and grabbed ametal handle that was much newer
than the sign. He used body English to heave the sign upward. It opened easly like the door on the storm
shdter in The Wizard of Oz and stuck out like awing. Below it was aflight of cement Sairsthat led into
the ground.

"Il belucky if Mr. Will just firesme." He was breathing hard.

In dl that heat something blew across my back and made me shiver. Trying to sound gruff, | said,
"You'l never know till youtry. Let'sgettoit.”

CHAPTER 24
ComeasYou Are

‘ &N >

Danny Macabre took back the flashlight and led the way down the steps. Bill went next. | came last so

that | could watch everybody. | trusted Bill, but he was easily distracted. | trusted Danny no more than
I'd trust any cornered animdl.

The steps went down one flight or so and we were at the end of along, crooked tunnel held in place
by square wooden rafters and supports. The beam of the flashlight pointed things out like abony finger.
On the dusty floor afew tracksled off into the dimness then back out again. Asfar as| could tel al the
tracks had been made by the same pair of shoes.

"Not much business,”" | said. "There must be aVIP entrance somewheredse.”

Danny's voice shook alittle when he said, "We wouldn't have a chance at the front door. Nobody
watchesthisway." He smiled without hest. "Nobody e se knows about it. Not even Mr. Will. Back in the
fiftiesthiswas some kind of Civil Defense project. | found it while moving stuff around out here one day.”

"Civil Defense?' | sad.

"Y ou know. The Rooskies were gonna bomb us back to the Stone Age." He watched my face. Like
his, | supposeit looked alittle gray in the feeble light coming from above. " Or maybe you don't know."

"Don't get too clever with theguessng,” | said. "Let'sgo." After afew steps| told Bill to turn on his
eydights. Between Bill's eyes and Danny Macabre's flash we could see everything there was to see,
which wasn't much.

Thetunne went on for awhile. The air down here was cool and smelled of damp dead things. Ina
few placeswater oozed out of the wall. We came to a dead end against which yellow canswere
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stacked. Each of them said something like creamed corn or roast beef hash on it in red block letters
above atriangle containing the letters cd. A few of the cans were open and empty and stacked nestly
agangt asdewadl.

Across from the empty cans was adark doorway crossed by rough boards hung with asheer curtain
of spider silk.

"Careful where you put your hands and feet,” Danny said, and climbed carefully around the boards.

Bill climbed through eagerly, and | followed asif the boards were dectrified. We stood in another
tunnd, this one much narrower and dirtier. In this dank place the artificid light we carried seemed as
bright as sunlight. It made shadows that danced and quivered acrossthe walls and floor. Bill looked
around, showing usthat the walls were widely spaced wooden planks, and that the occasional braces
thrust out at odd angles, al but blocking our path. Small things moved in the emptiness beyond the light.
If it had been more cramped the tunndl could have been a California basement.

Aswe moved dong dowly | whispered to Bill, " Anything about this placein your bubble memory?”
"Sorry, Boss"

Wekept walking. | saw thetails of departing rats—which istheway | like them—and nests of
nightmare insects. Far away | heard howling which | liked to think waswind.

When we cameto awall that had dits of light around what was apparently anarrow door, Danny
turned off hislight and asked Bill to do the same. | repeated Danny's order for Bill's benefit. The
darknessleapt in at us. | stood very ill, sniffing the wood and the damp and the small nasty creatures,
and listening to the howling. | could hear the cresk of Danny's shoe leather and the bresthing of two
people. Then | heard the rumble of conversation and running water. Somebody flushed atoilet just past
my left shoulder.

"Look here," Danny said. Danny's pointing hand was silhouetted in agray oblong framed by the bright
dits. Asmy eyes grew used to the darkness | began to see something on the oblong. | blinked and
suddenly what | saw was not on the oblong but on the other sde of it. "Oneway glass," said Danny,
proud asif hed invented it.

Beyond the glass was awide green aide with narrow metal cabinets on each side—lockers, | thought.
A couple of large old naked men were drying themselves with towels, each with afoot raised onto a
yellow bench that ran down the center of the aide. More water came on. It sounded like a shower.

"Civil Defense?" | whispered.
"If you have a better idea, migter, I'd like to heer it."

After awnhile the two naked men got dressed and went away. Other naked men walked by but none
of them stopped in our aide. Danny jiggled a catch and pushed open the glass, which was hung on hinges
like adoor. We tumbled out quickly and he pushed amirror closed behind us. The room was warm and
humid and smelled like the chlorine Whipper Will used to keep his yoyogurt equipment clean. The green
guff on the floor was artificid grass.

A few aidesaway aloud maevoice sad, "I'm hismanager. I'm gonnaget him afight withaguy ina
whedlchair and who's blind in one eye." Somebody eselaughed and said, "Reuben's bullshit." That drew
more laughter. In the shower room somebody began to sing in agoofy voice, "Sing to me! The song I've
been waiting to hear!" in akey of hisown invention.

| prodded Danny and said, "Are we going to stay for the next show, or do we keep moving?"

"Yeah," hesad. Heled usto another aide. A geek wearing glasses and asingle black sock was
sitting on ayellow bench. He looked at us, got embarrassed, then went back to picking at the toes of his
naked foot.



Danny took usinto an aide where nobody was changing and fiddled with acombination lock. "My
lock," he said as he pulled open the door. Inside was a stairway the width of the locker. Danny went in,
then Bill, then me. | pulled the door closed behind us. Danny hung hislock from theinside handle and
pushed it closed until it clicked.

Theair got cool aswe hurried down the sairs. By the time we got to the bottom we had the flashlight
and the eydights working again. We were at the end of atunnd with finished sonewadlslikethe onesin
the Castle of Android Progress. It angled downward. At the lowest point was a puddle that we had to
leap over. We angled up for awhile and came to an empty room. One wall was made of dull black
metal, but somebody had taken the trouble to cut aholein it with atorch, proving again that human
curiosty would bear alot of weight. Something with no more redlity than black smoke covered the other
sdeof thehole.

Danny Macabre walked to the hole and pointed to it asif hewerea TV weatherman. He said, "Go in
through here. You'll bein abig stoneroom. In the middle of theroom isahydraulic lift. Againgt thewall
near thelift isanarrow ladder. Y ou can take that up to the meeting.”

"What about you?'

“I'll wait here."

"For how long? A minute? Three?"'

Danny shook his head and said, "I'm not a bad person.”

| took agood look at him. He didn't look like abad person, but the idea that you could tell the good
guys from the bad guys by the heft of their eyebrows was anotion I'd gotten only from television. "Not
bad," | said. "But looking out for yoursdlf like anybody else.”

"I'll comewith you, then."

He'd suggested it too quickly, but I had to admit we didn't have awide range of choices. It had to be
one or the other. He had to come or stay. The mental coin flipped and came down. | took a deep breath
and sad, "OK. Weve comethisfar."

He grinned for some reason and stepped through the hole. There was light on the other side, then
darknessagain. | told Bill, " Squawk if anything looks wrong to you."

It was a dangerous order, but Bill said, "Right, Boss," and went through. Thelight faded in and out
again. No squawk. No clang as Bill hit the deck. | swallowed and went through myself.

| had to push aside a curtain heavy as the chairman of the board's carpet and came out in another
stone room, this one wide enough to comfortably fit acommercid jet and long enough to make that width
look narrow. Light came from behind, coping about hafway up the walls, higher than agorillacould
reach. In the center of the room wasthe shiny sted pillar of ahydraulic lift. | followed it up with my eyes
and logt it in shadow. Around the pillar were lab benches set up for heavy-duty experimentation. Beyond
the bencheswas a vat with a catwalk over it and abig machine leaning over it like acat over afishbowl.
The smell told meit wasavat of android ur-glop. On the wall next to the hydraulic lift was ametd ladder
so narrow and fragile it looked asif amonkey would have trouble climbing it. Across from the ladder
wasawadl with barsin it—aline of three cdllswith stout sone walls between them. Sniffling and moaning
came from one of the cells. The sounds made my flesh crawl.

| stood motionless next to Danny and Bill, trying not to gpply too much meaning to the squeamish
sound. Behind us was a midnight blue curtain embroidered with a picture of apearly white horse that had
ahorninthemiddle of itsforehead and abeard like aswirl of whipped cream. It was Sitting among gtiff
artificid trees and small woodland creatures that would ook more natura with wind-up keysin their
backs.



"Thelab," | saidinavoicelikethe stirring of dead leaves.
"Yeah," said Danny. "There'syour ladder. I'm not going up it, not for you or for Darken or for

"Y ou must know what's a thetop.”

He spoke in the flat tone of a man repesting a bus schedule that he'd memorized, not because he
wanted to, but just because held said it so often. "I told you," he said. "Mr. Will's conference room. |
went up oncejust out of curiosity, and looked in through an air duct in thewall. It'salong way up and a
longer way down." He shuddered. "I don't want to climb it again.”

"Hello, out there," came avoice. Danny and | jumped alittle, I'm afraid. No onein our party had
spoken.

Unless someone was playing hidey-hole under alab bench the voice had to have come from one of
the cdlls. Danny and Bill stayed by the curtain while | Sdled across the room, my hearts banging against
each other like castanets. | knew that voice and it meant | had been right about afew thingsfor a change.

Standing in the center of any of the cdlls, abig man would not quite be able to touch both sde walls at
once with hisfingertips. Worked into the door of each cell was a square pand of black metdl thesize of a
paperback novel. In the center of each panel was akeyhole big enough for my figt.

As| approached the nearest cell a dozen hands reached out of the center one and gripped the bars,
followed by the surprised faces of six women. Two of them didn't know whether to be horrified or
encouraged. One woman was a blonde and the other was a brunette. The brunette was old and had not
brooked much nonsense in her life. The blonde might ordinarily have been pretty, but a the moment her
face looked like an empty sandbox. Their hair had not been done that morning. "Who are you?' the
brunette called asif she was used to getting answers.

I knew the other four women. They were the surfer girls. Bingo cried, "Zoot!" The other surfer girls
did the same. Thetwo strangers looked at them asif somebody had lost her mind.

| tipped my hat at them and looked into the cell on the near end. It was big, but no larger than Mr.
Will's private office. Insdethe cell were five men, aToomler, and acamd. | knew from the smdll the
came would be there. Zamp and the men were wearing what they'd had on when they were picked up.
Max Toodemax wore a short-deeved knit shirt with a green worm on the pocket. Hisfawn gray pants
had once been cleaner and lesswrinkled. The three missing surfers were dressed in the uniform. Captain
Hook grumbled something about it being about time. Knighten Daise, very much the camd, gtill worehis
Foreign Legion hat.

| stepped toward the cell, dreamy asaguy in ahair dye commercid. Zamp stood three feet away
from me on the other sde of the bars. He said, "So?"

| said, "So, nu, dready?' | was very glad to see him. He reached for the barsand | put my hands
over his. Hewas shaking. | probably wastoo.

"I'mall right. Get usout of here.”
| didn't move. | just said, "'l guessyou got to seeterrible old Earth after al.”
"Yeah." He nodded, giving me my philosophica point.

While he was doing that another man stepped forward. He was wearing adark suit, but histiewas
off and hiswhite shirt was open. It was Iron Will, Whipper Will's father, the man who alot of people
thought was behind this mess. Of course | hadn't thought that for awhile.

| could see everybody's neck. | didn't see any blue plastic collars. The case was shaping up nicely.
"Marlowe," Mr. Daisesad in histhick flat camel voice.



"Good afternoon, Mr. Daise," | said. | patted Zamp's hands, said, "I'll be right back," and moved
down to thethird cdl. | immediately wished | hadn't. Thiswas where the sniffling and moaning came
from, and it smelled asif someone had been sick very thoroughly there, and for along time.

Quite acrowd wasin that cdll, but | had difficulty sorting them out. Thetruthis, | didn't try very hard.
One creature had an extraarm growing from a shoulder. Another had two heads, onefairly normd, the
other with teeth like tombstones, a nose like amashed turnip, and wild red eyes. The sniffing came in wet
waves from the nose. One of the thingsin the cell was barely apuddie, an unbaked cookie of a person.
The moaning came from athing like aknot of snakesthat struggled againgt the eight shackles holding it
againg thewadll. Maybe | wasn't enough of a humanitarian. Maybe they should have sent Mr. Keen,
Tracer of Lost Persons, or Dr. Christian. | turned away.

Bill and Danny were gawking into the cells. Danny glanced into the third one and came back looking
alittlegreen. | let Bill look, but what he saw seemed to have no effect on him. The three of us stood
where everybody could see us. Danny kept looking between me and Zamp asif we were a Ping-Pong
match. He didn't ask if we were related, but he wanted to.

To Danny, | said, Y ou should have told me they were here. | would have walked alittle faster.”
"You didn't say you wanted them. Y ou just talked about Mr. Will's big mesting."
"Who doesthat fellow in the suit look like to you?"

Hetook agood look for what must have been thefirst time, and his face went from green to pasty
white. His mouth fell open wide enough to take in a candlestick. Then he swore softly.

"Takeit easy, Danny. Hell probably give you your very own android for helping save him.”
Mr. Will dmaost choked on ashort, cynicd laugh.

Mr. Daise sad, "Areyou planning to let us out anytime soon?"

Mr. Will said, "A key should bein aniche beyond thethird cell.”

| went to look for it, being very careful to stare straight ahead and not breathe too deeply till 1 had
gotten past the mongters.

| found the key behind a smal wooden box hung on the wall. It was abig cast-iron job that should
have been hanging on the wall of the sheriff's office in Dodge City. | went back and let everybody out.
They had no luggage. Zamp and | rubbed noses until we both became embarrassed and stopped.

| looked at my watch. Ten-seventeen. | made avague motion at Bill and Danny and said, "I'm going
to send dl of you back to my motd with these two gentlemen.” | guess| till didn't trust Danny Macabre.
"Wait for metherewhile | take alook upstairs.”

"Il comewith you," Zamp said.

"Haven't you had enough?”

"More than enough. It's dopping over the sides and making dirty on the floor. But | want to seethis
through.”

| didn't have timeto argue with him. And the energy | had I'd probably need. | said, "No."

"Why?" "What are you going to do, Zamp? Stow away in my pocket?"

He began to get angry, then changed hismind. He smiled asif bearing up well under pain and walked
across the room to ostentatioudy study the fancy curtain we'd come through. ™Y ou know what's up
there?' Mr. Will said. | nodded and said, "I'm kind of adetective.” ™Y ou must be. You'readso an
optimist." He smiled. It had warmth and looked asiif it belonged on that face, a pleasant change from
what | had been getting from somebody who looked like him.



Flopsie (or wasit Mopsie?) pointed into the third cell without looking at it and said, "What about
them?'

"Migtakes," Mr. Will said, hismouth set into aline.

Mopsie (or wasit Flopsie?) had proposed a difficult ethical question. | took the easy way out. | said,
"Leave 'em.” Nobody argued with me.

| gave Bill the key to my motd room and told him to let everybody in. They could dl watch each
other. While they congregated by the curtain Danny Macabre came up to shake my hand. While he did
it, he whispered, "What about the caméd? There's no room for him in the tunnd. How will | explain him if
we get caught in the locker room?"

"It'samen’'slocker room, isn't it? I'd worry more about the women."

He gulped and hiseyes got wide. | said, "Go. A lot of clever peoplewill be with you. Y ou'll figure out
something.”

Helet go of my hand and went. | watched them go behind the curtain one by one and be gone as if
by magic. Even Mr. Daise made it, though he complained dl the while about the tight fit. When | was
aonel went to the narrow ladder, the one Danny Macabre said he never wanted to climb again. | had

saved Zamp and my friends. Now it wastimeto seeif | was good enough to save Los Angeles. |
grabbed arung and started up.

CHAPTER 25
Room at the Top

‘ S

| climbedin light for awhile, working up aswest. The ladder had been built for Earth people so the
rungswere alittle too far apart for me to be comfortable using them. But | was atough guy. | kept

climbing. The slver column of the hydraulic lift was with me, looking very much the same at thisleve asit
did below.

Just before | entered the shadow at the top of the room | looked down on the |aboratory, on the light
tubes behind their coping, on the two empty cells and the one full one, on thevat. | could hear the things
inthefull cel breathing noisily and moving around. Somebody's failed experiments. Somebody without
enough gutsto put them out of their misery, but with too much of what some people might think was
compassion. It wasajudgment cal. | didn't have an easy answer myself. | just hoped they weren't in
pain.

After that | climbed in darkness with the lighted square of the laboratory getting smaler and smaler
below me, like anight game beneath the Goodyear Blimp. That tower must have been some kind of
whispering gdlery because even at the top | continued to hear the creaturesin the third cell.

But the top wasfar away from where| was at that moment. | climbed mechanicaly, without thinking
about it. While my body did that I dumped out al the cluesin my shoe box again, only thistime they
made apicture. It wasn't pretty, but it wasjust about complete.

Mr. Will had started bothering Whipper at about the same time as Max Toodemax sent his letter
announcing that he was throwing everybody into the street. | forgave myself for not being tipped off by
thetiming; at that point | had no case, let done suspicions. The credulity gas should have helped me
aong, but sometimes| can be kind of thick.

It wasn't until | had gone to see Mr. Knighten Daise about Mr. Will's high-toned list thet the fog in my
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brain began to clear. Mr. Daise liked to hide in the bodies of animals because, he said, he had many
enemies and thiswould throw them off. He might beright. | had dedlt with him asalobster and, most
recently, asacamel. But that afternoon Mr. Daise had been in areckless mood. He'd been human. And
avery strange kind of human at that. He was no longer righteoudy indignant at Iron Will for somehow
making every breeze whisper with a credulity gas bregth; he even liked androids well enough to stop
competing with them with his Surfing Samurai Robaots.

Either somebody had gotten to Mr. Daise or thiswasn't him. Even then | wasinclined to think it
wasn't him. Irv Doewanit had told me that androids are grown from the cells of real people. Eveninthe
shape of acamd Mr. Daisewould still have human cells. The android grown from those cellswould be
human and look like the origind article. Caria DeWilde or Whipper Will could havetold meif my theory
was right, but | didn't need them. | had ahuman a Mr. Daise's house drinking his hooch, and acamd in
the lab beneath the Sign of the Times Sign Cemetery, asubsidiary of Will Industries. That told meall |
wanted to know.

Seeing and talking to Max Toodemax at the neighborhood meeting, | began to understand what was
going on. The hot air waswild and crazy that night, full of romance and credulity gas. Everybody felt it.
Everybody would believe anything. Everybody but Mr. Toodemax. It helped that he had been wearing
an outfit that covered his neck, but that wasacluel didn't really need.

Somebody was replacing important people with androids, growing them from sample cells. Eventudly
this person would have al hisandroids in position and he could run Los Angdes through them. He
needed Whipper Will because this person didn't want his androidsto go stale. The kidnapping of my
friends had originaly beenin aid of forcing Whipper to work. The mastermind would aso want to know
why Zamp and the surfersweren't affected by the credulity gas. That would be important to him but not
asimportant as making the replacements.

I had met three prominent men, al of whom wore suits every time | saw them, despite the event,
despite the heet. Somewhere other than Los Angeles, that might not have meant anything, but herein
laid-back LaaLand men didn't wear ties at any but the most forma occasions. Even o, by itsdlf this
busi ness with the ties meant very little. But Iron Will had threatened his son and kidnapped his son's
friends. Knighten Daise was human again and suddenly a great appreciator of androids. Max Toodemax
wanted to make more money by putting up condos. Not like any of them. Not likethem at all.

| looked at the way my picturefit together, enjoying it the way atired housewife enjoysgazing a a
drainer full of clean dishes. | enjoyed it now because | figured that later somebody might object to my
enjoyment and object with force behind it. | put everything back into the shoe box and kept climbing.

| climbed for so long | thought maybe 1'd missed the top. That was silly, of course, but | think alot of
slly thingswhen I'm exhausted. | heard anoise and stopped. My limbstingled and burned and felt no
stronger than sausage links. My breath came quickly, taking in the smell of oil on the silver pillar and of
the dry warm stonesin the walls. The familiar insult of smog and the very faint sharpness of furniture wax
prodded me.

The vague shuffling and hissng of Mr. Will'sfalled experiments came up the chimney, but that wasn't
what siopped me. The new noises came from above, the indistinct sound of polite conversation in words
| could not make out.

It was one of the most difficult things| ever did, but | began to climb again. The conference room was
closer than I'd thought, and | redlly did dmost missit because my eyes were closed. The ladder passed
it, leaving mejust enough room to get by. It must have been quite asqueeze for Danny. An authoritative
malevoice saying, "And s0 | said to the mayor..." stopped me. | opened my eyes.

| was on aleve with the duct Danny Macabre had told me about. | hooked my arms around the
ladder, leaned closer to the one dit that was alittle wider than the others, and |ooked through.



Theroom was smal for Will Industries, only big enough to hold asock hop. Tasteful paintings of
smoky shapes hung on the pigeon-gray walls. Thetablein the center of the room was aheavy glassdab
shaped like the lid of a coffin. The wooden chairs had backsin the same shape. So did the thin blocks of
paper at each place. The pencilswerejust pencils. The only other thing on the table wasamode of a
Melt-O-Mobile that was bigger than a bread box. Everybody |ooked good in the soft designer lighting.

Most of the men wore dark suits and shirts of varying shades of white—from hen's egg to oyster. Em
Shannon was wearing what he dways wore for the papers, apilly old tan swesater and gray pants that
made him look, from thewaist down, like an e ephant. His dark hair was not quite combed and his
glasses were not quite on straight. He probably had pensin aplastic holder in his shirt pocket, but |
couldn't see them because of the swester. The surferswould have called him afull hank even if they'd
known he was worth eighty million bucks.

Three women were in the room. One of them was Darken Stormy, looking like adisco goddessin a
tight blue dress that sparkled when she moved. The shoulders of the dress had come off a Queen of
Outer Space costume and the front was cut in adeep V from here to alocation just north of her navel.
Most of the men and at least one of the women had trouble not staring. Her shoes matched her dress but
the buttonsin her earswere flaming red, matching her lips and the highlightsin her hair. She gave
everybody her prizewinning smile as she offered drinks and round bits of food no larger than quarters.

One of the other women was a blond bimbo newscaster I'd seen on TV. She was dressed for
successin adark suit and an incandescent white blouse. When she glanced at Darken she kind of sniffed,
asif just being in the same room offended her. The other woman was much older and could have been a
sgter of the brunette down in the cell. In her severdly cut suit and clunky brown shoes she looked like the
principa at the school wherethe Little Rascas went.

She was too busy being one of the boys to worry about Darken's cleavage.

Everybody but Darken was on Mr. Will'sexclusive ligt, and none of them had yet earned their
checkmarks. Each of them would be useful in hisor her own way as a puppet through which Los
Angeles could berun.

Mr. Will was making the rounds, glad-handing people, buying them drinks, winking at Darken Stormy
asif they shared some secret. Only it wasn't redly Mr. Will. Mr. Will was on hisway to room
twenty-eight at the Shady Pines Motel. He had histie off and anybody who wanted to could get agood
look at hisneck. Not like thisMr. Will here in the conference room, aMr. Will wearing histie knotted
tight up under hischin to hide the blue plastic collar.

That was one of thethings | didn't yet understand. If Mr. Will was behind dl this, why had he
replaced himsdf? If he wasn't, who was? And how had they gotten in so tight with Superhero Androids?

Onthetick of ten-thirty the android Mr. Will marched to the head of the table and stood there with
hisfingertips on it. He called the meeting to order and everybody but Darken sat down. She hovered,

filling glasses, taking away empty plates.
The android Mr. Will smiled. He did good work, but having recently seen the smilethered Mr. Will

used, this onelooked like a cartoon parody. He said, "Thank you dl for coming. | think you will find that
you have not wasted your time."

Politeinterest from everyone but Em Shannon, who said, "I like amodest man.” He got adirty look
from the bimbo newscaster and no applause. He frowned and sank into his seat like a clenching fist.

Theandroid Mr. Will said, "Asamatter of fact, Mr. Shannon, | am being modest. My offer will both
agtonish and excite you. Y ou may turn me down, but if you do you will awayswonder if you did the right
thing." He waited for Em Shannon to make another clever comment. When he didn't the android Mr. Will
went on. "Before | go any further, | must ask al of you, whatever your decisions, to swear never to
reved the subject of this meeting to anyone."



"Why?" abald man asked. | think it was Anderson Charles, who owned a bank that owned half the
city.

"Too many people would want what | am offering,” the android Mr. Will said, "and | could not
accommodate them. Besides, the government would probably want to regulate my activities, and that

would be—" Mr. Will smiled with al the charm of a plaster flower, "—inconvenient. Y ou will understand
inamoment. Do you dl agree?"

After abuildup like that, rocks would agree. Even Em Shannon nodded solemnly, asif being swornin
asan honorary deputy sheriff. | couldn't keep mysalf from nodding too.

Pleased at the impression he had made, the android Mr. Will spoke further. " Superhero Androids has
recently made a breakthrough. No longer will their androids go sae like so many loaves of bread. No
longer will SA androids need to be periodically replaced. No longer will they be lessthan mortdl." That
smileagain. "It isthis breskthrough that alows meto offer you—" He paused like amagician enjoying the
moment before he pullsthe rabbit from the hat, "immortdity.” The android Mr. Will had everybody's
attention. We had dmost forgotten to breathe. | wasleaving finger-shaped groovesin the ladder.

The android Mr. Will said, "I am not speaking metaphoricaly. For afee that may seem exorbitant
until you consider what you are getting, SA scientistsswill ingtal your consciousnessin the body of a
vat-grown android, guaranteed to be immortal.”

Darken was till smiling, alittle smugly | thought. She had probably heard this spid before. But the
other faces had expressions mixed like vegetablesin abag of succotash. Mostly they looked dubious, as
if they were not yet certain that someone in the room had not washed.

The old dame sat ramrod Straight now, asif sheld been dapped and was trying not to give the dapper
the satisfaction of seeing her react. The eyes of the bimbo newscaster opened wide enough to show red
veins not normaly seen on TV, then squinted asif studying out something in her head. Her hands shuffled
phantom news copy. Em Shannon pretended to be bored, but when he reached for the glass of colain
front of him he amost missed it. He got his hands around it at |ast and threw the liquid back so fast he
choked on it and began to cough. For along time Em Shannon's coughing and Darken Stormy's motherly
cooing were the only soundsin the room.

| don't know what expression was on my face, but the android Mr. Will had surprised me only alittle.
He had to offer something like that, of course. He couldn't expect people with good grips on their livesto
let go just for his convenience. He would have to offer them something, and immortaity was asgood an
exchange as any.

"No aging?' the bimbo newscaster said asif she were checking on the mileage of aused car.
"None" said the android Mr. Will.

The woman in the practical shoes stood up and gave the android Mr. Will aglare that should have set
hishair on fire. Reining in her shaking voice, the woman said, "What you proposeisat the very least
immordl. It isprobably unethicd. It iscertainly againgt the law.”

"Toliveforever?' the android Mr. Will said, and laughed like an insurance agent.
"The old must give way to the young."
"Garbage. The weak must give way to the strong.”

The othersin the room watched the two go at it, surprisingly cam, trying to decide which sde they
were on. Em Shannon smiled in the way he must have when confronted with a new software problem.

The woman marched to the door. Only the android Mr. Will watched her. The otherswere busy with
their own thoughts. Brows were wrinkled. Drinks were sipped. Pads were tapped with the tips of
pencils. Before the woman could touch the doorknob, the android Mr. Will said, "Ms. Fergusson.”



She stopped but she didn't turn around.
"I'd like to show you something.”
She turned around and crossed her arms. Her eyebrows went up like the two halves of adrawbridge.

The android Mr. Will came around to the side of the table and reached between Mr. Charles and the
blond newscaster to the mode of the Met-O-Mobile. His move was no more theatrica than the move a
ditchdigger might make reaching for his shovel. It was economica and quick. It needed to get done and
he didn't want anybody to question him about it.

The customers watched in fascination asthe roof of the model began to fizz. Soon the unclean smell
of credulity gas socked me, completely covering the smell of furniture polish and of everything ese. | was
not sick, but | was not happy either.

After awnhile the car was gone. Nobody but the android Mr. Will moved, and he only walked back
to the head of the table. He looked around and nodded, enjoying the waxworks. Ms. Fergusson's
eyebrows lowered.

The android Mr. Will said, "How do you fed, Ms. Fergusson?'
" fed likeaprisoner,” she sad angrily.

"l don't think s0, Ms. Fergusson. Y ou are delighted to be here. How do you fedl now, Ms.
Fergusson?'

"Ddlighted, I'm sure. Smiling, she made alot of new wrinkles.

"All of you believe it would be awonderful ideato have your mindsingdled into SA androids."

They dl agreed with him. Everything he said was obvious. The sky was blue. Even Darken Stormy
chimedin.

"You dl fed in your bonesthat hel ping me run Los Angeles my way isthe best way to spend the rest
of your lives."

More nodding. More enthusiastic words of agreement.

The truth was, | had not been certain before that this Mr. Will was an android. Such things as evil
twin brothers existed even when no one mentions them. But now | had evidence. Darken Stormy's neck
was visible nearly to her belly button. No blue plagtic callar. If, any of the guests had been androids|
don't think this Mr. Will would have bothered to invite them to his party. Y et credulity gas had been
created. A Met-O-Mobile couldn't create the gas done, not even with smog present. Android cooties
were necessary too. The cooties could have come from only one place. But why? How?

That wasn't nearly asimportant aswhat | was going to do next.
The android Mr. Will made up my mind for me. He said, "Darken, will you please take us down?

"Of course, Sir." Sheclicked to awal on her spiky heels and pulled apainting away from it on hinges.
Behind the painting were two buttons. She pushed the lower one. Suddenly the salf-assured hum of
heavy machinery kicked in. | didn't see any more in the room after that. | was too busy dropping down
that ladder, trying not to be crushed to death.

CHAPTER 26
The Dinosaur Waltz

KN »
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Asthe room descended on the silver hydraulic pillar agiant gear whed rolled down after me, itsteeth
fitting one by one into the spaces between the rungs of the ladder. It came just fast enough, maybe alittle
fagter than that. | wasin such ahurry | kept tangling mysdlf in the rungs.

The floor was so far away it didn't seem to be getting any closer. | grabbed arung with both hands
and gripped the outside of the ladder's uprights with the insides of my feet. | did, controlling my speed
with my feet and my hands, more than once dmost ripping my armsfrom their sockets. The big gear
whed gtayed exactly three rungs above me al theway down. | dropped from four rungs up, hit the floor
hard, and rolled out of the way. The floor of the conference room touched the floor of the laboratory with
al thefuss of apinfeather landing on a puddle. | backed around abend in thewall and stood silently ina
triangular shadow. It wasn't very dark, but if | kept till and nobody looked in my direction it might be

enough.

The meeting room door opened, allowing a cloud of credulity gasto escape. The crowd came out by
ones and twas, with no more urgency than people leaving amovie theater. The android Mr. Will came
last. He wasn't carrying agun but his attitude said that he was a man in complete control.

| could have yelled then, told the guests what aterrible guy the android Mr. Will was, told them | was
there for the rescue. But after | was done the android Mr. Will could tell them whatever he wanted, as he
had back at the Convention Center. Then | could yell again. The crowd would believe one thing and then
the other. The winner would be the man who lost hisvoice last. The solution wasn't degant. Ydling
would ultimately get me nowhere.

While| thought this Darken Stormy played nurse, helping the android Mr. Will take skin samples of
each of them, put each sample into around transparent dish, cover the dish, and put it into arefrigerator.
The peoplejoked alittle, aspeoplein linewill. If I hadn't known they were under asinister influencel
would not have guessed.

"Comeon, falks," theandroid Mr. Will said. "Y oulll likeit in thisnicecdl."

They walked to the other side of the lab, where the android Mr. Will looked into the cells that had
lately contained his other guests. With wide-open eyes and a haf-open mouth he looked a what wasn't
inthem. Out loud he said, "Where arethey?' Hisvoice was alittle strangled.

Darken stepped forward and hel ped him look. In the end cell one of the failures began to snort. A pig
would have sounded more cultured.

The android Mr. Will glanced around quickly. His eyes swept over me but didn't stop. He hustled all
his guestsinto one cell. Before he closed the door | stepped out of the shadow and said, "Thejigis up.
Y ou'd better let them go." | had only the vaguest of plansand no gun, but | didn't think waiting longer
would buy me anything. One of my handswasin apocket. If | was lucky the android Mr. Will would
make awrong assumption about that.

Darken and the android Mr. Will jJumped asif 1'd stuck them with apickle fork. The guestslooked a
me with surprise. The smell of credulity gas was thinning; perhapsit was thin enough that these people
would believe thetruth if they heard it. There was no way to know by just looking at them. | said, "I'm
Zoot Marlowe. I'm hereto help." Mr. Will siwung the cell door shut and the loud clang made the lab
vibratelike abdll.

Em Shannon and Ms. Fergusson and the others clumped up against the bars of the cell, dl talking at
once. The android Mr. Will told them to shut up and they did. "Let usout,” Ms. Fergusson said.

The android Mr. Will didn't say anything, but eyed me asif wondering whereto begin carving. | said,
"She'sright. You'rein big trouble, but it could till go easier for you if you let them leave.”

"Did you free the others?"



| shrugged and said, "1 don't know why you just didn't kill them. Y ou had samples. Y ou could grow
al the androids you wanted to."

The android Mr. Will went to stand behind alab bench. He rested his fingertips on it the way he had
on the glass table in the conference room. His hands looked like big pink spiders. Darken watched us
while her lower lip twitched. She wanted to bite it again, but she had alot of discipline. Nothing was
more important than looking good.

The android Mr. Will actudly smiled when he said, ™Y ou don't know much about androids, Mr.
Marlowe. Y ou can't grow an android from just one cell. Y ou should be able to, but you can't. In order to
grow replacement androids | needed more samples from the originals. Samples taken from androids
don't work." The pink spiders did push-ups. "Of course, now that Whipper has fabricated an immortal
android | don't need originals anymore.”

Ms. Fergusson and the others|ooked horrified. Nobody had to tell them that if thisguy didn't need
them, they wouldn't be around long.

"Where arethey?' the android Mr. Will said.
| sad, "Inasafeplace,” hoping | wasright.

"No matter. I'll have to replace them again, but that's aminor annoyance. Unlike yoursdlf." He strolled
aong the locked cells as he spoke. ™Y ou are not an annoyance a dl." He glanced into the cdll full of
failed experiments, clucked like a chicken, and walked on.

Just killing time beforeit killed me, | said, "Y ou don't seem like the kind of android Mr. Will would
grow on purpose.”

He was standing in front of the wall-mounted wooden box in which | had found the key to the cdlls. It
fascinated him. Hetore his eyes away and glanced at me, puzzled asif | had spoken to him in Gomkrix,
the language we'd al spoken before English became so popular on T'toom. Then the smile broke out on
hisfacelikearash. Hesaid, "All thistak about androids has softened your brain, Marlowe. | am Iron
Will, Whipper Will'sfather and the chief executive officer of Will Industries”

"Who wasthat guy in the cell?'Y our long-lost brother?!

It was histurn to shrug. He said, "Why not?" The idea appeded to him.

"Then you wouldn't mind removing your tie."

"What?'

"Look," | sad. "I'll makethiseasy for you. When you pushed the button on that Mdt-O-Mobile
mode you made credulity gasthat you used to get those folks down here and into the cell. The
Mélt-O-Mobile can't make credulity gas by itsdlf. It needsto fizz in the presence of smog and an

android. Smog wasin the conference room, probably piped in from outside. But Darken Stormy is
obvioudy not an android. Y our guests are not androids. You must be the android.”

He nodded. We were two reasonable guys. He said, "Let'ssay | am. Then what?' The smilewasa
little Stiff now, but it remained attached.

"Actudly, | was hoping you would tell me. | understand why you kept hostages. Until Whipper Will
developed the immortal android you would need to keep them around for their cells. Y ou'd need to grow
new android accomplices every so often, not to mention growing your own occasiona new body from
thered Mr. Will'scells. What | don't understand iswhy Mr. Will grew you in thefirgt place. He wouldn't
need your help taking over Los Angeles.

The android Mr. Will laughed at that. It was aloud unpleasant sound, like atin can going down a
garbage digposd. It went on for along time. Wedl stared at him: me, kind of whimsically; the gang



behind bars, with barely suppressed horror; Darken, asif he'd used the wrong fork.

"Y ou know, Marlowe, you're not very bright. | can only assumeit was luck that led you here.
Because you came without reinforcements, without wegpons, armed only with asmart mouth and a
matched set of wild theories”

"Not sowild," I said, knowing he was right about the rest of it. He spoke too casually now. Evenif he
redly thought | was stupid | had figured out or guessed too much to be just Ieft lying around. If he had
been carrying agun held have dready used it. No gun, then. Nothing so clean and fast.

He unhooked the box from thewall and reveded alever. Without saying another word or looking at
meagain, hepulledit.

A grating noise began and a section of thewall opened like a garage door. Even beforethewall came
al theway up | could smell the odor of the reptile house.

A creature came from behind thewall, so light on itsfeet that it nearly pranced. | had seen Disney's
Fantasia, variousversonsof The Lost World, and alot of other picturesthat festured dinosaurs. The
surfersliked mongters. This monster was small as such things went, bardly larger than ahorse. Itsskin
was adull green with brighter highlights over the muscles. It walked on two legs and held before it hands
that seemed ridiculoudy tiny and delicate. Its eyes had never heard of mercy, and its teeth were made for
death. It was a vest-pocket tyrannosaurus rex and | was terrified.

The rex stopped next to the android Mr. Will, who reached up to dap one solid shoulder
affectionately. A forked tongue lashed out from the mouth of death and went away. The android Mr. Will
sad, "Thisisatyrannosaurusrex, the king of the dinosaurs.” The android Mr. Will smiled. "Wecal him
Blvis"

| was not moving. | was barely breathing. | may have blinked.

"After | take over Los Angdes, tyrannosaurs like Elviswill help me keep order. Dogs are boring.
Tigers, even saber-toothed tigers, are not so impressive.” Without raising hisvoice, the android Mr. Will
said, "Kill, Elvis" Therex seemed to understand. Like adancer, it stalked toward me.

| backed away, of course. | wanted to run, but | was certain that if | did the rex would be on methe
way acat is on amouse and the show would be over but for the screaming. | did back and back across
the floor, the android Mr. Will following me and the rex like areferee— keeping close but not getting in
theway. | don't know what Darken Stormy was doing.

I bumped against something hard. It was alab bench. | backed around it till its width was between
me and the rex. We watched each other across the table like a couple of billiard champions. Itsfingers
twitched and its tongue took another swipe at the air, then it came after me again.

| picked up abeaker and threw it at the rex. The beaker thumped off the rex's chest and crashed
againg thefloor. The rex made a sound from before time and walked through the glass shards asif they
werefdlen leaves.

| could throw more glassware &t it, but that would be harder on the glassware than it was on therex. |
wasn't worried about making it angry. It was angry aready.

We circled another [ab bench. The android Mr. Will caled out, "Play him, Marlowe. Hellikesit." He
laughed, sounding like something behind a padded door.

| passed the ladder and thought about squeezing around the big gear and up it. Not much room.
Besides, going up when there was only one way down was too much like being trapped. Besides, whilel
was climbing the rex might decide to use my foot for ateething ring.

| feinted from side to side, which seemed to confuse the rex. It stopped, watching me, alittle
fascinated. Sure, | could keep it up for another few minutes before | got nauseous and tired. | could



dance with the rex some more, backing into this and that, pitching bits of Mr. Will's expengve chemistry
set. But the fact was there was no place to go. It wasjust amatter of endurance, and | knew too well
who had more of that. | broke and ran.

Behind me the rex breathed and shuffled through broken glass. The sound was getting closer, but that
was OK because | had aplan. | was not confident it would work, but it would keep me occupied while
the rex got close enough to tear me into hamburger.

| backed into the side of the vat of android ur-glop. The wall was warm as blood and rose above my
head the height of my body. The rex did not closein right away, but kind of circled around whileit
whipped its tongue & me and made occasiond hissing sounds, asif it wereinflated and air were
escaping. It was enjoying itsalf. Nobody had given it aworkout like thisfor along time. Life was boring
when dl you did waslive behind awadl and eat dino-chow.

With no more thought than a character in aplay | did sdewaysaong thewal until | cameto aladder
| knew had to bethere. | turned around and began to climb with my head twisted so | could watch the
rex approaching. | was hafway up before the rex reached the bottom of the ladder. It hung asingletalon
from arung and narrowed its eyes to watch me. The rex was probably some kind of dinosaur genius
because it figured out what to do. It climbed.

It rocked from side to side, having barely enough room between the ladder and the wall of the vat to
get itstoes over therungs. It was ungainly, it was awkward, it was ajoke, but it kept coming.

| reached the top of the ladder and walked out onto the catwalk that bridged the vat. It boomed like
adrum head with every step | took. A thin silver cable threaded through uprights ran down each side, the
only handrails. Below, android ur-glop bubbled and fell back onto itself. The stuff was an unhealthy
white, the color of thingsthat live under rocks, and had the pungent organic smell of food forgotten in the
back of arefrigerator. The catwalk shook when the rex stepped onto it.

The android Mr. Will stood below looking up at usthe way akid looks at the star atop a Christmas
tree. He sad, "It'sanaturd-born killer, Marlowe. Y ou can avoid it for alittle while, but you can't

| backed out to the middle of the catwalk with my hand on the thin silver cable. It was warm because
of the muggy hest risng from the android ur-glop. The rex took small hops toward me, shaking the

catwak with each one. | watched the rex carefully and calculated exactly when it would have only one
hop left before it legpt onto me and tore me apart like an old paper napkin. | watched. I'd never watched
anything o hardinmy life.

And then the rex made that |ast hop and then | reached out to it whileit was till inthe air and
grabbed asmdl, ridiculoudy fragile wrigt. At the same moment the android Mr. Will cried, "No!" and |
swung the rex through the cable, snapping it. The rex howled in a prehistoric way, like aband saw cutting
sheet tin. It hit the ur-glop hard, splashing some onto me. The rex thrashed around, melting asit did so, as
it was reduced from afrightening monster to an unfinished soap sculpture to a suggestion of alizard shape
tonothing at al.

A long, narrow shape that could have been an arm or the remains of atail beat against the surface one
final time, flinging ur-glop over the Sde of the vat and onto the android Mr. Will. He screamed in away
that gill gives me nightmares. One of the android failuresjoined in.

| ranto the end of the catwak while ineffectualy trying to clean mysdlf with ahandkerchief. Below,
near thewall of the vat, the android Mr. Will was writhing under the vile android ur-glop like a creature
being burned aive—armswaving high inthe air, head thrown back, still screaming. He was mdting. |
never meant the android Mr. Will to be punished thisway, but | couldn't stop it. | watched because |
couldn't look away. He did not suffer long. In lessthan aminute al that was |eft of him was his clothes
and asmdl white puddle of fizzing Stuff that smelled like the stuff in the vat.



Darken Stormy came over and watched with me as the stuff stopped fizzing. Without looking &t her |
sad, "That'sthe end of that, | guess.”

"Theend," shesad.

Theway she said it made melook at her. When | did | suddenly felt very tired. A pistol wasin her
hand and it was pointing a me. There was only one thing for meto do. It was corny, acliche, but

necessary. | put up my hands.

CHAPTER 27
Fully Equipped
| <A

H er hand shook, but not enough. She wasn't nervous but angry. She said, "Y ou've ruined everything.”
"| thought | was making it al better."
"One quip too many," she said. And then again, more softly. The pistol steadied.
| don't like to upset people who have my lifein their hands, so | said palitely, "How have ruined
evaything?'

Her face pinched together, getting as ugly asit could ever be. Shelooked like alittle girl who had
been too long at the fair and till was angry about going home. The hand holding the pistol didn't seemto
be part of her; it was a statue's hand, hard, motionless, watching me with the pistol'ssingle eye. | took a
step back, hoping the motion looked naturd, just something somebody would do while standing around
talking. The pigtol didn't move but it didn't go off either.

"He promised meimmortdity. Eternd life. Eternd beeuty."
"Who did?"
“Mr. Will, of course.”

| took another step back. She followed, but it was just anatural socia move. She didn't think
anything of it. | backed up more whenever | thought | could get awvay withit.

"Which Mr. Will?*

"What do you mean? Oh. The android. He promised to make me immortal and we would run Los
Angelestogether through the other androids, and now you've ruined everything. I'll never get my android

"And Los Angeleswill haveto take care of itsdlf. I'm sorry,” | said, trying hard to sound asif | meant
it. "But maybeit'sdl for the best. | wouldn't want to spend the rest of eternity in abody made of glop.”

"Eader than being avampire." Shewent ahead and bit her lip. She had beenright to fight it. Lipstick
got onto her teeth and smudged her skin. The red looked just as doppy and unsanitary asit would look
on anybody ese. "And thered Mr. Will will probably fireme."

"Well," | said, "you probably won't have much timeto work for him anyway. The police will probably
indst on monopalizing you.”
"The police? Why?' The pistol rose and fdll like adinghy on alake. | stepped back. We were

halfway across the floor now and she didn't seem to have noticed. | was the center of Darken Stormy's
atention.
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"Short memory. Darken. Irv Doewanit is dead, remember?’
"I'm sorry about your friend, Mr. Marlowe, but | didn't kill him."

"Danny Macabre isn't so sure. He guided me down here in exchange for my not telling the police
about your connection to the'Surf City' music box."

She bit her lip again, but her gun hand was as Steady as ever. She might have been modeling guns.
"Poor Danny," she said, caressing his memory with the words. Then she was back with me. She said,
"How did you find him?"

"I'm adetecting professiona.”

That made her smile. It wasanice smileeven with lipstick dl over it. Shesaid, "I didn't kill him, Mr.
Marlowe, or even order it done. | supposeit wassilly of me, but | wanted that music box. Mr. Will the
android said held help me get it. He sent an android to Whipper's house and found your friend there.

Y our friend made amistake and got in the android's way. The android was a bodyguard model and not
bred for subtlety. Therewas astruggle. Y our friend was just something between the android and its
assgnment. Killing him was an accident. That'sdl."

"Y ou could be sorry.”
"We both have alot to be sorry about.”

By thistime | was|eaning against the jamb of the conference room door. Gas from the evaporated
Méet-O-Mobile hung in the smoggy air like bad fedlings and mixed with the cooties from the android
ur-glop that had splashed on me. The vague smell of credulity gas got stronge.

I backed into the room and sat in one of the chairsthat had aback like the lid of a coffin. Darken
stood over me with her pistol. From that distance a blind man could not have missed.

Darken said, "Good-bye, Mr. Marlowe." She made a stable stance by spreading her legstight against
her dress, and held her pistal in both hands. Sheamed it at me.

| said, "I'myour friend, Darken. Y ou don't want to shoot me."

Doubt crossed her eyeslike a shadow over water, but she lowered the gun and gave me her big
gmile. "Mr. Marlowe," she said asif shewere making abig profit by selling me back my own teeth.

"Comeon, Darken," | said. "Let'sget out of thissmell."

IIRig.t.ll

She let me take the gun away from her and we strolled acrossthe lab to the cell wherethe A party
was stashed. | moved her dong pretty fast, not knowing when the credulity gas would wear off.

"Get usout of here" Anderson Charles said, anasty whinein hisvoice.

| found the big key in the wooden box the android Mr. Will had taken off the wall and came back
with it. | opened the cell and the guests streamed out. | guided Darken Stormy into the cell and locked
the door. Not worried, just curious, she said, "What am | doing in here?"

"You'l be happy,” | sad.
She nodded, looking around as if appreciating the sultan's palace.

| went to where the movers and shakers had clotted in the walkway between two lab benches. They
all tried to shake my hands at once. When | ran out of hands the rest patted me on the back. | would
have let them continue but | still had questions. The answers were not down here. Besides, the place
made me nervous. Too much death was down here. Too many mistakes had been made and not paid
for.



As| herded my crowd toward the curtain with the horse on it Darken caled after us, "Marlowe, you
bastard.”

We stopped and looked back at Darken. She was gripping the bars. Her head could not quite fit
between them. "Let me out.”

"You're happy,” | told her.
"Likehdl | am."
"Somebody will be back for you soon.”

She was a hice woman who was too pretty for her own good—pretty enough that she thought beauty
was all she had going for her. So she'd conspired with somebody who'd promised her that shewould
never loseit. She didn't mind that she had helped kidnap people and get people murdered. It didn't
matter that the intention of her employer wasto take over a city and use dinosaurs to keep peoplein line.
Nothing mattered but her beauty. | felt alittle sorry for her but not much. Everybody has problems, and
being adish did not seem as bad as some others I'd heard about.

Shewas gtill shouting my name as | ducked behind the thick curtain with the horned horse oniit.

Once my crowd entered the long stone tunnel they began to complain. They wanted to go back the
way they had come—through the civilized front door where VIPs enter. But the android Mr. Will had
stationed guards up there. People had to signin and out. It was dl very clean and officid. | thought
Danny Macabre's back door would be easier to dedl with despite the dirt and the darkness and the
strange noises, and | told them so. Only partly convinced, they moved on but they continued to grumble.

On our way through the locker room we met avery thin old man with wisps of cotton on his head that
may have been hair. He had atowel in one hand and a bottle of shampoo in the other. In-between he
was naked. When he saw us his eyebrows went up and he gasped and ran away, histowd covering his
ass. The newscaster bimbo made acynica smile. | told Ms. Fergusson she could open her eyes.

When | stepped into the corridor behind the wall mirror, it was darker than | remembered it. We had
no flashlight—the android Mr. Will had been right about my not being prepared— but after the lights
behind my eyes stopped popping | could see asurprisng amount of light that filtered in from the top and
sdes, giving the place the grainy look of an old movie.

After that it was easy. Just aquick walk adong the Civil Defense tunnel and up through the trapdoor
under the bonanzafeed and grain sign. | was hoping to sneak across the street without talking to Danny
Macabre, but he was leaning againgt the outside of histiny shack of an office waiting for us.

My people were looking around at the Signs, surprised at where we had come up, when Danny
approached, smiling. While his eyes searched the crowd his smile collapsed like an ice-cream cone under
afat man and he sad, "Whereis she?'

"Down there," | said. | wasweary, even more weary than | had been when Darken Stormy had
pulled agun on me. A lot had happened since then.

"Why?1sshe OK?"

"She'sfine. With her looks, even after she's arrested shelll probably be fine. Besides, she didnt kill

He looked in the direction of the trapdoor and | said, "Don't even think about helping her escape.
Right now she has achance. If sherunsaway her chance will make acaraway seed look likea
watermelon.”

Danny thought about that, then grumbled, "Damned music box," asif hewereaone.
| agreed with him, walked past the two limousines and out the gate. My crowd followed me. While



we waited for the traffic to clear | looked back and saw Danny standing in the same place, moving his
head asif trying to locate the source of astrange noise,

Room twenty-eight of the Shady Pines Motel |ooked like backstage at the circus. People were
gprawled across the two king-sized beds; others sat on the floor. Flopsie and Mopsie sat on the sink
counter. Hanger had found a candy bar somewhere and wastrying to feed it to Mr. Daise. He kept
telling her to stop but she wouldn't. Nobody but Hanger and Mr. Daise were talking. Everybody in the
room had the empty eyes of people waiting for abus. Bill wasin acorner as till ashed beif I'd turned
him off. | wondered if the woman at the desk had seen these people come in. | wondered if she cared.

When | came in with more people Hanger stopped what she was doing. Zamp stood up. Everybody
looked at us. Then the dam broke and the reunion began. All these exclusive people knew each other.
Maybe they wouldn't see each other for months or years at atime. Maybe they didn't even like each
other much. But they'd al come through the fire together and that did things to people. They greeted each
other likefamily.

The surfers gathered around me, and Bill brought me the room key and said, " Some party, huh.
Boss?'

| agreed that it was, told the surfers how bitchen it was to see them again. Zamp and | briefly touched
NOSeS.

"You OK?' Zamp said.
“I'mtired.”
"Let'sgo home."

| didn't ask him whether he meant Malibu or T'toom. At the moment it didn't matter aslong as
nobody pulled agun or adinosaur on me. | said, "I have something to do firg."

| stepped across the minefield of people to where Mr. Will was Sitting on abed next to Bingo. Bingo
hugged me and sat back down. She patted Mr. Will's hand. He'd lost histie, and his shirt was spotted
with dirt. Mr. Will saw me coming and came to meet me. We shook hands and he said, "I don't know
how you found us, Sir, but | am delighted.” He winked. "We could use aman like you in plant security.”

"Not just now, Mr. Will. But you can answer aquestion for me." Conversations exploded around us
like fireworks. Bingo watched us, hungry to hear what we had to say. Nobody else was any more
interested than the table lamps.

"Anything." Helooked asif he meant it.

| said, "Where did that android come from?"

Mr. Will turned anicerosy pink. He glanced at Bingo but wouldn't look either of usin the eye.
| sad, "Y ou must have had something in mind besides he should take over your life"

Words rushed out of him. He said, "1 wanted to beimmortal.”

| nodded. | could amogt finish his story now, but | wanted to hear it from him.

When | didn't say anything he went on. "I grew an android of myself, hoping that | could put my
consciousnessintoit.”

"Androids don't last long enough to be immortd.”

"1 thought maybe my son Whipper would help with that. If Bingo is hugging you, you probably know
Whipper?'

"Wevemet. Goon."



"Asyou've probably guessed, something went wrong. The android took over, just like an evil twinin
apulp magazine." He shook his head and laughed alittle at his own foolishness. "I had alot of timeto
think in that cell. I'm going out of the android business. | don't want what happened to me to happen
agan." Hepointed at Mr. Daise, now chewing on something with an energetic sideways motion. Hanger
stood nearby smiling, so it was probably the candy bar. Mr. Will said, "Mr. Daiseand | have been
talking. He'sinvited meto be on the board of directors of Surfing Samurai Robots.”

| thought about two egos that size in one room and the fights they would have when the glow of their
rescue wore off. | said, "That'sfine. What about those thingsin that third cell ?*

Mr. Will shook his head. "They'll decompose soon. I'll see that they're taken care of till that happens.”
The party continued around us.
Bingo said, "Darken Stormy is not redlly abad person, you know."

"No," | said. "Shejust made some bad friends." She aso wouldn't be young forever. We both looked
a Mr. Will.

He shrugged and said, "I guessthat if she needs alawyer, shell have the best.”

Bingo kissed him on the cheek. | couldn't beat that with anything, so | didn't try. Instead | said, "What
about the credulity gas?'

Mr. Will shook his head. "Another bad byproduct of the android business. Another reason to stop.
Credulity gas was created by accident. | was going to find out what was going on and stop it, but my
android threw me into the sneezer before | had achance.”

"You and Mr. Daisell dofing" | sad.

It wasalittle intimate, but there was enough room in the two limousinesfor dl the exclusive people.
Mr. Will drove one and the newscaster bimbo drove the other. Mr. Daise, in camel mode, loped
aongside. | don't know where they went but it was far away from the Sign of the Times Sign Cemetery.

| took Zamp and Bill and the surfers home. It was another hot day, and the freewayswere full of cars
containing people who had called in sick so they could go to the beach. The drive west was|ong and
sweaty, and though the car was very crowded nobody complained. Bingo said thet after dl that timeina
dungeon the outside world was overwheming and seemed alittle fake. Just watching it took all your
energy and concentration.

After awhilethetraffic got heavier and the air got cooler. | had plenty of timeto think but | didn't do
it. | had only one question left, and asfar as| could tell, there was no way to figure out an answer. Only
Whipper could fix me up. Either hewould or he wouldnt.

When we arrived in Mdibu he met us at the door. Hisfather had found out he was working at
Willville and had sent him home, more or less permanently. Not everything was Straight between them,
but they both wanted to talk.

The surfers sat around the living room getting used to being home. | went to the hall closet, took a
breath, and opened the door.

"Clothes, Boss," Bill said.

"Yeah." Onthefloor wasapile of stuff that |ooked like erasure rubbings—all that was left of the
android Zamp.

| found Whipper in the kitchen with Bingo and the real Zamp. Bill hopped onto the counter and
swung hislegs. As| sat down | heard a Gino and Darlene movie begin onthe TV. Everybody hasa
different ideaof comfort.

We sat nodding at each other. Bingo put out four brewskies and for awhile they took our entire



attention. The cold flow cut through tension and fear. No. The brewski was cold and it tasted good, but it
would take more than alittle a cohol to loosen the kinksin my back.

Whipper said, " ou pulled it out again, Zoot. Y ou gnarly dude.”

"Gnarly, cool, and bitchen. But | sill need a question answered.”

"Ask away, Holmes"

"Did anybody ever find out why you and the other surfersweren't affected by the credulity gas?'

Whipper took abig swallow of hisbrewski. Hewent on so long | dmost took the can away from
him. But at last he lowered it and said, "'l found out. It'sthe yoyogurt.”

Bingo and Zamp and | looked at him with surprise. Then welaughed. | could have figured it out after
al. Thefact that the surfers ate yoyogurt was probably the only thing about them that was different from
everybody elsein this case.

Whipper said, "What about you, Zoot?"
"What about me?"
"Y ou know dl aout me now. What about you?"

"Let'sjust say that if you thought Bay City isalot farther away than Santa Monica, you wouldn't be
wrong."

"Y ou got that right,” Bingo said.

We spped some moretill Whipper said, "What happened at the neighborhood meeting?”

| was about to answer when Bingo said, "It doesn't matter."

When wed dl put down our cans and were looking at her, shesaid, "I had along talk with Max
Toodemax in the motel room.”

"Motel room?' Whipper said, very curious.
Zamp told him it wasalong story.

While Bingo told the long story to Whipper | waked outside with Bill and Zamp. The Sun hung about
hafway up the sky, shining onto the crowded beach. Wind blew asmell of the seaat us, without a hint of
credulity gas. Products would haveto rise or fal on their advertisng or, in apinch, on their merit.

Zamp sad, "What now?"

"Now," | said as| sat on the brick wall that divided Whipper's private deck from the public wakway,
"I want to see Bill's brochure.”

"Sure, Boss," Bill said. He opened adoor in his side and handed me afolded piece of dick paper.
"I'mfully equipped.”
“I'll bet you are.”

| unfolded the garish sheet. Zamp and | leaned together over it while Bill watched uswith somethingin
hiseyesthat | can describe only as pride.



