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During the intervening months between Tek VVengeance and this book; |
had the opportunity to meet agroup of dedicated professonaswho are
consumed with making the movie cum series, Tek War.

They are many in number and varied in skill. They range from the
caterer to the cinematographer to the producersto the script
supervisor and al the felows and girlswho make up the crew of Tek
War. I'venever enjoyed afilming experience more and I've never
looked forward to seeing the finished product as much.

| dedicate this book to al my newfound friends at Tek War.



The TEK tsunami continues... A ripple of enthusasm from Marvel
Comics TekWorld, ending itsfirst year.

A riptide of interest and the fifth book isin print.

A deluge of crestivity and TekWar, the movies, are being readied for
presentation at the beginning of 1994.

Causing al these undercurrents are... First and foremost, Ron Goulart,
who has aided and abetted mein al five books.

Fabian Niciezaat Marvel Comicsand his brilliant team..” and the
wonderful group of film makersat MCA and Atlantic Filmsbringing to
life on the screen fantasies that, until now, resided on the pages of

the Tek novels.

And pooling everybody'stalentsis Carmen La Via agent extraordinaire,
at the Fifi Oscard Agency.

Other invaluable surfers on our journey are Roger Cooper, Susan
Allison, and Ivy Fischer Stone.

All of you have my gratitude.



One can only speculate on what the future holds... IT WasA rainy
night in the late spring of the year 2121. Asheflew hissky car
southward, he said again, "I've got to find her."

Barry Zangerly sat crouched tiffly at the controls, both handstightly
clenched. Hewasalean, dark manin hisearly thirtiesand he was
heading for the Ocean Park Sector of Greater Los Angeles.

When the vidphone on the dash panel buzzed, he flinched and jerked
upright inthe drive seat Then, after taking adow breath in and out,
he touched the respond key.

An older, huskier verson of himsdf appeared on the smdl rectangular
picscreen. "So youreredly going to this damn meeting?' asked Roger
Zangerly. "Youreabigger idiot than--" "Don' try to interfere,”

Barry warned hisbrother. "Y ou should let the cops search for Alicia
Bower."

"Damnit, Rug, thisissomething | haveto beinvolved in." "Okay,
dlright." Hisbrother was dill at his office at the headquarters

plant of Mechanix Internationa in the Hawthorne Sector of Greater LA.
Out the wide windows behind him you could seetherain hitting at the
huge bright lit domes of the sprawling complex. "I didn't call to have
afight," Barry. It'sonly that | don't like to see you waking into
trouble”

"l intend to find Alicia" hesaid. "She'sbeen missing for three



days. | just don't understand why her father or--" "I work for

Owen Bower," reminded Roger, "and, trust me, | know him ahdll of alot
better than you do. He's very much concerned about her and even though
he'sin the hospitd, he's-"

"Nobody from Mechanix is doing enough to locate her." "We've got our
own people hunting for her. And you know the cops are busting their
butts on this, too." Lowering hisvoice, Roger leaned forward. "Don't
get mad again, but theré's something else | haveto say to you. Alicia

is, wedl agree, avery attractive young woman. But, Barry, you have
to admit she'snonetoo stable. Shewas, after al in that ingtitution

last year."

"That waslast year. I'vebeen living with her for nearly ten months
now and | know that she--"

"Actudly thisismy fault. Yeah, | went and introduced you two at
that damn cocktail party. I've said to Dad morethan oncethat | fed
respongblefor al this"

"Responsible for what, Rug? My being inlove with your bosss
daughter. Areyou afraid that's going to screw up your--"

"I know quite abit more about her than maybe you do," said Roger.
"Before you there were other guys. A hell of alot of other guys, in
fact. She's never, you know, been able to settle down with one man.
Wheat's probably happened thistime isthat she got restlessagain.”

"l don't want to hear any more of thiscrap fromyou.” "Lisento me."
Roger shook hishead. "I know you're eager to find her. But Smply
because you get acdl from some anonymous hoodlum--Redlly, Barry,
that's no reason to go flying off by yoursdf to ameeting in some damn
dum’

"I'm sorry | confided inyou at dl. | had the notion that you were
the sort of brother who--"

"I'm the best god damn brother you'll ever have." Roger'svoice grew
louder. "Maybe I'm not smart enough to teach a SoCal Tech the way you
do, but | sure as hell know how the world works. AliciaBower isjust
some crazy little bitch who's determined to deep with as many guysas
shecan. You had your turn and she's probably just run off with the

next oneinline”



IO "Dropit, Rug."

His brother urged, "Forget about going to thismeeting. Or at least
wait until 1 canjoinyou.”

"I wasingtructed to show up alone. Don't try to screw this

"Y ou never have, you know, been able to take proper care of yoursalf.
I've dways had to come adong behind you and--" "Go to hell, Rug." He

hung up.
The vidphone buzzed again amoment later. Barry didn't answer.
He guided his sky car on through the heavy rain.

ITWASEXACTLY 10 P.M. when Barry landed on the parking field near the
Arcade. Therainwas heavier now, damming straight down through the
night and hitting at him as he came hurrying out of hiscar.

Barry sprinted across the dimlit lot, which had only a dozen other
vehicles scattered acrossit. There was nobody visble through the
windows of theticket kiosk at the exit gate. Insdeit, though, a
dented and rusty robot sat on thefloor. Hisleft eye dangled on afew
twists of red and yellow wire, hanging three inches below the
rust-rimmed socket. Clutched in hisleft hand, which was missing a
finger, was asheef of parking chits.

"Guess parking isfree," Barry decided and hurried on.

A thin, black girl, not more than fifteen, wasleaning, asamsfolded,
near the ground entrance of the Arcade.

Sowing, Barry scanned her. Hewasfairly certain that the person
who'd vidphoned him this afternoon, keeping the screen blanked, had
been ayoung girl. When he was nearly to the entryway, the girl
smiled. "$100 for an hour, $300 dl night," shesaid in agentle voice.
"Blow jobisextra”



"Thanks, no." Thefirs leve of the Structure housed fifteen or

s0 establishments. There were cafes, betting parlors, sdloons, and
gaming rooms. More than half were shut down and dark. Lessthan fifty
people, most of them young, were frequenting thisleve of the

Arcade.

The pladtitile floor was splotched with wide puddles of muddy water. As
Barry crossed to the up ramps several drops of rain fell from above and
hit him just over the ear.

The globes of floating light hanging over the entranceto the Leve 3
ramp were smeared with dirt and one of them wasflickering.

Far acrossthe chill Arcade ayoung woman suddenly cried out in pain.
"Shut up, bitch,” shouted agruff voice.

Barry stepped onto the moving ramp. Roughly halfway to Levd 2 it
commenced making loud, ratcheting noises. Then the ramp ceased to
function.

Barry climbed therest of theway.

In the shadowy doorway to the defunct souvenir shop on Level 3 ayoung
woman was huddled. She had her bare knees pressed tight together, her
fisted hands crossed over her chest. There was alopsided smile on her
pale face and she was hooked up to the Tek Brainbox that was wedged in
her lap.

"I loveyou, too," she was murmuring.

Barry had been instructed to meet hisinformant at aplace called

Gypsy'sat 10:15. Gypsy'swas midway aong the right-hand tier. Next

toit wasasmal jewery shop caled Moonstone's. The shop was shut,

its digplay window offering nothing but along dead mouse.

The sign screen next to the door of Gypsy's announced: ALL

THE LATEST FORTUNE TELLING DEVICES & MORE! CLOSED FOR NOW.

Barry reached for the door. Before hisfingertipstouched it, the door
whispered and siwung dowly open inward.

Inthe middle of the dimly illuminated foyer, he saw the body of a
woman stretched out facedown on the floor.



"Oh, god!"
Heran to the body, knelt besideit. The door shut behind him.

Thiswasn't Alicia. 1t wasn't awoman at dl, only an android dressed
inthe costume of agypsy fortunetdler.

When herolled the android over on her back, Barry saw that someone had
opened her chest and removed most of the inner workings.

At the back of the shadowy room another door opened. Two men, large
and thickset, camein. Then abig coppery robot, wearing along black
overcodt, followed. Thethree remained near the open doorway, side by

sde, watching him, saying nothing.

Barry roseto hisfeet. "Did one of you contact meT"
Thelarger of the two men nudged the robot.

Nodding, the robot came waking dowly over to Barry.

"That'swhy I'm here," Barry started to explain. "1 got acall to
meet--"

Therobot hit him, hard in the midsection.
Gasping, doubling up, Barry stumbled backward.

Therobot followed. Carefully, patiently, he punched Barry. Pounding
him in the somach, in the chest, intheribs. Finaly, when Barry had
collapsed to his knees, the big robot went to work on his head and face
with hismetd figts.

Time got fouled up about then and Barry lost afew minutes. After
awhile hefound himsdlf lying flat out on thefloor, saring into the
blank face of the dead android. Someone was kicking him inthe side.
Someone sad, "Quit looking for her." Barry lost some moretime.



Dan CARDIGAN WATCHED the sky cab climb back up into the rainy night.
Smiling to himsdlf, he ran across the gpartment complex courtyard.

The uniformed doorbot who stood under the metal awning made a chuckling
noise and opened the wide plastiglass door. "Second night in arow,"

he commented in histinny voice. "And out until after 11 2.M. ona

school night. Tsk tsk."

"Y ou should oil yoursalf more often, Otto,” suggested Dan, alean,
young man of fifteen. "It might fix that odd tsk noise you're dways
meking."

The rain drummed on the avning over their heads. The robot said,
"Shelsan dtractive young lady." "That sheis" Danwent oninto
the lobby.

Helet himsdf into the apartment he shared with hisfather. "Dad?"
he cdled, after glancing around the living room.

"Out here, Dan." Jake Cardigan was standing on the sheltered balcony,
looking across the beach toward the dark, foamy ocean.

Dan went out and joined him. ™Y ou went there again today, huh?"
"Went where?' Jake continued to watch the black sea.

"C'mon, you know. | mean the cemetery where Beth Kittridgeis
buried.”



Hisfather turned to face him. Jake was nearly fifty, handsomeina
wesatherbeaten way. "l wasthere for awhile, yeah," he admitted.

"Y ou haven't missed aday since .. . well, since two weeks ago."

"Since Beth's ashes were interred there.” He moved back into the
living room. "No, | guess| haven't. How wasyour date?'

Danfollowed hisfather. "Don't you think you're maybe dwelling on
al thistoo much?'

"Probably, sure.”" Jake sat inalow black chair. "Could beit'sa
sggnthat I'm turning into a sentimental old codger.”

"Hell, you're not an--"

"Her death hit me hard. | keep figuring I'll get over it." Heleaned
back in the chair, then sat up again. "Afterdl, Beth has been dead
for over amonth.”

"You loved her and she--"

"I've got to accept the fact she's dead and gone, you'reright.”

Standing, Jake wandered in the direction of the balcony and stood on
the threshold, again staring out into therainy night. "I've never

been especidly mystica or religious. But going out there.." ditting
inthat chapd..." He shrugged and turned toward hisson. "So how was
thedate?" "Good." "Just good?"

"Terrific then. Y ouwant meto review my datewith Molly Fineas
though it was avidwall movie? Colossd, earthshaking,
sensationa--"

"You like her, don't you?'

"Quiteahit."

"She seemsto likeyou.”

"Fortunately for me." Jake returned to the chair, sat again. "Spend
as much time with her asyou can," he advised. "And be sureyou tell

her how you fed. Because you never know when--"

"Dad, hey, you are starting to sound like an old coot.” "Overdoingit,



am|?' Nodding, hisson told him, ™Y ou've never been the type of
person to fed sorry for himsdlf."

"Until lady?'
"Well, you have been moping around like a-"

"I'll reform," promised Jake, grinning briefly. "Whered you and Molly
go?"

"To asky ball game between our SoCa State Police Academy and Santa
Monica Sector Hi." "Whowon?" "Them."

Jake stood, stretched. "Now that you're safely back in the net, | can
turnin.”

"Oh, I dmost forgot,” said hisson. "We had aguest lecturer at the
academy today. Somebody who used to know you."

"You didn't get into asquabble with thisone?' Jake asked him,
frowning. "Now and then you're going to run into someone who ill
believes| deserved that prison stretch up in the Freezer."

"No, this was somebody who likesyou."

"Oh, 07"

"A lady named Bev Kendricks," answered Dan. "Shetold me,

after class, that you and her used to be SoCal copstogether.” "About
ten years ago, yeah."

"She runs her own private investigation service now. It's nowhere near
the sze of the outfit that you and Gomez work for, but she hasavery
good reputation and supposedly doesdamn well. Very pretty lady,
too."

Jake eyed his son afew seconds before asking, "Y ou aren't trying to
match make are you?"

"Nope, Dad, no," Dan assured him, smiling. "Although shedid give me
the impression she wouldn't mind seeing you again. Maybe just to talk
over old times."

Jake said, "Y ou probably didn't get theright impression. As

| recal, Beth was never especidly fond of me back--" "Her nameis
Bev," corrected Dan. "What did | say?"



Ix
WAS VST shy of midnight when Sid Gomez got the call.

He had been sitting out over the Pacific Ocean in the glass bottomed
cocktail area of Capt. Noah's seafood restaurant. Therain was
hitting the clear domed celling; benesth hisfeet the dark ocean
swirled.

Gomez, acurly haired and moustached man who was fast gpproaching
forty, had both elbows on the plastiglass tabletop and both hands
circling hisglassof de. "Noes ver dad he said to the blonde young
woman across the table from him. "Which meansin English, chiquita, it
justantso.”

"l speak Spanish, Gomez," Marny Selwin reminded him.

"| forgot,"” said the detective. "My point isthat I've worked with
Jake Cardigan ever since he came home from the Freezer and | haven't
seen any sgn of--"

"Thefact that you aren't very perceptive doesn't invaidate my--"

"Inthefirst place, Jake was never aserious Tek user. So thereisn't
much chance, even if your theory istrue, that he--"

"Gomez, dear, I'm an Associate Professor of Biotechnology at SoCal
Tech,” Marny told him. "Mogt of the research in the report I'm trying

to tell you about was done by me and my associates. Trust me, there's
ample proof that Tek use, even on amodest scale sometimes, can cause
brain damage. I'm willing to bet you that Cardigan'sreflexes, his
judgments and probably-"

"| can refute you there, dmira. Hisjudgment is obvioudy not
impaired one whit--since he made the obvioudy brilliant decison to
team up with me"

"I'm serious.” Marny shook her head. "Y ou redly ought to consider
switching to anew partner. My study shows that people who've
habitualy hooked up to a Brainbox and used Tek chipsto spin
themselves assorted fantasies are prone to--"

"All | can say isthat Jake isthe best partner I've ever worked



with," Gomez said. "Asacop back when, and now asa private
investigator.” Turning in hischair, he sarted glancing around the
large, circular room.

"| cameto thisbistro originaly to attend the tenth wedding

anniversary shindig of my cousin, Eddie Navarro,” hesaid. "Then| ran
into you, allowed mysdlf to be distracted, became entangled in this
deep dish conversation with--"

"Y our cousin left ahdf hour ago, aong with hiswife and most of
their other guests.”

"l missed that.”
"Youwerearguing intensdly a thetime.”

"Wait now, chiquita. Itisn't arguing when I'm smply stating absolute
unvarnished truths. It'smore alecture.”

"Honedtly, | really do know more about Tek than.. Now what?"

"l was trying to spot the bunch you cameto dinner with." "They
departed right after your cousin.” "I didn't even get adice of
Eddie'scake."

"Were you hoping my friends would haul me off now? So you can weasdl
out of facing the fact that--"

"l never weasdl." Lifting hisglass, hetook asip of de. "I'm more
thefox type.”

"I'll send you a copy of thereport. What's your home fax number?”

Heheld up hisleft hand, shook it negatively "We ought to change the
topic,” he suggested. "You and | haven't seen each other in nearly two
long years, not since you did that consulting job for the Cosmos
Detective Agency, and yet--"

"l actudly likeyou, Gomez," shesaid. "I've never met Cardigan, but
I've heard agood deal about the man. He may be afine detective, but
eventudly the fact that he's addicted to Tek isgoing to affect his
performance.”

"He'snot an addict. He doesn't even use the stuff anymore.” "How do
you know?'



"Hetold me."
Sheamiled. "Youtrust theguy?'
"S, yes, | do."

"And to your knowledge he hasn't used Tek since he got out?' Gomez
studied the dark ocean underfoot. "Not much, no."

Marny laughed. "Not much? What the heck doesthat mean? Y ou just now
told me hequit.”

"When Beth Kittridge was murdered by the Teklords-well, hedid a
little backdiding."

"The odds are helll backdide again.”
"I don't think s0."

"Y ou really should read my report, at least skim thething. The
datistica charts done ought to convince--"

"Areyou Mr. Gomez?' inquired the chrome plated robot in awhite
sailor suit who'd stopped beside their table.

"Therésacdl for you, skipper.”

Rising, Gomez said to the young woman, "Excuse me for amoment, cara.
In the vidphone a cove he found a heavyset man of about thirty five
scowling a him from the phone screen Do you remember me?”
"Isthereaprizeinvolved if | guessthis correctly?"

"There's another annoying thing | remember about you, Gomez. You're
too much of awiseass.”

Gomez inquired, "How'd you know | was here, Zangerly?' "Y our poor
longsuffering wife told mewhen | called your home," answered Roger
Zangerly. "She'snot your first wife, isshe?!

"Far fromit."

"Right, | didn't imagine any one of them lasted long with you.”

"Anything el se that's none of your damn businessthat you'd liketo
chat about?'



"Y ou handled a case for afriend of mine about ayear ago,” said
Roger. "Harvey Conn, who's Junior CEO at Botoys, Ltd. We met at that
time"

"S, | recal the encounter with fondness," said the detective. "You
advised Conn to dump us and hire acompetent agency.”

"l waswrong. Turnsout you did adamn fine job for Harvey--and you
people were discreet about it."

"Ah, isone of your mistresses threatening to--"

"Thisisabout my brother. Barry, my younger brother,” said Roger.
"He's-well, it'sacomplicated Stuation. They found him an hour ago

in the Ocean Park Sector. Somebody's worked him over--more than one
person probably. They beat the crap out of him. Hell be okay
eventudly, but right now he'sin the hospita. | want someone besides

the copsto work onthis. A good reliable agency like Cosmos.”

"Give me some more details.”

"I'd rather you talk to my brother first, get hisverson of what's
going on," said Roger. "Can you do that tomorrow?' "Isheup to
vigtors?'

"No, but he can use the vidphone--so the hospitd tellsme.” Gomez
nodded dowly. "I'll setit up with my boss, Wat Bascom, and welll
talk to Barry from the Cosmos offices tomorrow. Iseeven okay?!
"Shouldbe" "Until then." "Gomez." "S?'

"I know you'll do adamn good job," Roger told him. "But | till don't
much likeyou."

Gomez smiled. "Wait till you meet my partner.”

20



THERE WASNO one eseinthe small chapd. Jake sat on abench near
therear, hands folded and looking toward the rows of small
copper-doored cubicles on thewall at his|eft.

Theurnthat held dl that was|eft of Beth Kittridge rested behind one
of those smal metal doors. It was cubicle 27.

The smulated stained-glasswindowsrattled. A sharp wind was blowing
through the morning cemetery outside. When the bell tower began
chiming the hour of ten, Jake stood up, nodded in the direction of
door27 and started up the narrow aide.

His son was probably right. Jake should quit coming out hereto the
Glendale Sector. For awhile he'd been able to pretend that thiswasa
way to remain in touch with Beth. But it was growing increasingly
difficult to fed that. Shewas dead and he had to accept the fact.

There was no place now he could go to be closeto her.

He walked down the chapel stepsinto the grey, windy morning. The path
back to the parking arealed down across two grassy acres of cemetery
that were thick with impressve monuments. Therewere angdls, cherubs,
obdisksrisng up dl around him. Each and every one no morethan a
holographic projection.

As he passed the knight in armor that was commemorating the memory of



someone named Hurford E. Stone, he noticed it wasflickering. The
life szefigure dmost faded away, then snapped back into seeming
olidity.

A gust of wind came rushing uphill, grabbing up severd of the
plastiblossoms from the base of the knight's pedestdl.

A few hundred yards downhill from him apriest sood praying beside a
grave that was watched over by ahuge projection of a praying, wide
winged angdl. The priest wore ablack robe and cowl and had on black
gloves. Hewasfingering adangling string of glittering metallic

rosary beads.

Another strong gust of wind swept through the cemetery, catching at the
skirt of the priest'srobe and lifting it. Beneath the robewasa
bright chrome plated leg.

Frowning, Jake dowed hispace. "Maybethat guy'sjust got ameta
leg," hesaid to himsdf. "But maybe he'sarobot pretending to bea
pries.”

Casudly, Jake reached insde hisjacket and rested his palm on the
butt of hisholstered stun gun

Just then dl the monuments vanished. Someone had clicked off the
projection system and Jake was now standing in the middle of animmense
blank field of grasswith the dubious priest.

Jake dived to the ground, stretching out flat.

As he settled into the wet grass, the robot yanked out alazgun and
fired.

The szzling beam diced arut across a stretch of ground lessthan
fivefeet from Jeke'sleft Sde.

Herolled away from the smoking line that had been etched in the
ground. Tugging hisgun al the way out, heflipped over onto his
chest. He aimed and fired at the robot.

Black robe flapping, the robot was zigzagging downhill. Jekesinitia
shot didn't connect.

Spinning, the robot swung hislazgun around to make another try for
Jake.

Jakefired again. Thistimethe stun beam hit. The robot straightened
up, right arm swinging wildly up and thelazgun firing up into the grey
morning.



Thewind flapped his skirt up again, reveding both sivery legs.
Then, after swaying twice, thelegs folded up and the mechanism fdl
over.

Jake remained crouched down. "Therés il the gent who shut off the
tombstones to worry about,” he reminded himsdif.

Up above him an approaching sky car sounded. It was dropping down for
alanding.

Ralling to hisleft, helooked up.

"Relax, amigo. Rescueisat hand." Gomez's voice came out of the
speaker in the belly of the descending car.

It settled down on a patch of hallowed ground afew feet away. Running
over to the car, Jake hopped into the cabin. "Scoot over to the main
chapel, Sd. That'swhere the controlsfor the monuments are and--"

"Too late, Jake. | noted two goons come rushing out of there and into
asky car as| was setting down," his partner told him. "No doubt
they're the oneswho shut down this conspicuous display of mourning.
They'relong gonein the direction of the placid Pacific.”

Jake lowered himsdlf into the passenger seat. "How'd you know | was
here?'

"Y ou're here about thistime each and every morning,” answered Gomez.
"A fact that others besdes mysdlf are obvioudy aware of "

"Yeah, lookslike."

"Weve got ameeting with Bascomin alittle over ahaf hour.” "New
case?'

"Si, and hopefully onethat'll give you something eseto think
about."

"I wonder if that's why this happened,” said Jake. "Did somebody want
me to missthe mesting?"

wnt,x RASCO was amodest-gzed man in hismiddlefifties. The suit he
waswearing had, likedmogt dl of hisbusinesswardrobe,



arumpled, dept-in look. Hewas perched on the edge of his cluttered
desk a the center of hislarge, cluttered office in Tower 2 of the
Cosmos Detective Agency. Out of the vie windows showed the other
towers of this part of the Laguna Sector. Sky-cars, sky cabsand air
tramswhizzed by out in the grey morning.

Absently tapping hisfingers on the saxophone that was sprawled across
the scatters of memos, files and fax copies collected on his desk, the
agency chief said, "Before we have the interview with our client,

gents, | want to pass on some useful background stuff.”

Gomez was douched low in acomfortable chair, feet up on a data box
"Stuff concerning Barry Zangerly?'

"Concerning what this caseisdl about," answered Bascom.

"After you caled last night, Sdney, | did somedigging into--" "Y ou
do have ahome, don't you, chief?." inquired Gomez. "A pdatia one,
asyou well know."

"It'sjust that you're never there, even in the smal wee hours. When
| caled late last night, you were till here.”

"Actudly, it'stheonly place| can practice my sax in peace." Jake
was straddling astraight metal chair, facing the agency head's desk.
"So you dready have an ideaasto why Barry was beaten up?"

Grunting, Bascom stretched out hisarm to punch a control pad on the
far 9deof hisdesk. "Takeagander a Platform 3."

Over near where Gomez was dumped, one of the hologram platforms came
tolife. Theimage, full Sze, of ayoung woman appeared there. She
was dim, auburnhaired and in her late twenties.

Jake asked, "That's AliciaBower, isn't it?"

"None other," replied Bascom. "She'sthe only child of the widowed
Owen L. Bower."

"Head man of Mechanix Internationd.” Easing to hisfeet, Gomez began,
dowly, circling theimage of AliciaBower. "They'rethe largest
producer of robots, androids and servomechsin theworld. She must be



amighty wedthy seorita” "Four days ago she disappeared.”

Bascom touched akey and theimage was gone. "Word hasn't asyet
leaked out to the media. Her father isin the hospital and shewas
supposedly en route to pay him a daughterly visit the day she vanished.
She never reached there."

"Kidnapping?' asked Jake.

"The police don't think s0," said Bascom, shaking his head. "Nor do
Bower's security people.”

"Por que?' Gomez was Sitting once more. "Kidnapping soundslike a
pretty logica assumption.”

"Not, they claim, in light of thelasss prior record,” explained the
agency head. "Shé'sgot ahistory of mental problems, for one thing,
plus atendency toward promiscuity.” He shrugged with hisleft
shoulder only. "The policetheory isthat she smply ran off with some
lad and is shacked up at an asyet unknown locale.

Thefolksa Mechanix Internationd gpparently agree.”
Jake said, "But Barry doesn't agree.”

"He's been living with Aliciafor ayear or so. His brother, Roger,
and his pop, Bernard Zangerly, both hold down important jobs at
Mechanix. Roger it waswho introduced her to hissibling.”

"Does her father approve?’ "Not so you'd notice, Jake." "What about
Barry'sdad?’

"He's enthusiastic about the match. Probably because he's hoping his
offspring’ 11 marry the Mechanix heiress and make his position that
much more secure.”

Gomez sad, "So you'reimplying, jefe, that what befdll Barry islinked
to thevanishing of Alicia”

Bascom spread hishandswide. "Y ou ladswill do theimplying. | have
merely been filling you in on some background factsin the case," he

sad. "It could turn out that he was roughed up by some disgruntled
SoCd Tech students, who were unhappy about the grades he gave them."

His desk buzzed.



L eaning back, Bascom shifted a stack of info discsto get at akeypad
beneathit. "Yep?'

"A Mr. Zangerly's out hereto seeyou.”

"| thought he was stretched out on a bed of pain over in the Burbank
Sector.”

"ThisisMr. Roger Zangerly."

Bascom frowned, first at Jake and then at Gomez.
Jake shrugged.

Gomez raised his eyebrows.

Sighing, Bascom said, "Okay, send himonin.”

"| decided I'd better Sit in on this," announced Roger as he came
griding into the office. "Hello, Gomez."

Pointing with athumb, Gomez said, "Thisismy partner, Jake
Cardigan.”

Roger shook handswith Jake, brow wrinkling. "Have | heard of you?"
"Only you can answer that."

Bascom suggested, "Sit in that blue chair, Mr. Zangerly. Keepin
mind, however, that if your brother doesn't want you sitting in, you'l

have to scram.”

"It'snot aquestion of hiswanting me," said Roger, settling into the
charr. "lt'saquestion of hisneeding me."



UP ON THE vidwall Barry Zangerly was saying, "God damn it, you have
the completely wrong idea about her."

"No, it'syou who has atotally naive notion about who and what this
woman redlly is" Roger was on hisfedt, fists clenched at hisside,
shouting a the image of his bedridden brother.

"Aliciais not desping with anybody ese. She'sin some kind of
serious-"

"Y ou're the only one who believesthat. Because you're smply too damn
stubborn to--"

"What you need issomeair.” Jake had come up beside the angry Roger.
Hetook hold of hisarm. "Right away."

Shaking free, he snarled at Jake. "Get your damn hands off me," he
warned. "I intend to remain right here until thiswhole--"

"You canwak out," explained Jake amiably, "or | can carry you out
over my shoulder.”

"It'snot very damn likdly, friend, that I'll et you carry me out of
here"

"Y ou'll be unconscious by then."
"Areyou threatening me?"

Jake grinned. "Matter of fact, | am." He nodded in the direction of
the door. "Y ou're disrupting the proceedings.”



"But | have aperfect right to--" "Mr. Zangerly," cut in Bascom,
"it probably would be anifty ideaif you stepped outside for a

gl

Roger sucked in adeep breath, held it for severa seconds before he
exhded. "All right, okay." Spinning on hished, hewent tromping
out of the tower office,

"Thanks," said the bandaged Barry. "Roger and | don't agree on this,
which you may' ye noticed.”

Gomez asked him, "What do you think redlly happened to Alicia Bower?'

"I'm not sure, but it certainly isn't what Roger and her father's
peoplethink," hesaid. "Let me explain some of what's been going on.
Aliciadid suffer a breakdown of some kind about fifteen months ago.
Rug isright about that, except--" "What sort of breskdown?' asked
Bascom.

"I don't have dl the details. That happened beforel realy knew
her--and Alicia's never wanted to talk about it that much." He shifted
dightly in hiswide hospital bed. "Shewasworking at Mechanix then,
inthe Advertisng Division. She had a collapse of some kind, and her
father arranged to have her sent to the Mentor Foundation Psych Centre.
That's back in the Kansas Region of Farmland.”

"And muy expensve," observed Gomez.

"Did she collapse at the Mechanix headquarters?' asked Jake. "No, a
home."

"How long," inquired the agency head, "was shein Kansas?' "Just five
weeks. She came back cured, athough one or two of her friends have
told me that she seemed somewhat subdued to them after that." Barry
shifted his pogition again. "Aliciaand | have been living together

for the past ten months. About two months ago she decided that she
wanted to get into some sort of therapy Situation.”

"Why?' asked Jake.

"She was feding depressed and, once in awhile, thingsthat seemingly
had nothing to do with her would upset Aliciadeeply.”



"One night, for instance, we were watching the news," continued Barry.
"There was areport about the accidental death of a South American
politician. Aliciawent pae, hugged hersdf,

gtarted shaking uncontrollably. That lasted for severa minutes.”
"Sheknew theguy?"

"No, shedidn't. She'd never heard of him and couldn't explain why
she'd become so upset.”

Gomez asked, "Who was this unfortunate Latino?'

Barry thought for afew seconds, the fingers of hisright hand rubbing

at the bandages on hishead. "His name was Antonio Corte, a member of
the opposition party in Brazil," he said. "It was about that sametime

that Aliciagtarted having quite afew bad dreams.”

"What were the dreams about?"

"She could never remember them once shewas awake," he replied.
"Anyway, without consulting her father or anyone e se, she sarted
working with atherapy group down in the VVenice Sector of Greater LA.
It'salow cost sort of operation she'd heard about, run by Dr. Harry
Moreno."

"Did Moreno's group help her?"

Shaking his bandaged head, Barry answered, "Not at dl, in my opinion.
| think it made thingsworse, but Aliciakept insgting she--"

"Worse how?' asked Jake.

"The nightmares, for one thing, grew much more severe. Sheld wake up
once or twiceanight. Sometimes sheld scream and then, starting about
two weeks ago, she darted crying out aname. TinLizzie"

Gomez narrowed hisleft eye. "Nickname for an automobile that
flourished way back in the twentieth century.”

Barry said, " She has no idea what the name means--whether it'sa
machine or aperson or something else. But, being Alicia, she made up
her mind she was going to find out."



"She hasn't, though?' asked Bascom. "Not asfar asI'm aware,”

Barry told him. "Onereason | couldn't persuade her to quit Moreno and
his Oceanfront People's Clinic is because she felt she was getting

closer to an answer."

Jake stood and started pacing amidst the assorted clutter on the office
floor. "Haveyou tdked to Dr. Moreno since she disappeared?”

"I've gpoken to him, yes, and to dozens of others," he said forlornly.
"I've ds0 talked to the police and Mechanix security people and
anybody dse | thought might know something. | haven't learned much of
anything, except that | seem to be the only one who suspects something
serious has happened to her." "Maybe because she found out who Tin
Lizzieis?"

"It might be that, it might be something else" said Barry. "The point

is, | know her better than anyone else does. Maybe she did seealot
of men once, but that isjust not true any longer. | trust her and I'm
certain she hasn't run off with someone.”

Bascom said, " She was supposed to have been on her way to visit her
dear old dad at the Salkin Private Hospital the day she disappeared.
Did you see her before she left?"

"We were together that morning. 1t was ateaching day for me, though,
and so | |eft hoursbefore shedid. If | hadn't, then maybe--"

"Did anyone see her leave your place?"

"Y es, about midday.”

"She never made the hospital ?'

ll& trw wlll

"Y ou don't believe them?!

"Inaway | don't redly believe anybody." Heleaned back againgt his
pillows. "They dl seem to betaking about an Aliciathat | don't
know. Sheisntlikethat at dl. Not crazy and hardly likely to have

run off with someguy.”

Jake leaned againgt adesk. "But she does know other guys, doesn't
she?'

"What do you mean, Cardigan? | just told you that she would never--"
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"Does she have other male friends?"

"Yes, afew. None, though, that she'sthat closeto. Don't you take
my word that--"

"Have you taked to them?"

"Yes, sure, of course. No one knows anything."

"And theré's nobody on the list who might've wanted to hurt her?'
"Kidnap her or kill her? No, none of them."

Gomez requested, "Can you, por favor, tells us abit more about how
come you waked into that gomping last night?

"l received acdl at my officeat SoCa Tech,” hesaid. "The screen
remained blank, so | never saw who was cdling. Sounded to melikea
young woman, ateenage girl 1'd bet. Shetold me she had information
about AliciaBower. No, actualy she said Miss Bower. "I know where
MissBower is" Then sheingtructed meto be at the Arcadein the

Ocean Park Sector that night. Somebody would meet me at a place called
Gypsy'son Leve 3. | had to be there no later than 10:15, come alone

and bring $2000 in cash."

"Y ou brought the money?'

"Yes. And, no, they didn't rob me. When | woke up hereinthe
hospitd, | till hed the cash.”

Bascom asked, "Who elsedid you tell about the meet?" "Nobody," Barry
said. "Wdll, | told Roger. My brother and | don't get dlong dl that

well. But dill, there aretimeswhen you fed liketaking things

over with your brother."

Nodding, Bascom said, "According to the police report, three gents
worked you over."

"Two men and arobot. The got did most of it."

"You didn't provide avery detailed description of any of them.”
"Because | never got agood look at any of the bunch.”

"If | sent somebody over therewith aportable ID Simulator,

could you come up with a picture of any of these goons?' "The robot

maybe, but not ether of themen.” "Wasit aMechanix got?' asked
Gomez.



After frowning, Barry said, "l think so. Why?' "Merdly curious.”

Barry sat up. "Can your agency get to work onthis?' "Weve dready
darted," Bascom assured him.



The SLIM, BLACK woman came walking briskly acrossthe mosaictile
floor. She hated, hands on hips, beside the table where Gomez was
segted. "I hate Mexican food," sheinformed him.

The day had brightened and sunlight was showing at the windows of the
KdienteKafe. Someof it was spilling in on the detective. "But you
have asincere, and judtifiable, fondness for me, Sarge.”

She sat suddenly down opposite him, warning in awhisper,

"Don't use my rank, Sid."

"Sorry, Onita."

OnitaQuillian took a careful look around the small, robot-staffed
restaurant. "At least no copsever dineinthishole”

"Actudly thefood isnt too terrible," hesaid. "Not authentic,
but--"

"I'll just have acup of nearcaf,”" shetold the robot waiter, who'd
come lumbering over.

"S, sego ritait rumbled before lurching off.

Onitarested her folded hands on the tabletop. "I shouldnt, if |
wasn't loony, be herewithyou at al.”

"Chiquita, we were once minions of the law together. Side by sdewe
fought crime and chicanery in the canyons of--"



"Quit babbling, Sid, and let me pass on what | can about this Bower
cae," sheinterrupted. "Then I'll go sneaking back to my desk at the
SoCd State Police office."

Gomez smiled broadly. "I was hoping we could turn thisinto afestive
socia occasion, but if you indgst on making it dl business"

"Y ou risk phoning me. 'Y ou wheedle and cgole mefor information on
AliciaBower. You practically sob into thevidphone. It'sthefirst
time, by the by, I've even heard from you in over ayear. And now you
want to pretend thisis a date?"

"Forgiveme. It wasthe sight of you after al these many months that
made me giddy,"” hesaid. "I do, Onita, gppreciate your help. Canyou
tell mewhat you folks are doing about the missing young lady?"
"Wedont think shésmissng.”

"Eh? You know where sheisthen?’

The police sergeant answered, "Not exactly, but the theory is-—-and keep
inmind that I'm not working directly on this one--the theory isthat
AliciaBower has smply run off with one of her gentlemen friends."
"Nobody thinks she's been murdered or kidnapped?’

Onitashook her head. "The odds, judging from her record, are against
her having been killed," shesaid. "And if it's been akidnapping,
thered have been aransom demand by now." "Nobody's done that?"
"Nary asoul.”

"Whet record are you dluding to?"

"Alicidsrun off before, dropped from sght for afew days.

Usudly with fellows consderably older than she.”

"When?'

"Mostly when shewasin her teens”

"Hey, shesway up in her twentiesnow. Hasshe doneit lately?’

"Not very often, but we--"

"Has anybody from Mechanix Internationa talked to you about this?"



"Naturdly. Her father isin aprivate hospital just now. But his

security people have been in touch with our office herein the Long

Beach Sector from the start. They've provided considerable background
informetion.”

"Info that Aliciaissmply upto her old tricks."?"

"They know her, Sd. Especialy does MyraEttinger know her."

"Who might she be?'

"The acting CEO of Mechanix. She'svery closeto old Bower and,
according to her, practically a second mother to Alicia.”

"She'sjugt being truthful," said Onita. "Y our client isBarry
Zangerly, right?”

"Y our nearcef, senorita” With alurch, the robot waiter placed acup
on thetable.

"Thanks"

Gomez sad, "We'reworking for Barry, s

"He'savery emotiond fellow. He's come barging into our officesmore
than onceto ydl at everybody.” "He maintains she's mended her ways."
"Soshetold him."

"Proof to the contrary?' inquired Gomez.

"No, we don't have concrete proof that she's been deeping with dl and
sundry. But alot of people who know her well say that it'slikely."

"Hearsay."
Onitasighed. "Y ou've met her, have you, at some point?”
"Nope, merely viewed aprojection of her."

"She'syoung and pretty and you're smitten. 'Y ouive vowed to protect
her, rescue her, defend her re put- "

"What | want to protect her fromistangiblethreats. Like murderers,
rapists and kidnappers,” he told the police sergeant. "Soundsto me
like you've dlowed the Mechanix gang, especiadly this Ettinger mujer,
to point you in the direction they want you to--"



"Look, do you want to come back to the office and talk directly to It.
Verbeck? I'm smply passing onwhat I've been ableto dig up.”

"Y our loydty to meisadmirable and won't go unrewarded,”

he assured her. "If not in thisworld then morethan likely in the
next. Did anybody spot her leaving her apartment on the day she
disappeared?’

"Y es, awoman across the way and the robot gardener.”
"How'd sheintend to travel to the hospital to visit her aling pop?

"Zangerly says she usudly took asky cab Asyet we haven't found any
cabbie with arecord of having picked her up.”

"Y ou don't think Aliciaever reached the place?’

"Theré's nothing to indicate that she did.”

"What time did she depart from her digs?"

"About 12:40 P.M."

"No trace of her since?'

Onita hestated, then answered, "No."

Gomez leaned foreward "Cara, are you holding back some vital fact?'
"I'mnot." She pushed back from the table. "I'd better be going.”

"| agppreciate your help,” Gomez told her. "And your undying
devotion.”

lll
"Don't be too sure about that last one."

JAKE HAD REMAINED éat the detective agency. Hewasin Tower 1 now,
holed up in one of the office cubicles of the Info Center.

"Darn," said the computer terminal that sat on the desk Jake was
usng.

"Something wrong, Rozko?'

Rozko-227N/FS answered, "I'm having alittle trouble accessing the
security system cameras at the Salkin Hospital. These



not-exactly-lega jobs, you know, can be buggers sometimes.
Meanwhile, while we're waiting, heré's ashot of acouple of the Sakin
nurses sunbathing up on the roof of thejoint. Redhead's

sort of cute, huh?

On the three-foot-square screen appeared along shot of two naked young
women lying facedown on afloating sun mat

"I'm not especidly interested in--"

"Y ou've been in mourning long enough, Jake, if you ask me." "Rozko,
there are severd flawsinyour character." "Exactly. They were built
into humanize me. Do you want meto zoom in on the redhaired one?"

"No need."

Rozko blanked the screen, commenced whistling aMexican folk tune that
Gomez had recently taught him. "Bingo,” he exclaimed after amoment.

"Meaning?

"I've made it around the roadblocks. 1'm scanning, even as we speak,
the vidcam footage for the day in question.”

"Getting anything?"

"It'l take a couple more minutes.” The computer went back to
whigtling. "Gomez working with you on thisone?’

"Asusud, yeah."

"How come heisn't here?’

"Out in the field, checking with a SoCd police contact.” "That's
right, you couldn't handlethat. Lots of cops continueto believe that
you sold out to the Teklords. Despite the fact that eventualy you
were completely cleared of al charges, they--Okay, Jake, I've gone
through al the footage that pertains. Thereisn't asign of Alicia
Bower's having visited the hospitd that day."

Jakeleaned back in hischair, contemplating the grey celling.

"Make me copiesof dl thevidfilm.”

"Youthink it was diddled with?"

"I'd like to have somebody check," he answered. "While you're doing
that, can we look in on Owen Bower?



"Yougotit."

The screen went blank and remained that way.

Jake asked, "Don't they have amonitoring camerain hisroom?"
"They do, sure. Troubleis, it'sblanked for some reason.

Seemsthey don't want anybody getting alook at our tycoon.” Jake
sad, "Therés something ese | want." "The redhead's home address?!

"I wish one and dl would quit trying to match me up,” hesaid. "What
do you have on Antonio Corte, aBrazilian politician who died acouple
months back?'

"Hangon."
A painting of a plump woman in awhite gown gppeared on the screen.
"What'sthis?"

"Just something for you to look at whileI'mdigging. | painted it
mysdlf. Inthe style of Renoir. Not bad, huh?"

"Lovely. Now canwe--"

"Herewe go." A photo of athickset, darkhaired man replaced the plump
woman's portrait. "Antonio Corte, age fifty-two at time of death. This
isapublicity shot used by his campaign office.

The next onesatriflemore gridy, Jake. Thisisafter thefdl.”
"What'd Cortefdl from?'

"The ba cony of his suite on the fifteenth floor of the Hotel Maravilha
downin Rio de Janeiro. Helived there”

"What did the police say about hisfatdl descent?'

"That it was purely accidenta. Senhor Corte had been using anew
medication to stimulate the action of hisfaulty plastic heart. The

stuff made him woozy, say medica experts, and he took the long tumble.
Thirteen storiesto the nearest pedramp.” "What was his politica
persuason?'

"Liberd. Hewasan opponent of Generd Silveira, who runsthe
country."

Placing both elbows on the desk top, Jake asked, "Any similar cases?!



"Y ou don't want al the accidentd fals?

"Accidentd degthsinvolving politicians or rdated types.”" "Haveyou
hit somekind of inaght?' "Morelikeavery smdl hunch.”

After nearly sixty seconds Rozko said, "Huh. That'sfunny.” "Share
it"

"Turns out Senhor Corte wasthefifth politica figureto dieinan
accident inthe past year." A succession of photos and copy blocks
started to appear. "All of them liberals of one sort or another, all
opponents of the Tek trade, dl residing in Centra or South
America”

"They diant dl fal?'

"Nope, but each suffered an accident in the home or office, dways
whiledone"

"Any link between thefive?'
"Nothing that's showing, except that Tek opposition.”

"Connectionswith AliciaBower, her father or Mechanix
Internationd ?"

Rozko answered, "Not asingle one, Jake."
"Then why the hdll did Corte's death upset her?' he wondered.

"What would her reaction have been to the other deeths?' "Tough oneto
answer.”

Standing up, Jake moved away from the desk. "Print me up whatever you
have on these five deceased gents,” he instructed the computer. "Even
though | dill don't quite see how the hell any of thistiesin with

her disappearance.”



UP ON THE roof of the landing area Jake was settling into the drive
sedt of an agency sky car when the vidphone on the dash-panel buzzed.
"Yeah?' hesaid, tapping the answer key.

"Greetings, amigo," said Gomez from the phone screen "Areyou ready to
divide up the chores of the day?'

"Wasjust on my way to the Kdiente Kae to discuss agendas with you,
Sd”

"Let me sharewhat I've learned thusfar, then you can do smilarly,”
offered Gomez.

Hefilled his partner in on what held picked up from hispolice
contact. Jake then told Gomez what hed come up with in the agency
Info Center.

Gomez said, "We haveto tak to Dr. Moreno and Myra Ettinger, among
others. Any preferences?’

Grinning, Jake said, "From the way you said her name, you're not too
anxious about encountering the acting’' CEO." "Executive ladiesrarely
charmme." "Okay, I'll take her."

"Bueno, down to the Vencie Sector for methen. I'll bein touch with
you."

Jake asked, "Y ou think she's still dive”



Gomez shrugged. "It'stoo soonto tell, amigo.” " She's about the
same age Beth was."

Nodding, saying nothing, Gomez broke the connection.

THE AFTERNOON HAD grown grey again. Outside the vast reception roomin
the Executive Wing of the Mechanix Internationd plant in the Hawthorne
Sector of GLA, adozen sooty gullswere circling in the overcast sky.

Jake st in ahard metd and plagtiglass chair. He wasthe only human
inthe large metal and plagtiglassroom. Arranged around the place

were samples of twenty five of the best selling Mechanix products.

There were robots, androids, servomechs. Nearest Jake's chair loomed a
white-enameled nursebot. A small plague pointed out that this modd,
MNSN/RT/39, had received seventeen awards of excellence from the
medical professon and dlied industries since it had been introduced

by Mechanix International eleven years ago.

On apededtd directly acrossfrom him stood the company's popular
housekeeper android. Built to resemble a plump, matronly woman,
HK/LN-232 had sold over 1,000,000 copies since Owen Bower had invented
it five years ago.

After Jake had been sitting there among the mechanismsfor roughly ten
minutes, he rose up and stretched. He went wandering over to thevie
window to gaze out into the grey afternoon.

Therewere only ten circling gulls now.

“Mr. Cardigan?"

Heturned and found himsdlf facing avery pretty blonde young woman.
"Yeah," he admitted.

"We're sorry you've been kept waiting," shetold him. "If youll
follow me, I'll escort you to Myra Ettinger's office."

"Thanks." Hetrailed her across the wide reception room and aong a
curving blank corridor.

"I'man android,” explained his escort, "in case you were wondering.
Youll find meinthe latest Mechanix Internationa



catalog under ReceptionistssCompanions. My nameis Maxine/ 2140V/ELS.
| wasintroduced only last year and have proven extremely popular.”

"I don't doubt it."

"Heres MyraEttinger's office," announced Maxine, hdting beforea
wide neo wood porta. "It's been very nice meeting you, Mr. Cardigan,
and perhapsweéll get together again sometime. | retail for

$146,000."

"Worth saving up for." The neo wood door did dowly aside and he went
into the office beyond.

The room was nearly as large as the reception area and there was
nothing in it except asingle meta chair, avidphone and ashort,
plump woman of forty six. She had short cropped silvery hair and
deeply tanned, leathery skin. Shewas Sitting, tan legs crossed, in
the chair and smoking a cigarette.

"It'sred tobacco, outlaw stuff,” she explained as Jake was crossing
the thick purple carpeting to her. "I buy them acarton a atime from
abootlegger down inthe Borderland.” "I wanted to ask you some
guestions.” She exhded smoke. "Do," sheinvited.

Jake sguatted on thefloor. "What do you think has happened to Alicia
Bower?!

After along drag on her illegd cigarette, Myrasaid, "Have you ever
met degr little Alicia?'

n Nomll
" Seen pictures?’
IIY@."

"She looks very sweet and demurein most pictures. Cameras make her
seem--what? Vulnerable."

"You don't like her."

"Not at dl, not abit," admitted Myra. "Sheé'saspoiled little
whore."

"Subjective judgment.”

"I know, personally, Cardigan, seven men who still work for uswho've
dept withinnocent little Alicia™



Tel( 8eoret
"Recently?"

"No." Sheexhded smoke. "I haveto admit that she either reformed
after moving in with Roger's brother--or she learned to be ahdll of a
lot more discrest.”

"Nobody hereabouts,” said Jake, "seemsto be worried about the
possibility that she might bedead.” "Sheisn't dead.” "Any proof of
thet?"

Only my gut judgment of her character. Inthe past, whenever the
little darling showed up among the missing, she was dways found safe
in somebody's bed."

"Mechanix has severd serious businessrivas," he mentioned. "You're
not afraid one of them has harmed her?"

When Myralaughed, she snorted out swirls of smoke. "We have avery
good intelligence system here," she assured him. "We know just about
everything our competitorsareup to.” "Including kidnapping?' "Yes,
eventhat."

Jake said, "Y ou steered the police to the theory that she has Ssmply
run off with--"

"No, you're mistaken. | only confirmed the dominant police theory. It.
Verbeck's alongtime vet on the SoCal--"

"I know Y erbeck. Y eah, he's been around awhile."

"The lieutenant has quite afat file on her escgpades. He's of the
opinion that thisis one more of the same.”

"But he doesn't have any ideawhere sheisthistime around?' "Not
yet, dthough I'm certain hell find her soon.”

Jake got to hisfeet. "I'd liketo talk with Owen Bower. Get his
ideas on--"

"Impossible, Cardigan." Shetook another dow puff. "Owenis
extremdy ill, hospitaized. He can't even be bothered about major
Mechanix businessjust now."

"Which ismoreimportant than his daughter.”

"Tous, I'm being honest herg, itis, yes" Shestood. "Let me add,



in order to save us both time, that besides our own security people,
weve hired a private investigation agency to look into thiswhole
trouble over Alicia" Myratold him. "I agreed to seeyou today asa
favor to Roger and Bernard Zangerly. But it would be against our best
interests from hence onward to discuss any of thiswith anyone but a
representative of the detective agency we've hired.”

"Which agency isit?'

Shelaughed. "Being an excdlent detective, you'l find that out soon
enough, Cardigan.”

SEVEN AND A hdf minutes after Jake |eft her office, Myrasvid-phone
buzzed.

Picking the laptop phone off the purple carpeting, she touched the
answer key. "Yes, what?'

"Has hetalked to you?' asked the gaunt sixty-year-old man who showed
on the smdl screen.

"If you mean the private eye, Bernard, yes."

"| think | better comein and talk to you about this" "I'veno
time"

Bernard Zangerly said, "Damnit, Myra, thisisimp ™

"Not asimportant as the other Mechanix businessthat hasto be dealt
withimmediatdy."

"What did you tdl Cardigan?"

"Preciouslittle.

"Does he have any notion about--"

"Bernard, please. | redlly can't take any more time to---"

"Barry was nearly killed lagt night,” hisfather reminded Myra. "That
was not supposed to happen.”

"Wedid agree, however, that the dear boy was to be discouraged from
hunting for thet little bitch,” she said. "The felowswho were hired
for the job were smply a shade too enthusiastic about their work."

"They could' yekilled my boy. Asitis, Myra, they put himinthe



hospital.” "We don't want anyone finding Aliciafor at least

another three weeks, not anyone," she said evenly. "That'simportant
to me, it'simportant to Mechanix. It should be important to you."
"Of courseit is, Myra, or I'd never have consented to--" "I redlly
have to get back to work."

Bernard said, "'I'm warning you that nothing more had better happen to
Bary."

Myratook asow drag on her tobacco cigarette and then laughed. "I'm
amused at your selective concern for human life”

"Y ou're, every damn one of you, to leave him aonefrom here on,
Myra"

"He'ssafdy on the sddinesnow.”
"But he hasn't given up, the beating didn't discourage him.
Barry's till determined to find that girl."

Myralaughed again. "From now on well concentrate on discouraging



Jake Cardigan and hisfriends." A ROBOT TRIED to sdl Gomez a
souvenir.

The detective was strolling dong the Oceanfront Esplanade in the
Venice Sector when the rainbow-hued got hopped into his path.

"Holoviews of the Venice Sec, chum?' heinquired, plagtic eyesralling
enthusiagtically in hismetal head. The head had been painted abasic
white, and then crimson asterisks, purple ampersands and golden
exclamation points added. "Send 'em to your friends. Two bucksa

pop.”

"Do |, my good man, appear the sort who'd insult his cronies with views
of thisgaudy sprawl of mercantile red estate?"

Two android delivery boys came roaring by on jet skates each balancing
alarge carton of Moonfood on an upheld, gloved hand.

The robot vendor said, ™Y ou appear, chum, to be awiseass who probably
doesn't have asinglefriend to hisname.”

"Youvehitit exactly." Easngaround him, Gomez continued on his
way.

Out in the rutted street to hisleft abearded air artist was creating
an abgtract picture of the afternoon with colored streamers of light, a
lady magician wasjuggling ahaf dozen glittering silver balsand two



deeply tanned men in their seven ties were wrestling over the
ownership of apladiter of Sonoma

Winepop.

Most of the buildings down here near the seawere constructed of real
wood and true glass, materiasthat had long ago been salvaged and
scrounged from other parts of the sector. On the danting shingle roof
of the Oceanfront Peopl€e's Clinic three gulls were perched. Someone
had dyed the one in the middle blue and gold.

In the reception room amotherly robot in aflowered gpron was Sitting
inarocker, knitting. "Things aren't as bad asthey seem,” she
assured him as he entered.

"That's good to know. However, my purpose--"

"Evenfolks as obvioudy troubled as you, young felow, can be
helped.”

"I'm not troubled,” Gomez assured her. "Nor am |, alas, ayoung
fdlow."

"I'mMoms 1-A." She stood, placing her knitting on the crosshatched
seat of her rocker. "There's no need to deny your troubles, dear. Why,
| cantell just by looking you over that you're carrying around aload

of problems and concerns. Those shadows under your lackluster eyes,
for example, and those care wrinkles etched on your sallow
forehead--"

"If theré's one thing | am not, marnacita, it's sallow. Now then--"
"Moms, back off." A large, wide man with afull, grizzled beard had
come shuffling into the smal reception room by way of aside door.
"Areyou Gomez?'

"S, famousfor my drooping morae."

"WEell, young fellow, you look mighty hangdog to me.”

"Momswas designed to be motherly, obvioudy,” explained

Dr. Moreno. "At times she overdoesit."

Moms 1-A returned to her knitting. "Don't mind me." Moreno invited,
"Comeadongtomy office” "Gracias. "

"If you fellows want a cup of teaor some cookies, do giveayell,
Doc."



Moreno led the detective along a narrow wooden halway and into a
smdll officethat gave aview of the blesk afternoon beach.

Gomez dropped into the fat armchair the doctor had nodded at. "I
gppreciate your taking thetimeto talk to me."

"I'm very concerned about Alicia" The bearded therapist settled in
behind hisdesk. "Y our agency has agood reputation, and I'm hoping
you can find her. That'swhy, frankly, | agreed to this getogether.”
"Doyou think shes 4ill dive?!

After rubbing at hiswhiskered chin, Moreno said, "'l hope sheis"
"Any notion where she might be?'

"What have you found out thusfar?"

"The law aswell asthe crowd at Mechanix appear to share the theory
that she's done nothing more than skip off with some lusty gent.”

"Y ou don't accept that.”

"If she'smerely shacked up, why'd anybody bother to hire louts to beat
up Barry Zangerly?' said Gomez, noticing anaked young woman outside,
who went running aong the beach and into the chill surf.

"l wasn't aware they had.”

"Last night, concluded the exercise with awarning to cease hunting for
her," said the detective. "This morning somebody attempted to kill my
partner, which seems excessve if you merely want to keep usfrom
finding the sencrital's love nest

Moreno rubbed again at hisbeard. "No, theres moreto thisthan a
furtive romance.”

"Before we leave the topic of romance--do you know Barry?'

"I met himonce." Thedoctor smiled. "A very intenseguy. Hewasn't
al that charmed by theideathat Aliciawas coming here." "Would he
harm her?'

"| doubt it. | don't think he's the sort who would murder her, hide
the body and then come to your detective agency for help in finding



her." "How about other romantic figuresin her life, past or
present?’

"Sofar as| know, Barry'sthe only onein her liferight now. Asfor

the past--" He executed amassive shrug. "There's someone back there
in Alicids past that she'safraid of. But we haven't found out who
thetis"

"Could it be an old beau, an hombre who's come back to do her harm?'

"At onetime shewasfairly promiscuous,” Moreno said. "Thereis,
certainly, apossbility that one of the men she used to beintimate
with has... . but thisisal speculation, Gomez. Nothing like that
cameout in any of our group sessons.”

"What did come out? In particular--what about Tin Lizzie?' The
therapist shrugged once more. "Asof now, only Aliciamight know what
Tin Lizziemeansto her," he answvered. "And she doesn't seem ableto
remember. It's somebody--something, perhaps--that she's afraid of,

though.”

"Did the name come up first in one of your sessons here or in her
private nightmares?'

Moreno leaned back in hisdesk chair. "It took place here," he said,
scratching at hisbeard. "Moms had popped into one of our group
gatheringsto pass around cookies. Aliciahad been stting with her

eyes shut and, when she opened them, she saw Moms coming toward her.
She sat up, put both hands up in front of her and cried out, "I'm

Lizziel Stay away fromme""

Gomez frowned. "But that wasn't the first time she's seen your robat,
wasit?'

"No, Momsisthe onewho had Aliciafill out the formswhen shefirst
cameto us. And she'saways underfoot.”

"You've asked Aliciawhat Tin Lizzie means, of course?' "Oh, yes, but
she hasn't asyet come up with an answer." "What's your opinion?"

"Only that it's connected with something important that she can't or
won't remember.”

The detective asked, "Did anything else come up in any of the



sessions-even some smdl thing--that might give ahint asto what's
become of her?'

"Tel you what, Gomez." He stood up. "I'll let you look at the three
vidcaz recordings we have of sessonsthat Aliciaattended. Because of
our budget, I'm afraid we don't keep avisua record of dl of them.”
Heinched around his desk, moving to asmall, jam packed bookcase. "I
haven't had a chanceto review any of this material Snce she

disappeared, but you're welcometo." He picked up the three cassettes
and handed them to Gomez. "1 know | can trust you not to give away any
of the other members secrets.”

"l won't give anything away, no."

Dr. Moreno shuffled to thedoor. "Comeadong, I'll ingtdl you in our
view room and then get back to my work."

THE ROOM WAS small, wooden and poorly ventilated. Whistling quietly,
Gomez popped the first of thetrio of cassettesinto thewall dot and
then went back to his chair and sat.

On the three-foot screen in front of him appeared alongshot of the
therapy on room.

Seated in individua chairswere Moreno, Aliciaand three others. There
was alean, grey haired man in hismiddle seventies, an extremdy thin
black young woman of about seventeen and atanned blond manin his
thirties.

Brow wrinkling, Gomez hunched in hisrickety chair and leaned closer to
the wallscreen.

"For the record, since were cazing this," began Dr. Moreno, "let's
intro oursalves. I'm Harry Moreno.”

"AliciaBower," she said, looking away from the vidcam. Her voice was
soft, quiet.

"Ford Jaspers." That wasthe grey haired man. He had the deep,
trained voice of an actor.

"Everybody just calsme Simjim," said the black girl, folding her



ams. i'

"Y ou don't haveto call yoursdlf that, imala," the doctor told her.
Shelifted her narrow shoulders. "It's okay, Doc."

Thetan young man said, "Guy Woodruff." Smiling acrossat

Simjim, he added, "Hey, | like Jmalabetter.”

"l don't like Guy Woodruff asanamefor thishombre" said

Gomez, hisfrown degpening. "He looks familiar--who the heck ishe?!
Behind the frowning detective the floor creaked once.

He started to rise, to turn.

But the crackling beam of astun gun hit him highinthesde.

Gomez gasped, made adry, gagging sound and then fell over.



JAKEWALKED CONFIDENTLY acrossthe Service Landing field, which was at
the rear of the multilevel metal and plagtiglass Sdkin Private
Hospitdl.

Stationed on a stool near adoor marked NUTRITIONAL SUPPLIESwas a
gunmetal robot. He wore awhite smock, and built into the left hand
that rested in hislgp wasastun gun "Who'veyou?' heinquired of
Jake. "Where do you think you're going?"

"Soyteen Food Products." Jake passed the guardbot a coded ID card.
"New?'

"Tothismarketing areg, yeah."

Therobot inserted the card into adot in hismetdl forehead. His

right eye flashed briefly green, the card did out. "Y oull find Mr.
Maxwell Arnold on Leve 2. He's the one handling the Soyteen account
today."

"That's right next to the Control Center, isn't it?"

"Two doors down," answered the robot, returning the card Jake had paid
one of his contacts $100 for alittle less than an hour ago.

He entered the hospital where Alicia Bower's father was staying, waked
along ablank, grey corridor to an up ramp

Hegot off a Leve 2, went striding right on by the office of Maxwell



Arnold, and entered the Control Center. Thevast room ' wasrich with
rows of computer terminds, banks of monitor

" screens and at least adozen servo bots manning various control
getions.

At asilvery meta desk near the doorway sat a human young woman.
"Who'veyou?' she asked, eyeing him. "What do you want?'

Grinning amiably, Jake handed her adifferent ID card. Thisone had
cost him $250. "I'm with Security Teletronics.”

"What happened to Arnie?"

"Ailing. I'mfillinginfor him."

"Arniessck? What'swrong?'

Jake tapped his chest with histhumb. " Something interna.”

"Poor guy.” She pushed the card into adesktop dot. The desk
produced a pleased ping. "What isit you cameto do? Arniejust did
the annud checkup last month."”

Taking back the card, Jake explained, "A complaint camein to some of
your people from Mechanix International. They're having trouble
receiving the monitor picturesfrom Owen

Bower's room."

The young woman furrowed her brow, wrinkled her nose.

"That room's blanked."

"They just now told mefrom my office that the blackout order was
rescinded,” he said, sounding plausible, "Troubleis,

the pictures fill aren't coming through. Before | go up to the room,
| thought | better check in with you."

"Thisistypicd." Sheroseup, smoothing a her short crimson
plastiskirt. "They never keep me up with what'sgoing on. Let'stake
alook."

Hefollowed her over to abank of six-inch-square monitor screens. Each
showed the interior of adifferent hospital room and avariety of

patients. The screen with Bower's name displayed benegth it was

dark.

The young woman touched a series of keysat the end of the



, FOW,

The blank screen cameto life, glowing faintly green for afew



seconds and then providing ashot of aroom interior. Theroom,
however, was completely empty, lacking even abed.

"You sure," Jake asked her, "thisiswhere they have Bower stuck?"
"Yes, | an." Shewaked over to arow of terminals, hdting at the
fifthinline. She bent, tapped out a sequence of numbers on the
keypad. "Now well--why the dickens don't they share any of thiswith
me?'

"What isit?"

"Mr. Bower was signed out nearly two hours ago.”

"That means he's better?”

"It doesn't say, merely that he'sno longer apatient at Salkin.”

"Odd that his own company doesn't know that," said Jake,
feigning concern. "Where was Bower taken?"

"It doesn't say."

"That's the kind of jobs I've been handed lately. They provide me
insufficient data" He gave adisgruntled shrug. "Well, thanksfor
your help.”

"Tdl Armieto take care of himsdf."

"Very next timel seehim,” promised Jake.

He left the room, made hisway back aong the blank grey corridor.
"It'sgoing to be tougher than | thought,” he said to himsdlf, "to ask
Bower about his daughter.”

coot,z BECAME AWARE, very gradudly, of the scent of apple pie. He
noticed, too, hisskeleton. Every sngleboneinit, from the largest
down to the smallest, ached and throbbed.

Eyes gtill shut tight, the detective attempted to speak. All that came
across his stiff, dry lipswasagroan.

"Don't go fretting yoursdlf, young fellow," cautioned amaternd
voice.

Reluctantly, Gomez adlowed his eyesto open. He noticed flowersfirg.
They were printed al over Moms 1-A's apron.



Gomez redlized he was lying on the wooden floor with hishead in the
robot's lap.

"How often do you have these spdlls?*

"Thiswas no fit, mamecita," heinformed the robot in avoice that
sounded rusty to him. "I was stun gunned

"Oh, goodness. Who would've done an awful thing like that?"

After running histongue over hisdry lips, he said, "1 was hoping you
could tell me. Didn't you see anyone pop in here?"

"My sakes, no."

"Then what made you look in?"

"That's smple enough, my goodness. | just now baked up an gpple pie
and | got to thinking, since you've been tucked away in herefor over

three solid hoursthat, why, you might be ready for awedge."

"Cararnba." He made an effort to St up. "I've been out cold for
three hours.”

Moms helped himto hisfeet. "Takeit red easy now, sonny.
Y ou ill look mighty woozy to me."

"l anwoozy," he confirmed. "That's one of thewell known aftereffects
of being shot down by astun gun

"You'redill gicking to that yarn, are you?'

"l wasdgitting here" said Gomez. "I'd just dipped thefirst vidcaz
into--"

"What vidcaz isthat, young fellow?'
Although it was painful to turn his head, Gomez managed it.

He even accomplished afew stumbling steps. Therewas no sign of the
three cassettes of Alicias group therapy sessions.

"Okay, | know why | was knocked out," he said ruefully.

"Next | haveto find out who."



The VIDPHONE BUZZED. Jake was about fifteen minutes from the agency
towers, guiding his sky car through the degpening twilight. "Y eah?'

The phone screen remained blank. "Jeke Cardigan?' "Right."
Animageblossomed. A glistening, chrome plated robot in awhite smock
wasamiling a him. "Areyou availableto takeacal from Mr. Owen
Bower?'

Jakegrinned. "Definitely avallable, yep."

The robot smiled once more and then was gone from the screen. Next
appeared awhite-enamel ed nursebot.

"Mr. Bower has been extremely eager to contact you, sir," she said.
"I'm glad we've been able to--"

"Enough bullshit, Bertha," cut in agruff, raspy voice. "Roall thegod
damn phone over hereso | cantalk to him." "Y ou're not supposed to
shout, Mr. Bower."

"I'm not shouting, Bertha,. When | shout, thewalswill rattle.”
"Also, sr, my nameis BabsCGL-W75. Not Bertha" "Babsisacandy
assname. Who stuck that on you?'

"I've been led to believe, S, that | was designed and christened by
you."

"Hey, Cardigan, areyou sill there?' Aliciasfather was propped up



in bed, alarge, big-boned man of sixty who'd lost agreat dedl of
weight. His cheekswere hollow, hiseyes sunken. "I look like shit, |
know. Somekind of maverick virus--wouldn't be surprised if those
sneaky bastards at Robotics, Inc. didn't cook up something and dip it
to me somehow."

"Mr. Bower, you know very well that isn't--"

"Scram, Bertha"

"Whereareyou?' Jake asked him.

"I had mysdlf moved to my beach house in the Palisades Sector.” A
wheeze sounded in hischest. "Couldn't tolerate those half wits at
Skin."

"I'd like to talk to you--about your daughter.”

"Why the hdll do you think I've been trying to get hold of you for most
of the afternoon?' heasked. "I want to seeyou, Cardigan. I'll tell
you--most of the people involved in searching for her, and that
includes the god damn cops, areidiots. They couldn't find their own
backsides without outside help. Can you hop over hereright now?"
"Sure”

"Give methe 1D number of your sky car and I'll clear it with my
security setup so you can land on the grounds. Y ou know wherethis
placeis?’

"Most everybody does. The sky car number is HF/5532/

HIM."

"I've got ahunch, Cardigan,” said Bower, "that the two of usare going
to succeed infinding my little girl.”

"YOU'RE OKAY." DR. Moreno moved away from the seated

Gomez. "It would be agood idea, though, if you rested here for
another hour or s0."

"I've dready lost three hours" he said, trying to find a comfortable
gtting pogtion.

"l didn't notice anyone snegk in to that room either,” said the doctor.
"I wasin atherapy room with a patient for most of the



time and maybe | missed seeing theintruder. Why do you think they
wanted those cassettes." 7"

Gomez sat up sraighter, remembering something. "“That hombrein the
casstte” "Did you get to view one of the vidcazes?'

Holding histhumb and forefinger about two inches apart, he answered,
"A poco portion of thefirst one only. However, the gent who cdls
himself Guy Woodruff caught my attention.”

"That's not histrue name?"

"Histrue name, far as| know, is Sheldon Gates," answered the
detective. "I raninto him briefly on one of thefirst jobs| handled
for Cosmos. He makes hisliving, usualy, asasort of fredance
indugrid spy."

Moreno scratched at hisbearded chin. "Why would an industria spy be
hanging around my dinic?'

"Mogt likely he was keeping an eye on AliciaBower. Mechanix
Internationa isalarge, successful operation with awhole stewpot of
rivas”

"You mean ariva of Aliciasfather in the robotics business planted a
Sy here?'

Smiling, Gomez said, "That's only one of the possibilities. |

can explore that and amultitude of otherswhen | have a chat with

Moreno shook hishead sadly. "Hefooled me."

"Mogst spiesaregood at that. Got an addresson him?' After one more
sad shake of his head, the therapist told him, Woodruff/ Gates lives
lessthan amilefrom here. It'sadilapidated houseboat docked at the
old defunct yacht club. Hard to miss, sinceit'strimmed in neon.”

EVEN THOUGH ALL histeeth still ached as an aftereffect of the stun
gunning Gomez went ahead and ate the dice of apple pie that Moms 1-A
had ingsted on dipping him as he took hisleave of thedlinic. He

hadn't esten much at the Mexican cafe.



Most of the buildings he passed were starting to light up. The

bistros, shops and art gdleries, decorated with intricate twists of

neon tubing and long tangles of light strips were flashing multicolored
messages into the oncoming darkness. At the corner a phosphorescent
robot was doing a mime act, even though he hadn't as yet attracted an
audience.

Gomez finished the pie just as he spotted the remains of the

Venice Sector Community Yacht Club. A skinny man in the tattered
uniform of aBrazil War soldier was squatting near the entryway out to
thepier.

"How about some money?' he asked.

Gomez located adollar chit in a pants pocket and dropped it into the
man'shand. "Hereyou go, amigo." "God blessyou, buddy.” "That may

comein handy."

The houseboat was the only thing lit up dong the swayback pier.
Several other craft bobbed there, dark and silent. Sheldon Gates's
place of resdence was glowing, its outlinestrimmed in long tubes of
red, green and yelow neon. From ingde the bright-lit living room
camethe sound of music. A Mozart quartet, guessed Gomez.

He hurried up the gangway, which was trimmed in orange and green strips
of light. The door to the living room was wide open.

Pausing on theilluminated welcome mat, he cdled out, "'Is
Mr. Woodruff et home?"

There was no response.

The music, it was definitely Mozart, continued.

"Guy Woodrul T?. We have an important message for you."

After another thirty seconds, Gomez entered. Therewasalifesize
holographic quartet at the far end of the room.

Inthe middle of the ova illuminated rug was sprawled the body of a
man. A good part of the back of his skull was missing.



NIGHT HAD ARRIVED and the hillsde Bower estate was surrounded by
deepening darkness. Lightsringed the landing area, which wasawhite
circlein an acre that blended transplanted and smulated jungle

foliage.

Jake circled the area once, but received no challenge from the security
system. Shrugging, he settled down to alanding.

The house conssted of alinking of fifteen plastiglass cubes of
varying Sze. Thewadlshad dl been blanked and there wasn't any
light showing.

Jake eased out of hissky car A fog was drifting in from the seaand
it swirled around him as he crossed the lot. The path through the
brush and pam treeswasn't illuminated. The foggy night soon closed
inaround him.

A rustling started up ahead. Threefigures, one carrying alight rod

came pushing out of the dark jungle and onto the path. They were about
ahundred feet from Jake, two husky men and a coppery robot in adark
overcoat.

Halting, Jake sad, "Evening, fellas."

"Whothe hdl areyou?' The man with the light played the beam across
Jake.

"I've got an appointment with Owen Bower."

"The old bastard's in the hospital, hasn't been here for weeks.”



"My misteke," said Jake. "I'll drop in again when he'sfeding
better."

The other man shouted, "We caught us atrespasser.”
All three came charging a Jake.

THE CORPSE WASN'T Sheldon Gates, dias Guy Woodruff. Judging by what
was | eft of hisface, the dead man on the living room floor of the
houseboat was Ford Jaspers.

Gomez had his stun gun firmly gripped in hisright hand and hed
aready taken athorough look around thisroom and then the rest of the
floating residence before returning to scrutinize the body.

There was no one else aboard. In the bedroom there were signsthat
someone had hagtily gathered up clothes, packed them and taken his
leave.

Theliving room itsdlf, except for the body, contained nothing unusudl.
It didn't appear as though thereld been any sort of struggle, and the
weapon used to end the older man's life hadn't been left behind.

"But what'sthis elderly member of Aliciastherapy group doing here?’
Gomez asked himself as he knelt beside him. "And here's another
perplexing question--who killed him?"

Jasperswas il in possession of hiswallet, which contained nothing
but an ID packet, aBam card and $90 in money chits. The only other
thing in his pocketswas asmall tri-op photo of the Oceanfront
Peopl€'s Clinic group, complete with Moms. Gomez borrowed that.

A trumpet sounded suddenly behind him. Gomez jerked up and around, gun
hand swinging upwards.

Louis Armstrong and his Hot Five had replaced the Mozart group.

He put hisgun back inits holster. Halfway to the doorway heredlized



he was moving in timeto themusic. Out on the deck he stood
il for amoment and scanned the surrounding night. There seemed to
be no onedseinthevicinity.

"Perhaps the hombre | made a contribution to saw who paid acall here
beforel arrived.”

He moved cautioudy, but swiftly, down the gangway.
When he reached the gate, the ragged vet was gone.

THE LARGEST OF the two men tackled Jake before he could yank out his
stun gun from his shoulder holdter.

Jake fdl backwards, sitting down hard on the path.

Asthelout stretched to grab hold of him, Jake twisted to hisleft and
avoided the clutching hands.

He then kicked out, his booted foot connecting with the lunging man's
prominent jaw.

Thethug said, "Unk." His head went jerking back, hiseyelids
fluttered, snapped shut.

For good measure, Jake booted him a second time.

Before the man was even stretched out flat on the shadowy path, Jake
was on hisfeet and tugging at his holstered stun gun

But powerful metal arms grabbed him from behind, circling historso and
pinning hisarms.

Chuckling, the second man stepped in close. Saying nothing, he dammed
hisfist into Jake's somach.

Jake gagged, staggering in the metallic grip of the coppery got. "Pay
attention,” suggested the coppery robot. Thethug hit Jake again, even
harder.

From the jungleto the right the beam of a stun gun came crackling. It
touched the thug's head and he made a strange choking sound, as though
he'd been going to chuckle again and then changed hismind.

He swayed, fell to one knee. Sighing out breeth, he went faling over
sdeways. He hit aholographic bush and dropped down



through the foliage. Helay there unconsciouswith large green leaves
seemingly growing out of him.

"Holy shit," commented the over coated robot.

The beam of the unseen stun gun found the robot next.

: TTETEDDY BEAR GRABBED Gomez'strouser leg with afuzzy paw.

don't yabuy me, yasmp?'

"Begone, 0s to "he advised, detaching the toybot from hisleg and
replacing it on the low pedesta it had hopped off of at his advent.

"He's not for you,” lisped the goldenhaired baby doll on the next
display pedestd. "Y ou want somebody like me, who's cute asabug's
rear."

"Actudly, chiquita,” he said, squatting and holding out hispamto
prevent the little blonde toy boat from legping at him, "'l droppedin
here at Wondersamith'sfor the purpose of--"

"Gomez, honey!" A large, round woman with dazzling silver hair had
stepped out of the back room of the toyshop. "L eave the guy alone,
Lisa"

"I only just wannahug him, Corky."

"Knock it off," advised Corky Keepnews.

"Y ou're abrave woman," observed Gomez, "to put up with dl this
cuteness.”

"It's nowhere near as bad as the bordello | used to manage over in the
Pasadena Sector.” Corky took hold of hisarm. "C'mon into my office,

"Want to play checkers?' invited atoybot clown as Gomez passed his

“Why



pedestal. "At some future date, perhaps.”

"I'monsdeadl thisweek."

As he sttled into an armchair in the toyshop office, Gomez remarked,
"These toys share some of the attributes of your former employees,
Cork."

"Busgnessisbusiness, no matter what youre selling.” Wondersmith's
was on the seventeenth leve of the Westwood Sector super mall The
office's one narrow vie window looked down on the bright lit University
of SoCd Campus 26.

When Corky dropped into an armchair facing the detective, it made a
surprised whooshing sound. "I've been doing some discreet eectronic
nosing around since you phoned, Gomez."

"Y ou remain one of my best fredance sources of information.”

She amiled broadly. "It wasfeesfrom clientslike you, honey,

that helped me sat up my own toy business.”

"So what about Sheldon Gates?”'

"According to my sources, Sheldon's been doing avery lucrative job for
Mechanix Internationd .

"Caramba" Gomez sat up. "That'savery interesting bit of news."
"One that's going to cost you 500 bucks.”

"Give me some specifics asto what Shel washiredto do.” "I'm ill
gathering background on that," she said. "It has, though, something to
do with old Bower himself and his screwbal| daughter.”

"What about Harry Moreno?'

"Clean."

"No indication he and Shdl arein cahoots?'

"None"

Nodding, Gomez asked her, "How about Ford Jasperss murder?”
"I'm gtill working on that angle, honey. Nothing hascomein yet,"
answered Corky. "He and Sheldon were in that loon group a Moreno's

clinic, but that's the only thing so far that they seem to havein






Oomez rubbed at his moustache with histhumb knuckle. "Asto Shd's
current whereabouts?"

"Nothing on that, not yet. However, | can make a pretty good guess for
you. And I'll tossthat in for free"

"Go ahead, cara"

"If Sheldon wasinvolved in the knocking off of the Jaspers cooat, hell
want to do some hiding out for awhile" shesaid. "Most folksdon't
know this, but his mom, who's a con artist of long standing, has been
operating a beauty spaup in the New Hollywood satdllite. Shecdls
herself Madame Sonja at the moment.”

"New Hollywood's that combo movie-making colony and tourist trap, isn't
it?'

"The same. Madame Sonjas been bilking the rubes up there for the past
three months.”

"Maybe," speculated Gomez, "I ought to call on the dear lady."

THE SLIM BLONDE woman stepped onto the path from behind a transplanted
pamtree. Shewaswearing adark pullover and dark dax, carrying a

stun gunin her left hand. "Good thing | happened to be passing by,

Jake" Sheamiledfantly.

"Evening, Bev." Herubbed at the spot on hisarm where the toppled
robot had been gripping him. "I didn't notice your tailling me."

"Because I'm good at it," replied Bev Kendricks as she approached.
"Picked me up at the Salkin Hospitd, huh?'

"I was there and happened to notice you snesking out,” said the blonde
private investigator. "I got curious and decided to follow you for

awvhile"

"So your agency isthe one that's been hired by Bower and Mechanix to
look for his daughter."?"



"That'sme." Knedling beside the thug sheld stunned, she commenced
frisking him. "Any notion who these boys are?'

"Hired goons. Y ou don't know them?"

"Not even an 1D packet on him." She stood up and back.
"Seemslikely, don't you think, that they're probably the same oneswho
roughed up your client last night? They're new to me, though, and |

have no ideawho hired them."”

Jake jerked athumb in the direction of the mansion. "Bower's not
redly up there, ishe?'

"No, nobody's here. Bower was moved to hisBd Air mansion from Salkin
this afternoon.”

"Doesthat mean he's doing better?!

"I don't know what it means," she admitted, bending to search the other
unconsciousthug. "I only learned about the move when | dropped in at

the hospitd.”
"Haveyou actudly talked to Bower?'

"Only on the phone and briefly. | was supposed to meet with him face
to face at the hospitdl today."

"NoID?" Jeke nudged the man in the sdewith hisfoot. "Not athing
onhim either." Rising up, Bev brushed her handstogether twice. "We
better turn these hooligans over to the local police. And then..."
"Thenwhat?"

"Does Cosmas object to your having conversationswith rival
agencies?’

"No, not at al. Especidly if those agencies are run by former police
coworkers of minewho are dear old friends."

"Wewere never close" said Bev, "but | was afriend of yours back
then."

"So you didn't cheer when | got sent up to do timein the
Freezex?'

Taking astep back, shelooked him up and down. "You didn't used to
indulgein Af pity

"Let's go somewhere and have our talk," he suggested.






Pov's FLYIN FOUNTAIN was perched atop ahill in the Beverly Glen
Sector. Thelanding area covered nearly an acre, and the restaurant
itself was alarge plagtiglass dome trimmed with neon tubing that sat

at the center of the white-paved fidld. The silver-plated,

light-trimmed carhop robots moved from the building to the surrounding
circlesof carson jet skates

Jake and Bev were Sitting in her car near the edge of thefield.

Stirring her second cup of nearcaf, Bev said, "My agency isawholelot
smdler than Cosmoas, but we're just as efficient. I'm going to win
thisone"

"Isthat what you wanted to talk about'?. A contest between our
detective agencies?’

"It isn't a contest, Jake, that's what I'm trying to get acrossto
you." Shesipped a her nearcaf. "I've got asubstantial head start
on thisBower case. Y ou and Gomez are never going to catch up.”

Jake grinned. "1 guess we better return Barry Zangerly'sfee and head
for the showers™

"W, that isn't too bad an idea. | know you probably won't quit--but
| still wanted to warn you not to be disappointed when

| wrap this up before you guys can even get going.”

"Il dert Sd."



"How ishe, by theway?' "Hewas okay when | saw him this
morning. After he hears you're going to trounce us, though, he may
break down and sob."

"I like Gomez."

"Almogt al women do, he has universa gpped.” Jake tapped his
forefinger againgt the Sde of hiscup. "WhereésAlicia

Bowe?'

Bev laughed. "That's one piece of information I'm not going to
ghae”

"Do you know?"

"I have apretty fair idea" "Youdon't think she'sdead?' "No, not
adl"

"Or that she's been abducted?"

"I've been on thisafew dayslonger than you. | know alot more about
her background and character.”

"Is MyraEttinger your main source of facts?"

"She's one of them, obvioudy. Since, because of Bower'sillness,
she's the person who actually hired me."

"Isher version of Alicias character backed up by what you've dug up
ofa?'

"Pretty much so, Jake." Bev drank some more of the nearcaf.

"Aliciaisadisturbed young woman. She hasalong history of mental
problems--and this wouldn't be the first time she's disappeared.
Almost dwayswith aman.”

"Do you have proof that's what she's done thistime?' Bev looked out
intothenight. "That | can't discuss.” "Okay, let's say shesmply

decided to spend afew dayswith somebody. Why did that trio of goons
rough up Barry?' "To discourage him from looking for her, bothering
her." "Andwho hired them?'

"It could be the man she's with, who doesn't want hisromantic idyll
busted in on by adisgruntled suitor,” suggested the private
investigetor. "Aliciahersdf might have sent them to keep Barry from



annoying her." Jake grinned again. "Has she hired thugs
before?'

"Not exactly, though sheis supposed to have anasty sde.” "After
trying to scare Barry off--then she sent the same gang to work me over,
huh? Not wanting me to interrupt her romance ether.”

"That sounds perfectly plausbleto me, Jake."

"Has anyone threatened you or tried to hurt you?'

Her forehead wrinkled. "Not yet, but that doesn't mean--""Y ou've been
working on thisahdl of alot longer than we have, but nobody seems
upset by your activities" hetold her. "Even before| knew mysdlf

that | was going to work on this mess, somebody came after me."
"What are you talking about?"

Hetold her about the robot priest at the Glendale Sector cemetery. He
concluded, "Tonight, to lure meinto walking into this latest trap,

they used either the red Bower or asmulacrum.”

"Owen Bower would never be aparty to any--"

"Okay, then it was an android dupe or avery convincing hologram,” he
sad. "Thepaint, Bev, isthat none of this soundsto melike

something alove crazed runaway islikely to do."

"Why not? Aliciahasagreet deal of money of her own, so financing it

wouldn't be very difficult for her. And she's often run off with older
men, richer older men.”

"Do you have any evidence that she tapped her Bam accounts since she
vanished?'

"That's something dse I'm not sharing.”

"Actudly, you're not sharing much of anything,” hesaid. "Frankly,
Bev, | think you're being conned on this one.”

"Why would my own client want to lead me astray?" she asked.
Hesad, "That's one of thethingsI'm going to find out."

TO



Dan WASIN the living room with alaptop book reader when Jake got
home.

"No datetonight?' he asked his son.
"Homework. How about you?'

Grinning, Jeke sat on thearm of thelow sofa. "Mostly business,”" he
answered as he tugged off one of hisboots. "Though

| did runinto Bev Kendricks."

Dan clicked off the reader. "I told you that you ought to look her
up.”

"Shelooked me up actually.”
"Hey, that's even better. It showsthat she'sinterested in--"

"It shows, Daniel, that she happens to be working on the same case that
Sdand| areworking on."

"Y ou haven't told me about thisnew oneyet."

After getting his other boot pulled off, Jake settled down on the sofa.
Hefilled Dan in on the AliciaBower disgppearance and what had
happened to him today.

When hefinished, hisson said, "Y ou know, Mally knows somebody who's
going to that Oceanfront People's Clinic. | bet we could--"

"Homework," cut in Jake. "Y ou concentrate on that. Y ou and Mally are,
| admit, crackerjack investigators, but you're not to--"

"Dad, inoneday..." Heheld up aforefinger. "In one single damn day
they tried to kill you twice. | don't like the idea of some unknown
hoods trying--"

"I'm not especialy fond of the notion mysdlf. But | don't want you
getting tangled up in this," Jake warned. "And possibly that second
attack was only going to be a beating and not a murder attempt.”

"Oh, okay, great. Then I'll quit worrying about that one." He tossed
the reader on thefloor. "Have they identified those nree.

"Not yet, but well know by morning,” answered hisfather. "They'll
just turn out to be heaviesfor hire."



"| agree with you about Bev Kendrickssview of things. She'seither
letting them sidetrack her or... well, you know her better than | do.
Could she belying to you, trying to put you on the wrong trail ?"

Standing, Jake walked barefoot over to the balcony window. "Shewasan
honest cop,” he said, looking out into the night. "That was someyears

ago.
"Then you suspect she--"

"It doesn't matter what she's up to, Dan. Gomez and | will keep
working on this our way."

"Seemsto methat you're dealing with agroup here, some sort of
organization." Getting up, he went over to stand near hisfather.

"They can hire thugs, robots, androids. They knew you were going to be
assigned to this case just about from the minute

Barry Zangerly's brother talked to Gomez last night.”
"Y ep, I've thought about that.”

Dan put his hand on hisfather's shoulder. "Areyou going to the
cemetery again tomorrow?"

"Not tomorrow."

"WAS LONC after midnight when Jake's bedside vidphone buzzed. He sat
up, wide awake. "Yeah?"'

The screen showed him apainting of abowl of red flowers. "It'sme,
Jake--Rozkooming to you direct from the Info Center at Cosmos,” said
the voice of the computer. "1 hope | didn't wake you out of asound

desp.”

"Not asound one, nope. What's happening?

Rozko replied, "Oh, | had alittle time on my hands and--yeah, yeah, |
know Doc Olan isgoing over the security system tapes | swiped from the
hospital--but | decided to take amore leisurely gander mysdlf.”

"Found out something, huh?'

A cartoon drawing of asmiling mouth flashed onto the



phone screen "Not about whether the tapes have been futzed with,"
said the computer. "That's Olan's department. | did, however, notice
something interesting. Give alooksee”

A shot of the main lobby of the Salkin Private Hospital appeared. More
than twenty figures were moving about--vistors,

doctors, nurse bots

I'll freezeit," said Rozko, "and zero in on the galoot over by the up
ramp | dmost didn't notice him and then hisred hair caught my

eye"

The redhaired man was short, not more than five six, broad-shouldered
and about forty. He waswearing a pale-blue medica jacket.

Jake sat up in bed and leaned closer to the screen. "That's Sam
Trinity."

"Exactly what | exclamed when first he cameinto my ken,"

sad Rozko. "Next | asked mysdf why Sam Trinity would be playing
doctor at 2 ,.M. on the very afternoon Alicia Bower alegedly never
arived a thissdfsame medicd facility.”

Frownlines deepened across Jake's forehead. "Sam used to be afield
agent for the Office of Clandestine Operations, based back in DC," he
said. "That wasfour years ago, before | went up to the Freezer."

"He's ill with them. These days Sam is OCO'stop West

Coadt troubleshooter. A very vauable gent in the view of many tricky
Washington types."

"How the hdll does hetiein?' Jake shook hishead. "lsthere much
footagewith Samvigbleinit?'

"Just thisone snippet. All indl, Sammy isonly on screen for ated
lessthan three minutes, Jake."

"Unfreezeit, roll back to thefirst frame he'sin and let me seeit
dl”

"Yougotit."

The redheaded Sam Trinity came out of an office door marked xos?xa ST
o4L andinto thelarge, oval lobby. Hewent walking briskly acrossthe



plastifloor and over to the up ramp labeled Leve 5. The ramp carried
him up and out of the picture. "Want to scan it again?'

"Nope," said Jake. "Leve 5iswherethey had Owen Bower. You sure
there's nothing showing Sam up on that level?"

"Nada, as Gomez would say. 1'vefinetoothed dl the stuff | snatched
from the hospitd."

"What has the OCO got to do with this?" Jake rubbed histhumb dowly
across hischeek. "Isthere any way | can find out what Sam's current
assignment is?'

"I've dready tried that. The OCO's assignment roster has proved, thus
far, impossible to access.”

"Ishedill herein Greater LA?"

Another smile flashed on the screen. "I had abit more luck there,”
the computer informed him. "' was ableto find out when

Sam |eft our area--and where he went."

"Sotdl me"

"Samud Trinity departed Greater LA the morning after Alicia Bower
vanished," answered Rozko. "Heflew out on aspecid US Military
Forcessky van The van took off from aMaximum

Security Section of the GLA Skyport.”

"Bound for where?'

"His destination was Farmland, the Topeka Complex of Kansas."
Jake said dowly, "Which iswhere the Mentor Foundation

Psych Centre happensto be located.”

"Sgnificant, do you think?"

"Sgnificant enough to inspire me with theurge to travd," said
Jake.



BASCOM WALKED DIRECTLY from his desk to the nearest projection
platform. "Did you notice I've been tidying up my surroundings?'

"Y ou cleared anarrow path amidst the clutter,” observed Gomez, who was
douched inanarmchair. "You'realong way fromftidy, jefe”

"Butitisapostive step,” added Jake.

"Took me darn near two hours." The chief of the detective agency

turned on the holographic projector. "The identification of the goons

who tried to ssomp Jake came in about an hour ago, around 9 A.t." A
large, wide chested man appeared, life size. "Y ou're seeing the ID
footage of Leonard Rodney, last known address the Topanga Sector. He
has along, colorful record as astrong-arm man, sometime extortionist.
Hetellsthelaw hehhasno ideaat dl who hired him to attack you,

Jake. Itwasall arranged by way of blanked vidphones."

Jake asked, "Does he admit also working over our client?’

"No, but Barry tentatively identified al three of these yahoos asthe
bunch that attacked him at the Arcade.”

"Barry'sidentification won't hold up," said Gomez. "He'stoo

"I'm not fuzzy," reminded Jake. "We can il try to put them away for



assaultingme.” "Next on stage we have Henry Weiner, age thirty

sx, formerly of Berkeley in NorCal." Animage of the other lout had
replaced that of thefirst. "He, too, isamercenary lunk and hasn't

the, faintest notion who hired him." Next the coppery robot, stripped

of hisovercoat, took his place on the platform. "Thisis Alex/

762-AT. Manufactured by Mechanix International and sold, to the tune
of 400,000 copiesto date, for security and guard duty. Our particular
Alex has been privately modified to convert himinto adugger. He
belongs to Weiner, and somebody, Hank claims not to know who, erased
al the robot's memories relating to any time prior to the evening Jeke
bumped into them."

Gomez inquired, "Did Weiner do the actua modifying and enhancing of
the botT

"Hecdamshedid"

"Then he'sdso cgpable of giving Alex amnesa™ Gomez sank lower into
hischair. "Of course, o isjust about anyone employed by

Mechanix."

"Y ou trying to tie Bower's outfit into this?"

"They'redready tied in," hesaid. "For onething, they hired

Sheldon Gates to do some dirty work for them."

Jake requested, "Fill meinonthis Gates."

His partner obliged. Finishing up with, "That'swhy | want to make a
jaunt to the New Hollywood satellite.”

"Dothat, yes," agreed the chief. "But keep expenses down.”
"I'll fast thewholetime I'm up there."

Bascom walked directly back to hisdesk. He picked up a shesaf of
pale-blue pages. "Doc Olan hasturned in his report on the hospita

Security tapes.”
"Werethey fiddled with?" asked Jake.

Nodding, Bascom said, "Doc thinks so. It was an extremely dick job,
but it's his opinion that about eleven minutes of footage has been
snipped from varioustapes. That stuff was then deftly replaced with
smulated materid.”

"Of course, that till doesn't prove,” said Jake, standing up,

"that Aliciaever reached the hospitd .”






"No, only that some event occurred there that day that they want to
cover up.”

Walking over to the vie window Jake stood watching the morning city. "I
found out that Sam Trinity was aso there at the hospital that same
day," he said, going on to tell them what held learned from Rozko.

"Sam isaruthlesshombre" commented Gomez. "If they handed out an
annual award for the nastiest government agent going, 1'd bet onold
Samtotekeitinalanddide.

"He headed for Topeka Complex the next day,” said Jake.
"When Aliciahad her breakdown, that's where she was taken.”

Picking up his saxophone, Bascom started absently fingering the keys.
"Areyou suggesting that the United States government itself sent an
agent to grab this young woman and haul her back to the Mentor

fadlity?"
"I'm only suggesting that something important isgoing on,

something bigger than agirl wandering off." Jaketurned to face his
boss. "And | haveafeding | canlearn more abouit it if | determine
exactly what Sam Trinity isup to back therein Farmland.”

Gomez said, "Jake's hunches are usudly to berelied on." Dropping his
sax atop the clutter on his desk, Bascom moved over to the vidwall.
"Okay, Jake, welll book you on aflight out late this afternoon,” he

sad. "Takealook at thisnow, fellows. A police connection of mine
arranged for meto have acopy.” He activated the vidcaz player.

AliciaBower gppeared on the screen. Shewasusing her Bamcardina
sdewdk kiosk. Glancing around somewhat nervoudly, the auburnhaired
young woman thrust her card into the chest of the ball-headed robot
tler.

The got made ametalic clucking sound and handed her severd fat
packets of money chits.

Then the screen went blank.

"That was shot by the kiosk se cam at 3}'.M. on the afternoon she
vanished." Bascom turned hisback to thewall.



Gomez asked him, "How much did the seoritawithdraw?"

"Caramba, that's not petty cash, even for an heiress” Gomez
graightened up.

Jake said, "And thisis supposed to bolster the theory that she's of f
with aboyfriend--that she wastaking out alot of money to finance a
romantic vacation.”

"It establishes that she was up and around after she was supposed to
have visited the hospital," said the agency head. "And it does suggest
that she may' ye taken off, wherever the hell shedid go to,

willingly."

"Isthat Alicia, though?' said Jake.

Bascom blinked. "Eh?"

"Y esterday | had a conversation over the vidphone with Owen Bower," he
reminded him. "Only it apparently wasn't Bower at dl. Mechanix
manufactures, among other things, androids. So--wasthat redly Alicia

wejust saw?"

Base m said, "Okay, I'll have Doc Olan go over thisfootage. "I
dtill," said Jake, "want to head for Kansas."



THE VIDPHONE BUZZED again. MyraEttinger lit afresh cigarette from
the butt of the previous one, inhded smoke, sighed it out.

She let the phone buzz twice more before bending to pick it up.
"Allright, what?'

A smdll, dight manin hisfifties, pale and wearing agrey suit hed

bought when he weighed consderably more, was glowering a her from the
screen. "I don't understand, Myra, why you never answer promptly,” he
told the acting head of Mechanix Internationd. "It's very near to

being inaulting.”

"It might actudly crossthe lineand beinsulting, Jri," she
suggested, exhaing smoke.

"Must you continudly puff on thosethings. Disgugting.” "Canyou
smdll the smoke dl the way back therein DC?' Jiri Treskaassumed a
morerigid pogition a hiswide metal desk. His office had no windows.
"Do | haveto kegp reminding you that | hold afairly high positionin
the Office of Clandestine Operations? Y ou act as--"

"If you had atruly high position, dear, you'd be able to have aflunky
do your phoning."

Treskaclasped his handstightly together. "I'm not going to alow you
to digtract me with insultsthistime.”

"I'm, truly, not trying to."



"A lot of people back here--in the OCO and elsewhere, Myra--are very
upset with the way things have been going,” heinformed her. "Keepin
mind that there are ftill four names|eft onthat lig.”

"I'm aware of how many names are left.”

"Y et you've allowed not one but two damned detective agencies to become
involved."

"One of those agencies,”" she reminded the government agent, "is
employed by me. Thedear lady who runsit hasn't an inkling of what's

redly going on."

"What about the other one, Myra? Weve had run inswith the Cosmos
outfit before," the frail man told her. "Walt Bascom isascoundre,

but unfortunately he's not our kind of scoundrel. The man can't be
bribed or scared off."

"But his operatives can certainly benkilled.”

"Redly now? Fromwhat | hear, you'vefailed twiceto get rid of Jake
Cardigan." He unlocked his hands and flexed hisknobby fingers. "In
fact, one of the opsworking for you actually stepped in to save--"

"Jiri, my swest, I'm awfully busy just now,” shecutin. "I'll makea
note that you're pissed off and get back to---"

"Thisis more important than anything e'se you're working on.”
"Oh,itis" sheagreed, blowing out smoke. "But, redly, Jiri,
everything is going dong smoothly and there isn't any need for you to
keep cdlingme.”

"If you damn people out there weren't so sentimental, none of this
would be necessary."

Myrasaid evenly, "It's her father who's the sentimental one. And he,
poor man, is not going to be with us much longer.”

"| told him at thetime, it would have been much smpler just tokill
her."

"Despite having sold out to you people, Owen till loveslittle
Alida"

"If she had been properly taken care of back then--" "She's being taken
care of now," reminded Myra. "Please, let

80



me handle thismy way.” She hung up and returned the phoneto the
floor.

GOMEZ STEPPED UP into the Info Pavilion in the center of themain
concourse of the Greater LA Spaceport. "I'm Gomez," he informed the
pretty blonde female android behind the counter.

llArﬂ?l

He pointed at the nearest floating loudspeaker. "A voice from above
indicated that amessage awaited me here." "Oh, you must be Sd
Gomez." "'l am."

"Just hop into Alcove 3 on the other side of the pavilion, Mr.

Gomez."

"Gracias" Shifting hisgrip on hissingle piece of luggage, asmdl
battered tan suitcase, Gomez went over to the indicated alcove. After
making certain that it didn't contain any sort of trap, snare or

threat, he entered and activated the vidphone. "Sid Oomez here."
"One second, please.”

"Hi, Sd." It wasthe hefty Corky Keepnews.

"What prompts this urgent communication, chiquita?' "Can you soring
for another 300 bucks, honey?' "What kind of crass farewe | messageis
this?"

Theinformant told him, "I got some stuff on the late Ford

Jaspers.” "$200 tops."

"$250."

"Sold. Fll mein."

"The cOps found the body thismorning.”

"Continue, por favor.”

"They don't know you visited the houseboat.”

"What do they know?"'

"They don't know who killed Jaspers,” continued Corky,



brushing at her slvery hair. "They don't know where Sheldon Gates,
dias Guy Woodruff, is. They don't know yet that Woodruff and Gates
are one and the same.”

"Isany of thisbabble what I'm paying you the outrageous fee of $200
for, cara? My shuttleis about to depart and unless--"

"Y ou're paying me the outrageous fee of $250," she corrected. "Okay,
but get to the nub.”

"Turns out the cops have quite a bit of background materia on Ford
Jaspers,” sheinformed him. "He used to be avidactor, but he hasn't
worked at that for over fiveyears. He's been using alittle dodge,
which iswhat got the law interested in himin thefirst

place--although so far they haven't been able to nail him. What Ford
would do isjoin assorted therapy groups and play at being avery
attentive and sympathetic listener. Then, after afew sessons,
somebody was sure to blurt out some confidence they should've kept mum
about. These nuggets of embarrassing info Ford then used to blackmail
his erstwhile therapy buddies. It was asmal-time dodge, but it kept
the old boy going."

"Who'd have thought Ford would ever have sunk so low," said Gomez with
aggh. "Okay, he must have had something on Shel and tried to

blackmail him." That'swhat the copsthink. And it doessound likely,
doent it?"

"It does, 9."

"Okay, bon voyage. And don't forget it's $250 that you owe me,



BEV KENDRICKS GLANCED around hisliving room. "Thisissmdler than
your old place.

"l had awife then."

She nodded at the suitcase near the door. "I hope I'm intimeto save
you from going off on ausdesstrip,” shesaid. "That'swhy | sopped

by:

"This spirit of co-operation between our detective agenciesis
heartwarming,” said Jake.

She came up to him, tapped him on the chest with two of her fingers.
"Damniit, thisis between you and me," shetold him,

anger in her voice. "It my partnersfound out that I--"
"I redize, Bev, that I'm getting along in years." Hetook a step back
from her. "But, honestly, | don't need any further help and guidance

from you on this particular case.”

Out of her jacket pocket she yanked avidcaz. "I'm not supposed to
show you this"

"Don't then."

Shaking her head impatiently, she said, "I want you to look at it." She
extended the cassette toward him.

"Okay, dlright.” He accepted it, crossed to the vidwall and popped it
intothedoat.



AliciaBower gppeared onthewal. Shewas smiling, holding onto the
arm of ablack man roughly fifteen years older than she was.

Each of them was carrying alarge suitcase and they were being
transported upwards on aramp way

"That's the Burbank Sector Skyport," said Bev.
"Recognized it."

Theramp carried the couple to an entry gate marked mXFLITES. The
screen blanked.

Bev said, "I'd heard arumor about the existence of thisyesterday. It
comes from arandom sweep by one of the port se cams

| didn't get acopy until thismorning.”

"Y ouvefollowed up on this?'

"Yes, and I'll beleaving for Mexico in an hour," she answered.
"l know | can trust you not to try to beat meto her."

"I won't be going to Mexico," he promised. "But | would like acopy of
this"

"Keepit, | made an extra. Show it to Bascom, but don't mention me.”
Jake asked her, ™Y ou know who the guy is?

"The name he used on the passenger list isRob Stinson,” she said.
"There'saRob Stinson who works for Mechanix at their Oxnard Sector
facility. One of my operativesischecking on him."

"| appreciate your showing methis.”

Sheheld out her hand. "1 told you that you were wasting your time,
you and Gomez both," shesaid. "There's no need to keep wadting it."

"Nope." He shook hands, then escorted her to the door.

He popped the cassette, carried it over to his phone alcove.

Calling the agency, he asked for Doc Olan.

Olan, along, thin man with aminimum of hair, was wearing awhitelab
coat "l wasgoing to cdl you, Jake," he said. "About that
bank-withdrawa footage of AliciaBower."

"Wasit Alicia?'






Olan gave anegative shake of hishead. "I got some vid foot age of
thered Aliciaout of our files" he explained. "From asociety

function she attended last year. Comparing the body movements of that
Aliciawith this one established--to my satisfaction anyway--that the
lady seeninthe Bam footageisnot Alicia. Infact, Jake, sheisnta

lady a dl." "Android Sm, huh?

"Exactly, yes. A hell of asophisticated one, yet an andy al the

same” A sttisfied smile showed on Olan'slong, lean face. "If you

study the body movements carefully--well, nobody's yet come up with an
android that can move exactly likeared human.”

Nodding, Jake said, "'I'm going to send you another bit of footage over
the phone now. Canyou do arushjob on it?’

"Isthisyet ancother glimpse of thedusive Alicia?'

"Y ep, in the company of an aleged gentleman friend. | want to know if
thisisadupeor thereal Alicia" hetold the Cosmos expert. "And,
if you're able, tell me whether or not the guy's mechanica.”

"When you say rush, what--"
"An hour?'

"It won't be my usud thorough job, but | can get you a prelim report.
Will you 4iill be at--"

"I'm heading for the sky port said Jake. "I'll contact you from there,
Doc."

ONE BOOTED FOQT resting on his suitcase, Jake was using a sky-port
vidphone. "Isthere any way to find out?' hewasasking Barry

Zangerly.
Thelr dlient was ditting in awicker chair beside hishospita bed

today, looking somewhat better. "Alicianever mentioned anything like
that," hesaid. "Why would they have built an android dupe of her?"

"Number of reasons--security, publicity,” said Jake, "chicanery.”



"Y ou'reimplying that Mechanix isinvolved--her father, probably.”

"Yeah, but it's possible Alicianever knew about thesm. Her father
and other Mechanix execs sure must, though.”

"Thisandroid--what makes you think one exists?"

"I've been through two separate bits of video footage of thething,” he
answered. "Can you determineif--"

"What sort of footage do you mean? Areyou sureit wasn't actudly
Aliciahersdf you saw?'

Illilm SJre_"

"What's going on? Y ou seem to be cdling from asky port Do you know
where sheis, Cardigan?’

1
Jake suggested, "L et me ask the questionsfor aspell. Canyou

, find out if Mechanix did build suchasmulacrum? Andif they i i
did, what usesit's been put to of late?'

{

"I suppose Roger can help on that. Could you, though, please,

tell mewhat exactly--"

"Not just yet." Jake hung up and grabbed his suitcase.

The Topeka Complex flight was boarding in seven minutes.

ROGER ZANGERLY WAS gtting at hisdesk in his office at Mechanix
International. "Yes, yes, trust me," he said to the vidphone. "I am
caling you back on my tap-proof phone. Now suppose you tell me why
I'm going through dl thisrigamarole?

On the phone screen Barry said, "'l want to ask you something.”

"If it'sabout your girlfriend, | have dready told you every angle
damn thing thet 1--"

"Isthere an android amulacrum of Alicia?"

His brother cocked his head to the left, then started laughing. "Don't
tell me you suspect that you've been living with an andy al these



months?"

"I'm serious, Rug. And, whatever you may think, I'm not loony."



"An android dupe?’
"That'sright. Was one ever built at Mechanix?'

"Hell, | don't think s0," said Roger. "Mechanix has, now and then,
built specid androids, sure. For, you know, celebrities, politicians
andthelike. Asl recal, there's even one of Owen Bower that they
used to send out to make speeches at sales meetingsin the hinterlands.
But it's been in mothballsfor years.”

"What about Alicia?'

"Tdl mewhat exactly put this notion in your heed?' " Cardigan wanted
to know if thereissuch athing." "Why? Whét the hell doeshe
sugpect?' "Hedidn't tel methis, but | think--"

"Y ou're awfully excited, even though you don't know for certain what
the hdll is supposed to be going on.”

"I've donealittlethinking since| talked to Cardigan,” he said.

"If they wanted to give theimpression that Aliciahas smply run off,
they could use an android for that. It would be adamn good way to
oread afdsetral.”

"Unlikely. Because why would anyone want to--"

"Ligten, Rug, can you, asafavor, look into this? 1'd ask Dad,

but he's considerably more devoted to Mechanix. Hed figurethisto be
abetrayd of hisloydty to thefirm." "Whereas|, snesk and chesat

that | am--" "Y ou're not as narrow as Dad can be at times." Roger sat

back. "Why, that'samost acompliment.” "Thisisimportant.”

"Okay, you sound deliriousto me," Roger told him. "But I'll do some
dy snooping around for you."

"Asfast asyou can.”

"Asfast as| can without putting my backsde ontheline "I
gppreciatethis, Rug." "What are brothersfor?"



REDHAIRED SAM TRINITY, clad only in hisunderwear, hefted the second
meta case up onto thewide ova bed and smiled athin smile. "You
look bored, sweet. Areyou bored? You surelook it."

The naked girl Sitting on the opposite sde of the wide oval bed shook
her head.

"You can tak, can't you?' asked Trinity as he opened the second case
with his chrome plated right hand. "Hell, I know you can talk, So when
| ask you aquestion, | want you to respond.

Areyou bored? | wanted to know if you were bored, sweet."

"No, sr."

"No, gr, what?"'

"I'm not bored.”

Hesmiled again. "Don't you remember my name? | told you my name,
sweet. Don't you remember it?"

"Sam," she answered very softly.

"Sam. That'sright. My nameis Sam." Reaching into the open case, he
selected another artificia hand and held it up for her to see. "Do

you likethisone?"

"Yes, Sam."

"Givemean opinion."

"It'snice”

"Itisnice" agreed the OCO agent, touching the hand with the



forefinger of hisred hand, stroking it briefly. "This particular
prosthetic deviceisthe one | attach when I'm doing an interrogation.
Do you know what an interrogetion is?"

The naked girl nodded. "Yes, Sam.”
"Tel methen, sweet, make conversation. What is an interrogation?’
"When you ask somebody questions.”

"That'sright, good,” hesaid. "Thisparticular hand can administer
fairly persuasive dectric shocks. So thet if | wereto replace my
present hand with this one and then touch you in certain places, you'd
find it extremely painful. So painful, swest, that you'd scream and
cry and then you'd beg meto let you tell me every single damn thing
you knew. Would you like meto give you ademondration of how it
works?

"No, Sam."

"No?" He carefully arranged the hand on the bed, in line with the

eight other eectronic hands that were dready on display there. "What
sort of whore are you? They told me you were the sort of whore who'd
do anything. Isn't that true, sweet? If | wanted to caress you with

this particular hand of mine, wouldn't you go dong? Would you make me
cal up your pimp and ask for my money back?'

"I'd go dong, Sam."

"That's better." He reached into the second case for another of his
handsto show her. "Actually, swest, dl | want to do right now is
giveyou alook. You are enjoying thisdisplay, aren't you?'

"Yes Sam."

"Yes, Sam, what?'

"Yes Sam, I'menjoyingit." "Very much?' "Yes very much.”

"Good, becauseit isn't enough that | have agood time with the whore |
hire for the night. No, | want my whore for the night to have agood



time, too." "l am."
"Yourewhat?'

"I'm having agood time."
"Why areyou shivering then?"

"Well, it'salittle chilly herein your bedroom.” "Isit.9 | happen
tolikeitthisway. Don'tyou?' "Yes, Sam."

"Now thishand here hasalazgun built it,”" he explained,

holding it up. "It looks, however, like just aregular everyday hand.
It resembles, in fact, thehand | lost in theline of duty seven years
ago. But thereésalazgun built into thisfinger. | can usethishand
tokill anyone | want. It aways surprisesthem, they never expect it.
Becauseit looks so much likeared hand. It would surpriseyou,
wouldn't it?"

"No, Sam."

"It wouldn't surprise you, sweet? Why wouldn't it surprise you?"

"Because you just showed it to me and I'd be expecting it," the naked
girl answered.

"You're absolutely right. | did spoil the surprise by--"
The vidphone over in the a cove buzzed.

"That'smy emergency line" said Trinity, placing the hand on the bed.
"Will you excuse me?'

"Yes, I'll excuseyou.”

"That's very thoughtful and | appreciateit." He hurried barefooted
over to the phone. tes.

"Lord, Sam, put something on," suggested Myra Ettinger.

"Seaing that wedth of red fuzz that covers your squatty body makes
one--"

"Y ou're no pastora sunset yourself, sweet, even when fully clothed.
Why are you bothering me?"

"I have something to tell you."

The redheaded government agent said, ™Y ou happen to be intruding on my
recregtion time."



"Nevertheless, pay attention,” said the Mechanix executive.



"Jake Cardigan left Greater Los Angeles an hour ago and, according to
my sources, he's headed for Topeka Complex."

"Coming here, huh?" Trinity made afaint whistling sound.
"That son of abitch issmarter than | thought.”

"Or you're dumber."

Trinity sad, "Thanksfor derting me, svet.”

"It might be a good ideato meet him when he lands and--"

"Naw, | don't operate that obvioudly. Y ou should know by now that I'm
inclined toward subtlety."

"Seaing you standing therein your undiesmided me." Trinity smiled.
"Cardigan will be checking in with contactsin Farmland. Hell be
checking in with people who can provide information and assstance.
What | haveto do isarrange some surprises for Cardigan, possibly
making use of one of hiscroniesor informants.

"Why not smply grab him and--"

"Good bye, Myra" The agent hung up and walked, dowly,

back toward the bed. "Go home, swest."

"Okay, Sam."

"This ought to make you sad. Doesit make you sad that you won't be
gpending the night with me?"

"Yes, Sam," answered the naked girl, getting up from the bed,

"It mekesme sad.”

SHIFTING IN THE chair in the vidphone acove of hishotdl suite, Jake
made another call on the tap-proof phone. It wasalittle after 11

.M. and he/d been in Topeka Complex for over an hour. Thiswashis
fifthcall.

"Hello?" The screen remained blank.

"I'm trying to reach Joe Chatman."

"Jake! What the hell are you doing in Farmland?' A heavyset black man

showed on the screen. He didn't have any legsand was seated in a
chrome plated whedlchair.



Jake let out abreath. "Joe, | hadn't heard that--" "Happened while
you were away." "How?"'

" dill, you know, got my vidwall show on the Underground Network,"
Chatman said. "Y ear ago--thirteen months actually--1 was doing another
of my muckraking series. This one was about some possiblelinks
between local Tek cartels and our mgjor business giant in these parts,
the revered Farmboy Industries. The bastards used one of those
kamikaze androids on me, asmulacrum of my sgter. | wasredly

stupid and--Oh, shit, Jake, I'm sorry."

"That'sokay." He turned away from the screen for afew seconds. "In
away, Beth was supid, too. To havefdleninlovewith meinthe
first place and then to have accepted that android dupe of me as--"

"No, | don't think shewas," said Chatman. "They canreally catch you
off guard. My sister, you know, had been real sick and when | saw her
coming toward mein that super mal and looking so poorly, you know, |
rushed up and put my arms around her."

"Y ou survived, though.”

"Part of me survived anyway. That was only because that particular
kamikaze didn't work quite right and only part of the explosive charge
went off."

"| was going to ask for some help on a case, but maybe you--" "There's
gtill enough of meleft to do you some favors," Chat-man assured him.

"Y ou helped melots of times back when | was doing my show out in
Greater LA. | hear you're working for Bascom at Cosmos now. Isthisa
job for them?"

"Y eah, we've been hired to find AliciaBower. She's the Mechanix
heiress and has been missing for--"

"| dready heard arumor about that,” cut in hisfriend. "Y ou think
she's around here someplace?’

"Supposedly she had a breakdown ayear or so back. She did sometime
in the Mentor Psych Centre," said Jake. "I don't know if she was taken
there again, but | do know that Sam



Trinity of the OCO wasin Greater Los Angeles the day she disappeared
and at the same place she was supposed to be. It's possible, for some
reason | don't yet know, that he brought her here.”

"Trinity isatrue-blue bagtard,” warned Chatman. "If you're planning
to go up againgt him, you know, you'l have to be damn careful .”

"Right now, Joe, I'm looking for away to find out what's going on
ingdethe Centre."

Leaning back, Chatman closed his eyesfor severa seconds,

fingertips drumming on the arms of hiswhed chair. "I been thinking
about doing aserieson that place.”

"|s something wrong going on there?!

"That could be, you know," answered Chatman. "1 do have a contact.
Maybe, I'm not absolutely sure, you know, but possibly | can arrange
for you two to get together. That might help you find out some of what
you want--with some scuttlebutt left over for meto useona
broadcast.”

"Canyou st up amesting?'

"This person hasto be, you know, extremely careful," hisfriend said.
"Still, Jake, 1 can probably arrange something for tomorrow. Y ou stand
by and I'll get back intouch.”

Jake grinned. "I gppreciatethis.”

“I'll be talking to you tomorrow then. And, you know, | surely didn't
mean to imply that your ladyfriend was--"

"I know. Good night, Joe."

Jake made three more cdls before turning in.



The PHONE AWAKENED Jake a afew minutes before 6 A.m. Herolled out
of hisbed, grabbed up histrousers and hurried over to answer it.
"Yeeh?'

"Is Jake Cardigan there?' inquired the blonde, freckled woman on the
phone screen

"I'm Cardigan.”

"Unblank, so | can get alook at you."
"Soon as| get my pantson.”

"| wastold your phoneis tap-proof.”
"Yep,itis"

"Soismine. I'mDr. Sharon Harker," shetold him. "Areyou
interested in information about the Mentor setup?”’

He had his pantstugged dl theway on. He touched the key that
alowed her to seehim. "I am, yes."

"Y ou look pretty much like the pictures | was shown," decided
Dr. Harker after afew seconds. "Older, of course.”

Hegrinned. "When you get through reflecting on the ravages of time,"
he suggested, "tell me who's been talking to you about me."

She shook her head. "Somebody who... No, Scan, Mama's on the phone
now. Play with your sky car



A ydlow haired boy of about three showed up beside her. Hewasclad
in crimson pgjamas, carrying atoy sky car and frowning deeply. "Want
breskfast," hetold his mother.

"Injust avery few minutes, dear,” she promised. "Assoon as
| finishmy cdl."

"Isthat Beepaw?' heasked, staring directly at Jake. "No, it'sonly
afriend of mine" "Can| tak to Begpaw?"

"WEelIl cal Grandpalater. Y ou go play inyour room." "Bye, Begpaw."
Thelittle boy wandered out of range. "Excuse me," she said, smiling

a Jake. "Ligen, | have someinformation that'll be helpful to

you."

"Youddling?'
"No." Anangry expression touched her freckled face. "No,

I'm smply interested in seeing that--wdl, I'm sorry if this sounds

youthful and naive. | believe, though, that something wrong isgoing

on there and that action should be taken. Maybe you're the one who can
fix things"

"Do you work a Mentor?"

"Don't pick that up, Sean," shecdled. "No, I'm an executive with
Sunnyland Medica Equipment. | make frequent visitsto Mentor,
however, intheline of work. Could you possibly meet me this morning?
I'd like to talk to you where nobody can interrupt or disturb us.”

"Thishasto do with AliciaBower?"

"Y es, obvioudy, or otherwise, Mr. Cardigan, | wouldn't be bothering
you," said Dr. Harker. "Do you know wherethe

Prarieis?'

"That's Farmboy Industries biggest facility in these parts,

intit?'

"Right, two hundred acres of buildings devoted to the manufacture of
gyntheticfood." Her nosewrinkled. "1 have to do businesswith them,
too, and I'll be calling there thismorning. A block south of the
Prairieyoull find anicelittle place caled the Grange Cafe. If you

can meet metherein an hour, | cantell you thingsthat should help



you with the case youreworking on." "IsAliciaat Mentor?'

"Onehour.” The screen went blank.

"Okay, one hour." Jake put ontherest of hisclothes.

THE GRANGE CAFE was wedged mid block in arow of narrow shops. The
chill, grey block was empty of people as Jake approached the meeting

place on foot.

Hefound the plastiglass front wal of thelittle restaurant blanked. A
sgn screen on the door told him: TEtaPORAR,"

CLOSED. WILL REOPEN SOON.

Frowning, Jake glanced around the early morning street.

Sharon Harker was nowherein sight.

From where he stood he could see the tops of the Prairie's towers and
domes. Thisagricultural complex turned out nearly haf of Farmboy's
synthetic whest and oats. Thin wisps of pale blue smoke were snaking
up from its many filtered smokestacks.

Jake, thrugting hisfistsinto hisjacket pockets, walked toward the
nearest corner. All the shops had blanked walls and many of them
displayed sgns announcing they weren't opening today.

"Youthere, gr."

Coming a him from around the corner was alarge gunmeta robot with
Street Patrol |ettered large across the front of him.

"Yeeh?'

"ID pecket, please™ "Why?" "Routine, sir."

"Y ou'll need a better reason than that."

The big got said, "Wed like to know what you're doing in thisarea.”
Nodding back in the direction of the restaurant, he said, "l

was planning to have breskfast a the Grange, but it appears to be shut
tight. Can you suggest another spot where--"

"The best thing for you to do, gr, ishightail it clean out of this



Hold on. Lookslikeit'stoolate A distant rumbling had
become audible. 1t sounded asthough quite afew heavy vehicleswere
roaring thisway.

Over at the Prairie, huge panels began diding open in the nearest
domes. Rising up out of the complex came sivery sky-vans, each with
the familiar Farmboy logo--afarmer's straw hat with acrossed knife
and fork beneath it--emblazoned on itsunderside. By thetime afull
two dozen of the flying vans had taken to the air, heavy land trucks
were growling into view aong the street.

There were at least ten of the big trucks, and marching alongside,
between and in front of them were hundreds of men and women. All of
them wereclad intan coverals. Consderableflashing light signs

were to be seen, held doft by the marchers-Farmboy UNFAIRt. Work
HAZARDS Must Stop! A Harvest of Shame.

"It'sthe strike, Sir," warned therobot. "Y ou'd better get on out of
their way before--"

"C'mon, joinus." A large black man grabbed Jake by the arm as he came
tramping by.

"It's no doubt agood cause," said Jake and he was dragged into and
became part of the marching crowd. "But it'snot my cause.”

"Here, carry this" A heavyset blonde woman thrust the staff of a
light Sgninto hishands.

The sign was blinking the message--INHUMAN Working

Conditionsl Were NOT Bots!

The sky vans from the Prairie were hovering overhead. From
loudspeakers mounted near the logo came abooming metallic voice. It
echoed and bounced al around the strikers. "Thisisawildcat strike.
The Board of Directors of your Farmhands Union, Loca 1343, does not
sanction your actions. Disperse at once or face the consequences.”
"Werecoming in!" shouted the marching strikers.

"Discontinue and scatter. At once.”

Thirty seconds later the barrels of stun cannons started protruding
from the bellies of the hovering vans. The gunsfired



" down randomly. A lean, bearded man in front of Jake was struck by
one of the sizzling beams. Hetook two jerking steps ahead, clenched
hisfists, went damming down on hisknees. He started to topple to
the I €ft, right into the path of arolling truck.

Dropping his sign, Jake legped and caught the man by the collar of his
coverdls. Heyanked him clear of of the big truck.

Hefting the unconscious worker over his shoulder, Jake started to push
hisway through the moving crowd. "Hey, let me get him over to the
gdewak."

Another random beam struck agirl afew feet from Jake. Gagging, she
tried to reach for her throat. Then she collapsed, faling right into
Jake.

There was no room to dodge and he tripped over her. Heféll, dropping
the man hewastrying to carry to safety.

Helanded on elbows and knees, smacking the street hard. Someone
stepped on his back, someone e se kicked his shoulder.

Jake, alittle groggy, was pushing himsdf up when someoneydled,
ll%ll

Jake never saw the stuff, but for about the next thirty seconds he was
aware of aharsh, ingnuating peppery scen.

Then he went suddenly and completely to deep.



The gtreets on the orbiting satellite were wide and lined with tall,
amulated pam trees, the buildings were mostly white with bright red
tileroofs. There seemed to below green hills beyond the city, and
off to the west was aglimpse of placid blue ocean.

The robot driver of theland bus was wearing ayellow and green
checkered sportcoat. "And on our left, ladies and gentlemen, isthe
Holographic Hollywood Star Museum, containing lifdike images of over
one hundred movie and vidwall stars from the past three centuries.”

"We haveto seethat, too, Inez," said the excited fat man seated just
behind Gomez.

"l was afraid wewould, Lloyd.”

The robot driver continued, "Coming up on our right, ladies and
gentlemen, you'll note the Stunt Palace with its FX Annex. Every hour
of the day you can witness and enjoy pulse pounding nerve wracking
stunts and specid effects being re-created before your very eyes.”

"Not before my eyes," stated Inez.
"C'mon, we came hereto enjoy it dl," pleaded Lloyd. "Next, ladies

and gentlemen, isthe Cowboy Heaven Museum. Then, for the more mature
visitor to New Hollywood, you'l find Sunset Strippers. Itis, asmost



of you no doubt know, one of the most popular brothels on or off the
Earth. Hereyou'll encounter for your pleasure android replicas of dl
your favorite actors and actresses of today and, for asurprisingly
nomind fee, you may do with them asyou will."

"Weéll skip that one, Lloyd.”

The bus hdted in front of afive-story stucco and red tile structure.
"Here'sthe New Hollywood Hotel, ladies and gentlemen,” announced the
driver. "To dl who are getting off here, have agreat vacation and
thanksfor traveling with the Tinse Town Bus Co."

Tugging hislone suitcase from under his seat, Gomez made hisway aong
theaide. Five other passengers were getting off at this stop.

The eternal midday was pleasantly warm. Gomez whistled as he crossed
the pictorid paving and entered the |obby.

It was cool and shadowy and appeared to have an intricately patterned
mosaic tile floor, agplashing marble fountain and ceiling beams of
sturdy redwood.

"Gomez," heinformed the polished silvery robot desk clerk. "1 havea
reservation.”

The clerkbot was wearing a shirt decorated with animated jungle
landscapes. "I noticed you admiring our lobby, sir," hesaid ashe
consulted his computer terminal. ™Y oull be interested to know that
itsdl anilluson, created by the clever use of hologramsand
specid effects. It'sjust about nearly one hundred percent fake."

"Bueno, "said the detective, smiling, "this sounds like my sort of
place”

WOLFE BOSCO GESTURED expansively, waving ahand at the immense svimming
pool. "My star hasrisen, Gomez. | am no longer the pathetic schlep
that you encountered afew weeks ago down in the other Hollywood."



100 "Why, gee, you even have new hair."

The small talent scout stiroked the hair at histemple. "I look
terrific asablond,” he explained. "When you lunch at an exclusive
place like the Poolside Lounge, you're obliged to appear a your

Gomez obsarved, "Y ou dlso have far fewer wrinkles than when last we

"Exactly. Thelarger the sdary, the fewer thewrinkles" Herested
an elbow on the small white tabletop. "So, Gomez, how can | be of
sarviceto you?'

Gomez was scanning the forty-some tables that circled the sunlit

outdoor pool. Every one was occupied, and behind the rows of tables
were adozen smal wooden cabafias for those who favored some privacy
for their dining. "I hear, from thefirst chap

| contacted after arriving at this sundrenched paradise, that you're
dill not above peddling information, Wolfe."

The diminutive agent rested his other elbow on the table.
"Since | landed my top client, Jacko Fuller, afat picture dedl,
I've cut back on some of my other activities," he confided. "Still,

for old time's sake and anice big fee, I'll be happy to lend ahand.”
He paused to wave a apassing blonde. "Hiya, Linda.

That's Linda Turner, Jacko's co star in Love Me Forever. It'slensing
right now over at Galactic Studios.”

"I'm truly impressed, Wolfe, at theway you've been ableto el that
rundown android replica of awashed-up second-rate singer to these--"

"Shush! Ixnay, Gomez." He dapped his pam over Gomez's hand, shook
his blond head warningly and then took a very careful look around at

the adjoining tables. "Don't go spreading nasty rumors like that about

my number-one client.”" His voice had dropped to a near whisper.

Gomez laughed. "Ah," he said, "you haven't informed any of these
mogulsthat your Jacko isn't actualy a human being.”

"Everybody who runsthe movie businessis young, extremely youthful,
Gomez," Woalfe quigtly informed him. "They, not a



one of them, don't remember the origina Jacko Fuller. They think my
boy'sthered thing. Hell, | could never get the kind of money

they're paying for him if they werewise heésan andy sm. Solet
them, callow schmucksthat they are, go on thinking he'sthe genuine
atice”

"Serves'emright," agreed Gomez. "Now about our negotiations?’

"l was aschmuck to admit my little con,”" sighed the agent ruefully.
"Y ou're probably going to hold that over me aswetak fees."

"Nope, Wolfe, I'm going to be extremely generous--in spite of the fact
that | can screw up your present and future career.

$200."

"$200? Am | hearing correctly? No, | can't be" He patted his
wrinkle-free cheekswith hispams. "That'san insulting sort of And
yet, it'snot al that bad. I'll takeit, especidly, Gomez,

snce you happen to have me by the goonies.”

"Y ou know Sheldon Gates, don't you?"

"A goniff, but, yeah, | do, das" said the agent. "Raninto him afew
times down on Earth.”

"Ishe here?'

"Y ou mean a the Poolside Lounge? Naw, thisistoo high classa
hangout for the--"

"Here on New Hollywood."

Wolfetwisted in his seat to watch adim, tanned blonde young woman
make a perfect dive into the pool off the high board. "Too bad her
titsaretoo small for longterm stardom,” he commented. "Y eah, Gomez,
| seem to have heard that Sheldon made arather hurried departure from
Greater LA and iscurrently holed up on this satellite.”

"Isheresding with hisdear old mom?’

"l believe heisindeed in resdence with that old yenta."

"Would that be a her place of business-Madame Sonjas

Longevity Lodge?'



"That'sthe place, sure. A very successful seam, so | hear,” answered
the agent. "It'sover on Rodeo Drivein abuilding that's shaped
pretty much like my Aunt Dorothy's backside.”

Gomez told him, "What | need, Wolfe, is asafe and successful means of
getting in and out of there. Further, | want to know exactly where

Shd islocated within the establishment." "Thet'll cost you $400

extra" "$200." "$350."

"$300."

"Okay. It'srobbery, but what can [ do?' Heraised hiseyesto the
clear sunlit midday sky above. "I'll get you everything you need to
know by not later than supper time.”

N Oe, OEt TO take hisleave from the Poolside Lounge, Gomez had to walk
by arow of the private dining cabafias.

He waswending hisway over the mosaic tiles, circling squat potted
pams, when he became aware of some kind of fracastaking placein one
of the samal wooden buildings. Crockery smashed within, then something
hard dammed against one of the opague windows.

Sowing, Gomez eyed the cabafia as he passed it.

Another piece of dishware smashed within. Then ayoung woman cried
out, "This, and I'm redlly very ashamed of you, ., isn't what | came
herefor!

A man chuckled in anasty way. A tablefdl over with arattling
thunk.

Gomez stopped, looking at the red door.

None of the diners at the nearby tables were paying abit of attention
to the noisy conflict.

I nsde the cabafia the woman screamed.

Sighing, Gomez sprinted to the door and caught the handle.



Heturned it, yanked the door open and went diving insde. Roger
Zangerly yawned twice as he hurried dong the plastiglass connecting
tube that linked the Mechanix Internationa storehousesin the Oxnard
Sector of Greater LA.

Outside, across a stretch of fenced beach, the dawn Pecific was choppy
and topped with grey froth. A few gullswere skimming low over the
water, the sound of their cries was kept out by the tube walls.

Roger yawned again, saying to himsdf, "I'm adamnidiot to risk nosing
around here."

At the entry porta to Storehouse 3, agunmetal robot in akhaki suit
stood, armsfolded across his chest. When Roger was till ten feet
from him, the guardbot made aloud clicking sound. Hisball-head
swiveled, he gazed directly at the approaching man. Hiseyes glowed,
momentarily, green. "Good morning, Mr. Zangerly," the robot said.
"Up early, | note. What brings you to our sector of Greater LA?"

"Just routine.” Roger handed the robot ablue plasticard. "I need to
check on some mothballed an diesin Compartment 22. Herésmy
authorization.”

The robot accepted the card, inserting it into the dot in his
forehead. After nine seconds, he said, "Okay, you cangoin, Sr. By



the way, the canteen will commence serving breskfagt at 6:30 A.M." in
case you find yoursdf feding hungry after your choresare
completed.”

"Thanks, that'sagood idea" He smiled at the guardbot as he wa ked
by him and into the vast, multi roomed Storehouse 3.

Roger had, very dyly, gone rummaging through the Mechanix files after
his brother had phoned him yesterday. He had afairly high security
clearance and, over the years, he'd learned severa waysto outfox the
company computers. Asaconsequence, hed managed to access some
information that he wasn't actually supposed to access. He found out
that Mechanix had put something caled Project Doppelgnger in motion
nearly two yearsago. Thereweren't too many detailsin what he'd dug
up thusfar, yet sufficient to convince Roger that some android dupes
had been built and kept secret.

Some of them, and thisinvolved guesswork aswell asfacts unearthed,
were quite probably being kept herein Storehouse 3

in Compartment 26. Roger decided he wanted afirsthand look.
Theair inthe metd corridorswas chill and didn't fed likered ar
when you bresthed it. Roger coughed into hishand as heturned a
corner.

Heignored Compartment 22 and kept on to 26. The electro key hed
borrowed last night should open all the doorsin this section of the
storehouse.

He stuck the key inthe dot of the door and it did silently aside.
As Roger crossed the threshold, harsh, yellow light filled the big,
metal-walled room.

"Damn," he exclamed.

Sitting in an armchair on hisleft was Alicia Bower.

ALTHOUGH GOMEZ HAD recognized the young woman's voice, he went shoving
on into the dining cabafiaanyway. If you were dedicated to practicing



chivary, hefigured, you couldn't be selective about it. The
dim, redheaded young woman was standing, wide legged

next to the toppled lunch table. She held awineflask by itsneck and
was glowering a the handsome, tanned man, who was Sitting cautioudy
on the floor and rubbing a afresh bruise on his handsome forehead.

Shesaid, "l assumed, Mr. Meech, that I'd made it perfectly clear that
despite the unfortunate fact that | have been temporarily forced to
work in, asit were, the st mines of broadcast journaism, I'm not at
al interested in any sort of cheap roman-tic--Oh, hello there,

Gomez."

Hegave her alazy sdute. "Greetings, Nataie."

Natalie Dent looked down at the flask in her hand, then let it drop to
the dish-strewn floor. "I don't imagine I'll have to bop Mr. Meech
again to cam him down, Gomez, but it's nice to have you stlanding by,
even though you're looking alot older and flabbier than when | saw you
last, snceyou are very good at knocking bullies and lechers on their
respective keesters."

"l angood at that, 5.
From the floor Desmond Meech asked him, "Do you know this hdllcat?'

"I must admit that | do,” answered the detective. "We'relong-time
chums”

"She'sverbose," remarked the actor.
"That doesn't judtify your attacking her."

"Thisfeisty young lady smply doesn't understand the basic ground
rules of the show businessinterview, Mr. Gomez, wasit?'

"ThisisSid Gomez." Natdie brushed at the skirt of her suit-dress.
"He happensto be, unlessthey'vefinaly cometo their sensesand
bounced him, an operative with the prestigious Cosmos Detective
Agency." "Wait now, we don't need any detectives on the scene,” said
Meech. "I was merdly, as|'ve been attempting to explain since you
overturned the damn table on me, being friendly in the venerable show



businessinterview tradition. | assure you, Gomez, that putting my
hand on Miss Dent's knee was purely a gesture of avuncular
friendship.”

"For an actor who's portrayed a doctor on avidwall show for the past
three seasons,” remarked Nataie disdainfully, "you certainly have a
lousy knowledge of anatomy. That most certainly wasn't my knee that
you were attempting to fondle.

Gomez inquired, "Isthat your vidcam lying on the floor yonder, Nat?'
"Yes, | dropped it when Meech made his second lunge.”

"Interviews are supposed to be like that,” persisted the falen actor.
"Some questions, somelunging.”

"Gather up your effects, querida,” suggested Gomez, "and I'll escort
you to sefety.”

"Any lady is perfectly safe with me," assured Meech. "Have you ever
watched my " Surgeon Stone' show, Gomez?'

llormll

Natdieretrie,ed the camera. "'l appreciate your barging in,

Gomez," shesaid. "It's nice to have some backup in Situations such as
this, even though | fed perfectly capable of defending mysdf against
thisaging philanderer. Afterdl, amanwho's pushing fifty isn't

that--"

"I'm forty three," corrected Meech, who was remaining on the floor.
"Didn't you read the bio the studio sent you'?."

"Y ou couldn't possibly, if you'll pardon my pointing it out,

have done that much damage to yoursdlf in amereforty three years,
Meech." She stepped out into the perennia sunlight.

"By theway," cdled the actor, "when'stheinterview going to air?'
"Adios" Gomez followed the redhaired reporter outside.

She waswalking dowly, camera pressed to her chest, toward an exit
from the Poolsde Lounge. "Thisisvery disheartening.”

"Y ou have to accept the fact that some hombres, especialy those with
low standards, are going to find you attractive," he consoled her. "In
your line of work that means that--"

"Oh, quit acting like abigger dimwit than you are," she said,






sniffling. “I'm not at al upset over that oafish vidactor. I'm
chagrined at your having come across mein this sorry, shabby state.”

"You don't look any sorrier or shabbier than usud, Nat." She sobbed
once asthey reached the street. "Wherearewe?' "Isthisa

geographica or ametaphysica query?”

She pointed forlornly &t the nearest pam tree. "New Holly wood! Good
gravy, if you'll excuse my dang, here| am, once one of the biggest

and brightest investigative reportersthat Newz ever had. My reports
brought anew dimension to vidwall muckraking. I've been presented the
Lemac Award twicethusfar,

which isn't bad for anewswoman of twenty seven.”

"Aren't you with Newz anymore?’

"Oh, yes, I'm gtill working for them," she said, sniffling and sobbing.

"But I'm on their black list just a the moment, I'm in the dog house,

I'm pounding a best in the sticks, relegated to sweeping out the

gables. It'sredly--"

"Fm sure your fal from grace makesfor afascinating tae,

Nat," hecutin. "But | have abusy agendaahead of me and--" "Then
you didn't know about my disgrace?' "Hadn't heard, nope."

"I'm now the hogt, and it pains meto reved thisto you,

Gomez, on "Show Biz Today."" She paused, wiped tears from her eyes.
"And do you know why thisawful fate befell me? Well, I'll tel you
exactly how | cameto--"

"Better not if it'sgoing to cause you any further stress, cara.

No, welll just end this sad conversation right here and now and

I'll get on about my business”

"Your business?' She sniffled once more, straightened up,

looked him directly intheeye. "That'sit! Yes, you, Gomez,
flawed vessd that you are, will be my savetion.”

"Not if it'sgoing to take more than another five minutes.” "I got

shipped up here, four and ahaf long, dreadful months ago, because one
of my hardhitting reports stepped on the toes of a powerful crony of a



big-shot Newz exec," the reporter explained. "Ah, but if | could
bring in aredly terrific scoop, why then--"

"Natalie, my pet, I'm sorry to disgppoint you, but I'm here on

New Hollywood to look into avery ordinary, very routine matter. It
involves just aminor actor whose wife wonders what he's actualy--"

"Which actor?'
"Elmo Hess"

"He's not even here. Heleft for the Moon Colony two weeks ago to
dart shooting " Space DevilsHy High.™"

"Oops, then | better rush off and book passage for the Moon.
Solong."

She caught hisarm and held tight. "Please, Gomez, you know full well
that I'm not the sort of person who enjoys pleading for afavor, but,
please, help meout,” shesaid. "If | canturninabig story, then|

can go over the head of that nitwit exec who exiled meto thislimbo
and ing & that the other Newz bosses reinstate meif they want the
rightsto the scoop.”

"I'm late for an gppointment.” Smiling guildesdy, he pulled free of
her dutch. "But, | swear on my honor, well meet for dinner at my
hotdl tonight a eight. Then I'll giveyou al the exciting details of
the case I'm actudly at work upon.”

"What hotd are you staying a?"

"The LaBrea Arms," helied and, turning on hished, made his getaway.



Three of thewallswere grey and blank, the fourth contained an
animated mura depicting avast fidd of rippling wheet. Every ten
minutes a spesker imbedded in the wall announced: "This detention cell
ismade possible by agrant from Farmboy Industries--Feeding America
from the heart of Farmland.”

Therewas acot, achair and atoilet in the detention cell. Jake was
pacing now, eyeing the wall where he suspected the door must be.

Three crows, black spotsin the sky, flew over the sea of ripe whedt.
"This detention cell is made possible in part by agrant from
Farmboy Industries--Feeding Americafrom the heart of Farmland.”
"So I've heard," muttered Jake.

Thewall he/d been watching produced a sudden purring sound. A pand
did asde, admitting atal, black-enameled robot and then closing

again.

Therobot had Jail Staff stenciled in white across his polished ebony
chest. "Good afternoon, Mr. Cardigan.”



"It'safternoon, huh? Sameday?' "ThegasudtocamrioLers
usudly pcifiescrLmndsfor from fiveto sx hours, It's prfectly
harmless, causing no no us sde effectsin most--"

"Whoa," suggested Jake. "I'm neither arioter nor acrimind.

If you'd dlow meto fetch alawyer, we can--"

"Theres no need for that, Mr. Cardigan.” Seating himsdlf on the cot,
the robot opened apand inhissde. From it he withdrew a sheaf of
fax pages "Although you do have acrimind record,

We'-"

"Wrong again,” interupted Jake. "1 wasin prison, but | later received
afull pardon.”

"I can see you're something of ajallhouse lawyer, Mr. Cardigan." The
big black got produced ahollow chuckling noise degp insde. "I'll

have to watch my words more carefully than | do with our average
crimind.”

Jake grinned thinly. "Exactly what chargesam | being held on?"
"You're not being held, Mr. Cardigan.”

"Detained then."

"Technicdly you're not being detained.”

Jake pointed athumb at the mural. "Wall's been telling mefor the
past two hoursthat I'm in adetention cell.”

"That'ssmply because our infirmary isfull up,” explained the saff
robot. "Thiswasthe only spacein thejail complex for you to deep

off the aftereffects.”

"Now that I'm wide awake, can | go?'

The robot made the chuckling noise again. "Just as soon aswetake
care of some necessary red tape,” he said. "Y ou're required to answer
afew smple--"

"Who requiresthat?'

"Thelaw in Farmland isn't asloose and doppy asitisout in

Greater Los Angdes, Mr. Cardigan,” therobot informed him. "Wadll,

let'sget ralling, shal we? What isthe true purpose of your visiting
Topeka Complex?'



"Vacation," answered Jake.



"And why would a private investigator with one of the nation'sleading
detective agencies want to vacation here?"

"I've been asking mysdf the same darn thing,” admitted Jake. "But
before Farmboy Industries gassed me, | had the notion | could spend a
quiet, restful time heregbouts.”

"Y ou refuse to state your red reason for being inthearea?' "l just
dated it. Pay attention.”

"Refusesto answer." The robot checked abox on the top sheet with the
electro pen built into hisforefinger. "The next question hasto do
with how long you intend to remainin the

Topeka Complex."

"Not long."

"Can you be more specific?'
"No more than another week."

"I'm afraid, Mr. Cardigan, that astay of such duration isn't possible
foryou."

"Why isthat?"

"It'sthe palicy of the Topeka Complex Loca Police to move out dl
undesirables and agitators within forty eight hoursfrom thetime
0r__ll

"Whicham[?'

"Neither, yet you do happen to fall under the provisions of the

datute.” The robot rested the pages on his ebony knee. "I fed that

| ought to warn you that if you continue to respond in this negative
manner, you may causeyour jall releaseto beddlayed.” "Then I'm not
redly freeto go?"

"You are, certainly, provided you firg fill out these smpleformsin
amanner that satisfies-"

Something started banging on the hidden door. After ahalf dozen
thunks, it did open again. A black young woman came gtriding in.
"Don't say anything elseto thisjunk hegp Cardigan,” she advised. "I'm
your atorney."

The robot popped to hisfeet with aclang. "Miss Petway, you happen to
beintruding on an officid--"

"Scan this, pinhead.” She shoved acrinkly sheet of red paper at him.






"An Unconditiond Release Order?!

"Very good, you got it right on thefirst try." She nodded at

Jake. "My name's Georgia Petway. We can go."

"Who hired you?'

"Joe Chatman, of course. Most of your other buddiesin

Farmland are much too chicken to go up against Farmboy.” She stepped
over to the open doorway. "Well gather up your belongings, see how
many they've tried to swipe, and then shake off the dust of this

shithole"

Hefollowed her into the grey corridor.

Thewadl said, "This detention cell ismade possiblein part by agrant
from Farmboy Indusiries--Feeding Americafrom the heart of Farmland.”



"Y ou AWARE OF those assholes?’
"Theonestailing usinthe grey sky car
"That'sthe very assholes| mean."

Jake nodded. "They picked us up as soon as we departed the
hoosagow.”

Georgiasaid, "l supposed | could do some fancy sky work

ditch them."

"Y ou know who they are?"

"They'recops” Shewasdtting dightly hunched in the drive segt of
her crimson sky car "They're dtill interested in you--are anxious for
you to leave Topeka soon as possible.”

"They must know Joe Chatman's the one who brought you into this."
"Y ou mean that eveniif | cleverly eude these motherhumpers,

they'll just hop over to Joe's and wait for us there?"

"Seemslogicd, yeah."

"Y ou redly would have been impressed by my tricky flying,

but, okay, |et's save everybody's time and fly direct to Joe's.”

Jake grinned. "I'm dready sufficiently impressed by you," he assured
the attorney. "Y ou sprung me out of that detention cdll very
smoathly.”

"That was easy. |'ve been outfoxing the local copsfor years.”

Jake observed, "This smellslike acompany town.”



"Sure, but it's more complicated than that." They wereflying over
the twilight city and she was guiding the sky car deftly through the
heavy air traffic at their designated level. "Farmboy Indudtriesis
owned--though nobody's been able to proveit, not even Joe--by the
biggest Tek cartel in Farmland. Until afew months ago that cartel
was, I'm near certain, controlled by a supposedly legit business mogul
named Bennett Sands. Then he up and--"

"Got killed," supplied Jake. "1 know, yeah. Who runsthe cartel
now?"'

Georgia snapped her fingers, glancing over a him. "Hey,

that'sright. Y ou'rethe guy who killed Sands, aren't you? It wason
the news."

"Whoa," cautioned Jake. "I was there when Sands got knocked off. Asa
witness, however, not as the perpetrator.”

"But he and your wife were fooling around? | got that part right,
dont 1?7

"Ex-wife" hesaid. "Now can we get back to locd color?' "I'm not
trying to pissyou off, Jake, but Joe gave me the impression you didn't
go in for too much bullshit in conversation. So | figured--"

"Okay, sorry. 1'm probably till touchy about the subject of my
onetime wife and Bennett Sands," he admitted. "Who runs his cartel
now?"'

"That's uncertain, snce acouple of different factions are il
contending for contral.”

Leaning back in the passenger seat, he watched the dozens of sky cars
rushing through the fading day. "What about the Mentor Psych Centre?
Arethey tied in with--"

"Youredly are an outlander.” She punched out alanding pattern on

the dash pand "Around here, most everybody knows that the money that
set up Mentor some twenty years ago came from Farmboy. Thejoint's
been extremely profitable, especidly because of some of the dubious
savicesit offersits cusomers.”

"For ingtance?"



"Joe can tell you alot more than | can, because he's been doing
research on thelifeand times of Dr. Isaac Spearman.” " Spearman runs
Mentor, doesn't he?'

"Runs Mentor, sits on the board of Farmboy, isawonderful person and a
real asset to Topeka Complex. Or so one frequently hears on the
Farmboy-controlled local media," shesaid. "Herewe are.”

Her sky car was settling down on the rutted rooftop landing areaof a
ax-gory gpartment building in the middle of ablock of amilar
buildings. The streets below had a neglected, rundown appearance.
Lights were showing & only a scatter of windows.

"Thanksfor springing me." Jake stepped clear of the landed car.

"Y ou ain't absolutely free and clear yet, but I'm working oniit,"
Georgiasaid. "Our tail'slanding over there on the roof of that

gutted hotel. Want to wave to them?"

"Nope, that would spoil their fun. | appreciaethelift.” "Youll

find Joe down in 4C," shetold him. "Hisguard bots are expecting you,
soit'snot likely ether on€ll shoot you." Smiling, she shut the

door and then took her sky car up into the gathering dusk.

A WIDE, WHITE-ENAMELED nursebot was helping Barry Zangerly back into
bed when his brother came pushing into hisroom.

"Takeahike," Roger advised the robot.
"Sir, there are cartain rules of behavior that should be adhered-"

"That'sokay." Barry disentangled himsdlf from the nurse and sat on
the edge of hisbed. "He's my brother.”

"Kinship certainly doesn't excuse--"
"Out with you," urged Roger, making ashooing mation.
"We're going to have a private conversation.”

"I'll bewithin hailing distance, Mr. Barry, in case he gets



violent." Sniffing twice, the robot nurse left the large off white
room.

"Wel?" Barry asked as hisbrother sat down in the wicker chair. "Did
you find out something about Alicia? Y ou must have or you wouldn't
be__ll

"Hold it." Rising up again, Roger glanced toward the door.

From his pocket he drew out asmal bug-detector. "L et me sweep this
placefirg.”

"Cmon, Rug, hobody isligeninginonus" Hewatched his hefty
brother check out the room for eavesdropping gear. "Don't be
idiotic."

"Just shut up for another minute or two, huh?"

"Do you know where sheis.”

Instead of replying, Roger eased over to the door.

The nursebot had gtationed hersdf just outside. "Am |

wanted?'

"Not by us, sweetheart. Move dong now." Shutting the door,
he returned to the chair.

"Areyou stisfied that--"

"Y ep, theroomisn't bugged,” he said. "But there sureis something
odd going on. Thingis, brother dear, I'm damned if

| can figure out exactly what itis.”

"Tel meabout Alicia. Do you know where they've got herg." "Nope."
He shook his head, causing the wicker chair to creak. "Haven't the
faintestidea. But | can suretdl you where the android dupeis.”

Leaning, Barry took hold of hisbrother'sarm. "Then Cardigan was
right," hesad, inhding sharply. "What did they useit forT'

"Keep calm," advised Roger. "Far as| cantell, this dupe which looks
exactly like her, down to the last freckle--was built gpproximately
fifteen months ago.”

"That's about the same time she was away a the Mentor

Foundation."



"Yeah, just about, Barry. The andy iskept in one of our



warehouses in the Oxnard Sector. But twice in the past week it was
activated and checked out."

"Who? Who used it?"

"Fellow named Rob Stinson, who works for Mechanix asa
Vice Presdent in the Oxnard facility."

"What's this Stinson say about why he--"

"Stinson, as of yesterday, is on an extended vacation leave,"

answered Roger. "And, strangely enough, | haven't located anybody who
knows where he's gotten to.”

Barry frowned. "They must've used that damned android dupeto plant a
fdsetral, Rug," hesad. "Which hasto mean that--"

"| agree, something very unusua ishappening.” Roger coughed into his
fist. "Well, I'm going back to my office to do somefurther digging. |
wanted you to know what 1'd found out so far.”

Barry caught hisarm again. "Wait--you sound sort of funny.

Isthere something else you know that you're keeping back?"

"Wdll, yes, inaway." Sowly, he stood up. "I was able to pokeinto

the wandering Stinson's message records. 1n the past week or so he had
five vidphone calsfrom Dad."

"No, Dad can't beinvolved in any planto hurt Alicia” Barry ingsted,
shaking his head.

"Maybenot." Roger shrugged. "I'll find out.”

"Then | better tag along." He started to get up.

Roger pushed him, gently, back to agitting podition. ™Y ou're not
ready to leave hereyet," he warned. "Stay in bed and recuperate. |
can handlethings.”

"Don't go barging in, the way you usualy tend to do, and accuse our
father of kidnapping Alicia

"All | intend to do, in my best executive manner, isfind out what the
bloody hell has been going on,” he promised. "Trust me."



JOE CHAT MAN ASKED, "WdI?'

After afew seconds Jake answered, "I'm not the best oneto give advice
on how to lead an exemplary life."

Theblack man said, "Georgiasaysit's because I'm till looking for
pity.”

"She'savery direct person.”
They were Stting in the newsman's small, uncluttered parlor,

Jakein thewindowlessroom's only armchair, Chatman in hissilvery
whedchair.

"Has been awhile," admitted Chatman. "I could be, you know, fitted for
legs”

"Doit whenyou fed ready.”
"I might never fed ready."
Jake said, " Suppose we switch back to my problemsfor awhile?’

"Sure, sorry.” Hetouched a button on the arm of his chair and came
rolling nearer to Jake. "Firg off, Sharon Harker'slegit. |

did suggest that she contact you.”
"So you don't think she set me up, huh?"
"No, | don't, but there's no way to be sure right now," he said.

"She and her kid don't seem to be around anyplace. | got some people
hunting, though.”



"Someone grab her, or isshe hiding out?' "I'm afraid, Jake, it's
theformer.”

"Who e'se knew she was going to get in touch with me?"

"l did, shedid,” answered Chatman. "I didn't confidein anybody."
"Did she give you details about what she knew?!

"Only that there was something going on wrong at the Mentor setup,
something that bothered her," he said. "When you showed up, |
suggested that Sharon talk to you. She'd heard of you and was
impressed by--"

"Hell of alot of good it did her."

"Jake, hey. Every timealady getsintrouble, it ain't your fault.”

"How long ago was it she told you she was uneasy about something at the
center.”

"Few days."

"That'ssince Alicia Bower disappeared, so thiscould tiein with
her."

"Sharon didn't come right out and say <o, but I'm near surethat it

Jake leaned forward. "'I'm going to have to get insde that place,
Joe"

"A very tough thing to accomplish. Dr. Isaac Spearman runsavery
secure--"

"Damnit, I'm going to see Chatman!"

Someone had started yeling out in the hallway.

A robot guard warned, "Buddy, stand back or welll use force to--"
"Chatman! 'Y ou son of abitch, whereis she?'

"Watch it now, buddy."

"Where's Sharon Harker?' A figt hit thedoor. "Whereisshe,
damn you!"

Chatman nodded at the door. "Maybe thisis somebody we ought to



Getting up, Jake moved to the door. "Y eah, soundslike," he said.



I'HE FRAIL, GREY HAIRED woman reached out, very carefully, to
touch the edge of the doctor's huge off white desk. "No one has been
ableto help him," she confessed in afaint, faraway voice.

Dr. Spearman smiled. "That's because no one hastruly tried,

Mrs. Emers” Hewasaplump, pink man of fifty and his curly hair and
crinkly beard were agolden blond. "But here at the Mentor Psych
Centreweremost certainly going totry." Heleft hisoff white

chair, walked around his large desk and stood beside the pale young man
who was seated, hunched in on himsdlf, next to Mrs. Emers. "And | can

assure you that your son isgoing to want to help, too. Aren't you,
Norby?'

The pae young man glanced up, smiling wanly. "Screw you,
Doctor."

"Norby, please," cautioned his mother, reaching out and,
carefully, putting her hand on hisdeeve.

"That'salright," Spearman assured her. "We understand

Norby here and hell find that he can't annoy us or make us angry

by--
"Screw you, Doctor.” Lifting the silver ball clock off the desk,

Norby tossed it to the floor.

"Or make usangry by hisbehavior." Ignoring the clock, the doctor
returned to his chair.

Mrs. Emers, very softly, beganto cry.
Norby ssomped on thefalen clock with hisfoot, fivetimes.

Dr. Spearman smiled. "Y ou've made the wisest decision for your sonin
bringing himto us™"

"It's quite expensive, but we--"

"Timefor alittlechat, Issac." Sam Trinity, dressed in aloose

fitting blue suit and wearing agold plated hand, had come pushing into
the office and was approaching the off white desk, shoulders up and
head thrust forward.



"Just as soon as |'ve completed thisindoctrination conversation with
Mrs. Emersand her son, I'll be more than happy to"

"Ditch them right now, Isaec.”

Norby looked at the redheaded government agent. " Screw you, too," he
sad quietly.

Trinity laughed and took hold of Norby's ear with hismetd fingers.
"Kid, it'snot redly very politeto talk nasty to your elders,” he
advised him.

His golden fingers crackled. Theyoung man screamed in pain. Norby
brought hishand up to hisear assoon as Trinity let go. Theflesh
was ablistered red al acrossthelobe. "Y ou hurt me, asshole.”

Mrs. Emersput an arm around him. "Dr. Spearman, who isthis man?
Why did you dlow him to--"

"Lady, unless you want meto fix that scrawny neck of yoursthe same
way," warned Trinity, "you better drag your half wit son out of here.
Quick pronto.”

Spearman was on hisfeet. "I'm terribly sorry, Mrs. Emers,” he said.
"Thisisone of our patients--and I'm at aloss asto how he got loose.
If you'll take your son into the foyer, I'll have Dr. Weber attend to
him."

"His poor ear'sburned like a-"

"Get the hdl out,” urged Trinity.

"I'm having second thoughts about this place, Doctor.” After escorting
the woman and her son out of his office, Spearman said, "I won't have

you behaving like that and endangering the business end of --"

"Shut up and listen, Isaac,” cut in the OCO agent. "Y ou promised me

that you'd have Jake Cardigan taken care of. Since you clam to have

such enormousinfluence in these parts, | assumed you were capable of
handling the keeping of him quiet and out of my way for at least &-"

"I got him out of theway, Trinity. He wastossed into our local--"

"But he'sout now, Isaac. That jig got him sprung within afew hours.
Didn't you anticipate something likethat?' |



.. "Joe Chatman turned out to have more connectionsthan |

expected,” admitted the plump doctor. "But let me remind you that you
were dways freeto handlethisyoursdf. | don't quite understand why
you didn't just kill Cardigan as soon as he hit the area.”

"That wouldn't be asmart move, not yet,” said Trinity. "1 just want
the bastard Sdelined for afew days. Killing him might cause too much
trouble”

"Don't tell me the Office of Clandestine Operationsisafraid of a
gmdltime private eye?'

"The Cosmos Detective Agency isn't smdltime,” he pointed out. "And
just at the moment I'd prefer not to annoy them by killing one of their
better ops. Further along, maybe well havetorisk it." He sank down
into the chair that Norby had occupied. "How much moretime do you
need on Alicia?’

"I've already told you, at least three more days. Four would be even
better.”

Trinity scratched at hisred hair with hisgolden fingers. "Okay," he
sad. "Meantime, I'll have to come up with another way to distract
Cadigan.”

THE LEAN, BALD man kept on pacing.

Jaketook the chair again. "How much did shetdl you, Hersh berg?' he
asked.

Randy Hershberg turned away from him, concentrating on

Chatman. "Why did you ever let Sharon get involved with a Tek dedler
like Cardigan? Sheian't the sort of person who ought--"

"Whoanow." Jakerose. "I'm not aTek deder, never have been.”
"Oh, spare me the bullshit, Cardigan.” He scowled at him.
"I've heard dl about you--hell, you did time up in the Freezer."

"Jake was framed," Chatman reminded him. "And he got acomplete



pardon--eventualy.” Jaketook hold of the man's shoulder.
"Let's"" he suggested,

"concentrate on Sharon."

"Where do you get off calling her by her first name? Y ou don't
even--"

"Ligtento me" said Jake evenly. "Weall want to find her, but
accusing Joe and me of --"

"Chatman convinced her she was some kind of god damn crusader. Shed
helped him out before, raising funds, getting petitionssigned. Then
thismess at Mentor came up and instead of minding her own damn
business, shelet him convince--"

"Do youwork at Mentor?

"No, at the Prairie. That's how we met and, after her divorce,

we--"

"How much did shetell you about what was happening at

Mentor?' Jake asked him.

Hershberg shook free of Jake'sgrip. He circled thewhedlchair,

stopping behind Chatman. "Y ou know, there's somebody else who
should've minded his own business, too."

The newsman frowned up a him. "Who you talking about?' "Her other
great friend--Md Winter. Doctor Md Winter." Left eyebrow rising,
Chatman told Jake, "Winter works at the

Centre.

"And how does hefigurein this?'

Hershberg gave an impatient grunt. "He's the one who got

Sharon interested in this mess, told her aout what was worrying him,"
hesaid. "I think--1 think Winter even must've showed her somethings
while shewasthere. That'swhat got her so upset, made her come
running to Chatman here. A redlly dumb thing for her to do."

Jake said, "Y ou and the lady don't seem to share an outlook on life."
"I've stuck with her through alot of rough times,” the lean man

assured him. "And while I'm not atroublemaker like your pal Chatman,
| do hold decent, liberdl opinions. Thething is, thething | kept



trying to explain to Sharon--you can believe in something but not get
yoursdf killed over it."



"Yeah, that's safer,” said Chatman.

"Shit, cmon. Y ou know just about thiswhole state is controlled by
Farmboy," said the angry Hershberg. " Sharon was dependent on them,
sameas| am. Soit just wasn't smart to--"

"Do you think your bosses are the ones who caused her and her sonto
disappear?' Jake asked him.

Hershberg made an angry, spitting sound. "Hell, no," he said.

"I'm not ahypocrite, Cardigan. If | thought that they had anything to
do with what's happened to her, I'd go right straight to--"

"But you think it has something to do with Mentor?" "Y es, even though
she never gave me any details." Chatman inquired, "What do the police
haveto say?"

"| didn't go to the police, | can't risk that," he answered. "But when

| heard the report that she was missing, | decided to come here. Since

you--"

"The best thing for you to do isgo home and wait."

"That's very tough, just Sitting around and--"

"Doit dl the same," seconded Jake. "And don't mention to anyone that
you told usadamn thing."



Gomez went breezing by the robot doorman, giving him alazy sdute,
and headed for the backstage area of Ferman's Cinema Palace.

"Just adarn minute, sonny," the chrome plated robot caled after
him.

"S?7" Hehdted, shrugged his shoulders dightly and turned to face
the movie paace doorman.

"Where the dickens you think you're heading in such an dl-fired hurry,
young fdl&?'

"Oh, sorry, | should've introduced mysdlf* The curly haired detective
knuckled his moustache and smiled. "I'm part of Jacko Fuller's
entourage.”

"Wdll, then, why didn't you up and say so?" The robot produced a
tsking noise as he shook hissilvery head. "Y ou peoplein the show
businessthink you can come watzing into any old place you please
and--"

"My apologies, Pop." Gomez continued on hisway. He located Dressing
Room 3A, knocked and entered.

Bosco the agent was knedling on the floor, both tanned hands massaging
the knee of the blond, wavy haired android. "C'mon, kid, giveit
another try."

"Y ou're making too much of this Wolfe," the handsome smulacrum told
him. "Heré's Gomez--let him bethejudge.”



"Gomez doesn't know hisfanny from abarn door.”
"Sure, | do. Try me"

The agent urged the android, "Bend your damn leg again,
Jacko."

Jacko obliged. "Now ask Gomez for hishonest opinion.” "Gomez,
meaning no dight, isn't savvy to thissort of nuance." Wheezing
dightly, Bosco madeit to an upright position. "Y ou did heer i,
didn't you, Gomez?' "Give me some sort of clue” "Thecresk,” said
the agent. "Beg pardon?’

"The damn creaking his mechanica knee makes."

"Didn't noticeit." Gomez shook hishead. "Now--about the materia
you said you'd collected for me."

"See?" Jacko chuckled, pleased. ™Y ou're making too much out of this,
Wolfe"

Rotating to hisright, the agent placed his hands on Gomez's shoulders.
"Y ou just wandered in from the outside, right?"

"Thet | did, 5."

"And what did you notice out there?*

"Severd hundred touristiswaiting behind arope.”

"Exactly. All of them fansof Jacko's," explained the unhappy

Bosco. "Did you aso perhaps happen to notice asmall rectangle of wet
cement?'

"Nope, missed that. Let's get on to what you've gathered for me,
Wolfe?'

"Inaminute. Letting go of the detective, he eased closer to his
android client. "Just afew momentsfrom now Jacko will be obliged to
go out there and face that clamorous crowd. He must not only put his
famous footprints but his handprints aswell into that selfsame wet

"Thisisared honor for me," put in Jacko, "since the courtyard of
Ferman's Cinema Pdace isjustly famous for its collection of
entertainment-world footprints, handprints and--"

"Save the gpeech,” hisagent warned him. "The point, Gomez,






isthat my boy creaks--his damn knee joint makes aloud and distinct
metalic cresking sound. When hisfans hear that, some of them, as nit
witted asthey are, will likely exclam--"Holy Hannah, thisguy'snot a
human actor, he's nothing more than an old broke down andy.” Soon as
that news gets around, werefinished, washed up.”

Gomez told him, "Y ou're making abig fuss over asmal noise."

"Ah, then you did hear it?"

"No," lied Gomez. "Shdl we get to theinformation that |

came hereto pick up from you?'

Shrugging, gazing sadly down at his client'sknee, Bosco sghed. From
an inner pocket of hisflamboyant plaid sports coat he withdrew a
packet. "Sheldon Gatesisindeed residing at his dear mother's spa.”

He handed over the materids. "I got you, among other things, afloor
plan of the whole dump, with an X marking the exact suite where Shdl is
lyinglow. I'll haveto charge you an extra $100 for the map.”

"$50." Gomez unfurled thefloor plan and dowly eyedit.

"And, by theway, what do al these cute little green Xsyou've drawn
on thisrepresent?'

"Oh, yeah, that's something ese | better mention.”

"I'd appreciateit.”

"By the merest chance, there's afamous actor staying there,
too. Incog, doesn't want asoul to tumbleto the fact that, at the
early age of twenty two, he'saready in need of some serious

rguvenation,” the agent explained. ™Y ou--"

"Some of them live at such afast pace” Jacko pursed hislipsin
sympethy.

"Shut up and limber your knee."

"A little more narration, por favor, about these squiggles,
Wolfe?"

"Well, those circles, Gomez, represent the extraguardswho are

stationed at Madame Sonja's Longevity Lodge. They'reto keep out the
press, fansand smilar scum.”



Roalling up the plan, Gomez stroked his moustache withiit.
"Who'sthe youthful star in question?' "Carlos Taffy." "Who'she?"

Jacko chuckled. "Only the hottest teen soap star going,” he supplied.
"Haven't you ever viewed "Hotspur Hi'?'

"l keep meaning to, Jacko, but it's always on during the hour

| do my homework." Gomez put the papers away, then scanned the ceiling
for afew seconds. "A means of access occurs to me--but it's going to
cdl for something dradtic.”

The agent squatted to tap hisclient'sknee. "Y ou mean violence,
Gomez?!

"Only violenceto my senshilities,” he answered and took hisleave.

Dan CARDIGAN TWISTED again in hisbooth chair. He glanced once more
in the direction of the wide doorway to the student lounge. For the
fifth time therewas no sgn of Mally Fine.

She wasten, make that eleven, minutes late so far.
Dan picked up his cup of citriblend, took an absentminded sip,

set the cup down again. Thelounge, which was called the Squad Room
was located atop the central building of the SoCal State Police
Academy. The plastiglass celling wastinted a pale blue, and ahard
afternoon rain was hitting down onit.

"I'm sorry. Forgive me and so on. Don't take time now to bitch and
moan and otherwise complain, because we have something important to
discuss” Molly, adim, darkhaired girl of sixteen, did into the

booth across from him. "I'm here--you can brighten up now, Dan."

"Occupying mysdf for eeven, make tha twelve, minutes with nothing
but my thoughts and a cup of fruit punch isn't my idea of--"

"l know how you hate to be separated from mefor even afew



minutes, but quit sulking,” she advised. "Sit up and pay
atention."

"How come you were--"

"I'm late because | was talking on the vidphone."

"That doesn't cheer me up much.”

"Thiswas Norm Porter | wastaking with."

"The large, handsome suntanned guy you used to date?" "Weve stayed
frietds," Mally answered, nodding. "What'simportant for you to grasp
isthat Norm is presently in the Socid

Corps. He's stationed down in the Venice Sector.”

"That'swhere Gomez got roughed up."

"Y ou're commencing to comprehend.” Molly smiled, reached acrossthe
table to pat his hand.

"If you'd come to the point right off, instead of dwelling on the
details of your old beau, I'd--"

"My old beau happensto know agirl named JmalaKeefer,"
continued Moally. "May | have part of your soy danish?'
"Sure, takewhat's left.”

"Thanks. | don't recal having lunch.”

"Damnit, Mally, | keep telling you that you haveto edt at regular
intervasor--"

"I'm aways getting distracted isthe problem.” Shetook abite of the
pastry. "Jmalaisamember of the therapy group down there that
included AliciaBower."

"Thewoman my dad and Gomez are hunting for."

"Y ou told me about the case this morning, so when Normwho isn't dl

that handsome, as amatter of fact, though he's certainly tanned--when

he mentioned he knew somebody who knew something about amissing woman
named AliciaBower and was wondering if he ought to tell anyone, | told
himtotel me"

"What does he know exactly?"

"Only that Jmallaknows something and is scared,” shereplied. "Now



what we haveto do isgo tak to--"

"Wait. Thelast time, Mally, that we teamed up, we came damn closeto
getting killed."



"Y ou amply aren't taking statistics into consideration, Dan.

If you did, you'd redlize that the odds are very much against our
nearly getting killed every time we investigate something together.”

"On top of which, I don't know if my dad would want usto--" "Didn't he
say we made agreat team? | heard him mysdf." "Maybe I'd better
explainirony to you. What hewasredly--" "We have a date tonight,
don't weT" "Sure, yeah."

"Okay, snce we don't have anything specia planned--well,

we can go to Venice."

"And see JmdlaKeefer?'

"Norm says he can probably arrange ameeting. Jmallais scared, but
apparently she's AL SO eager to confide in somebody official--and we
come closeto being officia.”

"Not that closg," hesaid. "Do we have to see Norm, too?'

Smiling, she hdd her thumb and forefinger about an inch gpart. "Only
for avery short span of time," she promised.

"Okay," Dan decided, "well go."



PAUSING TO CATCH his breath, Gomez scanned the broad |obby of the
LaBreaArmsHotd. Then he muttered, "Estd bien," and went trotting
across the flowered carpeting toward the robot-staffed desk.

Natdie Dent, aflush commencing to touch her face, wasjust turning
away from one of the white-suited clerk bots " Suppose, you weasd,"
sad the redhaired reporter on sighting Gomez, "you explain why you're
not registered at thishotel ?"

Before he responded, the detective struggled abit more with the
contrite expresson hewastrying to affect. "Ah, | thought perhaps
you were confused.” Hetook hold of her arm.

"When people lieto me, even lowlifes as habitudly unrdiable asyou,
Gomez, it has atendency to confuse me, yes," shetold him as she
retrieved her arm.

"I admit, chi cathat this misunderstanding was maybe my fauilt.
Afterdl, running into you again by chance was such agtimulating
surprisethat | haven't been thinking as clearly as--"

"Maarkey. Y ouwanted to ditch me, asis often your habit, so you
handed me afake--"

"Werel so eager to ditch you, cara, why then am | here dancing
attendance on you?"'

Natadie hated, placed her hands on her hipsand sudied him. "It's



probable that, after lying to me and sending me on awild132 goose
chase, you must've decided that there was some further way you could
gill exploit my pathetic, naive and ill placed fondness for you."

He denied her accusation with a shake of hishead and an injured smile.
"L et me be honest with you."

"Hal That'd beafirs."

"I truly, es erdad, intended to have dinner with you," heingsted.

"But, rattled as| was, | gave you not the name of the hotel | was
resding at but rather the name of the hotel where | wanted to take you
dining."

"The LaBrea doesn't hgppen to have adining room." "Well, then | was
even morerattled than | thought." He caught her arm again, guided her
inthe direction of adoorway. "Theimportant thing isthat | redized
my error and rushed over herein timeto catch you, Nat. Were
together and well be able to spend afew precious moments with each
other."

"A few moments? Dinner, at least theway | dine, usually takes more
than a-"

"I mysdlf was|ooking ahead to atette-a-tette of severd long,

pleasant hours," he assured her asthey left thelobby and hit the sun
bright street. "1'm assuming, however, that you'll want to go rushing

off."

"Why, in heaven's name, would | rush off? Unless, whichis,

I'm afraid, highly unlikely, | suddenly cameto my senses and realized
that | was wasting my time and damaging my reputation by being in your
disreputable company?' "Oh, | figured because of the scoop.” "What

scoop?"

"The one growing out of the mgjor newstip I'm about to passon to
you," heexplained.

THE LATE-AFTERNOON RAIN was pelting the plazdome that sheltered the



wide ova landing areanext to Bernard Zangerly'smansonin the
Redondo Sector of Greater LA. Roger sat for amoment in his
just-landed sky car gazing absently downhill toward the choppy grey
ocean.

Sighing, the husky man eased out of hiscar. Left eye narrowing, he
stood watching hisfather'shouse. The low, sprawling home looked
especidly dark and gloomy this afternoon.

The neo wood front door siwung open before hisfoot even hit thefirst
red plaztile step.

"Good afternoon, Master Roger,” came ametdlic voice from within the
shadowy foyer.

Climbing the seven red steps and crossing the threshold, Roger said,
"Y ou need atuneup, Lofting. Anyone over thirty isn't Master
awymore."

"You'll dwaysbealadto me, sr." Thebutler was an early Mechanix
modd, nearly twenty five yearsold, Slver plated and dressed ina
crisp black suit. "If | may say so, Master Roger, we don't see you at
al often enough these days.”

"I wouldn't even be here now, except that Dad apparently left the
officeearly today. Ishedlright?’

The old robot tapped hismetal chest. "Bit of acold, sr." "l have
totak tohim."

"Youll find himin hisden. | was unableto persuade himto goto

Patting the robot on the shoulder, Roger moved adong the ha lway to the
second door on hisleft. He hdted, knocking. "Yes, comeonin,

R’

Hisfather didn't look especialy well. Histhin face had an odd

bluish tinge to it and the shadows beneath the eyes seemed deeper than
usud. Hewasgitting behind hisdesk, tiffly upright in the metal

chair.

To theleft of the desk wasasmall bank of monitor screens, one of
which offered aview of the front steps.

"You look rotten,” observed Roger as he sat in achair facing the
desk.



"Thanks, son." 'rek Sece

"Okay, | need to talk to you." He nodded at the bank of small screens.
"Turn dl that uff off 0"

"What exactly is bothering you?"

"I'd like privacy beforel go on, Dad." From acoat pocket he took the
small bug-detector. "If you don't mind, I'll--"

"Wéll, certainly | mind, Roger." Bernard flicked off the monitors and
the screensdied. "Thisroom isn't otherwise bugged.

Trugt me™

Roger hesitated, then alowed the gadget to drop back away into a
pocket. "I'd hoped to have a chance to catch you at work,"

hesad. "But maybethisisbetter.”
"Isit Barry? Isyour brother--"

"He'sfine-fine consdering dl that's happened to me. But in away
this does have to do with him."

Bernard leaned back in hischair. "I'm actualy," he confided,
"not feding dl thet well."

"Sorry to hear that, but there are some important questionsthat |
absolutely haveto ask."

"If thisis another quarrel between you and poor Barry concerning
Alicia, then perhaps--"

"Actudly, Dad, it'sabout the Aliciaandroid," hisson cut in.

"See, I've been doing some checking in the Mechanix filesand it turns
out you're the one who authorized Rob Stinson to activate the Alicia
Bower smulacrum that's kept stored at--"

"Y ou don't have accessto any of thosefiles."

"Sure, | do." Roger smiled thinly. "Give me credit for knowing afew
tricks, huh?'

"But you're absolutely not supposed to go poking into--"

"Let'sstick to the point, Dad. Just why did you order thisguy to
activate that andy? Wasit used in some kind of schemeto--"



"Areyou saying tha your father isinvolved in--"

"I'm saying that | want to know, have to know, what the hell has been
going on," hetold him. "Alicia, | redize now, isin some sort of
serioustrouble. Trouble that has spilled over and dready hurt
Barry." Heroseup out of hischair, jabbed afinger in his



father'sdirection. "Me, I'm aware, you've never much given a shit
about. But, hey, | thought you liked Barry. How could you let those
bastards work him over?’

"Ah, that'swhat's redly annoying you, isn't it, Roger? Y our
halfassed notion thet | favor him over--"

"Forget that--just tell me about Rob Stinson.”

Bernard shut hiseyesfor afew seconds. "Allright, thisisthe

truth,” he said, opening them. " Stinson, who has, | might add, now
taken off for lord knows where, forged dl those authorizations, every
damn one of them. He must have had some kind of crooked schemein
mind, possibly to take advantage of Alicias disappearance, but | have
absolutdy--"

"Bullshit. Y ou phoned the guy at least ahaf dozen times.”
"Yes, but that was after | suspected that he was up to something.”

Roger backed away from the desk, eyeson hisfather. "You'reinon
this, aren't you?' hesaidinalow, rasping voice. "Jesus, I'm not
even sure what the hell isin theworks, but you know the whole fucking

"I'm not in on adamn thing," indsted Bernard. "Y ou have no right to
come here and accuse me, curse me and--"

"Sorry, Dad, but | just don't trust you." He made hisway to the door.
"But--listen, I'm warning you. | mean to find out what isgoing on and
just what you haveto do withit." Heturned, |eft the room and
dammed the door.

Bernard shook his head sadly, then nodded up at a pot on the right
hand wall. "Did you hear dl that?' he asked.



SAM TRINITY STEPPED through the bright bluewall. Asthe pand did
quietly shut behind him, he smoothed the jacket of his cream colored

suit with the fingers of the gunmetal hand hewaswearing. The

redegther case he was carrying in his other hand rattled dightly as

he set it down on the white chair next to the bright orange cot.

Sharon Harker gave a gasping moan, sitting up on the cot.

Turning dowly away from thewall, she saw the redhaired OCO agent
standing before her. "I'm not," she said in aweak, worn-down voice,

"goingtotdl you anything else

"Sureyou are, sweet." Reaching out with his metd fingers, he brushed
acurl of blonde hair back from her pale forehead. "Sureyou are, S0
theré'sno use acting like you aren't.”

She tucked her bare legs up under her, pressing her dim back to the
bright bluewdl. Shewaswearing only awrinkled medica gown, bright
yelow in color, and it had severa stains spread across the front.

Trinity held up hisgunmetd hand toward her. "1 didn't usethisone

on you before, hon," he pointed out to her. "Thisisabrand-new one,
far asyou're concerned. How are you fedling this afternoon?"

Sharon didn't answer.

Trinity said, "You're an inteligent woman, Dr. Harker. |



don't especidly likeinteligent women myself, even pretty oneslike

you. Butit'smy conclusion, based on ahdl of alot of experience,

that intelligent women are capable, much more capable than the dumb
broads | usudly socidize with, of learning from their experiences.”

Leaning, he spread out the dark fingers of his metallic hand about Six
inches from her bare knee. "When | ask you adirect question, swest, |
require an answer. Do you remember my telling you that this morning?
About how when | asked you something, | expected an answer each time?"
Not looking up a him, shesaid, "Yes" "Yes what?' "Yes ar.”

"Yes, gr, what?'

"Yes, gr, Mr. Trinity."

"See? That'snot too difficult.” Helifted his hand from the cot and
reached for the realeather case. "1 brought you something to look
a

"More hands?'

Trinity smiled. ™Y ou also seem to have forgotten that | don't like
smartassreplies. Did you forget that, Dr. Harker? Did you forget
that | don't like smartassreplies?' "I must have." "Mugt have,
what?' "Mr. Trinity, 9r."

The case gave aharsh, rattling snap as he popped it open. "I

brought you anice pictureto look at," said the government agent.
"Here, takeit."

Very dowly she hdd out her left hand.

"l didn't know you were lefthanded, Dr. Harker. Areyou
|efthanded?"

ll] NO.II
"No, what?'

"I'm not |lefthanded, Mr. Trinity." "Thenwhy not useyour right
hend?' "It'shurt."



'138 "Oh, yeah, | remember now.” He gave her the photo.

After sheld looked at it for ahaf aminute or so, Sharon let it drop
to the bright orange fabric of the cot. ™Y ou son of abitch.”

"I know, honl aso warned you about calling me names,” he said quietly.
"But, hell, well let that passfor now. Let it pass because you seem

to be upset for some reason.”

"What... what's wrong with Sean?"

"Isthat your son'sname? Ishis name Sean?"'

llYall

"Yes wha?'

"Yes, gr, Mr. Trinity, my son'snameis Sean. What have you doneto
him?'

"I haven't done adamn thing to thelittle darling.” He scooped up the
picture with hismetd fingers.

"He'sunconsciousin that photo.”

"You sure? | think he'smaybe only deeping. Taking, you know, anap.
Kids little kids, are dways snoozing, al the time taking naps.”

Trinity returned the pictureto his case and flipped thelid shut.

"I'll tell you where heis, though. Would you like to know where Sean
is?'

"Yes, gr, | would."

"Hesright hereinthisvery samebuilding. Yeah, little Seanis

right herein the Mentor Psych Centre. He'sright insde the place
you've been so damn curious about, Dr. Harker." Trinity smiled at
her. "Hesupinthe Surgica Wing."

"Surgica? What--"

"They're going to operate on thelittle guy,” he explained.

"They're going to try some of what they call exploratory surgery.

Firgt on his stomach, then on hischest. Then maybe--"
"What'swrong with him?"

"Nothing at dl." Leaning closer, helaughed. "Did you happen to
noticethat I'm wearing alight suit for thisvigit?'



"Yan

"Yes wha?'



"Yes, | saw that you have on alight-colored suit. What does
that--"

"If you thought about that for aminute, you'd figureit out,” he

suggested to her. ™Y ou'd probably conclude that | don't do much direct
inquiring when I'm dressed like this. The reason for that being that |
don't want to get my suit dirty. So | have no intention of doing you

any physica harm, swest."

"It's Sean. You're going to--"

"No, I'm not. But some of Dr. Spearman’s people are eager to get to
work on little Sean. They want to take alook at some of your kid's
insdes, see how various new surgica gear will work out. One of these
sawbones, not aguy | much carefor, has been after metolet himdo a
Sde study on how kids can stand pain.

| told him | probably wouldn't et him go thet far."
"Y ou can't--"

"| can okay anything | want, Dr. Harker. Do you understand the
Stuationyourein?'

"What do you want?"

"l just have some questions, afew more questions.” Her breath exhaled
outinalow, sad sigh. "Ask them." Trinity lifted the case off the

chair and sat down. "Y ou told me about Cardigan this morning, about
how you intended to meet him,” he said. "Now | have to know who your
source of information insde Mentor is.”

She looked directly at the government agent. "And you won't hurt
Sean?'

Trinity'ssmiled widened. "I'll bemuchlesslikdy to," hesaid.



A ROBOT FELL over outinthe hal. 1t madealoud rattling, thunking
sound and thewadll of Chatman's parlor gave a sympathetic shudder.

Jake jumped to hisfeet, sngpping his stun gun out of itsholster. The

door clicked severa times, then came flapping open. " Surrender your
wespon, please, Mr. Cardigan." Thelean black man in the doorway wore
aconsarvative grey suit. In hisleft hand he held alazgun, inhis

right he clutched asheef of officid-looking papers. "'I'm Quincy
McCanyon of the Federal Oversight Bureau.”

Jake eyed him for afew seconds, then let hisstun gun fal to the
floor. "Why the hell areyou bugtingin on a-"

"If you'l just scan these variousforms, Mr. Cardigan, you'l find
that | have complete authorization for al my actions.”

"McCanyon," mused Chatman from hiswhedchair. "Yeah, | heard of this
guy. Putz wasthe term came up most often.”

The FOB agent glanced, very briefly, at the newsman. "l'veheard a
good ded aout you, too, Mr. Chatman," heinformed him. "Dangerous
radical isthe phrase most often used to describe you.”

Jake had been looking over the assortment of forms. "Y ou intend to
take me into custody, McCanyon?' "Theré's smply been arequest from
Washington to question



you, Mr. Cardigan," explained the agent, reclaiming the handful of
papers. "This, as Order 203/X clearly states, ismost certainly not an
arrest. We're only escorting you to--"

"Trinity," muttered Chatman, rolling himsalf over to the doorway to
take alook out into the hall. I'll bet you that redheaded
motherhumper isbehind this™

"Y ou'd be absolutely wrong there, Mr. Chatman.”

"Shit, one of my guard botsisdl bunged up, lying thereon histin
&ll

"Perhaps you ought to instruct them to respond more quickly to an
officia entry order," suggested the government agent. "Now then, Mr.
Cardigan, if you'l prepare yoursdf to accompany me.”

Chatman shut the door. "Y ou don't have to go with him," hetold Jake.
"WEell get Georgia Petway over here to throw aspanner in this putz's
plans and--"

"My orders can't be set aside," said McCanyon impatiently as he tucked
the papers away inside hisgrey jacket. "Now, Mr. Cardigan, if you'd
be good enough to come away with me. Our regiond officeis-"

All a once his elbows snapped againgt his sdes and hisfingers soread
wide, hislazgun flipped free and plummeted to the floor.

A beam had come szzling from the stun gun built into the right arm of
Chatman's chair and hit the government agent squarein the
midsection.

Asthe unconscious McCanyon dropped to the floor, Jake dived and
grabbed up thelazgun. "That, Joe, isan extremely efficient chair,”
he observed, retrieving his stun gun and tucking it away.

"Friend of mine helped me modify it some." He touched a spot onthe
left arm of the chair and apand in thefar wal did quietly open.

"Y ou best get your butt on out of here, Jake. Go down that staircase
yonder and you'll come out at Street level about ahaf block from
here. Thenyou--"

"What about him?' He nudged the collapsed FOB agent in the Sde with
his boot toe.



"I got afriend who'll help me get this putz transported €l sewhere and
kept out of action for awhile," Chatman assured him. ™Y ou got
Georgids address, don't you? Get over there and see can she help you
to run down Dr. Md Winter."

"l want to talk to him, yeah. But are you sure you--"

"Age hasredly dowed you down. Used to be you did more moving and
lesstaking.”

While crossing to the opening in the parlor wall, Jake paused to set
the lazgun carefully in hisfriend'slap. "Thanks, Joe. |

redly--"

"Get going, get going,” urged Chatman. "Before more assholes come here
looking for you."



Nataie and Gomez were sharing the cab with a copper plated robot
driver. Thegot wore acoverdl with Hed-ley's Y outh Regjuvenator Beam
stenciled across the chest; the redhaired reporter held her vidcam

across her knees.

"Explainto me again, since| 4ill fail to comprehend your motives,”
shewas saying.

The detective, who was jammed between her and the bulky truck driver
replied, "l am merdy tagging aong to keep you company, chiquita.”

"Theway you rushed through dinner, | got the impression you couldn't
bear to spend much--"

"That'sjust it. | redlized I'd given you afdseimpresson, smply
because | was anxious that you be the first show-business reporter to
interview theillustrious Carlos Taffy," heexplained. "Therefore, to
prove my continuing interest in you, | decided to accompany you. And
it'll be educationd to watch a crackerjack investigative journdist go
after a-"

"Oh, hogwash. Interviewing this vapid adolescent ninny isimportant to
me solely becauseit'll impress my thick headed bosses, but it's
certainly no grest intellectud or reportoria feat." "Theway you



quickly arranged to get usinto the bowels of this satellite, then
rigged aridein thisddivery vehicle bound for the very heart of
Madame Sonjas--that impressed me, Nat."

The big coppery robot observed, "I think this doof is handing you a
line, sder.”

"Concentrate on your driving," advised Gomez.
"Thetruck takes care of that, bud. I'm mostly aong for show."

"It's arting to dawn on me,” said Natadie. "What adolt | am, Gomez,
for not seeing to the core of your feeblelittle ruse before this.”

IIB]I?I

"Certainly, you haveto get insde the spaon the dy and you, knowing
that | can be manipulated for your selfish ends, concocted ayarn that
would--"

"Momentito, Nat," hebrokein. "Carlos Taffy isresding at thelodge
under an assumed name. 'Y ou established that before you used your
connectionsto arrange our sneeky entry. Therefore, you can't
accuse--"

"Oh, yes, that smpishereand I'll do my interview. But you, cunning
scoundre that you are, you have an dtogether different motive for
accompanying me here.”

"Want | should put the dug on him for you, lady?"

"No, it makes me queasy whenever somebody gives him a begating he
usudly richly deserves™

Gomez assumed a contrite expression. "Well, okay, Natdie,"

he said in an apologetic tone, "I'll admit that | do have another small
reason for wanting to dip inside Madame Sonja’s establishment
unnoticed.”

"Exactly as| suspected. It has, I've no doubt, to do with the case
that brought you up here to New Hollywood in thefirst place. The case
that you've been thus far so secretive about.”

"It isthat very case, 9," he confessed. "You see, cara, thereésa
well known civic officid from Gregter Los Angeleswho took off with a
satchd full of important info discs They contain information that



certain of his colleagues back home don't want to have to buy back
from him. | only hours ago learned that he waslying low &t the

lodge:”

"And that's why you wanted me to help you sneak around the guards and
security people?”

Gomez nodded. "I didn't tell you eerlier, because | feared you'd
ferret the lad out on your own and break the story to theworld. That
would've screwed up me and the Cosmos agency and--"

"Why, Gomez, dear, al you had to do, and I'm really surprised that you
haven't redized that about mein al the many years that we've known
each other--all you had to do was ask meto lay off the story until you
had your man."

"Redly? Wdl, how did | get such awrong impresson of you?' "While
I'minterviewing Carlos Taffy, you go right ahead and apprehend your
blackmailer," shetold him. "Well meet back herein thistunne
afterwards. If you're ready to share any details, why that'll be

plenty of timefor meto fileastory and impress Newz, Inc. withthe
fact that I'm still an acereporter.” "Terrific, Nat, I'll do just

that.”

Smiling, she turned on the seat and dipped an arm around his neck. She
pulled hersdlf, gently, nearer and kissed Gomez on the cheek. "No hard
fedings" sheassured him.

"You're making amistake, Ss," said the robot.

THE DUSTY WHITE dog, asmal scruffy mutt, was standing wide-legged on
aweedy patch of dry lawn at the center of the dimlit courtyard. He

was barking enthusiastically at the dented, rattling robot who was

attempting to mow the grass.

"Leavemebe," complained the battered got.
On the red plaztile porch of Cottage 3 of the Venice Vista Apartment

Court sat a plump young woman in her early twenties. Shehad a
woebegone set of Tek gear, including adirty Brainbox and a bent



headset, arranged on the top step beside her. Therewasan old
unplugged guitar spread across her wide lgp and she was laughing at the
unhappy robot gardener.

"Norm thinksit'simportant to live among the people he'sworking

with," explained Molly as she and Dan made their way along the white
gravel path that circled the courtyard.

"Best it, darn you," the robot warned the yapping little muit.

When the plump woman laughed again, her guitar went faling off her
lap.

"Norm's back in Cottage 8."

"I'm wondering," said Dan, tightening his grip on her hand,
"how smart it wasto come down here."

"Thisisgood practice," shesad.

All a once up ahead in Cottage 8 someone cried out in pain. "Tell us!
C'mon, you putz!" shouted someone ese.

Letting go of Mally's hand, Dan started running for Norm Porter's
cottage.

"Wait now.” Sheran, too, catching up with him and then reaching under
her skirt. "We can usethis" Her right hand regppeared holding a

smdl sungun

"Whered you get--"

"Watch him, look out!" came another voice from within the cottage.

The door of the place came flapping open. A tal suntanned young man,
his face battered and bloody, dived out into the night.

"Norm," gasped Mally.

Another young man, thickset and shaggy, appeared in the open doorway.

"Leave him done" warned Mally, clutching her stun gun in both hands
andamingitupa him.

"Hell with you, bitch." The shaggy young man started to come down the
steps.

Then alarge hand grabbed him from behind and yanked him back into the
house. "Timeto go, asshole!”






Norm had managed to come stumbling down the airs. "They wanted.."
wanted to know where..."

"Eagy, takeit easy.” Dan lunged, caught the bloody socia worker
before he toppled over.

"They want Jmdla," Norm was able to get out before he dropped into
UNCONSCIOUSNESS,

ROGER ZANGERLY WASin an office where he wasn't supposed to be. It was
long after closing time and thiswing of the Mechanix

Internationa complex was quiet and deserted. The night lights made
everything seem pae green.

Roger was Sitting at a desk he wasn't supposed to be sitting at,

using acomputer termina he wasn't authorized to use. He also wasn't
supposed to have knowledge of the access procedures he'd used to get at
the Security Divisonfiles.

"Okay," hewas requesting, "give me the current whereabouts of Alicia
Bower."

The computer remained silent for nearly ten seconds. Thenit said,
"May we haveyour ID code again, please?’

"Sure, it's 1343KJSG-94702."

"Thank you." Another ten seconds of slencefollowed. "We have no
information on AliciaBower, sorry."

"Shit." Roger drummed hisfingers on the desk top. "Okay,

then how about Rob Stinson--where can he be found?’

"Forgive us, but can you repeat your ID code again?”

"l just did that. Why don't you--"

"Once more, if youwould, please.”

"1343K-JSG-94702. Make anotethistime, huh?!

"That'sfing" said the metdlic voice of the computer. "WEell have
your information for you very soon. If you'l just remain right there

until--"

"I think not, no." Feeling suddenly uneasy, Roger popped free of the
chair and went sprinting for the doorway.






He madeit out into the green lit night corridor beyond and stood
liglening for amoment. Everything wasasquiet asit had been
ealier.

But he decided it wastimeto get the hell out of the building.

There had been something dightly oflkilter about his encounter with
the security computer.

Walking rapidly dong the curving corridor, he came to the doorway that
led over to hiswing of the complex. Thethick meta door would no
longer open to histouch.

Roger punched out an emergency code on the control pand next to the
reluctant door. It still would not dide aside.

Heturned, started back the way held come. He was running now.

There was another corridor that branched off this one, and the door
leading to it opened with no trouble.

He gtill ought to be able to get himsdlf clear of thisdamnwing. But
the door at the end of this corridor refused to open. Roger
backtracked.

He found another exit, headed along another shadowy passage.

Another frozen door, another sidetrack.

He stopped finaly, leaned back against apae-greenwall. "I'm
garting," he admitted to himsdlf, "to get somewhat confused.”

Hewas no longer certain in which direction his part of the
Mechanix complex lay.

The corridor hewas now in didn't look at al familiar. And therewere
no sgnsor direction lights anywhere.

Taking adeep bresth, he started moving again.

Helocated anew doorway on hisright. 1t opened for him. Thiswasa
large, dimlit display room. There were thirteen low pedestals circling
the room and on each stood, silent and unmoving, aMechanix medical
robot or android.

"Thismust be the Medix Wing," hetold himself. "So | ought to be able
to get back to my office from here."

He started across the room.






"7oor r. Zan crazy."
He stop, cd looking around.

A husky nursebot had stepped off a pedestal and was hurrying toward
him. "Y ou don't look at dl well."

"Actudly I'mfine. All you haveto do ispoint meinthedirection of
rr]y__ll

"Youredl feverish.”
"That'sjust from running. It's-"

"What apity." Thebigrobot caught hold of him. ™Y ou'll fed awhole
lot better after thisshot.”



Y ou could SEE the place glowing, a harsh, throbbing red, from blocks
away. It covered over two full acres of ground, was built of great
panes of flashing plastiglass and resembled agigantic barn. Floating
aboveit was ahuge light sign that flashed its name--tm B PN--into
the surrounding night. At least adozen sky cars were gpproaching the
acre of landing areaand land vehicleswererolling into the equally
large parking area beyond that.

"Impressive, huh?" inquired Georgia, punching out alanding pattern on
her sky car dash. "Subtle, too."

"Explain this setup alittle more,” requested Jake.

"The Barnisasort of entertainment mall for theloca sod kickersand
faux sod kickers she answered. "But underneath you'll find awarren of
assorted crimina enterprises. Many of them are known to the law, but
ignored because of aflourishing system of bribes and kickbacks."

The sky car set down, shimmying dightly, next to asky van that had
been redesigned to resemble an immense ear of corn.

"And you're sure Dr. Me Winter isgoing to be under here
someplace?’

"Damn near sure.” She climbed free of the car. "When you asked meto
get alead asto his current whereabouts, | asked around. Supposedly



the good doctor is here, waiting to get him151 self shipped out of the
country. Apparently he's got abug up his rear and wantsto get clear
of Farmland before he disappears like Sharon Harker."

There was noise and music pouring out of The Barn. The entirelanding
areaand the walkways leading to the arched entrances were bathed with
apulsing red by the blazing lights of thewalls.

"It'sgoing to befifty bucksahead,” Georgiatold him. "Y ou got that
much?'

Hegrinned. "The agency is generous with expense money."

A tall, automated scarecrow stood at the doorway. "Fifty smackers
each,” it demanded of each customer.

When Jake placed $100 in Bam chitsin the scarecrow's gloved hand, it
sad, "Much obliged, stranger. Y ou and the little lady make yourselves
to home."

"Shucks," said Jake. "We got to head over thisway." Georgiatook his
arm and guided him to the | eft.

They passed an enormous wood plank dance floor that held several
hundred square dancers Up on a platform, electrified down home music
was being played by aquintet of big copper plated robots dressed in
overalsand straw hats. Painted on the face of the bass drum was
Granpappy Gitfiddle & HisHired Hands.

Asthey passed the floor, a heavyset young man took astumble, fell off
onto the walkway in their path. He had Farmboy Industries--Feeding
Americafrom the Heart of Farmland inscribed across the back of his
jacket in globoalts.

Bending, Jake helped him to hisfeet. "That's one of my favorite
dogans”

"Huh?" The heavysat youth blinked. ™Y ou looking for trouble,
outlander?’

"Heck no."

"Cmon." Georgiahurried Jakeaong. "Don't get into no ruckuseswith
theyokels."



"Shucks, | wasjust trying to be neighborly, maam."

Great smashing noises were coming from up ahead on their right, along
with booming explosions and huge swirls of sooty smoke. The walkway
wound by alarge, open arenawhere a sizeable crowd waswatching a
demoalition derby involving ascore of antique pickup trucks.
Georgiaremarked, "We got quite anight lifein these parts.”

"So I'm experiencing.”

She guided him down aside passway "Wegot to go in herefirst
off."

There was abarn within The Barn, abig red structure made of neo wood
Over the wide entrance hung awooden sign announcing

HAYLOFT WHOREHOUSE.

"Howdy, folks," greeted the barefooted robot sitting on abale of straw
just to theright of the door. "What can | do yafor thisevenin? We
got three under-age virgins--humans | mean to say--along with our usud
exceptiond run of accommidatin' an dies of every gender.”

Georgialeaned closeto him. "We come on business, Zeke,"
shetold therobot. "Thefrost ison the pumpkin.”
"Ah, | gotya" Hetapped the Sdeof hismeta nosewith hisslvery

forefinger. "Go right on in, missy, and take the door to the Feed
Room. Thishereyoung feller with you?"

IlYm.ll

"Okay, get oninwith ya. Too bad, mister, you're on business.

Wedon't get virginsevery night, | cantell ya"

Beyond the Feed Room door adimlit ramp led them down beneath the barn.
At the end of that was another door. Passing through that doorway

brought them into along, curving meta corridor.

When they reached the heavy door at the corridor's end, aportion of
thewall on their right turned trangparent and reveded asmall, bright

lit room.

A blond young man was sitting in arocker with alazrifle resting
acrosshisknees. "Yeah?' camehisamplified voice.



"Thefrogt ison the pumpkin,” caled out Georgiain hisdirection.
"Oaky clogks."
Thewall blanked and the door did open.

The next corridor was longer, narrower and better illuminated. At its
end stood asmall, pale man in abaggy green suit.

Hewas shifting nervoudy from foot to foot. "Evening to you, Georgia
dear.”

"Hi, Ryder," shesaid. "So canwetak to Dr. Winter now?' Ryder
shifted from foot to foot a few more times and made a disgruntled
noise. "Afraid you're going to have await, hon," hetold her. "The
crazy fool just tried to do the dutch.”

"Tried tokill himsdf?'
"Damned if hedidnt. Soon aswe finish pumping him out and shooting

him up with antidotes, you can giveit atry,” he said forlornly. "But
| can't promise hélll ever bein any shapeto talk to you folks."



"Shit," observed Jake. Squatting, he took hold of the disabled

grey guardbot by its metallic armpits and dragged it away from the spot
behind the high hol ographic hedge where it had been on duty and into
the narrow, quirky aley between the two modest villas.

Approaching the bright green smulated hedge again, he scanned the
artificid tutti "Sinfdta.. . herésthe sec system control

pandl.

Heknelt, took asmall tool kit out of hispocket. Deftly he removed
the small pand that covered the darm system controls. Inalittle
lessthan six minutes he had shut down the whole setup that protected
the villawhere Sheldon Gates was hiding out.

Pocketing the kit, Gomez eased through the smulated hedge and
approached the blank yellow wall of thevilla

As hed anticipated, the opaque plastiglass door marked see,-vice EqQTR
didn't make any warning noises when he jobbed the lock mechanism.

Sowly and carefully he shoved the door open. Theair circ system was
pumping amixture strongly tinged with the scent of wild flowersinto
the long blank corridor that Gomez stepped into.

He stopped till, stood listening.



"... anInternationa Drug Control Agency spokesman re portsa
successful raid on aTek chip processing plant in the Tri State complex
earlier today .. ." A deep, dick voice wasintoning the newsin a
nearby room.

Going by thefloor plan hed memorized, the newscast was coming from
the lower recroom.

And it seemed likdly that the fugitive Shel wasin there now, filling
himsdf in on the events of the day.

Gomez remained where he was, bringing his stun gun out into the open
once again.

"... the President today signed into law thefind Brazil War veterans
benefits package..."

Nodding, the detective started along the hallway.

Hewalked slently to the door of the lower recroom. Reaching out with
his free hand, he took hold of the handle.

He shoved the pandl open and ducked across the threshold, gun ready.

"Greetings from the folks back home, Shel," he said, pointing hisstun
gun at the blond, sun brown fugitive.

Sheldon Gates had been sprawled in an armchair, watching the vidwall.
He was some five feet from the detective.

"Yowl" heexclamed. Then, somewhat to Gomez's surprise, Gates leaped
from hischair, came charging straight at him and butted him hard in
the stomach with his closecropped head.

A C[LL OF wind was blowing in across the dark Pacific. Therea wood
sign dangling from the danting shingle roof of the Oceanfront Peopl€'s
Clinic wasrattling and creaking.

On the cracked sidewalk near the doorway a neon-trimmed robot was
hawking soy dogs and lentil burgers "Y ou are what you egt,” he
croaked, hisbody flashing crimson, golden, then seablue.

Skirting him, Dan and Molly entered the clinic.



In the reception room amotherly robot in aflowered gpron was Sitting
in arocker, embroidering ahand towd. "My gracious, you two lambs
are dl splattered with blood." The robot jumped to her fest.
"Whatever on earth has--"

"It'snot our blood,” explained Dan. "A friend of ourswas beaten
up.”

"We just came from dropping him a the Emergency Wing,"
added Mally.
"| think maybe Dr. Moreno can help us" said Dan.

"Well, now, | just bet he can. Y ou poor thingswait right herewhile |
fetch the--"

"What'sthe row about, Moms?' Dr. Harry Moreno came lumbering into
the room, amug of steaming herb teaclutched in his hand.

"Dr. Moreno?' said Dan, stepping toward him. "I'm Dan

Cardigan and thisisMolly Fine. My father is Jake Cardigan and he's
an operative with the Cosmos Detective--"

"Yeah, I've heard of him. Matter of fact, | was chatting with his
partner, Sd Gomez, only--"

"I know. My dad told me quite alot about this case they're working
on."

"Does this mess you seem to be in have something to do with
AliciaBower, too?'

"Wethink s0," answered Mally. "And maybewith Jmdla

Keefer."

"Jm? How does she--"

"Here'swhat's been going on," said Dan and told the bearded therapist
why he and Molly had come to the VVenice Sector and some of what had
happened to Norm Porter.

Molly added, "Norm told us that those goons wanted to know where they
could find Jmdla. And they didn't want him or anybody elseto tak

to her before they found her."

"Damn, soundslike Jm'sin trouble again." Moreno scratched at his
grey-tinged beard.



"I was hoping, Snce you know her pretty well, that you might have some
ideawhere Jmallad belikely to hide out,"



said Dan hopefully. "It'simportant to find her before those guys
do."

Nodding, Moreno set the mug down on the recePtion desk. "1 know a
couple of placeswe can look," hetold them.

"YOU SHOULDN'T HAVE bopped me so hard,” complained Gates, who was back
gorawled in hischair and rubbing at the sde of hishead. "I was

smply manifesting what's known asthe Tragpped Rat Syndrome. That

involves unreasoning panic and anirrationd attempt at flight even

though the odds are--"

"What say we get down to specifics, lest you next experience the well
known Boot in the Ass Syndrome?" Gomez, stun gun in hand, was perched
on thearm of the bright orange plagtiglass sofa.

Gates rubbed at hishead again, wincing. "Thebrain, you know, isa
delicate--"

"I'm deeply interested in your brain,” the detective assured him.
"Especialy inwhat it can recal about the eventsleading up to your
rather hasty departure from Greater LA." "1 didn't kill Ford Jaspers.”
"Oh, 07

Shifting in hischair, Gates said, ™Y ou're looking a me as though you
don't accept my innocence, Sid. That's because, unfortunately, | tend
to give off an auraof culpability even when I'm perfectly--"

"So who did knock off the old ham?’

Gates glanced up at the celling. "Despite my career, | have avery
difficult time snitching on others," he confided. "It goes back; |

believe, to anincident in my childhood when my dear mom, through no
fault of her own--"

"Who did it, Shel?"
"Well," said Gates quietly, "it was Myra Ettinger.”

"The acting CEO of Mechanix International--how did that come about?’



Gates took adeep breath and held it for afew seconds. Sighing out
air, hesaid, "Let me backtrack abit so that--"

"Not al the way to your childhood again, por favor.”
"No, thisisabout why | joined Dr. Moreno's therapy group,”

he explained. "Y ou know, it'ssad that | didn't get into something
likethat long ago. | got somered ingghtsinto my own tangled--"

"Somebody hired you to St in, didn't they?"

"Right, yes. That wasMyra. Sheknew.." wdll, it shames me someto
admit this, Sid, but | have areputation as an undercover operative
and--"

"A spy and asnesk."

"A harshterm, yet gpt. Anyway, Myraapproached me and arranged for me
to get into the same sessionsthat Alicia Bower was atending.”

"And why wasthat?'

"They wanted to know what was troubling her, what she was talking about
infront of the others." He rubbed at his head yet again. "They were
afraid she was going to remember something."

"Who'sthey?

"Well, it'sMyrafor certain and afellow | saw acouple times named
Bernard Zangerly. I'm not sure, but | firmly believeit'saso her

father, Alicidsfather. All of them Mechanix people, of course.”
"What exactly were they afraid she was on the brink of remembering?'
"l don't know that, Sid. | mean, if they told mewhat it was,

then I'd know, too, and be as dangerousto them as Aliciawas.
Right?'

"If she was s0 dangerous, why not just kill her instead of spying on
her?'

"I think Myrawouldve, but her father wouldn't allow anything like
that, you see. Heloved her | guess, dthough parenta love, as| know
well, can sometimes take strange and quirky turnings asit--"



"What was wrong with the lady's memory--amnesia?' Gates shook his
head. "Wdl, amnesain away, except it had been induced,” he said.
"At leadt that was my impression from hintsthat Myralet drop. Then

it started to look, which truly upset them, asthough it hadn't taken

and she was sarting to remember.”

"Isthet how Tin Lizzietiesin?'
Gates became interested in the celling again. "'l imagine so,

Sid, but | still don't actudly know who Tin Lizzieis or what that
means”

"Don't you?'

"No, honestly, even though | ook to you right at the moment as though
I'mlying in my teeth.”

"What part does Ford Jaspers play in thismess?'

"It turns out, you know, you can't trust anybody. | should've learned
early on, because of thingsthat occurred in my youth, through no fault

of my dear mom's, that most people can't berelied on or trusted much.
Even s0, | accept Ford as a pathetic old has been Turns out, you know,
that he was alongtime blackmailer and--"

"l know about that part. Why did Myrakill him off?2." "That night

that he came calling on me, she happened to be visiting me," said

Gates, shifting in hisseat. "Besdes getting regular reportsfrom me

about Alicia, Myra... Well, sometimes, through no fault of my own,

older women seem to become extremdly fond of me. Anyway, shewasin
the bedroom when Ford cameto the door. Turns out he'd tumbled to me
and had been tailing me. Once Aliciavanished, hefigured it wastime

to try to collect some dough. He knew I'd been filing reportsto the
Mechanix people and he knew they were worried about something she knew.
It was his notion that | was to persuade Mechanix to pay him a hefty
sum--the old fool actually wanted $1,000,000 or he'd give what he knew
to connections of hisinthemedia. Well, at that point Myra pops out

of the bedroom, dtill jaybird naked, and kills him with her lazgun.

Right on my damn floor, if you plesse.”



"Do you know where Alicia Bower is?'

"I don't, Sid, honestly. All I know isthat after | reported to

Myrathat Aliciaseemed close to remembering whatever it was that
bothered her, they arranged for her to vanish.” Hetouched at the sore

spot at the side of hishead.."l don't know who grabbed her, how it was
done or where sheisnow."

"Isshedill dive?'

"l sure hope so. She was avery nice young woman and some of the
things that had happened to her struck afamiliar--"

"Y ou, grease bl drop the gun and quit annoying my Shelly."

A hefty, slver haired woman of about fifty had gppeared suddenly in
the doorway. In each plump, be ringed hand she held alazgun.

"Mom," said Gates, "1 keep telling you not to cal me Shdlly
anymore.”



TIm}uwAs” holographic fireplace in one corner with ahegp of blazing
logswithinit, but the smal underground room was damp and chill.

Ryder stood at the foot of the brass bed, shifting from foot to foot

and now and then glancing back at the doorway Georgiahad |eft by afew
minutes earlier.

A fat grey haired man was standing next to the bed, watching the lean,
ba} d man lying atop the rumpled multicolored quilt.

"Youll makeit," hesad.
"I didn't especidly wish to makeit,” Dr. Winter told himin aquiet
voice. "Those capsules| borrowed from the Centre were supposed

to__ll

"When you're through bitching," said Jake from where he was standing at
the other side of the bed, "1 want to talk to you."

"Who the devil might you be?" Winter propped himsdf up on hiselbows.
"Why have you been alowed to intrude--"

"Jake Cardigan,” he said evenly.

"Oh, of course. The aggressive private eye.”
"WhereésAliciaBower?'

"Go away, Cardigan. Just tonight | finally made up my mind

| can't handle dl the stresses and lies of my life," Winter explained
tohim. "When | fully redized dl the harm I've caused, | decided to
get mysdlf out of the whole bloody mess."

"You can, far as| care, giveit another try soon asl'm gone."



Leaning, Jake caught hold of the front of the doctor's shirt and
yanked him closer. "Issheinsdethat damn Mentor setup?' "Yes, and,
please, let go of me, damnyou.” Jakeheld on. "Why is she there?'

"It redly doesn't matter, Cardigan,” said the psychiatrist. "l

thought for awhile that, with Sharon Harker'shelp, | could finaly do
something. When that got so fouled up, | figured | could at least get
myself free and clear. Get to Europe, hide out there for atime, take
on anew identity and possibly work in my fidld again eventudly. But,
[ don't know, waiting herein thisdisma hole, it struck methat |

really was better off jugt--"

"Lifessure sad at times, yeah," cut in Jake, letting go of hisshirt.
"Let's get back to why AliciaBower was brought here.”

"Actudly she was returned to the Centre. By that brutal cyborg, Sam
Trinity."

Jake sat on the edge of the bed. "How come agovernment agent is
concerned with this?'

"| dill don't have dl the details, Cardigan. 1t's my understanding,
however, that Mechanix International and the Office of Clandestine
Operations have been working together on something very secret and
extremdy nagty."

"And Aliciafound out about thet?"
"Exactly, but because she's the daughter of Owen Bower,

everyone decided to be gentle with her," he continued. "So she was put
inthe hands of Dr. Isaac Spearman and..." Winter paused, brought one
hand up to hiseyes and began to cry. "Oh, lord, the things I've been
aparty to, Cardigan. | went dong with it initialy, but, when they
brought the poor girl back asecond time, | smply..." Hetwisted on

the bed, tugged a plyochief out of histrouser pocket and wiped at his

eyes.

" Spearman worked on her somehow--made her forget al about what it was
shewasn't supposed to know?"

"Y es, that was done to her about ayear or more ago,” hereplied. "The
troubleis, and that's one of the chief problemswith many of



Spearman’'s more experimental eectronic therapies, that the cures
arentdways..." Helaughed. "Jesus, | still sound like that

bastard. Calling that avful processacure. At any rate, Cardigan,
she gpparently started to remember again. That frightened Trinity and
certain people a Mechanix. But since shewas gill the daughter of

the head man, no one wanted to silence her permanently.” Helaughed
again. "The humane thing, they decided, wasto ship her back to
Spearman and let him have another try."

Jake asked him, "And who's Tin Lizzie?"
Dr. Winter frowned at him. "That's the nickname of one of the robot
nursesin the Restraint Wing, which iswhere Aliciais. How did

you--"

"We got trouble, folks," announced Georgia, popping into the chill
room.

Jake stood clear of the bed. "What'swrong?”'

"Some OCO agents have been spotted upstairs,” she answered. "It's
likely they'll head down here eventudly.”

"WEéIl have to move Winter," said Ryder. "And get oursalvesthe hel
out of here, too."

"Not before," said Jake, "l ask him afew more questions.”

MADAME SONJA, BOTH lazguns still trained on Gomez, had moved over
beside her son'schair. "That bump looksawful,” shewas saying. "Are

you absolutely sure, Shelly, that he didn't hurt you serioudy?”

"Mom, he just bopped me on the coco with hisfist. I'm okay, truly."

"In your offspring'sline of work, senora," mentioned Gomez, who had
dropped his stun gun and raised his hands, "physica harmis one of the

occupationd hazards."

"You've got ahdl of anerve, grease bal the spaowner told him. "You
break in here, hurt my Sonny Boy and then--"

"Mom, hey, what did | tdl you about usng Sonny Boy in front of



vigtors?' "Thisshlunk isn't avigtor, he's an intruder--one
sep away fromaburglar.”

"Lineof duty," suggested Gomez. "Y our Sonny Boy here happensto bea
fugitive from the law, malam. Which meansthat private detectives,

police officers, bounty hunters and the like are going to fed freeto

drop by and--"

"I'm going to have to move on, Mom." Wobbling moderately,
Gates got to hisfeet. "My hideout hereisn't safe any longer.”

"Sit." She nudged him back down with a plump elbow. "Nobody ese
knows you're here except this housebreaker. So al we haveto do,
Shelly, iswork out afool proof way to slence him.”

"No, that'snot agood ideaat al," argued her son. "Killing people
isn't part of my--"

"Wedont kill him," shetold him. "Wejust tosshimin astoreroom
for awhile. WEéll feed him now and then and make sure that--"

"The Cosmos Detective Agency, alarge and powerful, not to mention easy
to get ticked off, organization, knows I'm up herein New Hollywood,
folks™ Gomez pointed out. "They know for whom | was hunting and they,
inturn, will come hunting for me before I've spent very long starving

in your storerooms.”

"Mom, it'll bealot smpler if | Smply pack up and go someplace dse
to--"

"Oof," said Madame Sonja. She suddenly rose up on tiptoe,

let go of her left hand lazgun and then the right. Dropping to her
knees with an echoing thunk, she teetered and then fell forward onto
the carpeting.

"Mom!" Gateskndt besde her.

Gomez was gazing toward the open doorway. He'd been the only onewho'd
noticed the hand with the stun gun that had appeared thereto fire at

Madame Sonja while she was preoccupied in arguing with her suntanned

on.

"Honestly, Gomez, it's an absolute wonder to me that you've survived in
thisworld anywhere near aslong asyou have. | know you got me out of
ajam earlier, but you most times, honestly, seem incagpable of taking
care of yoursdf or--"



"How did you happen to drop by here, Nat?"

The redhaired reporter came into the room. "Knowing you for an
ingrate, | wasn't exactly expecting a hug and a heartfelt thank you for
saving your miserable neck, yet |--"

"Thanks. Now how did you find me?'

"By fallowing the Sgna being given off by that tiny mike| planted on
your coat when we parted,” Nataie explained. "Youreredly, you
know, so transparent when you attempt to be cunning. | sensed at once,
and | would have even were | not the crackerjack reporter that | am,
since you're that obvious when you attempt to be sneaky, that you were
onto something big. | redlized that this could well be the important

yarn | need to save my own stymied career and get it out of the
doldrums of show-business reportage so that--"

"Aninterview with Carlos Taffy, chiquita, would serve the same
purpose.”

"That doink A conversation with himisjust more pap for the half
wits who follow the dreadful tripe I've been forced to purvey.” She
shook her head, then laughed. "But this, Gomez--insdeinfo on the
AliciaBower vanishment, thisisared sory."

"I'm not too pleased,” mentioned Gates as he rose up and glared over at
her, "to witness you standing around smirking moments after felling my
poor dear mother. 1t smacks of the kind of callous behavior that the
mediathese daysisadl too--"

"Oh, stop your jabbering." She swung the stun gun toward him and
fired.

"Oof." The stunned fugitive stiffened, flapped hisarms once and then
fdll over atop his sprawled mother.

Nodding with satisfaction, Nataie said, "L ook around for something to
carry him off in—-asack hopefully.”

"Why do we want to pack Shedlly, cara?"
"Because we're taking him back to Greater LA in my Newz shuttle," she

answered. "He's, which should be obvious even to you, essential to my
gory. If | dont missmy guessthisll win me back my former high



position in the broadcast sphere. "Daredevil reporter captures
fugitive. Comes closeto solving heiressmysery."" She smiled,
nodding positively. "Oh, and if it's not imposing on you, and keep in
mind | just now pretty much saved your worthless life, Gomez, I'd
gopreciateit if you'd shoot a couple of minutes of vidfootage of my
gtanding over thisfelow. I'vefound that this sort of obvious shot,
involving the commentator in the action asit were, impresses the rubes
and adds awhole heck of alot to theimpact oranewsstory. | left
my vidcam hidden out in the hedge. Wait herewhilel fetchiit, will
you'2."

"Wedon' redly have timefor aphoto session. We ought to be--"
"Of coursewedo,” shetold him.

The PIRATE MUSEUM was housed in an imitation galleon that was anchored
in one of the Venice Sector's old canads. The museum had suspended
operations nearly ayear ago, and the cana had been dry quite a bit

longer than that. The night wind wasworrying dry leavesadong the

cracked canal bottom as Dr. Harry Moreno led Molly and Dan up the

rickety gangplank toward the museum deck.

Watching them from the railing was a thick bearded pirate, who had a
faded bandana over his shaggy head and a black patch masking one eye.
"Welcome aboard, mates,” he called.

The psychiatrist nodded at the android pirate when he reached the deck.
"Sdinas around?'

"Aye, you can bet your barnaclesheis, Doc." The mechanica man
jerked athumb in the direction of anearby lighted cabin.

" Sdlinas has been watchman here" explained Moreno, "ever sncethe
place shut down."

The cabin door swung open with acreak. A lanky, weathered man of
about thirty five emerged. He had a scruffy beard and wore a battered
Brazil War army jacket. He spoke out of asmall black voxbox planted
inhisthroat. "Dr. Moreno, hey, it'sgood to seeyou.”

"Same here, Sdinas” The men exchanged hugs. "ThisisMoally Fineand



Dan Cardigan, friendsof mine." Sdlinas hugged each of themin
turn. "Welcome aboard,” he said.

Dantold him, "Were looking for Imdla K egfer.”

Taking adow step back, Sdlinas eyed the doctor. "I takeit you vouch
for them?'

"Sure, and it's very important that wefind Jmalla," heanswered. "Is
she here?'

Sdinasnodded. "Downinthe Pirates Den," he said. "Pretty damn
scared sheis, too, but | can't get her to tell mewhat exactly's

wrong.

"Somebody's hunting for her," said Molly. "Somebody who probably wants
to keep her quiet about something she seemsto know.”

" figured that," said the watchman. "Jm usualy only dropsin on me
when she'sin one kind of trouble or another--but |

guessyou know that, Doc.”

"Yeah, thisisthethird of her haunts we've come looking for her at.
Nobody's hurt her so far?!

"No, she'sin okay shape, no bumps or bruises," said Sdinas.
"C'mon, I'll takeyou to her."

The Pirates Den resembled acave. Piled up againgt onewall were
treasure chests spilling over with glittering loot, golden coins,
strings of fat pearls, slver broaches encrusted with rubies and
emerdds. At athick oaken table at the cavern's center five husky
pirates sat siffly and silently, their gruff bewhiskered faces
illuminated by aflickering candle thrust in adusty rum bottle.

The sixth chair was occupied by athin black girl.

She jumped to her feet as Salinas crossed the smulated stone
threshold. "What'swrong?' she asked, backing in the direction of the
treasure chests.

"Nothing, Jm, everything'sfine," he assured her. "Doc

Moreno'slooking for you, isall.”

She saw Moreno and came hurrying over to him. She caught hold of both
hishands. "Harry," she said very softly, "I think

I'm in some new, redlly serioustrouble.”






"| think so, too, Jmala." He put abig arm around her narrow
shoulders and, gently, turned her to face Dan and Mally. "But these
two, I'm pretty sure, are going to be able to help you.”

"Widl, IF OU't. dlow meto giveyou my honest opinion,” said
Natdie, "he certainly doesn't look especialy comfortable.”

"Nat, the pendgjo is till unconscious. Comfort isn't aconcern.”

"WEell, | happen to fed that there's a code of conduct concerning these
things, smilar, | imagine, to how you're supposed to treat prisoners

of war. What | meanis, you shouldn't throw them on the floor of your

shuttle cabin like a sack of old potatoes.”

"Y ou'rethe one, chi cawho suggested stuffing Shel in that plastisack
inthefirg place.

"It would be much better, and more humane aswdll, it seemsto me, if
you'd at least put a pillow under his head.”

"Carumba," observed Gomez, unbuckling himself from the passenger
Sedt.

The officia Newz, Inc. shuttle had departed the New Holly wood
satellite nine minutes earlier and, with Natdie at the controls, was
now en route for the Greater Los Angeles Spaceport.

Muittering, Gomez skirted the sack on the floor and took a cushion off
one of the other passenger seats. He genuflected and arranged it under
one end of the green sack that held the stun-gunned Sheldon Gates.
"That ought to make him sufficiently comfy.”

"Wrong end.”

IIQLEI?I

"Y ou stuck the cushion under hisfeet.”

"No, that's his head."

"Don't think I'm being critica of your judgment, though it'snot all

that good under the best of circumstances, but you can see hisears
poking at the sacking down there at the opposite end.”



Grunting, Gomez squatted and poked at the sacked fugitive.

"Seemsyoureright, Nat. His nose does seem to be down here.”
Shifting the cushion, he plumped it and returned to hischair.

"Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll contact the head office of Newz and
tell those dimwits about this enormous scoop that 1've come up with.
They're going to--"

"Momentito, Nat," put in the detective. "Thefact that Alicia

Bower is missing hasn't been made public yet.”

"That's precisely why it makes such aterrific--"

"If you reved that fact, long with the newsthat Jeke and |
areinvolved, it could screw up our chances of finding her."

"How?"

"In numerous ways."

"That is, which even you ought to be able to see, not avery
persuasve--"

"It's standard procedure in akidnapping, chics, to keep the news quiet
for aslong aspossible.”

"Isthat what thisis? Do you guys have evidence that she was
abducted?'

"Not solid evidence, no. But we're convinced the lady didn't disappear
of her own freewill."

"Do you have any ideawho snatched her then?"

"Therearealot of anglesto this. Right now it'sjust not agood
ideato broadcast the--"

"Hey, of course!” She snapped her fingers. "I've been hearing rumors

for over ayear about apossible link between Mechanix Internationa

and some sneaky government intelligence agencies.” She watched Gomez's
face as she continued. "Obvioudy those rumors aretrue, of course,

and this hapless heiress somehow got caught up in some dangerous
spillover fromthat. 'Y ou may aswell, you know, provide mewith all

the details, since I'm bound to--"

"Attend to me, arniguita,” hesaid. "There are severd possible
governmentd trickeriestied inwith thisone. And, if you'l play






adong with me, I will, you have my solemn word, tell you everything
just as soon as--"

"Y our word, solemn or otherwise, usudly isn't worth, if you'll pardon
the vulgariam, diddly, Gomez."

"Crossmy heart,” he vowed, crossing hisheart. "Give usacouple days
before you bresk the Aliciaangle. If we haven't found her by then,
you--"

"And what am | supposed to do with Sheldon Gatesin the meantime? Leave
him in the sack?'

"Y ou can turn him over to the SoCal cops,” hetold her. "She'swanted
in connection with the murder of Ford Jaspers. Thelaw doesn't know
that has anything to dowith Alicia”

"But, based on what | was able to overhear of your conversation with
him, the acting CEO of Mechanix isthe actua killer. Once Sheldon
talksand links her to the killing, everything islikely to come

"Shel isavery evasivelad. It'll take acouple daysat least for the
copsto persuade him to tdll them much of anything at dl.”

Natalie was thoughtful for amoment. "Okay, | guess gpprehending a
murder suspect isabig enough story to impress my tyrannical bosses,"
shedecided. "Then, when | spring the Alicia Bower angle on them,
it'll knock them on their collective fannies.”

"Without adoubt," he agreed.

"If only," she said, glancing a& him once again, "I could get over the
ideathat you're fill conning me.”



IT WASNUARL midnight and there was relaively little traffic to be
seen outs de the windows of Walt Bascom's tower office at the Cosmos
building, mostly cruising bright lit sky cabs The agency chief was
Sitting on the edge of the desk, oneleg dowly swinging, idly
fingering the keys of his saxophone and watching Jmalla

She sat, very straight, hands folded in her narrow lap, inared
plagtiglass chair afew feet from him. "I'm till," shewastdling

Him, "sort of afraid."

"We can put you up someplace safe for awhile," Bascom assured her.
"Well let your parents know that well--"

"I don't have much in the way of parents,”" she said, glancing toward
Dr. Moreno, who was gazing out awindow acrossthe office. "Just my
dad and he doesn't much give adarn wherel am.”

"WEell notify him anyway. But hewon't know exactly whereyou are.
Okay?'

"Y eah, that'd befine, sure.”

"Soon as she told us what she knew, | figured you ought to know," said
Dan. "Wéll, no, actualy, | thought | should tell my dad, but | don't
know how to contact him, so | settled for you,

Mr. Bascom. He'sokay, isn't he?!

"At last report.”

"But he hasn't found Alicia Bower yet?'



"No, not so far aswe know."

Molly leaned over in her chair to tap Jmalaon thearm. "You can
tell himwhat youtold us."

"Guess| might aswdl."” Shelifted her hands off her Iap,

rubbed at her knees, refolded her hands. "I got to know most of the
peoplein our therapy group. Not exactly asfriends, but | know
them.”

Dr. Moreno turned his back to the window and gavethe girl an
encouraging nod.

Jmadlacontinued, "1 never much liked Guy Woodruff, but--" "Guy
Woodruff, huh?' Bascom tapped the side of his saxophone with his
forefinger. "We know him by another name, but go ahead.”

"Well, | used to run into him around Venice pretty often. Thisone
night | was at Kaminsky's Kafe--you know the place,

Hary."
"A dump," supplied Moreno.

"Yeah, itis, sort of. | wasinabooth with afriendand | heard
somebody talking in the next booth to ours. Couldn't see them, but |
recognized Guy'svoice. Hewastaking with an old man, somebody sixty
or 0. Except this man kept caling him Sheldon and not Guy--well,
that fitsin with what you just said, doesn't it? Anyway, thisold man
was saying that somebody named Myrawasn't pleased with Sheldon's
reports. Did hethink they were paying him for alot of drivel and no
facts? He said that Sheldon had to put down every damn word that
Aliciasadinthesessons. "You put it down word for word, Sheldon,
and let usdo the editing.” Something like that, iswhat the old man
told him." Jmadlaunfolded her hands, flexed her thin fingers and
rubbed at her kneesagain. "l got, you know, curious. So | took a
careful walk to the bathroom. They didn't get alook at me, but | saw
them both. It was Guy for certain, Stting there with athin,

welldressed man who didn't look too hedthy."

"Y ou didn't hear the other man's name?' asked Bascom.



She gave anegative shake of her head. "And | just forgot al about

it for awhile. But then Aliciadisappeared and | got to wondering,”
shetold him. "When Guy, or whoever heis, went missing, too, | knew
something was going onwrong. Then| .. well, | guessthiswas stupid,
congdering. | told afew peoplewhat | knew, even though I'm not
exactly surewhat it is| redlly do know. Next day, when | was about
to go into the place | was staying, acouple of guystried to grab me
and drag meinto their land car | kneed one and got away from them
both, but | wasredly scared. | told my friend, Norm Porter, about

al of it." Sheglanced a Moally. "Molly told methat some guys
worked Norm over to get him to tell them where they could find me.
That's even scarier.”

Dan said, "'l figured you could use the ID Smulator, Mr. Bascom.
Then you could use Jmdlas description of that older man to maybe get
anidertification of him."

"Y ep, we ought to be able to do that." The agency head moved closer to
her and held out hishand. "Come on over to the gadget, child, and
well giveit atry.”



Tm MENTOR PSY CH Centreloomed up across the Staff Landing Areg, a
multistoried, blank faced building standing grey in the grey morning.

"His electro pass got us onto the lot,” observed Georgiaas her sky car
set down on the grey surface of thelot. "So the other stuff Dr.
Winter lent you ought to work, too."

Unbuckling, Jake said, " Getting ingdeis not going to be our major
problem.”

"No guards outside the Staff Entrance, just like Winter said." She
eft the car.

"But condderable awaiting insde.”

They walked confidently across the early morning ground level landing
area. At the opaque plagtiglass door to the Staff Wing

Jakeinserted the eectro key that the psychiatrist had given him.
Fifteen seconds passed.

Then, with afaint hissing sound, the door did aside.

Theinitid length of grey corridor was blank, without asingle door or
window. Just before they reached its end, they halted.

Jake picked up Georgiaand carried her in hisarms. After one small
laugh, she shut her eyes and feigned unconsciousness.

Around the bend in the corridor was awide door |abeled
COM'ROL/MONNOreG - 1. Stationed directly in front of it, armsfolded
across hismassive chest, stood alarge grey guardbot.



Heturned his head toward the pair, asking, "What are you doing in
thisarea, please?’

"Look--wheré's Dr. Cohen'soffice?' asked Jakein avery agitated
voice.

"This section of the Centreis restricted to staff only, Sir.”

"I know, but Cohen's on staff, isn't he?' Jake moved up closer to the
robot.

"If youwishto see Dr. Cohen--which Dr. Cohen isthat, by the way?
We have two on staff and--"

"Stanley," said Jake. "Ligten, the medication he gave my wife--some
kind of new stuff and if you ask me he shouldn't be handing out
anything that dangerous to people--Well, | found her on the bathroom
floor thismorning. It'sDr. Cohen's-that'sDr. Stanley
Cohen's--fault and we--"

"Sir, you should have called MedAlert and not--awk." Georgia had swung
up her left hand and dapped atiny parasite control-disc to the
preoccupied guardbot's Side. "Okay, you can put me on my feet now,
Jake"

Hedid that, telling the controlled robot, "Y ou'll let usinto the
Control Room. Understand?’
"Yes gr."

"Far asyou're concerned, everything isjust fine. Nothing out of the
ordinary isgoing on."

"Yes gr."
The door did open.

SHE HAD, SHE wasfairly certain, lost someweight lately. It was hard
to be sure because the plain grey dressthey had given her to wear was
severd szestoo large anyway. Shewastill, too, having problems

with her memory and she found she couldn't dways keep track, when she
tried to think back, of what she'd done during the day. Probably shed
missed some medls. Actualy, she was nearly certain, sheld been losing
weight even before she came here.



She wasn't even exactly sure how long she'd been here. A week
probably, something around aweek. Severd daysanyway. Sheknew
where she was, though, she knew that much.

"And | know my name--it'sAliciaBower."

When she said her name, ditting therein the grey armchair, shefdt a
sharp painin her sde. That was something that had happened before
and she had better ask Dr. Spearman about it.

Except, and she had no precise notion asto why, she didn't especialy
trust him. Didn't particularly like the man, even though he treated

her cordialy. Whenever the treatments that she needed were painful,
he apologized and then explained that she'd had a serious breskdown.
Onethat, unfortunately, sometimes required painful remedies. Sheld be
as good as new soon, that he guaranteed her.

Thetroublewas, Aliciawaan't at al sure how she'd falt when she was
new or completey hedthy.

She got up, very dowly and carefully, from the chair and took afew
steps acrossthe grey carpet. The grey dippersthey'd given her
didnt fit especidly wel either.

Y es, definitely shewasthinner. Shefdt different when shewalked,
lighter and, somehow, much more vulnerable. "I'll belike Simjim
soon,” she said to herself. That was odd, wasn't it?

Shedidn't actualy know anyone by that name. Y et when she said that
nameto hersdf, very briefly, just for afew seconds, she had animage
of avery thin black teenage girl.

If shetrusted Dr. Spearman alittle more than she did, maybe sheld

ask him about things like that. Names and images that popped into her
head. Names and imagesthat, so far as she could tell, had no
connection with anyone she knew or anything that had ever happened to
her.

"Simjim," shesad again. "Jmdla"
Another image of the same girl and, for some reason, the ocean.

Y es, the Pacific at twilight. Shewaswalking dongsde JJmadla



and they stopld to watch arobaot, al trimmed in bright neon,

juggling, hismetd body framed by the glare of the setting sun. Maybe
when she was better, sheld be clearer about things. The grey door in
the grey wall did open with that whispering sound it ways made.
"Having alittleexercise, Alicia?' 1t wasDr. Spearman, smilingin

that way that was supposed to befriendly. He had the dark, thin
medica kit tucked up under hisarm.

"l want to ask you something.”

The psychiatrist seated himself in one of the chairs at the round grey
table near the center of theroom. "Why, of course” "How much did |
weigh when | arrived here?' " Are you worrying about that?' "Not
exactly worrying, but curious.”

Spearman, smiling, stroked his blond beard with plump fingers. After
placing the kit on the table, he took his phone out of apocket of his
medical jacket. He placed it afew inches from the kit, reached into

another pocket. "We can certainly tell you that,” hetold her. He
produced his handheld computer termind.

"According to our charts on you--119 pounds.”

"And what do | weigh now?'

"Let's see--yesterday it was 115." He made a clucking noise,
shaking hishead. "I'm glad you pointed thisout, Alicia. Well,
yes, have to do something about this."

"Not tubes," she said softly. "Please, | don't want to be fed with
tubesagain.”

"We haven't done that, my dear."
"Not thistime."

He set the computer aside, rested an elbow on thetable. ™Y ou remember
your earlier say with us?"

"Someof it, yes. That wasearly last year."
Dr. Spearman nodded. "Well, | don't believe you'll haveto do

anything more than ezt alittle more at each med," hesaid. "The
nurse tells me that--"



"Was she my nurse when | had to stay at the Centre before?
"Shelsarobot, my dear. They dl look very much--"

"It'sonly that | ha. wethe feding that there's something familiar
about--"

"What have | been telling you about your habit of interrupting, Alicia?
It'snot an admirable habit.”

She returned to the grey armchair and sat down. "1'm sorry."
"Come, St over here at thetable.”

Sighing, the young woman got up again. She crossed to the table and
took the chair the farthest from Dr. Spearman.

Hesad, "Y ou dso have to work a masking your negative fedings
somewhat better. | know you don't like some of our therapy techniques,
but there's no need to scowl and make faces.

Those arealittle girl'sway of--" "Was| here before?" "You're
interrupting again.” "i'msorry."

"Wewerejust now discussing your last vist. Don't you remember that
we were doing that, Alicia?’

"Of course, yes," shesaid. "I mean beforethat time. Yearsago."

"No." Heshook hishead. "No, you've only been heretwice."

"Don't you have to doublecheck that on your computer gadget?'

"I have an excellent memory, my dear,” Dr. Spearman assured her. "Plus
adegpinterest in your case." He rubbed hisfingertips across his

bearded chin. "What gave you the ideathat you'd been--"

"l don't know. It amply flashed into my mind."

He moved hiskit aninch or so to theleft. "When do you think that
other visit might have been?'

"It was..." She spread her hands wide, looked up at the grey cealling.
"l don't know. I... | was much younger."

"Y ou had avery happy childhood and adolescence, Alicia

Weve taked about that agood dedl," he reminded her. "Therewould



have been no reason for your coming here when you were--" "My
mother died when [ was fourteen. That wasn't avery happy event.

"No, certainly not, my dear. But, redly, it didn't have any
harmful --"

"That's not what other people think."

"What do other people think?'

"That I'm promiscuous, indiscriminate about men. That |
deep with anybody and everybody."

"Doyou?’

"No, not exactly. Not anymore, but... I'm not sure about how | used to
mll

Spearman lifted the lid of the black kit box. "I'd like to begin our
sesson thismorning with--" "1t'smorning, isit?" "Don't you
know?'

"I'm sort of losing track of time somewhat," she admitted.

"I'm not even redlly certain exactly how long I've been here a the
Centre. How long hasit been?'

"Not that very long, my dear." Smiling, he cleared histhroat.

"Right now another injectionis caled for, I'm afraid.”

Moving her right hand to her upper |eft arm, sherubbed at it.

"lsn't there some other--"

"Weve gone over dl thisbefore, Alicia, and I've taken you into my
confidence asto our methods here,” he said, very patiently. "In order
to get the best results, the most beneficid resultsfor you, we have

to use meansthat are sometimes--"

"If the results are so darn beneficid, why am | back here?"

"Y ou suffered arelgpse.”

"I'm dill fuzzy on the details of that.”

"Y es, that's to be expected in cases such asyours," he assured her.
"There are, no matter how hard we work at it nor how much hope we put

intoit, people who have setbacks now and then. Now I'll get this
injection ready for you, my dear, and well--"



"Jesus, are you still gtting here on your fat ass spouting the usud
bullshit?* The door had whispered open and Sam Trinity,



William 8htner wearing a copper plated hand this morning, had come
gridingin.

"| told you lagt night that this has dragged on far too---" And | told
you, expresdy, never to come here.”

Shrugging, the OCO agent settled into the chair next to the young
woman. "Y ou're not looking too greet, kid," he mentioned.

Aliciamoved hersdf and the chair back from him. "Dr. Spearman, who
is-"

"A colleague of mine," answered the doctor. "And onewhoisnat, |
assure you, authorized to Sit in on our sessionstogether.”

"I'm gtaying," said Trinity. "1 want to seewhy it'staking you so
frigging long to take care of asmple--"

"| can't dlow thet, Trinity."

"Hey, you got thisal ass backwards, Isaac. 1t'smewho telsyou
what goes on around thisdump.” He reached out with hismeta hand,
caught aleg of Alicia's chair and pulled it back to where it had been.
"Y ou're giving me the ideathat you don't much like me, swest," he
sad. "Youdo likeme, don't you?"

"You'l haveto leave usnow," inssted Spearman, standing up. "I can
not continue thistherapy if--"

"Y ou want meto continueit for you, Issac? Because, you know, | think
| can sure as hell do a better job than you.”

Dr. Spearman rubbed hishand over hiswhiskered cheek afew times,
looking from Trinity to the young woman. "Very wdl," hesadfindly.
"You can gt in, but you have to keep quiet and not interfere in any

way."
"I'm just an interested observer. Okay, |saac?’

Aliciadid her chair back again. "Dr. Spearman, I'd prefer, redlly,
not to have anyone e se here while we--"

"It doesn't matter arat's asswhat you prefer, sweet,” Trinity told
her. Hetook hold of her arm thistime and pulled her and the chair
closer tohim.

"Trinity, if you don't--"

All a once aloud hooting began in the corridor outside. Up above the
door aband of scarlet light blossomed and began to throb.






From avobox benegath the flashing stripe of red light a message came
booming. "Attention dl security staff!. Attention al security

ddl2. SeriousRiotingin Violent Wing! SeriousRioting in Violent
Wing! FireRaging! FireRaging'"

Spearman took a step in the direction of the door. "I'll have to--"
The door did open again. Jake, hisstun gunin hishand, cameinto
theroom. "Redly isn't ariot, Dr. Spearman,” he announced. "Just a
little diverson | arranged when | was down in your Control Room."

"Who the devil are--"

"It's Cardigan, you asshole," exclaimed Trinity, popping to hisfet.
"And he's cometo spring the damn girl."



"MIssBow,}t, I'M Jake Cardigan--with the Cosmos Detective Agency in
Greater LA," Jake said asthe door shut behind him. "Y ou're going to
haveto trust me. Barry Zangerly hired usto find--"

"Youll never pull this off, Cardigan,” warned Trinity.

"Keep that hand in your lap, Sam," suggested Jake. "You,

Spearman, don't go for your phone.”

"Thisintruson isabsolutey--"

"Wait," said Alicia "Why did Barry hireyou?"

"Because you'd disappeared.”

"That's absolute nonsense,” said Dr. Spearman. "Thisyoung woman,
Cardigan or whoever you are--this poor young woman suffered a serious
relgpse. To intrude here now and try to poison her mind with audacious

and extremdy harmful lieswill only cause--"

"How'd | end up herethen,” she asked Jake, "if | didn't have another
breakdown?'

"That was Sam'swork. He's an agent with agovernment intelligence
agency called the Office of Clandestine Operations,” hetold her.
"Abduction isone of hisspecidties. | imagine he stun gunned you
when you went to visit your father in the hospitd ."

"Youmug, | inggt, sop this," said Spearman, voicerising.



"Thisgift'smenta stability isnot such that she can be subjected
to---"

"If you'l just get up, Miss Bower, and comewith me," Jake said.
"We're on a pretty tight schedule.”

She hesitated afew seconds, then roseto her feet. "IsBarry
dlright?"

"Relatively so. Some goons, probably in the employ of Sam here, worked
him over."

"Thismanislying,” Spearmantold her. "I don't know what his
objectiveis, but if you go with him, you'll be doing yoursdlf greeat
harm. And youll erase dl the valuable work we--"

"Thisisnotimefor bullshit, Issac.” AsAliciapassed in front of
Trinity, he gave her a powerful shovewith hismeta hand. That sent
her stumbling across the room and smack into Jeke. Jakefell back,
landing on one knee and dropping his stun gun onto the grey

carpeting.

Trinity lunged, shoving thefdlen Aliciaout of hisway. Hedived,
landing on top of Jake and sending him over on his back.

"Now I'll take care of you," promised Trinity, hismetd fingers
reaching for Jake's throat, "the way you should've been taken care of
right off."

GEORGIA HAD HEADED for another part of the facility. Wearingamedica
jacket and carrying a notebook, she went walking rapidly dong a
lemon-yellow corridor. Shelooked efficient, purposeful and as though

she actualy belonged there.

When the corridor forked, she headed down the sea-blue branch. Up
ahead afew paces was ayoung human nurse, who was waking dowly
alongside arobot breskfast cart.

"Damn," muttered Georgia, "witnesses." She increased her pace.



"No," thesmall, freckled nurse wastdling the dowly ralling cart,

"it's supposed to be six orders of imitation hash browns and seven of
imitation home fries"On the contrary,” said the cart out of its

chromed voxbox, "it's seven hash browns and six home fries"That's
absolutely and completely cockeyed, Oscar,” said the nurse, her hands
turning tofigts. "I redly don't understand why we haveto go through
thisevery sngle gosh darn--"

"Nurse, excuseme." Georgiahad caught up with her and wastapping on
her freckled arm.

"Oh, yes, Dr. I'm afraid, since I'm new here, | don't know your name.”
She and the cart came to a stop.

"McClennan," said Georgia, smiling cordiadly. "Dr. Mary Lou
McClennan.”

"Wadl, what can | do for you, Dr. McClennan?'

"Nothing actudly,” answered Georgia, continuing to smile. "It's

smply that I've been assigned to the Sharon Harker case and I'm going
to her room now, whichisjust afew doorsaway. | didn't want you, or
your cart, to become overly concerned if you saw me going in there.”

The nurse blinked at her. "But we have gtrict orders that no oneisto
enter Room 314, Dr. McClennan," shesad, frowning. "In fact, only
um... one person is allowed access."

"Yes, | know, Agent Trinity." Shetried another smile. "I'm assisting
asof thismorning."

"l hope you won't think I'm being astickler, Doctor," said the
freckled nurse, "but | honestly think | should see some sort of
identification or authorization before | just go on about the business
of serving breskfast inthisarea. Because of the nature of this
facility, asit was very carefully explained to me when | began work
here two weeks ago, our security measures have to--"

"Shit, | would have to bump into a bean counter Still smiling, she
reached ingde her medicdl jacket. "Okay, this should satisfy you,
nurse.” She snapped out astun gun "Okay, please, go on into Room
314. You and Oscar both."

IN



"Hey, i'm not allowed to io late our secuty les," protested the robot
cart.

"God damn, everybody got scruples heresbouts.” She dapped a parasite
disc on his polished chrome side. "Okay, Oscar, you roll your asson
down to the end of the corridor and wait."

Yes, miss" Thebreakfast cart moved away.

"Y ouwon't get away with this" the nursetold Georgia.

"Y ou got any notion what the hell I'm trying to get away with?"

"Wdl, no."

"Then quit being so critica,” she suggested, reaching for the door
handle.

TRINIIY GOT HIS coppery hand on Jake's throat and started to squeeze.

Jake swung up both his hands, gripping the agent's meta wrist. At the
same time he brought up hisknee and droveit into

Trinity'sgroin with consderable force.

The redhaired man ydled with pain and his clutching copper fingers
loosened their hold.

Jake pushed himsdlf to hisknees, dtill holding tight to the wrist.

Using Trinity'sarm asalever, he swung himto theright and hard into
agrey wdl.

The OCO agent hollered as he went damming against thewall and there
was aratcheting, ripping sound.

Hefdl back and away from Jake.

But Jake was gtill holding the coppery hand. Itsfingerswere
twitching and flexing.

Trinity went dumping to hisknees. Shoulders hunched, he pressed his
redl hand to hisempty deeve. A wet red stain was swiftly growing on



thecloth. "I must get help." Dr. Spearman reached for the
phone he'd set on the grey table.

"You'd better not." Aliciadived, grey skirt billowing, for thefdlen
dungun

She snatched it up, sprang to her feet and turned the weapon on the
psychiatrist

"Now now, my dear, you'reredly not capable of doing me any harm.”
Spearman smiled at her and picked up hisphone. "Don'," shewarned
him.

"Well talk about your fedings after 1--" That was al he managed to
say before the stun beam from the gun hit him low in theribs.

The phone spun up out of his hand, hit the table, bounced twice and
then skidded over and fdll to the grey floor.

Spearman's plump hands fluttered and he seemed to be trying to smile
once more.

Hetottered, sighed, fell over unconscious.

Jake, meantime, had dugged Trinity and laid him out near the
doorway.

Aliciaglanced over at Jake. "It would've been nicer,” she remarked,
"if you'd knocked him cold with hisown figt."

"Poetic judtice, but amitetoo obvious." Theadarmswere ill
hooting out .in the hdlways. "Weve got to leave.”

She dipped the gun into the dresss only pocket. "I'm till not
completely clear asto who you are," she admitted. "But I'd rather
leave with you than stick here. So let'sgo.”



Tm -rE*RD sound of running feet, alot of them, both human and robat,
over in one of the corridors that branched off the one they were
hurrying dong. The security people and other staffers were running
toward the fake riot that Jake had created with the help of the Control
Room.

"We only have afew more minutes before everybody redlizes they've been
flimflammed," said Jake as he and the young woman ran toward the Staff
Landing Area. "Did Barry redly hireyou?' sheasked. "Hehired the
agency | work for." "What did you say itsnamewas?' "Cosmos
Detective Agency.”

"Oh, yes, I've heard of them." She was breathing hard from the
running. "How badly isBarry hurt?'

"They beat him up, couple of thugsand agot,” said Jake.

"There was no serious damage, though, and he's recuperating well."
"In ahospitd ?*

"Last timel taked to him, yeah."

Shesad, "It'scomforting to know he's till interested in me."

"Lots of people are interested in you, Miss Bower."



"L ook, if we're going to be on the run together for awhile- just cdll
meAlicia, will you?' sherequested. "And your namewas?'

"Jake Cardigan.”

"That's right, you dready told methat,” shesaid. "I've been having
al sortsof trouble remembering things."

"Understandable.”

Stopping, she caught hold of hisarm. "What do you mean?

Do you know something about why--"

"We can discusswhat | know after we get oursalves clear of this-"
"Oh, dear god," exclamed Alicia. She was staring down the corridor.
A large matronly robot, gunmetd in color, was coming toward them.

"It's her," whispered the young woman," her grip on Jakésarm
tightening. "It'sTinLizzie"

THE BALL-HEADED ROBOT on the smdll screen of the bedside phone said,
"I'm sorry, Sir, we're ftill not getting an answer.”

"But there's nothing wrong with his phone?!

"Not athing, from what the company computer telsus,”

replied the hospital switchboard robot.

"Okay, I'll try again later."

"Perhaps, Mr. Zangerly, you ought just to rest,” suggested the round
headed mechanism. "Y ou tried your brother's home phone until our
outgoing switchboard shut down a midnight,

and then this morning, as soon aswe were back on--"

"I'm anxiousto tak to him."

"That'sobvious, . Yet, snceyou're here to mend and get better,
it__ll

"Try hiswork number again,” said Barry, who was propped up in bed and
twisted toward the bedside vidphone. "We did that very thing only--"
"Tryitagan.



"Very wdl, sr." Thesmal rctangu]ar phonescreen went blank.
"Wherethe hdl isRug?' Barry asked himsdlf doud.

The robot'simage returned. "Roger Zangerly isnot at Mechanix
Internationa,” it announced. "As before, they have no ideawhere he
is"

"Okay, thanks." He sighed out a breath, leaning back.

"I'm concerned about you, Mr. Zangerly." A handsome,

blond haired android physician had stepped into hisroom. He had his
name tag, which identified him as an android, fastened to the pocket of
his pale-blue medcoat.

"Who areyou?'

"Dr. Mdloy." Hecameover tothebed. "I'mfillinginfor Dr.
Seinberg.”

"What'swrong with him?"

Malloy chuckled. "Not ablessed thing," he answered. "Thisissmply
hisday off." He seated himsdlf on the edge of the bed. "I understand
you're extremely upset about something and haven't been deeping.”
"I'mjust trying to get in touch with my brother.”

"It must be something extremely seriousto cause you to" "Doctor, |
appreciate your concern,” Barry told the android. "Thisredly,

though, isn't any of your damn business, not a dl. Infact, snce
I'mredly feeling alot better, | want to check out of your little
establishment. Today--right now, thismorning." Malloy shook hisblond
head. "That'snot possible.” "Sure, itis. | havetheright to--"

"Not in your present condition,” the doctor informed him.

"Y ou aren't well enough to--"

"What do you intend to do? Keep me from--"

"| hate to think that would be necessary,” said Dr. Madloy.

"But if you attempt to take acourse of action that wefed is

dangerous to your wdlbeing, then we have a perfect right to restrain
you in order to keep you from leaving the protection of the

hospital "

"How--you going to tie me down?'






"Nothing that dragtic, though you might be moved to amore secure
portion of our hospital. It might even become necessary to administer
drugsto calm you down, Mr. Zangerly."

After afew seconds, Barry nodded. "All right, okay," he said to the
android physician. "That won't be necessary.”

"For the present,” said the android, "I'm a so going to have your phone
shut off."

THE GUNMETAL ROBOT waswalking closer, staring directly at Alicia
"Just where do you think you're going, young lady?' she asked.

Aliciawas dill holding tightly to Jakesarm. "I haven't seen you
thistime," she said quietly, looking sidewaysat her. "And they've
been trying to make me think you never existed.”

"Y ou're so addled, you poor thing, that you have no ideawhat's real
andwhat isn't."

"No, | wasright about you, dead right," indsted the young woman. "I
remember you and--Y es, | remember what you hel ped them do to methe
lagt times.." thelast timel washere"

"Wl then, yes, well haveto get you right back to Dr. Spearman
agan," sad Tin Lizziein her hollow, rumbling voice. "Stand aside,
young man."

"Y our perceptors need tuning.” Jeke grinned. "I'm not exactly ayoung
man. Doesn't matter, Since I'm not going to stand aside.”

"Then I'll haveto summon assstance to handlethisstuation.” She
raised ahand toward the panel built into her side.

"No!" Fumbling the stun gun out of the pocket of her shapeless dress,
Aliciaclutched it with both hands and fired right at the gpproaching
robot.

The beam struck Tin Lizzie squarein the chest. She fought to get her
metd fingersto the pand, but failed. Her arm swung down to her
Sde



When she hit the floor, facedown, there was alarge rattling thud.

"Oh, dear Jesus" said Alicia, pain sounding in her voice, "I'm
garting to remember thingsdl over again.”

He put an arm around her waist. "C'mon, or well missour ride," he



sad asthey garted running again. TH LITTLE BLOND boy continued
to cry. Sharon Harker was holding him on her 1ap, hugging him, rocking
gently in thefat, padded rocker. "It's okay, Sean, it'sokay," she
wassaying. "Were safe.”

"Want to go home."
"Soon," hismother promised him, "in awhile."
"Want to see Pompom."

Sharon glanced over at Jake, who was standing near Aliciaschair. "l
think he meansyou.”

Grinning, Jake crossed the shadowy, windowless little room. "What's
bothering you, Sean?’

The boy studied Jake's face, then scowled. "Not him. He's not
Begpaw." He commenced crying again, louder now, eyes shut and mouth

open. "l want Beepaw."

"WEell see Grandpa soon,” shetold him. "Now. Seehim now!" "Hush,

The door swung open and Georgia entered. "Jake, we got asky car for
you," she announced. "Beready in about haf hour." "Maybe oncewe
get hometo Grester LA, thingswill--" "There's something | want to

talk about,” Aliciasaidto him. "Sure" He crouched beside her

char.



10il Georgiawent over to Sharon and the boy. "He's il pissed off,
huh?'

"They mugt have given him some shots at the Centre. Painful
injections, some of them, and thatt's

"I've been thinking." Aliciatook Jake€shand. "Asbest | can think
with my addled brain.”

"Dont let Tin Lizzie's judgment of you--"

"No, she'sright." She rubbed, dowly, at her temple as she spoke. "
redlly haven't been thinking too clearly for quite awhile now."

"Spearman is noted for his ability to tamper with peoplesbrains,” he
sad. "Oneof the guy's specidtiesiserasing or dtering
memories.”

"I'm sure, assure as | can be of anything at the moment, that they did
something like that to me," she continued. "When | wasthere last

year, | mean. Then, after | started to remember again, somebody... Who
was it who arranged this, do you know?"

"Sam Trinity and the OCO areinvolved. We aren't yet surewho dse.”

"Thething is, J&ke, if | go home now I'm ill going to have al sorts

of problems” Aliciasaid. "I ill don't know what exactly it isthat
people don't want meto know. Nor do | have the remotest ideawho it
iswho wants meto forget. So | won't have any guarantee that they or
somebody elsewon't just grab meand try al over again." She paused,
running her tongue across her upper lip. "And there are much smpler
and surer ways to keep people quiet. Y ou can, for onething, just kill
them.” "All of that'strue," he agreed.

"Suppose you don't deliver me home right away, Jake?"!
"And insteed?"

"Is there anywhere, anyplace you know of--a place where they can help
me to remember?"

He thought for afew seconds before nodding. "I know of at least one,



yeah," heanswered. "It's not completely legit and doesn't exactly do
business out in the open. It's hidden away up in New England and they
gpecidizein what you need.”

"Will you take me there?'

"Y ou've been, it's obvious, handled very roughly by Trinity, Spearman
and that gang,” he said. "Reversing the process, correcting what was
doneto you and retrieving your memory--that can't help but be damned
panful."

"Not as painful as being dragged back into Mentor, and nowhere near as
bad as being silenced for good.”

Jake said, "Okay, I'll makeacal."

"Do you haveto get permission from your agency before you can--"

"No, I'll handle thison my own," he said.

THE TWILIGHT FOLLOWED them asthey flew eastward through the declining
day. Fivethousand feet below their sky car thelights of citiesand

towns were coming on.

Alicia, dressed now in the pullover and jeansthat Georgia had dug up

for her, wasin the passenger sedt, knees up and her arms|ocked around
her legs. "Y ou specidizein thissort of thing, don't you?'
Jakewasinthepilot seat. "What sort of thing?'

"Finding lost and strayed women,” she said. "Seemsto mel saw

something about you on the vidnews a few months back. Y ou located
somebody who'd disappeared. She was hiding out up on the Moon Colony
and you brought her safely home. That wasyou, wasn't it?"

"Yegh, it was"

"What happened to her?'

"She's dead.”

Alicianodded her head dowly. "That may happento me." "Eventualy
it happensto everybody.” "Youwerein lovewith her," she stated.

IN
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"Doesthat happen much, your faling in love with the women you meet on
cases?'

"Youresae"

"But areyou? They must'vetold you about me," she said.

"About my bad habits and dl the many men I've dept with. If you
marched them dl by asingle point, the parade would last for

severd--"

"Tel me, if you fed upto it, some more about Spearman and what went
on."

"Do | make you fed uneasy, taking about my persond life?"

"Isthat the effect you're trying for?'

She shrugged one shoulder. "This place you're ddivering meto, these
people--can they accomplish other things besides putting my memory back
together?"

"Oh, there are afew other problems| have," shetold him.

"After | met Barry, | changed some. | don't wander off much anymore.
And | am, surprisingly, capable of being loyd."

Jake asked her, "When you found yoursdlf at Mentor--did you know how
you got there?'

"No, but Dr. Spearman explained that I'd suffered another breskdown.
Apparently I'd started behaving very oddly and it was decided to send
methereagan.”

"Was that why you went there before, a breakdown?”

Shedidn't reply for quiteawhile. "That'sthe officid explanation,”
shesaid dowly. "What Spearman and my father..." She planted her
feet flat on the cabin floor, sraightening upinthe seet. "Thisis

very rough to talk about. Because--because of the possibility that my
father has been lying to me dl dong, too."

"Y ou suspect that you didn't have a breakdown the other time either.”

Shegaveasmdl, agreeing nod. "That'swhat I'm garting to think,"
Aliciaadmitted. "In someways| want to be agood girl,



to go dong with the whole program and help Dr. Spearman cure



me, rehabilitate meand al. Another part of me, though, held ouit.

They redly want meto forget something. Spearman, I'm certain, was
using techniques on me that were supposed to wipe out parts of my
memory." She paused, shaking her head. "It's so--if they succeed,
damnit, then you even forget that they did something to you to make
you forget. Y ou can go around with abunch of false memories of what
your life hasbeen.”

Jake suggested, "That's probably enough about thisfor now.” "I
remembered Tin Lizzie," shesaid. "l remembered that dreadful robot
whom | wasn't supposed to remember. Something inside me, because I'm
stubborn at heart, Jake, something fought not to forget. It'sas

though | were drowning and kept struggling back up to the surface. The
troubleis, | can't seem to get completely out of the damn water and

back on the shore." She glanced over a him. "How did she die?!

"They killed her," he answered quietly, "the Teklords."

"And you il fed, don't you, that you should've been able to stop
them and save her life?"

"| fed that, sure, because | think | could' ye
Shesaid, "That'sthe sameway | fed about preventing...”

Her voicetrailed off and adeep frown touched her forehead.
"Preventing what?"

"l can't remember," she said.

IN



Tm CAtICT UP with the ssorm while flying over the New Y ork Sector of
Trigtate. Heavy rain started hitting at the sky car and crackles of
brilliant lightning came danting down acrossthe dark sky.

Alicia, legstucked under her, sat quietly in her seet, watching the

storm deepen around them. Findly she asked him, "What's the name of
this place you're taking me?"

"Doesn't have one," answered Jake.

"It'snot caled the National Screwball Foundation or the

Home for Wayward Girls?'

"They prefer to do business very discreetly.”

"Who runsit?'

"Lady named Maggie Pennoyer.”

"A friend of yours?'

The sky car took a sudden bounce and lightning turned the wet darkness
outsde an intense pae blue.

Jakesdd, "A longtimefriend."
"Y ou redly believe she can hdp me?!

"She's very good, especidly with people whose minds have been tampered
with in oneway or another."

"What about the staff?. Do | haveto talk to another bunch of
robots?'



"Last time | heard, Maggie had two humans and three androids working
with her," hesaid. "Of course, that was about five years ago."

"Oh, that's something else | remember hearing about you.

Y ou werein prison--for along time, wasn't it?"

"Four years."

"That's not so awfully long."

"Depends.”

"It wasthe Freezer." She hugged hersdlf, shivering. "That must be
awful, being in suspended animation. Did you dream?" "They tell you
that you don't." "But you did?’

"Some." They were over the Connecticut Sector of Tristate now and the
storm wasn't yet as bad asit had been over New Y ork. After scanning
the dash pand Jake punched out alanding pattern. "Weregoingto a
town called Bridgefidd.”

"I've been there. It was pretty dull.”

Very gradualy the sky car began its descent.

THE LIGHT SIGN HANGING from the pole next to the rainswept landing area
reed NUTMEG NATURE PRESERVE.

"So it doeshave aname," observed Alicia
"Camouflage.”

Thelanding lights of their sky car swept across astand of white
maples while settling down to alanding on the nearly empty lot.

Jake got out, made hisway around the car in the hard fdling rain and
helped the young woman out. "We have to go up aong that path
yonder."

"How many acres doesthiscover?' She hunched her narrow shoulders as
therain hit her, moving closeto him.

" About twenty."

The gravel pathway curved through woods. All at once on their right a
sturdy oak quivered, then vanished with afaint sizzling pop.
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"Oops," sad Alicia, glancing around at the rainy night woods. "Is
al thisaprojection?’

"Only about half," answered Jake. "It'sablend of red treesand
holograms.”

From up ahead came the sound of booted feet crunching on the wet
gravel. A tdl, lanky man, wrapped up in aplastic oat and carrying
both alantern and atool kit, was coming down toward them.

Halting afew feet away, he held up the lantern and looked them over.
"Howdy," hesaid at lat.

"Evening,” said Jake. "Y ou must be Jason McNaughton.” "That | am.
Maggie warned me to expect you folks" Jake grinned.

Jason said, "Got some treeson the fritz. Want to fix them tonight,
even though the weeather isfoul." He nodded curtly at

Alicia, eased around her and continued on down the dark path.
"Caretaker," explained Jake.

At the path end was a clearing with arugtic cabin at its center.
Y dlow light showed at most of itsleaded windows.

Thereal wood door came creaking open as Jake's foot touched the top
porch step.

A smdl woman, not more than four feet high, wasframedin the
rectangle of light. "Jake, it'swonderful to seeyou again,” she said,
laughing.

"Same here, Maggie." He crouched on the welcome mat, put both arms
around her.

Maggie Pennoyer hugged him, then kissed him on the cheek. "C'monin
and bring theinjured dove," sheinvited. Her left leg was severd

inches shorter than her right and on her left foot she wore a built-up
shoe.

"Maggie hasthe notion that | specidizein rescuing waifs and strays,”
explained Jake.

The sonefireplace and thelogs burning init werered. Aliciaheld
out her hand. "I'm AliciaBower."

Shaking hands, Maggietold her, "Y oulll have noticed that |



didn't turn out quite symmetrical. Some sort of manufacturing flaw.

If I was one of those dick an dies your pop turns out, they could have
sent me back. Sit down, why don't you? Looks like they've been
darvingyou.”

Aliciatook the indicated wood-and-lesther chair near thefire.

"| did that to mysdlf, | think,"” shesaid. "Being in that place pretty
much took away my gppetite.”

"Spearman.” Maggie spit the name out. "Did you manage to cold cock
that sadistic son of abitch while you were extricating her, Jake?!

"Aliciatook care of that."

Maggie dapped her right hand againg her thigh. "Did you inflict
consderable pain and suffering on him?"

"Jugt sun gunned him.”

"That's nowhere near what he deserves, the bastard, but it's,

hdl, agart.”

"Jake tdlsme," began the young woman, “that you can maybe--"

"Got her cdling you by your first name aready, huh?' She smiled over
at Jake. "What isit about you that bowls most women over? It can't
be the fact that you're so battered and weatherbeaten, can't be the
mean look in your eyes or the fact that you're dmost dway's glowering.
And that alleged grin of yoursisso evil that it curdlesthe blood of
infants and--"

"What say you concentrate on Alicia" Jake settled onto araw wood
bench.

"Y ou're absolutely right, Jake. Besides, there's not enough timeto
fix dl that allsyou." She, limping dightly, walked over to the
young woman and stood scrutinizing her.

"Can you--get rid of whatever damage Dr. Spearman did?"
"That's one of my specidties.”

"How exactly did you get into thiskind of --"

"Jekedidnt fill youin, huh?' Maggie laughed once again.

"Wdll, | used to be on their sde. Yep, | worked for our enlightened



United States Government for dmost five years. During that time
came up with new and more efficient waysto erase harmful information
from peopléshbrains. | gpplied my system and, hell, there must till

be severa hundred poor do inks wandering around this country who can't
think straight because of what | did to them back then. Then, about
seven years ago, | suddenly cameto my senses. Somewhat Smilar to a
religious conversion, except [ stayed afoulmouthed heathen. What |
think | acquired, damn latein life, was aconscience. But, hell, most
people never do manage to grow one. From that point, I've been
devoting my effortsto reversing the sort of stuff I'd been doing.”
"Doesn't that annoy your former bosses?'

Shelaughed. "Hdl, it makesthem chew nailsand shit ingots," Maggie
sad. "I move around alot, and so far they haven't caught up with me
or been ableto sop me. Do you like thislatest setup, Jake?"

"Cozy,"

"Jason comes with it--and he's about as much funasmy Uncle Si's
pickled cadaver. Butit'sanice quiet location and I've done some of
my best work hereabouts.”

Jake asked her, "How many other clients do you have in residenceright
now?'

She hdd up threefingers of her right hand. "Just three, timesarea
littletough,” shesaid. "And the paltry fee I'm charging you, for old
time's sake, isn't going to make me that much richer.”

"But think of the satisfaction you'l get.”
She nodded at Alicia. "C'mon, I'll show you down to your quarters,”
sheinvited. "After dinner, | want you to turnin. Well gartinthe

morning early.”
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BASCOM WAS PLAY ING his saxophone when Gomez cameinto his office. Hazy
morning sunshine wasfilling the big office and giving afuzzy glow to
al theclutter.

"How comeyou never play "Cidito Lindo' on that dornickg.” inquired
Gomez.

"I've never found an acceptable bebop arrangement.”

"My next question is--why'd you summon me herein the wee hours of the
morn or thereabouts?'

"l heard from Jake."

"Muy bueno." Gomez garted to smile, thought better of it and asked
another question. "Ishediveand well?'

"His message was delivered by somebody elseand | didn't speak to him
directly,” continued the agency head. "I talked with avery feisty
attorney from Farmland. Georgia Petway by name.”

"What'd she have to passon?”'

"Jakesfound AliciaBower."

"Chihuahua" heexclamed. "I assume she's okay?'

"Y es, and with Jeke."

"And wherethe devil is Jake?"

Bascom rested his sax atop hisdesk. "Miss Petway doesn't know, mainly
because he didn't tell her exactly where he was heading.”
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"But it'snot our way?'
"Not yet, hetold her that much.”

Slumping into a canvas chair, Gomez put his booted feet up on abox of
info discs "Was Aliciaactudly within the confines of the Mentor
joint?'

Bascom nodded. "Jake, with the capable assistance of Miss Petway, got
her out of there yesterday," answered Bascom. "Dr. Spearman and our
old chum, Sam Trinity, were temporarily incapacitated in the

process."

"That's not good,” observed Gomez. "Unless Trinity isunder the sod,
hell be champing to get even with Jake for taking her away from
him."

"No doubt," agreed the chief.

Gomez asked, "Doesthislegd seorita have any notion what thisisall
about?'

"Only that it looks like Spearman was trying to mind wipe Alicia. No
word asyet on what it is everybody is o anxiousto have her forget
al aout."

Steepling hisfingers, Gomez rested his chin on them. "Possbly Jake
trangported her someplace where they can help her remember.”

"That occurred to me."
"Could beit's Maggie Pennoyer's brain workshop.”

"That, too, occurred to me," said Bascom. "And if we don't hear
directly from Jake by nightfall, | may try to contact the lady."

"It might occur to that cab ron Trinity to check with her, too." "If
he has any ideawhere she's hiding out these days."

Standing up, Gomez siretched and yawned. "We can't quite cal this
case closed, can we?"'

"Too many looseends" said Bascom, shaking hishead. " Speaking of
which, Sheldon Gates remainsin police custody in connection with the
murder of Ford Jaspers and he still hasn't said adarn thing. Meantime,



I've got people monitoring the activities of both Myra Ettinger and
Bernard Zangerly." "Our client's padreistangled up in thismess,
huh?" "According to the identification Jmalla K esfer hel ped uswith,
it's Dad who was one of the Mechanix gang in cahoots with Shel."
"I'm going to be checking with an informant later in the day,

jefe” Gomez wandered in the direction of the door. "Digging into
Myraslinks with government agents.”

"Areyou sharing anything with that redhaired reporter?”
"Aslittleaspossble” said Gomez.

THE RAIN WAS till therein the morning, thinner and quieter now.
After his solitary breakfast, Jake went out onto the cabin porch and
sat in one of the raw wood chairs. Gripping his mug of nearcaf in both
hands, he watched the rain faling down through the forest. Twicein
the firgt fifteen minutes atree shimmered and disappeared.

A little after ten Maggie came out onto the porch. "Good morning,” she
sad as she pulled hersef up into the chair next to him.

"How'sit progressing down below?' heinquired.

"Moderately well." Sherested her left hand on her |eft knee and swung
her built-up shoe, dowly, back and forth.

"BUE?'
"I'd like you to come down and take alook at what weve got so far."
Jake studied her face. "Have you found out what it is she knows?'
"Yes, mogt of it," answered Maggie quietly.

"That'sgood, isn't it?"

"Thisyoung woman likes you, lord knowswhy," shetold him. "More
importantly, shetrustsyou.”

"Maggie, what in the hdll isbothering you?'



"Nothing, Jake my dear. Not adamn thing, not asingle god damn
thing," she said, gazing out a thewoods. "I havean MD, don't I?
That means I'm tough and I've cut up corpses that once wereliving,
breathing human beings and I've watched cutelittle kidsdie. Hell,
I'm atough old broad."

"That'swhet al the pollsshow." Leaving hischair, he crouched
beside hers. Y ou found out more than you expected.” "1 found ahint
of something.”

"And you don't know whether you should tdll her about it." "Oh, hell,
shéll haveto know.” Putting her hands on his shoulders, she got

herself down out of the chair. "Have you wondered why | don't have any
chairsbuilt to my sze around here?'

"l know the answer, Maggie. That would betoo easy onyou." She
nodded, laughing briefly and quietly. *Come aong underground with
me," sheinvited. "Aliciawantsyou to watch this, too."
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The FIRST UNDERGROUND room Maggie led him to contained two low white
cots and an elaborate array of eectronic equipment. Spread on asmall

metal table between the cots was what looked to be a collection. of

Tek gear.

"How do you use that junk in your work?' asked Jake when he noticed
it.

"That's an adaptation of my own, not meant for Tekheads." Pulling
hersdlf up, she perched on the edge of acot. She gestured with her
right hand at the complex of equipment that filled the entirewall

behind her. "By rigging asubject to dl thisformidable

hardware--mogst of whichisof my own design--I can get a pretty good
ideaof what's been doneto their heads.”

"And what have you found out about Alicia?"

"That clumsy bastard Spearman definitely tried to set up blocksto her
remembering certain things," answered Maggie. "He's not especialy
deft, the damn butcher. Ontop of that, Alicias pretty stubborn. The
blockages didn't completely take, memories started spilling out and
back into her consciousness. When people redlized that, they got upset
and' decided on areturn trip to that crackpot's facility."

Jake asked, "Y ou know what they wanted to erase?’

"Not erase, Spearman's processes don't work that way," she



corrected him. "Tried to block, hide, keep pushed down below the
surface of recollection.”

"But you know?"

"Yes, | unblocked it." She pointed at the scatter of Tek

paraphernaia. "Now, by hooking a subject up to that and feeding the
impulsesinto my own variation of an ID Smulator, | can produce what
amounts to a holographic vidtape of what's being recalled insdethe
brain. Theselittle pegp shows aren't completely accurate, obvioudy.
Sincetheré's dways a certain amount of subjective distortion and a
loss of definition caused by the limitations of my equipment. But the
results, Jake, ain't bad." In attempting to get hersdlf to the floor,
Maggie ssumbled and fell to her knees.

Jake made no moveto help her. "And that's what we're going to teke a
look at--the footage you got from Alicia?!

"Thanks." She got hersalf back to her feet by grabbing the frame of
the cot and pulling. "Most folks would've rushed over and fussed over
me. You know better."

"Could be I'mjust heartless."

"Nope," she said, walking toward the door. "I've never had the
opportunity of taking acloselook indgde your skull, but I'vegot a
pretty good idea of what'sin there."

NEAR THE CENTER of thelarge circular room four chairs were arranged on
alow, narrow platform. Alicia, kneestogether and armsfolded, was

stting in the leftmost chair. When Jake entered, she smiled

fleetingly a him and nodded at the chair next to hers. "Sit by me

during the show,”" sheinvited.

Hetook theindicated chair, touching her shoulder reassuringly as he
settled down. "How you doing?*

"Aswell as can be expected,” she answered quietly. "Did Maggietell
you what we dug up?'



"Nope." Unfolding her arms, she reached out and took hold of his
hand. "It'snot very nice" shetold him. "Infact.." wdl, youll
%ll

"Y ou sure you want meto gt in on this?'

"Yes, | am. I'm going to need your help afterwards, Jake, because..”
well, youll see”

Maggie had taken the rightmost chair and was holding a control pad in
her right hand. "Shal we get rolling, kids?'

Aliciadidnt immediately repond Findly, very softly, she said,
"Yes fine"

Theroom lighting grew gradually dimmer and then darkness closed in dl
around them. Aliciapressed hishand tighter. Her fingerswere
chill.

A few feet in front of them blossomed adimlit halway. A pretty
auburnhaired young woman, wearing a party gown, camein through the
front doorway. It was late night outside this house.

"That'sme," Aliciawhispered closeto hisear. "I gpparently see
mysdf asalot cuter than | actudly am.”

All a once adoor in the hallway was yanked full open. Standingin
the rectangle of harsh, bright light was ayounger, hedthier Owen
Bower. The wideshouldered man was wearing a short bathrobe and
clutching adrink in hislarge hand. "Come here, damniit,” he shouted
inagruff, drunken voice. "Comeherewhen| cdl youor..."
Suddenly he was gone, the door was only open afew inches now.

"I don't know where that came from," Aliciawhispered. "It's... out
of context.”

Theother Aliciapaused & thethin line of light, frowning,
ligening.

From out of the room drifted arguing voices.

"Don't try any patriotic shit on me, Treska," shouted Bower. "The
price has aready been settled.”

"This has nothing to do with flag waving Owen. What I'm



trying to tel you isthat the Office of Clandestine Operations can't
be bullied, certainly not by you or Myra, into--"

"Go to somebody esethen.”

"Y ou know we can't possibly do that,” said Treska. "Mechanix hasa
virtua monopoly on the sdle of servomechs, androids and robotsin
Central and South America.”

Bower gave aharsh chuckle. "Y ou bet your skinny ass, Treska," he
sad. "And every name on thislist of yours, from Antonio Corte on
down, happensto be acustomer of ours. If you want the people on this
shit list to have fatd accidents, then you'l have to work with me,

And you'll pay the god damn price we agreed on.”

"The price, Owen, was agreed on. But now you're attempting--"

"That was atentative price. But thetechnical difficultiesand the
various arrangements have caused usto be moreredigtic,” Bower told
him. "To rig those robots and androids so that they'll arrange fatal
accidents-believable fatdities that don't look anything aike--that
takestime and skill."

"Wewon't advance you any further funds unless--"

"Quit screwing around with me. 'Y ou know damn well you're going to pay
exactly what I'm asking.”

The projected Aliciawalked dowly away from the door, disappearing
into darkness.

"That was ayear and ahaf ago, when I'd just come home from adate,”
she explained to Jake. "The door to his den wasn't quite shut and |
heard them taking in there."

Another image grew out of the darkness. Aliciain jeans and a striped
shirt, hair tied back, was standing next to a heavy wooden desk. In
her hand she was holding a sheet of pale-blue paper.

"Darling, that'stheligt, isntit?' Bower had comewaking quietly
into hisden. He was older than hed been in the earlier glimpse of
him, wearing agrey busness suit and not yet showing any signs of



illness. "You... you're going to kill these people.” The paper
was shaking dightly in her hand. "Every one of them, ten people.”

"Ten unimportant people,” said her father. " Oh, important to the OCO
and to the Tek cartelsthey'rein on thiswith, but not people who have
much red valueto theworld at dl.”

"Y ou can actudly modify our robots and androidsto kill people?”

"Eadest thing intheworld, darling.” Very gently, hetook thelist
from between her fingers.

"And they'll fix it to look like an accident, a series of accidents?’

"We don't want anyone to get caught or arrested. We're not talking
about kamikaze assassins here."

"l just don't understand how you--"

"Alicia, I'mredly afraid you're going to have to go away for a
reg.”

The images were replaced by darkness.
Sowly thecircular room grew light again.

"l can remember dl the namesonthelis,” said Aliciaquietly.
"Three of them are dill dive”



ALONE IN HiSroom, shoulders dightly hunched, Jake sat facing the
tap-proof vidphone. On the smal screen showed the face of his

partner.

Gomez and Jake had judt finished filling each other in on what they
knew about the case.

"The problemis" Jake was saying, "that we can't prove much of
this”

"There are till some hombres scheduled to get knocked off in the next
few weeks unless thisinformation gets spread around hither and yon,”
said Gomez out in Greater LA. "As| told you, I'm on the brink of

being able to establish that Myrasin cahoots with some OCO boys. And,
if and when Sheldon Gatestelsdl, that'll link her with amurder.”

"That's only part of themess." Then, grinning, Jeke sat up in his
chair. "Whoanow. Herésour answver, Sd--Natdie Dent."

Gomez tugged at hismoustache. "I'm afraid, amigo, to ask you what the
questionis.

"Thisisthe big story she's been waiting for," explained Jake. "She's
not bound by the same rulesthat we are and, if | know Newz, Inc."
they'll be overjoyed to have her go onthe air right away and alege
thiswhole damn conspiracy. She can give out theligt, those that have



already been nated and those that are about to be. She can
even hint that Mechanix Internationd isstrongly involved.”

Gomez sad, "That would mean I'll actualy be giving the seoritathe
sensational scoop 1've been promising her.” "Oncethisisout, they
won't go ahead with thekillings" "Si, and Shel may be persuaded to
break hisvow of slence" he said, brightening. "And Bascomll bein
a better position to spread the word to some of his high placed
government cronies.”

I'll be staying here one more day, so don't give out anything on where
Aliciais" Jaketold him. "But go ahead with therest.”

"Bueno,” said Gomez, "it'sas good asdone.”

THE PRETTY BLONDE android private secretary rose up from behind her
desk, placed both hands palms down on her desk top and glared
reprovingly a him. "Y ou've caused your poor father considerable

anguish and worry, Mr. Zangerly."

"Yes, | imagineso," said Barry. "Andit'snot, I'm afraid, over
yet"

The door of hisfather's office did open. ™Y ou shouldn't have come
here," Bernard told him from the doorway.

"Do wetdk out here or in your office?’

"Allright, Snceyou're here--comein. Nocdls, Irene.”

"I'd give him agood taking to, Mr. Zangerly," said the pretty
android. "Disappearing from the hospitd, getting in afight with an
intern and then--"

"Yes, yes, Irene” Thedoor did shut as soon as Barry wasinsde the
large, stark office with him. "Everyone knowsyou're here, our
security system beingwhat it is. That could be..." Hesghed and
went over to his desk.

"Dangerous?’

" was going to say embarrassing.” The gaunt man sank down into his



char. "WherésRug?'

"l don't know." He concentrated on arranging a stack of info discs
that sat next to hisvoxclock.

Leaning, Barry swept the discs to the floor with the Side of his hand.
"Look at me. Look right a me, damn it, and tell me you don't know
what's happened to him."

Hisfather raised hishead. "Y ou and Roger have never been,

not for years anyway, especidly close," hesaid. "Why this sudden-"

"He was |ooking into what happened to Alicia," said Barry. "Mechanix
isinvolved in her disappearance, and aguy named Rob Stinson and--and
you, Dad. You'retiedinwithit, too."

"That'sridiculous. And, Barry, | won't continue this conversation if
you keep ydling at me the way you--"

"Aliciaismissng. Now Roger, too. | intend to keep ydling
until--"

"Please, Barry, don't." Heleft hischair, knelt and started to gather

up the scattered info discs "What makes you think something's happened
to your brother?"'

"Because| can't locate him. | haven't been ableto for two days.”
"That's not unusud, he--"

"Roger's been checking in with meregularly. Then he stopped,” hisson
told him. "Stopped in the middle of trying to find out what you did to
Alicia Haveyou had Roger killed?!

Bernard |eft the discs on the carpeting and got back into his chair.

"He hasn't been hurt, son," hesaid in afaint, tired voice. "Neither
hasshe"

Barry walked around the desk to stand over hisfather. "Jesus

Chrigt, you've known al dong where sheis?’

"Please, don't shout at me," he said. "There's no reason why we
can't--"

"Whereisshe? Jus tdl mewherethe hdl sheis."

The older man reached out, trying to take hold of his son's hand.
"There are some things you have to under. "






"Tel me, you son of abitch!” Heyanked his hand out of his grasp.

"Over theyears, Barry, you've never once wanted to listen to mewhen |
tried to explain the financid reasons for my staying on here with--"

"Yeah, | know. It wasyour Mechanix earnings, your huge impressive
take, that put me through school and made me the respected academic |
amtoday."

"It'sonly that... | got afraid that the money would stop. So | did
certain things—-"

"Don't! Don't try to blame your dishonesty on me," shouted hisson. "'l
never asked you to finance me, you wanted to do it.

| could' ye earned my tuition on my own."
"How?'

"Y ou never quit, do you, even now? Maybe you thought | waslazy back
then and couldn't have worked to .. . That's not important. What's
important isyou haveto tell me where sheis™”

Leaning back in hischair, hisfather took a dow, wheezing bresth. "We
entered into an arrangement with agovernment intelligence agency,” he
began, hisweary voicetaking on adroning qudity. "Owen setit up
initialy, suggested thewholeideato afriend of hisin the Office of
Clandestine Operations. It's possible, you see, to rig our more
sophisticated mechanisms, program themto..." He paused, concentrating
on bresthing carefully in and out. "1 didn't gpprove of it, but |

found | wasn't up to going against Owen or Myra Ettinger.”

"Program them how--to do what?'

Hisfather'svoice grew fainter. "In South Americaand Central
America, you see, there were--"

"| can't catch what you're saying.”

"The desthsin South America--I never quite got used to that," Bernard
went on. "The OCO has rdationships with certain Tek cartels down
there and some of the profits are channeled into providing wespons for
factions across Latin America, factions that the OCO approves of but

can't openly support.”



"Where do you and Mechanix fit in?" "Owen and Myraand |, dong

with some OCO agents, worked out away to modify certain of our robots
and androids,” the older man said, hisvoice still wesk. "They could

be used then to .. well, you might say they served as assasans.”

" Assassns--you mean you rigged them to explode like those kamikaze
androidsthe Teklords useto kill each other?”

"No, nothing that crude, nothing so obvious and tracesble,”

said Bernard. "But arobot butler, for example, could berigged so

that he would seeto it that his master fell over arailing or drowned
inthetub. A robot nurse might arrange things so that her patient
seemed to have died during the night of natural--"

"Whet the hdll doesthis haveto do with Alicia?'

Bernard rested both histhin hands on hisdesk, linking the fingers.

"' She happened--it was purely by chance--to overhear her father talking
to an OCO agent named Juri Treska. That was at their home. There was
aso alist of the proposed targets for--" "That's what you call them?
They'repeople”” "Aliciasaw thelig."

"It wasjust before she was sent to Mentor, wasn't it?"

Hisfather nodded dowly. "Yes. Therewas no breakdown."

"And what did they do to her there--a mind wipe or some kind of
surgery?'

"The OCO and Myrawanted smply to kill her. Owen and

"Oh, yes, of course, yes. You're such ahumane guy and her god damn
father--sure, heloves her," said Barry loudly. "No, Owen Bower
wouldn't et them hurt her. Hed just ship her off to that eectronic
bedlam and let them poke--"

"Y ou have to understand, son, that Owen had to do something.”

"No, | don't understand. He never had to let his mechanisms be used to
kill people, he never had to let his own daughter--"

"Owen fet otherwise"
Barry asked evenly, "Isthat where she is again--back at the
Mentor Centre?"

"Shewasthere"



"What do you mean?"

"It'sconfusing,” said hisfather. "One of the OCO agentswho was
therewasinjured and .. . Myra suspects something has happened, though
nobody at Mentor will admit it. Shethinks

Aliciaescaped somehow."

"Then whereisshe?'

"Were not certain. Thereisthe possibility shesill there.”
Barry asked him, "What about Roger? Did they haul him off to--"

"No, heshere” He, very dowly, got to hisfeet. "WEell gofind
him."



MYR" ETTINGER WAS not pleased. "Bernard, you know how |
fedl about your barging into my office without--"

"It'stoo late," hetold her.

Shelooked from himto hisson. ™Y ou're not looking dl that well,
Barry," shesad, lighting afresh cigarette and exhaling smoke. "I'd
say you left that hospital too soon and--" "Where's Roger?”

"What makes you think that I--"

"Myra, dropit," said Bernard. "l told him."

She took another long, dow drag on the tobacco cigarette. "Told him
what, dear heart?'

"Just about everything. | know you've got Roger hed herein the
Medica Wing, waiting until--"

"Y ou damn idiot, there was no need to blurt out every god damned--" The
vidphone beside her chair buzzed. "Hold on,

Bernard." She snatched up theinstrument. "Yes-what?' "Turn on the
Newz channd," Juri Treskatold her.

"Darling, I'minthe middle of animportant conferenceand | redly
don't havetime--"

"Just turnit on, you bitch." The phone screen went blank. Frowning,
Myrapoked a button on the arm of her chair.

Thevidwall screen acrosstheroom cameto life. Therewas Nataie



Dent, stting behind areal wood desk and looking directly at them.
"These nations," she was saying, "the onesthat have dready

taken place and those that arc set for the upcoming weeks, were planned
by the Office of Clandestine Operations and, we have strong reason to
believe, dso involved the active participation of severd key

executives of the powerful Mechanix Internationa organization. Before

| giveyou further details, let me repeet the ligt of victimsand

intended victims. They are Antonio Corte--"

"Wdl," sad Myraafter dicking off thewal. "Thischangesthe
gtuation, doesn't it?" Snuffing out her cigarette, she got up.

"It doesn't change adamn thing," said Barry. "You're dill going to
take usto Roger."

"No, not redlly," shesaid, laughing. "What I'mredlly goingtodois

get home as quickly as | can, pack abag and head for aremote spot in
Mexico. The bank accounts I've been building up across the border
will--"

"Myra, you're going to do what wetell you." Bernard fumbledin his
jacket pocket and got out alazgun. "I don't need you to get Roger
out, but I'll fed alot safer if you come aong with us.”

She laughed again, shook her head, and started for the door. "I don't
think, dear heart, that you have the balsto shoot me." But hedid.

AN[CIA CAUOH' up with Jakein theforest. Hewassittingon ared log
beside asmulated pond that was circled by projected pines.

Stopping afew feet from him, the young woman said, "We dredged up some
more memories.”

"So | heard."

The smulated leaves crackled redlistically as shewaked over to sit
besdehim. "Earlier suff,” she explained, "aso obligingly blocked
off by Dr. Spearman.”

"You dont," hetold her, "haveto tell me about any--" "But | want
to---if you dont mind."



"Go ahead, sure”

After nearly aminute, Aliciacontinued. "I don't think | want to
invite you to a screening of these new memories,” shesaid. "I'm
pretty quick, too much so maybe, at judging people. So I've dready
decided | can trust you."

"Trustworthy Jake Cardigan they cal me."

Reaching over, shetook hold of hishand. "After my mother died.." my
father started drinking alot." Shelooked away from Jake toward the
believable pond. "That turned him .. . well, nasty. He... um... hit

me acoupletimes. But that's not what bothered me the most. It

was.." what hesaidtome.” Her hand gripped histighter. "What
people say to you, people you love, that can hurt you ahell of alot
morethan..." Pausing, she shook her head and started, quietly, to

cry. "Jesus, I'mjust sitting here babbling cliches. Sorry." A red
raccoon came waddling, very cautioudy, out of the holographic woods.
He hated on thefar sde of the pond, watching them with his bandit

eyes.
Jake asked her, "What'd he say?'

"l wasawildkid," Aliciasaid. "Alwaysgetting in trouble at

school.." and alot of other places. Hetold me, over and over,
that.." that I'd broken my mother's heart and made her so sick of me
that.." that shedied.”

"That's not what kills people.”

"Hesad.." hesadthat if they'd given himachoice..” hed sureas
hell have been happier if 1'd died and my mother had gone on living."
Aliciabowed her head for afew seconds, sniffling. "After awhile, |
guess| sarted agreeing with him. Eventually he quit the heavy
drinking, but he never apologized. I... asl got older | must've
figuredif | couldn't pleesehim.." wdll, there were alot of other
men, especidly older men, that | could please.” She shook her head
again, laughing briefly in athin, sad way. "Y ou're lucky, Jake, that
you didn't know me back then. 1'd probably have gone after you."

Jake said nothing.



"Thefirst time he sent me to Spearman--I can remember now what he
told metojustify that. He said it was because it was dangerous for

me to know what they were planning. He, of course, trusted me, but the
government people he was dealing with--he was afraid they'd kill me or
lock me away somewhere. Becauseif | told what | knew, it would wreck
their whole plan. So, because he loved me so deeply, he was sending me
to Mentor to have them get rid of al the dangerous knowledge I'd
accidentally picked up. Redly, he sworeto me, it wasfor my own

good." Jake said, "That was one of my father's favorite phrases.” She
sad, "My vist with Spearman convinced my father that Mentor was handy
for potentidly dangerous situations. That'swhy, when | started to
remember again, he arranged for Sam Trinity to collect me for areturn
trip.”

Jake asked, "Are you ready to go home?'

"Probably by tomorrow,” she answered. "Now that, thanks to you and
your friends a Newz, most of the story is out in the open--Nobody has
any reason to try to keep me quiet.”

"They'll be too busy covering their backsides."

Shetook hishand again. "I know I'm not your client officidly,” she
said, "but can you do something, one more favor for me, Jake?'

"Probably. What do you need?’

"I'd like to go see my father, onelast timethisll be. Assoonas

he's better, that is. Then | want to tell him, faceto face, that |

know what he did to me," shesaid. "That, | redly think, ought to do
mealot of good."

"| can escort you to wherever heis, sure. But maybe Barry'sthe one
who--"

"No, not him," shesaid. "Thisisatoughthingto say, snceif it

weren't for Barry, I'd still be locked away in Mentor and | wouldn't

know any of what | know now. Thethingis, well..." She shook her

head. "I have to do some thinking about Barry and me and whether were
going to continue together. 1'm not exactly, am I, the same person |
wasthelagt time he saw me?



"Not exactly, no."
"That'swhy I'd like you to accompany me to this showdown and--"

Off in the woods hurrying footsteps sounded, leaves crackled and atwig
snapped.

Jake jumped to hisfeet, yanking out his stun gun

"Takeit easy, Jake," cdled Maggie. "Don't mow me down."
She camelimping into the dearing.

"Anythingwrong?' he asked.

"Inaway." She made her way up to them.

Across the smulated pond the raccoon turned away and went hurrying
off.

Aliciadowly stood. "What isit, Maggie?'

"| thought I'd best cometdl you," shesaid. "Thisjust came over the
vidnews. Y our father died early thismorning, Alicia

Natura causes.
Alicialowered her head for afew seconds, then looked up at

Jake. "He cheated me" shesaid to him. "Now | can't ever tdl him
that | knew."

Hesaid, "What'simportant isthat you know."

"And I'll haveto go into mourning,” shesaid. "Not for him,



but for the man | thought he was."



