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on the night of February 3, 2122, she saw them murder her brother.

Saw it clearly ingde her head while she huddled, hugging herself with

her thin arms, in the deep armchair in the big domed

redwood-and-pl astiglass bedroom where she spent most of her time now.
All thelong daysand nights.

When the vison, sudden and unbidden, hazy at first, started, Susan
Grossman jerked upright. Pressing her right hand hard to her left
breast, sheinhaled sharply. Asher dim body began shaking, the
dark-haired young woman could hear her heart thumping in her ears.



Susan had been hoping she wouldn't have any more of these seizures
or whatever they were.

"Not another ong," she murmured in alow, sad voice. "Please, no
more."

She shut her eyes, even though she knew that wouldn't help. Sheld have
to suffer through the painful, unwanted vison anyway. That was aways
theway it was.

What she saw now, quite clearly, was her brother Dwight outsidein the
large holographic garden at the back of his haf-acre estate over in

the Woodland Hills Sector of Greater Los Angeles. A lean, dark man of
thirty-seven, nearly seventeen years older than hissister, he was
gtanding in the dightly hunched way of his. He faced aheavyset man
who had absolutely no hair on hishead or face. Not even eyebrows.

The hairless man was arguing with her brother, his skin glowing degthly
whitein the light from the globes floating over the night garden.

She heard Dwight tell him, "Y ou redlly don't think that's going to
work, do you?'

"hisavery reasonable offer, gr." The man's voice was high-pitched,
piping.

"Just leave now," ordered Dwight Grossman. "Get the hell away from
here

"I'mredlly terribly sorry thisturned out thisway, Sr.”

A second man, unseen by her brother, appeared behind him. In his
knobby left hand he held a snub-nosed lazgun.

"Dwight, look out!" shecried, risng up from her chair.

Her head was throbbing, pain zigzagged through her lean body. Thiswas
worse than any Tek spasm she'd ever experienced.

The second man--small, frail, and red-haired---fired the gun. The beam
went digging into her brother's back, dashing through cloth and then



flesh. Dirty gray smoke came spurting up as Dwight screamed,
doubling, and toppled forward.

Susan could smell the deep, black wound.

The hairless man moved aside as Dwight, alarge bloody rut smoking
across his back, fell down into a projected rosebush. Theimage of red
blossoms closed in around his sprawled body.

The hairless man smiled, nodding satisfaction. "That was nicely done,"
he told the little redheaded man.

SOME TIME AFTER MIDNIGHT Susan finally forced hersdf to leave her
room. She had no phone of her own. Her father felt she wasn't ready
for oneagain just yet.

Moving dowly and quietly aong the dimlit upper halway, thethin
young woman headed for the stair ramp leading down to the lower level
of the Bdl Air Sector mansion. All you could hear in the night house
was the hum of the various mechanismsthat ran the place and the chill
wind that was blowing down across the hills outside.

Susan wasfairly certain her father had turned in earlier. Shedidn't
want to encounter him. He wouldn't understand what she'd experienced
tonight.

"Say | had ardapse," she murmured. "Tell mel had to go away
agan.”

She made her way, cautioudly, down the curving ramp.

Susan didn't want to run into the woman her father was currently living
with, either.

"She thinks I'm nothing but a crazy Tekhead. Sheld call Dr. Stolzer
for sure”

Dr. Stolzer would mean going back to that grim, dead-white rehab
facility out in the Palm Springs Sector. Being hooked up to dl those



awful gadgets and having those damned medbots aways hovering around
and talking to you in their tinny patronizing voices.

Sometimes, most times, it was redlly damn hard not to ease back into
the old ways. Hook up to a Brainbox, drop a Tek chip, and get clean
away fromdl thisshit.

Shaking her head, Susan pushed open the door of thelibrary. "Low
light," shewhispered.

Theroom obliged and becamefaintly illuminated.

For some reason she was having trouble bresthing now. She couldn't
seem to take a deep breath and her ribs were hurting.

Hurrying to the vidphone table, Susan seated hersalf. Carefully she
punched out her brother's number.

Therewas no guarantee that the latest vison wastrue. All the others
had proven to be accurate. But maybe this one wasn't. The phone
screen remained black.

"Let him bedive" she sad softly as shetried the number once
agan.

Nothing happened. Shedidn't get her brother's recorded answering
image, nor did any of his bet servants show up on the phone screen

She sat back in the chair, the breath wheezing in her chest. Then,
making up her mind, sheleaned forward to call someonedse.



five-thirty that morning, Walt Bascom was arrested for the murder of
Dwight Grossman.

The chief of the Cosmos Detective Agency had been adeep, alone, inthe
ova master bedroom of his seaside home in the Santa Monica Sector of
Greater LA.

Bright yelow light suddenly blossomed dl around him.

Wide awake, the wiry Bascom sat up and reached for hisbedside
lazgun.

"Don't," someone suggested, clutching hiswrist inarough grip. He
found himself surrounded by five SoCd Palice officers. All of themin
uniform except Detective Lieutenant Len Drexler, who had hold of him.



Some of the room's windows had been opened, and swirling Streamers
of white dawn mist weredrifting in.

A lean black man, Drexler was wearing agray suit and holding alazgun
amed a him. "Morning, Walt," he said, letting go and inching back.
"Weve dropped over to arrest you."

"For what, Drexler?' He swung hislegsout of the bed and sat on its
edge. "Must be seriousif it requiresfive goons.”

One of the uniformed cops gave an annoyed grunt and scooped Bascom's
slvery lazgun off the night table.

"Eleven goons actualy,” corrected the police detective. "Therest of
them are searching the place. One of them is confiscating your sec

system vidtapes.”
"You'vegot al the necessary warrants?”

Perching on the foot of the wide bed, Wexler grinned and patted a
jacket pocket. "I can show them to you, Walt," he offered.

"Never mind," said Bascom, wiggling histoesacouple of times. "But
you might tell mewhat you're arresting mefor.” "Dwight Grossman was
killed around about midnight." "No greet loss. And?"

"We have reason to believe you committed the murder.” "Bullshit,"
suggested the agency chief, standing up. He was wearing the top half
of acandy-striped pair of pgamas. "I've been here snce alittle

after deven-thirty. Hell, the tapesyour boy is grabbing will
edablishthat." "And where do you clam you were eaxlier tonight?*
asked the policeman, getting up from the rumpled bed and keeping his
weapon trained on the detective agency chief.

"l clam | was exactly where| redlly was" Bascom was frowning at the



black detective. "I had adate with Kay Norwood. "A very respectable
atorney," observed Drexler.

"Too respectable for me, huh?' Bascom gaveasmall impatient sigh.
"Anyway, Lieutenant, Kay and | went to dinner in the Studio City
Sector," he continued. "She's preparing a case, wanted to get home
fairly early. | left her at her place around e even and came back
here"

"Witnesses?' inquired Drexler.

"I live done, except for Ambrose, my android valet and handyman. But
he can tell you what time| got here.”

The lieutenant shook his head and attempted to look sad. "Is
Ambrose that chrome-plated andy in the white suit?"
"Yeah. What did--"

"Poor guy seemsto have had some kind of accident,” explained Drexler.
"He's spreadeagled flat on hisassin your pantry, Walt."

One of the cops chuckled.

"Y ou assholes used adisabler on him," accused Bascom, angry, jabbing a
finger in the lieutenant's direction.

"Y ou know that would beillegd.” He shrugged and another of hismen
laughed. "What I'm trying to convey, Walt, isthat this andy--Ambrose,
isit?--poor old Ambroseis out of commission and isn't going to be
ableto back up any of your statements. Damn shame.”

"The SoCd cops are going to get the repair bill."

"Seems to me you've got much more important matters to worry about.”
Bascom gestured at a dark robe that was hanging over the back of atin
dingchair "Can| put that on before| freeze my fanny?" " Sure, but

do it dowly and with no funny stuff."

One of the copstook astep back and swung hislazgunto amiit



directly at him asthe agency chief bent to grab up the robe.
"I'macrack shot, but | don't think I'm up to shooting it out with

five of you lads" Bascom said. "Besides, | don't kegp agun hiddenin
this"

Drexler said, "Oh, speaking of security tapes, as we were awhile ago,
Wadt. Theonesat Grossman's show you shooting the poor bastard smack
inthe back at exactly 11:53."

"That's goddamn impossible”” Hehit hispdm with hisfidt.

The cop shrugged. "It isaso pretty near impossible to fake atape
likethat," he said. "Were going to haveto arrest you, Walt."
"What, just out of curiosity, would my motive be?"

"Well, Dwight Grossman used to date your friend Kay Norwood before you
cut him out,” answered Lieutenant Drexler. "Past few weeks he's
goparently been cdling her, making threats, generdly harassing her.

Dumb way to try to get her back, but guys do thingslike that."

ll&?l

"So last week at a popular Hollywood Sector bistro you threatened to
kill the guy if hedidn't leave her done. Y ou put on that little show
infront of quite afew attentive bystanders, Walt."

"Cmon. | threatened to poke him in the snoot, not knock him off.”
"Not according to what we've heard.”

"Does this sound like the kind of dlipshod obvious crime I'd commiit,
Drexler? Give me credit for--"

"Y ou've been pulling dl sorts of shady stuff in Greater LA for years,
Wiat. | think you reached the point long ago where you decided you
could get away with just about anything.” Nodding at Bascom, Drexler
added, "If you don't want to go downtown in your robe, Walt, thiswould



be adamn good time to get some clotheson.” feding neither angry

nor apprehensive. When he stepped out onto the moderately foggy deck
of the Mdibu Sector condo he shared with his son, he found Dan aready
gtting at the breskfast table finishing up a plazcup of orange sub

Dan, alanky young man of sixteen, was aready dressed in his SoCal
Police Academy uniform. "Morning,” he said, smiling.

"Isthat asmirK. Jake sat opposite and glanced out across the yellow
sand &t the pae, blurred Pacific.

"Nope, just asmplefilid grin,” Dan assured him. "It probably has
nothing to do with the fact that you didn't return from your date with
Bev Kendricks until nearly two A.M."

"Wasn't exactly adate.” Jake poured himself acup of near ca. "Bev
and | attended a symposium on the latest developmentsin forensic
robots and--"

"That's some symposium that lasted until thewee hours." "Therewerea
lot of audience questions afterward.”

"Wel, if you're not serioudy romancing Bev by thistime, Dad, you
ought to be."

"Bev'saprivateinvestigator and I'm a private investigator, and that
givesusabassfor afriendship.” Heshook hishead. "Thisisn't
exactly aromanceyet."

"Y ou've been using that ‘we're just colleagues dodge for months.”

Jake sipped hisnearcaf. "What about you and Molly Fine? Isthat
gill aromance?'

Smiling, Dan answered, "It sureis. We're colleagues, too both police
acad cadets-but | don't hide behind that." "Proving that youth is not
ascomplicated asage." "We're more honest and open, sure.”



Jake rested an elbow on thetable. "I really am making an effort to
get socidly involved with people” he quietly told hisson. "Toyou
it probably seemsthat Beth Kittredge has been dead for ahdl of a
longtime. Tome, though ... | fill sometimes havethefeding she
waskilled only afew daysago.”

Dan nodded, saying, "I know, Dad. And I'm not trying to interferein
your life. It'sonly that--"

"I'm till moping and brooding too much.”

"Somewhat," agreed his son.

"l redlly anworking at it." Jakeleaned back in hischair, looked up
into the hazy morning, and then grinned. "It appears Gomez is

descending on us."

His partner's familiar sky car was dropping down toward the landing
areabeside the condo building.

"Good," said Dan. "Hell cheer you up.”



But that didn't turn out to be so. wouldn't murder anybody," observed
Jake asthe sky car climbed up through the hazy morning. "No, let's
amend that. He wouldn't murder anybody in such aclumsy, unsubtle way.
Héll, there wouldn't be clues, wouldn't be sec tapes of his doing the
deed.”

"&, exactly," agreed Sd Gomez, who wasin the pilot seat. "However,
your old comp aero Lieutenant Drexler believes otherwise. Which iswhy
our esteemedjefeisresiding in the hoosegow at the moment.”

"It'sgot to be aframe-up.”

Gomez, who was roughly ten years younger than his partner, nodded. "A



very thorough one, though,” he pointed out. "From what |'ve been able
to glean, the security camera stuff looks and tests absolutely
authentic. Far astheminions of thelaw can tell, anyway."

"But that security footage can't belegit." Souching in his seet,
Jake absently massaged the knuckles of hisleft hand.

"Proving that isonly one of severd jobsfacing the Cosmos Detective
Agency."

"Now, about some more background on this emergency meeting you're
dragging meto?"

"A drategy sesson, amigo. We haveto start working on thiswhole
mess even while Bascomis ill inthedink.”

"Y ou haven't mentioned,” said Jake, "who's running the agency while
Bascom'saway."

Stroking his bushy mustache, Gomez squinted out &t the brightening
morning. "l washoping I could get you safdly ddlivered to work
without that particular name crossing my rose-petd lips.”

Jake sat up. "Bascom put Roy Anselmo in as acting chief, huh?!

"Wadl, srl know you think Roy isapompous, egotigtic putz, yet he--"
"You," reminded Jake, "share my opinion of the guy, Sidney.” "Okay,
we're unanimous asto his being apompous putz. But the hombrd, even

you must admit, is an efficient operative and a damn good
adminigrator.”

IIM Wm"
"Y ou weren't expecting the jefe to put you in charge, were you?'
"Jesus, no." Jeke dtiffened further, shaking his head and frowning.

"But | can sure as hdll think of alot of people at the Cosmos Agency
I'd rather have bossing me. | can even draw up alist of lesser



assholes|'d prefer.” "Waell, amigo, we must repress our true feglings
and concentrate on saving Bascom's ass," urged his partner. "So, por
favor, control your didike for Roy when we arrive at this
get-together.”



"I'll behave," promised Jake with minima conviction. narrowed his
left eye and studied the dim, dark-haired young woman who stood beside
the sky car "You don't believe any of that, do you, Molly?*

"l sort of think | do. Especialy after last night.” Molly Fine made
an impatient gesture that urged him to climb aboard. "Get in or well
belate"

Dan circled the vehicle and climbed into the passenger seet. "This
Susan Grossman isarecovering Tek addict, isn't she?!

"Sheis, yes," admitted Molly as she took the controls of the sky car
"But she's off Tek now and what she--"

"Go back, dowly," requested Dan, "and explain just what went on last



night." The car quietly rose up off the morning beach.

Molly said, "Just shy of midnight Sue saw thisimage. Well, it some
kind of telepathic vison, sort of "

"Okay, let's pause for comments from the audience” Dancut in. "l
don't believe there's any such thing as atelepathic

Vigon.

"Sure, thereis. Matter of fact, Sue's experienced severa) over the
past few weeks. Just about al of them, from what 1've been ableto
determine, turned out to be accurate.”

"Y ou never mentioned any of thisto me, Mally."

"Well, that's mostly because | anticipated your skeptica reaction.”

"And thisvison she clamsto have had last night isn't the only one,
then?"'

"Susan seems to have developed an ability afew weeksago. She
confided in me about what was happening to her,” explained

Molly asthe sky car climbed to an dtitude of 5,000 feet.

"Thistime she saw her brother being murdered?”

Molly answered, "That'swhét I've been telling you. Suedill isn'tin
terrific shape and she's pretty much afraid of her father and the
dreadful woman he'sgot living with him. That'swhy she waited awhile
before getting up the nerve to go downstairs to phone her brother and
check on--"

" She doesn't have a phonein her room?

"Her father doesn't think she'sready for oneyet." "How old is she?"
"Around twenty."

"What you're putting your faith inisafull-grown woman who isn't
trustworthy enough to be alowed near avid phone or--"

"Y ou have to know her father to understand the setup. He's extremely
protective of her."



Dan said, "Okay, go back to what happened.” "Susan tried to phone
her brother's place, twice. But there was no answer, not even froma

The car sped on across the morning, aimed for the SoCal Police
Academy.

"Did shecdl thelaw next?'

"No, she phoned me," replied Molly. "She knew they'd react the way you
have. Y ou know, decide thiswasjust a Tekkie having another
hdlucinetion.”

"Then you sent the police to Dwight Grossman's?!

"Actualy, | only asked somebody to check and seeiif her brother was
okay," shesaid. "They went there and found held been killed.”

"Y ou know they arrested Walt Bascom, my dad's boss, for the killing,
don't you?'

"Y es, but Bascom didn't have adarn thing to do with it," she assured
him. "Suesaw thekillers."

"Inthismysticd vison, hun?'

"She clearly saw two men, neither one of them Bascom, do away with
Dwight Grossman.”

"Somebody going into atrance,” mentioned Dan, "and having
hallucinations doesn't make for the sort of evidence that sandsupin
court, Molly."

Molly gave him acorrective jab in the ribswith her right fist.

"Don't be so darned narrow-minded, Danidl dear," sheadvised. "The
point to grasp with your peanut brain isthat Susan saw these guys.
WEII be able to provide your father with identifications and
holographic mug shots.”

"Oh, s0? How do we do that? More hoodoo?'

Molly made an impatient noise. "I love you, but sometimes|

redly wonder about your reasoning abilities," she admitted. "Assoon
aswe arrive at the police academy, well drop in at the Background &



ID room and consult with our robot buddy, Rex/GK-30. g with the
detailed descriptions | got out of Sue, Rex'il beleto tap policefiles
and--"

"We're not supposed to use Rex that way anymore. Remember what--"

"Hooey," observed Molly. "If were going to help get Bascom out of the
jug, well haveto takeafew small risks."

"Getting expdled isn't exactly asmal risk," hetold her.
"Begdes, we have classes dl--"

"We can miss Lieutenant Cutler's Electronic Forensics 22B
lecturetoday,” Molly said confidently.

"l suppose,” said Dan, dumping in his sedt.



The sky car flew on toward the Santa Monica Sector. top of Bascom's
desk looked much neater than usuad and al thewindows of hislarge
tower office had been un blanked affording an unobsiructed view of the
metal-and-plastiglass buildings risng up dl around out in the
early-morning haze. Seated at the desk of the absent chief of the
Cosmos Detective Agency was a husky man with feathery blond hair. He
held his voxwatch to his ear as Gomez and Jake made their way up to
take seatsfacing the desk. "This emergency meeting was scheduled for
8:15 onthenose, fdlas," he mentioned.

"iCaramba And here we come dragging in at the ungodly hour of 8:22."
Gomez dumped into atin ding chair "In point of fact, it'samost



8:30, but well let that pass” amiled aforgiving smile. "We have
congderable ground cover, S0 let's not waste any more time getting
under way." "In point of fact," offered Jake from the plastiglass
chair hed into, "it'smy fault we're o late, Roy. | wasthe onewho
ingsted we get into adrag race with asky van that was done up to
resemble atofu burger and--"

"Your flippant attitude isreally out of place at aserious mesting
likethis, Jake," Anselmotold him.

Gomez leaned back and rested a booted foot on the edge of the hologram
projection stage. "Get on with your sermon, porfavor.”

A dim Jgpanese woman sitting immediatdy to the rear of Gomez made an
annoyed clucking sound. "Get your feet off the equipment.”

"You need alube job, Karin," he said, not bothering to look over his
shoulder at her. "That'swhat's causing that rusty noise you're
continualy--Ah, | forgot. Y ou're not redly arobot or an andy, you
merely behave like one.”

"Sid," said Anselmo from behind his bosss desk, "we're dl herethis
morning to help Wat Bascom out of thislittlejam he's'

"Getting tossed in the calabozo and charged with murder ranks a shade
higher than alittlejam.”

Karin Tanoshi made her noise again. "l was againg Cardigan and Gomez
being invited," she said, anger in her thinvoice. "They're both
behaving like--"

"Please, Karin," Anselmo camein. "Keepin mind, dear, that I'm
following Wat Bascom'swishesin dl this™

There were three other Cosmos operatives at the meeting, two men and a
woman. Thelarger of the men said now, "Why don't you quit the
bickering, Roy, and get on with it?'

"A good suggestion, Anson." Thethickset blond detective rose his



feet, rested his pams atop the freshly polished desk. "Let me
reiterate the fact that thisis an extremely serious Stuation wefind
oursalvesin. The saven of uswill comprisethe core team that will
investigate the Dwight Grossman killing." He paused to coughinto his
fist. "I'll remind you, S0 asto make my own position crystal clear,
that you were, each one of you, personally selected by Walt. Y our
names were given to me during the brief vidphone conversation | was
alowed to have with the chief earlier thismorning.”

"He'sobvioudy not thinking clearly.” Karin wasstting uneasily on
the edge of her chair, fingers twisting around each other.

"Don't fret, chiquita" said Gomez. "My name dways makesit onto any
list of crackerjack private ops.”

Ansalmo continued, "1 aso want to assure you folksthat |, as1'm
completely certain you do, believe completely and totally in Walt
Bascom'sinnocence. We're going to have ourselves, however, one hell
of atime proving he didn't commit this bruta murder.”

"The SoCd Police dready have consderable damning evidence againgt
Mr. Bascom." Karin made her way over to one of thelargewall
viewscreens.

Anselmo told them, "We've been able to get hold of copiesof dl the
security cameratapes that the police have acquired. Karin,

hon, let's see the stuff from the murdered man's home first off."
Karin bent to touch a control pand.

And therewas Bascom on thewall, nearly life sze. Hair rumpled, suit
wrinkled and baggy, he was standing in the middle of ablack-and-slver
living room. Hisfistswere clenched and Bascom was yelling at the
lean, dark younger man facing him afew yards away.



"That's Grossman,” said Anseimo. deduced that,” said Gomez.
attention, you crazy bastard,” shouted the angry Bascom.
going to leave Kay Norwood totally alone. 'Y ou under-me, asshole?"

"My relaionship with Kay isnone of your goddamn business,”" Grossman
told him disdainfully.

Moving closer, shoulders hunched in anger, Bascom sad, "It ismy
business. | don't give ashit whether you love her or hate her. But
if you ever call her again or threaten her in any way, I'll fix you so
you won't be able to bother anybody. Ever."

Grossman shook hishead pityingly. "Why don't you face redlity,
Bascom," hesaid quietly. "Everybody knows--and, yes, let me assure
you, that includes Kay hersdlf--everybody knows you're too old for
her." Turning his back, he went striding for the open doorway leading
out to the bright holographic garden outside. "Very much too old.”

Bascom tugged an ebony lazgun out of arumpled pocket of his coat.

He ran after the departing Grossman.

Halting on the threshold, he swung the gun up and fired. Thesizzling
beam dug into the younger man's narrow back. "Terrible" gasped Karin
asthe picture ended. "What about that gun?' asked Jake.

"It hasn't," answered Ansalmo, "been found.”

"Walt," observed Leo Anson, shifting in his chair, "would never shoot
anybody in the back.”

"Thisisthe pertinent footage from Mr. Bascom's home sec-tapes.”
Karin touched the panel again.

"You'relooking, if | may say o, Sir, atrifle seedy," observed the
slver-plated, white-suited android who showed on the wall.



Bascom, even more disheveled than he had been at Gross-man's, was
crossing hiswide ydlow-and-white kitchen. "Must be because I'min
love, Ambrose," hesaid, hisvoiceraw and raspy. "May | fix you a
nightcap, Sir?"

Bascom glanced toward thewall clock. 1t showed that the time was 4:06
AM."Toolae. Il justturnin.”

"Very good, ar,” said the mechanicd vaet. "l trust you'll fed a
bit more chipper come morning.”

"No doubt."
The agency wall went blank.

"That's most of what the tapes show,” said Anselmo. "Detective
Lieutenant Drexler is convinced the footage wasn't faked or even
tampered with."

"Crap," observed Jake. "If Wt realy was going to knock somebody
off, held know how to disable a sec syssem And he'd also make damn
certain hisown tapes didn't catch him pussyfooting home at thewrong

time"

"Sure, that'sthe logica conclusion,” agreed Anselmo. "The cops,
however, are claming that Wat was so emotionally distraught that he
didn't use any caution. Overcome by rage, he smply went busting into
Grossman's”

"Doesn't matter what Drexler says" put in Gomez, "footage like that
can befaked."

"The prelim police tests show no evidence of € ectronic tampering,”

sad Anseimo. "Even though WAt denies he was ever a the guy's house,
the police are accepting the footage asred.” "What's our own expert,
Doc Olan, say?" asked Jake.

"Dr. Olanwasrushed copies of thismaterid,” said Karin, returning
to her seat. "Hisinitia testing shows nothing suspicious.”

Gomez was studying the distant celling. "1 think I'll talk to some
hombreswho are so experts at this sort of thing," hesaid. "Get me



copies, Roy." "'rherésno need,” said Karin, frowning at him,
"for you to be potentidly damaging materid like thisto your
under-cronies.”

Shrugging, Gomez said, "Never mind. | can acquire them on my own."

Ansaimo coughed again. "Jake, Bascom wantsyou to go talk to him at
thejallhouse,” hesaid. "I'm obliged to go along with hiswishes,
athough | persondly think relying on an ex-conin agtuation like

this-"

That was asfar asthe blond detective got.

Jake had |eft his chair and grabbed hold of the front of hisjacket.
Lifting the acting head of the Cosmos Detective Agency clear off the
floor, he suggested, "I think we ought to forget our persona
differencesfor the duration of this problem, Roy. Y ou quit caling me
an ex-eon and I'll refrain from booting your fat assfrom hereto

Tueday.”

"Whoa, momenti to Gomez had lunged and caught the angered Karin before
she could use her stun gun on his partner.

"Okay, dl right," said Anselmo as Jake let go of him. "I was probably
out of line, Jake."

"Probably, yeah," agreed Jake, taking adow, deep breath.

"You'reright. Walt Bascom'sfateiswhat'simportant. Weredl part
of the handpicked team that's going to save hislife."

"Sidand | areateam," corrected Jake. "I'll report to you so long as
you'rein charge, Roy, but | sure as hell don't consider you a



teammate." slver-and-gray eevator dropped swiftly down and down
through the underground levels of the SoCa Centrd Jall inthe LA
Sector of Greater Los Angeles.

The chill cage hissed to astop and an overhead voxbox announced, "This
isLevd 13"

The door whispered open.
"LEFT TO THE VISITOR SCREENING ROOM. HAVE ALL NECESSARY
IDENTIFICATION MATERIAL READY ."

Jake |eft the elevator, obligingly turned left, and Started dong the
long gray corridor.



Every two yards, large lite Sgns on the gray walls reminded, WE

OBLIGED UNDER SOCAL STATELAW TO INFORM YOU THAT YOU
UNDER CONSTANT ELECTRONIC SURVEILLANCE.

"Thanksfor telling me" muttered Jake as he went gtriding dong.

Two large gunmetal robots stood at the doorway to the screening room.

The one on the left held out his hand, pam up, as Jake gpproached. "ID

packet with sky car license foremost and facedown.”

As Jake complied, the other big robot began a thorough frisking.
"Mandatory wegpons search.”

"Y our buddies already did oneupon Level 1."

"Part of standard procedures.” Satisfied, the got returned to his
position to the right of the door.

"All IDsin order," announced the other mechanical man. "You are
cleared to continue."

"Proceed to the sign-in desk."

Stowing hisID packet back in his pocket, Jake crossed the threshold.

A dim blond woman in her late twenties was coming toward the doorway
as he entered the big gray room. She came hurrying forward, took hold
of hisarm. "So you're one of the ops who'sworking on this, huh? He
wouldnt tell me." Shelooked into hisface, frowning some. "Well, |
supposeit could be worse."

"I'm surprised to see you hereabouts, Kacey."

Letting go, Kacey Bascom took a step backward. "Oh, sure,

that'sright, isnt it?" shesaid. "Coldhearted conservativeslike me
don't careif their father getstossed in the pokey.”

Jake grinned. "Y ou and your pop have been nonetoo close for aslong
asl'veknown him."

"I happen to fed, Jake, that adaughter has aduty to her father,



no matter how crack-brained his political views happento be" she
informed him. "Hé'sin very serioustrouble and, consdering my
background in police work and my--"

"Those goons you work for down in the San Diego Sector aren't my notion
of cops, Kacey," hetold her. "Just about al the undercover agentsin

the Political Surveillance Department of the SD Loca Police would have
to polish up their behavior before even being considered for jobsina
lynch mob. Their ideasof civil rightsare--"

"The crime rate down there, and the rate of antigovernment activity, is
impressively below that of Greater LA," she pointed out.

"Y ou people give witch-hunting abad name.”

Kacey gave an impatient shake of her head. "The point of dl this,
Jake, isthat I'm well schooled in investigative techniques and--"

"Breaking and entering isn't an accepted police procedurein these
parts," hesaid. "Neither isworking some poor protester over with a
stun gun until--"

"Ligten, stop ranting,” she put in. "I'm not working in San Diego
anymore."

"Oh, s0? Did they decide you weren't narrow-minded enough for them?"

"I'm in the communi cations bus ness now, have been for dmogt six
months."

"Communications? What do you do, scrawl hate messages on the sides of
churches and--"

"I'm executive assstant to J. J. Bracken."
Jakelaughed. "That's perfect, Kacey," he said. "Bracken'sthe patron

sant of al narrowest right-wingersin GLA, and that vidnet show of
his, Facin' Bracken, isafount of enough fuzzy-headed claptrapto ™



"J. J Brackenisavery intelligent and well-informed man,” stated.
"If peoplelike you, and my equally stubborn father, listen to him with
even ahafway open mind, you'd--" "I'm hereto talk to your father,
not get into apointlessdebate.” "What I'm struggling to convey to
your impenetrable brain, Jake, isthat I'm now serving asan
investigative reporter for J. J. Bracken. | haveahell of alot of
experience gathering facts."

"Facts? What would Bracken want factsfor?"

Kacey clenched her fists at her sdes, remaining Slent for severa
seconds. "My father wasframed,” she said dowly. "Hewas obvioudy
set up for thismurder.”

"We agree on that."

She hesitated, then said, ™Y ou're probably one of the Cosmos Agency's
best operatives, despite your muddied outlook on life. | just now

tried to offer my servicesto my father directly.” Shesighed. "I'ma
damn good cop mysdlf and | know | can dig out the truth. He turned me
down." Her hand touched Jakesdeeve. "But if you let--"

"Wait now, Kacey," hesaid firmly. "I dready have a partner--if
that's what you're working up to."

"All I want, Jake, isto be able to check in with you regularly,” she
said hopefully. "And maybe, you know, | could tag dong onceina
while on the more routine sort of--" "We can talk occasionaly."”
"Wel, that'sa--"

"At adistance and not dl that frequently. I'll accept the fact that
you're honestly concerned about your dad, but | can't promisea

partnership.”
L "All right, okay. I'll settlefor that,” Kacey said. "Although
could be agreat help to him and to--"

"l haveto seehim." Heturned away from her and walked over sgn-in



desk. "Friends of the prisoner consoling each other, wasit?"
inquired the copper-plated got behind the desk.

"You've guessed it," answered Jake.

THE GRAY-WALLED CELL was smdl and contained two gray
chairsand agray cot.

Bascom, looking amost dapper in an un rumpled tan suit, was dowly
pacing the gray floor.

Jake, settled in one of the hard metd chairs, said, "Courting

Kay Norwood has had avery postive effect on you, Chief. No more
wrinkled--" Standing suddenly up, he snapped hisfingers.

"Deveoping atwitch?" inquired the head of the Cosmos
Detective Agency, scanning him.

"It just occurred to me that the Bascom on display in al those sec
tapesisbased on the old you. The wrinkled, doppy Bascom of

bygone--"

"Hey, we aready know they'refaked,” cut in Bascom. "What we haveto
uncover iswho did the dirty work."

"And why," added Jeke, ditting again. "Any notions on motives for
wanting this Grossman fellow dead?’

"Could be he's an innocent bystander. Killed smply to frame me."

"Naw, that's too roundabout away of doing things," said Jake, shaking
hishead. "We canlook into that angle, but meantime,

what about Grossman as atarget?'

Bascom took the other chair. "I don't asyet know al that much

; .. about the guy, Jake," he admitted. "He worked for the Thelwell
Brokerage Services outfit. According to Kay, Grossman specidizedin

investigating companies and preparing reports on them for would-be
investors™"



"What sort of companies?' "Mostly pharmaceutica businesses.
Might be an angle there

| don't seewhat the hell it isat thisjuncture.”
"What about his privete life?"

"QOutside of being an obsessive asshole when it cameto trying to get
Kay to come back into hislife," answered the chief, "the late Dwight
Grossman was ardatively norma citizen. When he started making
trouble--caling her on the vidphone, dropping in at her office--I had
the agency run aprdiminary check on him." "And?"

Bascom shrugged. " Sweetness and light for the most part, Jake," he
said. "No crimind record, no outstanding debts. He was married once
to arespectable lady who's a graphics supervisor at areputable GLA
advertising agency. Divorced, with no fuss and no scandd, two years
ago. Mother'sdead, father isvery well off, and he hasasster who
dropped out of collegelast year. The kid had some sort of mental
problems. Seemsto have been a breakdown that was pretty likely
triggered by a serious Tek addiction.”

"Tek," sad Jake quietly. "But Grossman himsdlf has no involvement, no
connection with the Suff?."

"Nonethat | could unearth. But, again, it's something to dig into
further."

"Did you redly thresten him?*

"| threatened to cold cock him if he didn't quit harassing Kay." He

held up afigt. "I might well have dugged him. But shooting aguy

down with alazgun--nope.”

"And you were nowhere near his place last night?'

"Never been there, Jake," he said.

"The security tapes from your house show you coming home around four in
themorning,” said Jake. "They werefaked, obvioudy, but when were
they subgtituted for the real ones?’

"I've been thinking about that quite alot,” admitted the agency



"I never heard adamn thing and no alarm went off. Ambrose, my
vaet, was found sprawled on hisbacksdein the kitchen. Could be
Drexler and his crew did that, but maybe it was done earlier by parties
unknown."

"Lieutenant Drexler isnot an especidly lovable guy," said Jake, "but
| don't see him being directly involved in aframe.”

"I wouldn't think so, either,” said Bascom. "But we have to check up
on him, too. Cops, as shocking asit may seem to asengtivelad such
asyou, have been known to el out for sufficient kale."

"When are you expecting to get out of here?' "Kay'sworking onit.
Hopefully before sundown.” "Meantime, Sid and | will get going.”

Bascom held up hishand. "Couple of morethings, Jake," he said.
"Firdly, until I'm sprung, please, try to get aong with Roy
Ansdmo."

"Were asfriendly ascan be, Chief."

"I'm sure, yeah," said Bascom. "And then--well, Kacey dropped in on me
right before you caled.”

"I know, | collided with her outside." He pointed athumb at the
door.

"Thisiswhere, if you would, Jake, you can do me afavor,” confided
Bascom, leaning forward in the chair. "Kacey and | haven't been very
damned closefor alot of years. I'm never going to agree with her
politicaly, snce shesawild-eyed nut in that sphere. | would,

though, like to see her more oftenthan | do. After thismessisover

.. wdl, I'd liketo stay intouch. Thisfamily crisis has brought

her back into my circleand I'd like her to stay amite closer from
hereon.”

"Shewants meto involve her in theinvestigation.”

Bascom rubbed his hands, dowly, together. "1 don't think Kacey ought



to become deeply mixed up inthisbusiness,” hesaid. "But you
don't want her to fed she'sleft out, ether.”

"That'sabout it. 1'd be much obliged if you'd keep her disturbed but
not unhappy.”

"Don't they ask goatsto do this when they want to catch tgers.
Bascom amiled. "Y ou're very good at dedling with wacky women, Jake,"

hetold his operative. "Roy Ansalmo can't cope with Kacey if she
garts poking around at the agency.”



Jakesad, I'll giveitatry." the big robot rubbed his

copper-plated hands together, they produced an echoing rasping sound.
"Thisisswell, kids," hesaid in hisdeep rattling voice. "Wejust
ingtdled thisdingus and it's supposed to be hot stuff. Unlike other
identity imagers, this baby can--"

"Hey, welve got aclassto get to in about sixteen minutes, Rex," said
Dan, impatient.

Rex/GK-30 chuckled. "Y ou flesh-and-blood types worry too much about a
few unimportant minutes. If you look &t time from anon-human

perspective, why--"



"We are on sort of atight schedule,” added Molly. "We hoped to pop
in and out of Background & 1D, consult you, and

The robot, who was in charge of this sector of the SoCal Police
% information center, invited, "What say we get rolling,
then?'

"I'll give you the descriptions | got from my friend, Rex, and you see
what you can do. Okay?'

"Not necessary with this new, improved imager, kiddo." Rex pointed a
large metdlic forefinger at the smal holostage that rested on the
tablein front of him. "Just spesk the details. It do therest.”

Molly, nodding and clearing her throat, took afew steps closer to the
table. She began by reciting the detalls that Susan Grossman had given
her about the short red-haired man whom she'd seen in her vison when
her brother had been killed.

When Molly concluded, the coppery robot requested of the gadget, "Let's
seeavisud, chum.”

On the platform adoll-size image popped into being. It wasa
three-dimensiona projection of an undersized redheaded man.

"That the gink?" asked Rex/GK-30.

"I never actudly saw him," reminded Molly. "But Sue gave mefairly
detailed descriptions of both the--"

"Perhaps we ought,” suggested the robot, "to sneek this Suefral in
here so she can get afirsthand look-see. "She'snot ableto leave
homeright now." "Prostrated with grief, huh?"

Dan sad, "No, too loony to be alowed to run around loose.” "We could
vidphone her," offered Rex. "I can transmit this over the--"



"That's not possible, either,” put in Molly. "But why don't we
get atentative identification of people who fit this description?

Then maybe| can show the photosto her.”
"Possible makes," the robot told the projection device.

All at once ashrill bleating sound came from the voxbox at the base of
theID stage.

Theimage of the possible killer faded, to be replaced by the figure of
avery smilar red-haired man. But thistime he was stretched out,
naked, on awhite metal table with agray plyosheet haf covering
him.

"Sdten, Leroy M.," droned the voxbox. "Matches prior smulationin
seventeen of twenty ID points.”

"Details on this tiff," urged the big copper-plated robot.
The metdlic voice continued, "Leroy M. Sdten wasfound at

6:14 thismorning beneath Fun Pier 12 in the Long Beach Sector of
Greater Los Angeles. He had been shot twice in the back with a
standard lazgun. It is estimated that Salten had been dead for
gpproximatdy two hours. Do you require a printed copy of hiscrimina
record?’

"Yep," answered Rex. "And somepix." "Aliveor dead?' "Both."
Dan touched Mally'shand. "Now I'm wondering."
"About what?' she asked.

He indicated the image of the dead man. "Y our friend Sue Grossman
thought she saw amydtica vision of afellow who looked alot like the
guy that killed her brother,” he said dowly. "And then--what? About
four or o hours after that this same fellow isknocked off over inthe
Long Beach Sector. Logic tells me she couldn't have seen a picture of
thisguy in her head, but | don't know how elseto explainit.”



Sdlten has to be one of the two men Sue saw in her said Mally,
convinced. "Theréssmply no other way she 'ixmld've known about
him."

"Coincidence?' offered therobot. "Hooey," replied Mally. "Hoax?'
llNlJtsll

Dan, frowning, shook hishead. "Thetroubleis, | don't believein
telepathy.”

"You're," advised Molly, "going to have to change your notions.”

Rex lumbered over to collect the report on the late Leroy Sdten that
had just come clicking out of the printer next to the ID stage. "Now,
what about the other lug thelittle lady saw? Shdl wetry to get a
make on him, kids?'

Moally said, "Yes, of course. Let'sgivehimatry.”

Thistime, however, they had no luck. The hairless man couldn't be
identified a dl.

JAKE ASHE D hispartner, "What med isthisyou'reindulging in?"

Looking up from his plate of soy cakes and pro sub Gomez answered,
"L ate breskfast."

Tapping hisfinger againg the sde of hismug of nearcaf, Jake sad,
"At two in the afternoon?'

"It'stoo early for high teaand I'm skipping lunch al week as part of
my new diet regimen.” He patted his midsection afew times before
turning to gaze out the plastiglass window of the er toward the nearby



afternoon Pacific. "How's our esteemed nd ante ?' "'Pissed of f
but otherwise in finefettle. Hopesto be out and about no later
than--"

"Onceagan,” came aloud matronly voice from out of the haf dozen
voxboxes hanging up under the low neo wood celling of the small seaside
diner, "let uswelcome you to Mom's, one of 864 friendly, homelike

edting establishmentsin Gregater Los Angeles. Remember, when it comes
to home cooking and low, low prices, nobody beats Mom. Today's specia
issoy cakes and pro sub with sudaspuds on thesde. Enjoy."

"Niceto know I'm in the culinary mainstream.” Gomez forked up another
bite of pro sub

Jake said, "1 called the asshole and informed him that--" "Meaning Roy
Anemo?'

"That asshole, yeah. | told him | want to do some digging into the

life and times of Dwight Grossman,” continued Jeke. " Gross-man worked
for an outfit that researches companiesfor investors. His specidty

was apparently pharmaceutical outfits.”

"Doesn't sound like an especidly hazardous profession.”

"Depends on what you dig up,” said Jake. "I'm dsointerested in
Grossman'sromantic life.”

"Meaning he may have been annoying and bedeviling other ladies besides
Kay Norwood?'

"Right, and perhaps somebody decided to curtall hisharassngina
drastic way."

After wiping his mustache with a checkered plyonapkin, Gomez sad,
"Keep in mind, amigo, that were dedling with folks who can do some
pretty fancy technical fudging. Two separate’--he held up his
forefinger and middle finger side by sde--"security tapes show Bascom
doing stuff we know he never did.”

"| assume you're going to locate any experts hereabouts who are capable
of that degree of eectronic fakery?'



"St; of course,” answered hispartner. "l caculate there aren't than
four, maybe five pendg os who do work good enough to the SoCal
constabulary aad our own Doc Olan.”

"We better solit, then, Sid. I'll follow the Grossman angle, you
concentrate on who rigged the frame.”

Gomez drank most of hiscitrisub juice. "Y ou are looking, even for the
dour sourpuss you are, exceptionaly downhearted this afternoon, comp
aero he observed. "Y ou holding back some bad news?"

Jake looked out toward the hazy ocean. "Turnsout | have an honorary
partner to contend with, Sid."

Gomez blinked. "Al, surely nobody can replace me?"
"Kacey Bascom has volunteered her servicesto help save her pop.

After exhding along, rueful Ssgh, Gomez said, "She'savery pretty
mujer. A few poundstoo skinny for my tastes, yet | can appreciate her
generd attractiveness” He sighed further. "Pity she'spalitically

only about two steps removed from the sort of cabroneswho'd liketo
seelovablelibera Latinoslike meburned a the stake.”

" She happens to be working for Bracken just now."

"J. J. Bracken? The gent who makes Ebenezer Scrooge 100k like a soft
touch?'

"The esteemed star of Facin' Bracken himsdf. When she's not doing
research for hisdaily vidnet harangues, Kacey isgoing to hep mefind
out who redlly killed Grossman and why." "What's thejefe say about
that, Jake?'

"Héll, you know Bascom's never happy about his relationships With his
assorted offspring,” answered Jake. "He's been pretty estranged from
Kacey and he sees her coming to visit him and offering to help asa
wedge that--"

arewhat Kacey's cronies like to drive through here-hearts," reminded



his partner with a combination shrug and shudder. "1 thank the fates,
amigo, that I'm too disreputable to be dlowed anywhere near the
ormidable SeritaKacey. How do you intend to handle this

I'll try to humor the lady long as| can,” said Jake. "If she getstoo
much underfoot, then I'll haveto sddline her."

"Try not to bresk anything," cautioned Gomez.



SLOTzisone of dozens of government-operated gambling parlorsto be
found in Greater Los Angeles. It's housed in amoderate-sized domed
building in ahilly stretch of the Sherman Oaks Sector. Thereareno
windows and only aminimum of interior light. Up to ninety patrons can
use the comp screensto play smulated blackjack, dot machines,
roulette, and 3D bingo. Nearly every player seat wasfilled that
afternoon as Leo Anson walked through the dimlit circular room to halt
infront of an opaque pl asti-glass door.

The Cosmos Agency detective was alarge man, dark, with graying hair.



He stood straight and il at the door, unmoving and uninterested in
the éectronic gaming going on al around him.

Just behind him, someone--sounded like an older woman gave a pleased
laugh and cried, "Bingo!"

Anson didn't turn around to look. After rattling faintly, the door
did open.

The big detective hurried acrossthe threshold. Asthe door shut
quietly behind him, Anson was aready hurrying down the ramp that led
to the lower level of Sotz.

He stopped again in front of an opague plastiglass door |abeled
PERSONNEL 1.

After nearly thirty secondsthat door did open.

The room beyond was small and shadowy. A single comp screen sat
glowing faintly on athree-legged green metd table at the cubicle's

center.

Sitting in the straight green metal chair, Anson tapped the screen's
control pandl.

The screen presented an image of asunlit geld of wildflowers. A faint
breeze was touching the blossoms and large white butterflies swirled
and flickered in the afternoon air above the bright blossoms.

"Y ou took your sweet time dragging your fat ass over here, Anson,"
observed the voxbox.

"I'm supposed to be working full-time on the Grossman case,”" reminded
Anson.

"Work on the case, but get here when you're supposed to." "I'm here

Themetalic voice said, "Bascom's getting out.”
"l hadn't heard that."

"He's being sprung by that lawyer broad. HEl be free before



nightfal, lookslike." "You knew he had ahell of alot of
influencein Greater LA,"

Anson. "So does Kay Norwood."

""Weld prefer him to stay inside longer and not get directly involved
inthis"

"Lookslikethat isn't going to happen, doesn't it?"

The voxbox asked, "What's Jake Cardigan up to?"

"Hetold Ansemoyou know, the guy who's temporarily in charge of
Cosmos--he wanted to concentrate on Grossman, on hiswork, and his
socid life”

"Shit. Cardigan can beapaininthe butt.”

"Quite often,” agreed the detective.

"And what angle are you supposed to be working on?"

"The Grossman family sofar. Hisfather, hissigter, and

Juneanne Stackpoole, the current lady in the old boy'slife.”

"Do they know anything?'

"They don't seem to," said Anson. "Buit..."

"But what, asshole?"

"I'm till looking into something concerning the sSster, Susan
grossman.”

"She'saTekhead, isn't she?'

"Used to be. Shetook acure.”

The voxbox laughed. "Thereésno cure.”

"Cardigan's cured, too."

"Naw, they all come back. But get on about this sister of rossman s.

"She made acouple of calslast night,” Anson went on. "Thefirst one
to her brother at about a haf hour after your people--"

"She couldn't have known adamn thing."

""Maybe, probably,” Anson said. "Her second call wasto agirl



Moally Fine"



thehdl isshe?" "Wél, it happens| knew the answer to that

without looking it up,”" said Anson. "Molly Fine attends the SoCd
Police Academy and her steady beau is aboy named Dan Cardigan.”
"Chrigt, Cardigan'skid." "Cardigan'sonly kid, right."

"But Grossman's sgter can't know adamn thing,” indsted the voice.
"Cant she?'

After afew seconds: "Find out what she does know, Anson. And check up
onthisMolly Fine. | don't like her being chummy with Cardigan's

boy.”
Anson said, "That's going to involve extramoney.”
"Bullshit, we're already paying you a hefty--"

"I may haveto get close to Jake Cardigan,” pointed out the operétive.
"That waan't part of our original dedl.”

"$5,000 on top of what you're dready getting."

"Hasto be $10,000."

"We can't go higher than $5,000."

Anson said, I'll settlefor that. For now anyway."

There wasawhirring, and ayelow chit came easing out of athin dot
inthevoxbox. "Congratulations. Y ou just won five thousand bucks a
roulette. Takethisupstairsand cashitin.”

GOMEZ CEASED WHISTLING.

The immense warehouse he'd stepped into out of the afternoon was chill
and musty. The beams of thin sunlight danting down acrossit were
gpotted with flecks of drifting black dust. Lined up in the gloom were

rows of immobile androids. Those standing stiffly on the right-hand
side of the Pasadena Sector storehouse were butler androids; those on



the left, maids and cooks. The curly-haired detective moved deeper
into the murky inteéBuenosd,” he said loudly.

At thefar end of the warehouse was arickety worktable. A par
dismantled butler lay outstretched atop the table and athin pae man
inagray smock was hunched over it and tinkering. "Don't get too
close, Sidney," hewarned in ahoarsevoice. "Thismay be
contagious.”

"Another maady, Pegler?'
Pegler sneezed twice. Then onceagain. "I'm pretty near certain of

the cause" he said, sniffling. "It'saconspiracy and I've got the
suspects narrowed down to two or possibly three of my former wives."

"What isit you think you're suffering from?"

"It'scaled acold." Hesiffled again, dabbing at hisnosewith a
plyochief.

"Nobody gets colds anymore." Gomez eased closer. "Not sincethe
vaccine cameinto usethirty yearsago. Don't you get your shots

every--"

"Thisisbacteriological warfare suff.” Pegler set asdethe electric
screwdriver he was using on the android butler's interior workings.

"Y our wives are practicing biologica warfare?!

"They, most of them, get very upset when | leavethem. Some of the
more vindictive ones have cooked up thisscheme. I'm near certain.” He
Sneezed again.

"Areyou," inquired Gomez, "well enough to do some

Pegler blew hisnose. "If it weren't for my Sddlineasa

firgt-informant, Sidney, I'd waste away. Nobody wants to rent anymore.
Especidly not these upper-crust traditiona



He tapped the andy he was working on, then gestured at the rows of
maids. "Wedlill get afew cdlsfor the French maids, but mostly from
people who want them for immora purposes.”

Gomez nodded sympatheticdly, then said, "If | wanted to tamper with a
security tape, fake something so effectively that it would fool not

only the law but hombreswith laminated diplomas from the crackerjack
forensc indtitutions of--"

"I can't hdpyou, Sidney." Pegler held up hisright handina
stop-right-there gesture.

"Qudpasa? | haven't even outlined my inquiry and you--"

"Thisisthe Bascom business.” Pegler sneezed twice more. "No, not
sfe”

"Whoanow. Has somebody warned you to stay away from this?'
"Y ou better try somebody else," advised the frail man in awhisper.
"But me, | can't--oh, shit!" Eyes going wide, he was looking behind
and beyond the detective.

Gomez turned and saw two large butlers, each carrying alazgun,



griding in hisdirection. large, pale man sitting on the green meta

park bench had absolutely no hair, not so much as an eyebrow. Hewas,
with big dead-white hands folded in hislap, watching atiny robot

canary that was perched on abranch of asmulated oak nearby. A thin
gmiletouched his colorlesslips.

Jake was moving along awide path that led through the holographic park
to the cluster of cottages that housed Thelwell Brokerage Services.

"Excuse me, Sr," said the hairless man in ahigh-pitched voice Jake
neared the bench.

Jake dowed. "Yeah?'



might your busnessbe?' Jake stopped. "Might that be any of
your damned business?’

Smiling another small amile, the big man rose up. Hewasafew inches
taller than Jeke. "Asamatter of fact, ar, itis" herepliedin his

piping voice. "I handle security for Thelwell, and any and dl
unauthorized visitorsto thefacility haveto ™

"| got authorization over the phone couple hoursago.” Jake started to
moveon.

He put ahand on Jake'sarm. "You'renot onmy ligt, Sr."

"That doesn't actually upset me dl that much. Now, let go of--"

"I'mredly afraid | haveto seeyour identification, gr, or I'll 13e
forced to---oof ,t"

Jake's|eft fist had delivered two swift and hard punchesto the
hairless man's midsection.

The man waobbled, began to snk. But he till tried to tug a weapon out
of hisshoulder hoigter.

Jake hopped back, booting him in the chin.

Sghing ahigh-pitched sigh, the big man sprawled out on the smulated
MOSs.

Crouching, Jake eased out the gun the security man had been reaching
for. "A lazgun," hereflected, diding it into hisjacket pocket.
"These folks are damn serious about security.”

L eaving the unconscious man sprawled where he'd dropped,
Jake continued along the path to the cottage complex.

The Reception cottage, like the dozen others, was designed to look as
though it were made of stucco and timbers. The windows wereimitation
stained glass and the sharply danting roof appeared to be of bright
yellow straw.

In the cozy parlor Jake told the pretty blond android at the desk, "You
better go take alook at your security lout. He seemsto have
swooned.”



"Beg pardon?' The mechanical young woman pushed back from her desk.
"Big lunk with ascarcity of hair,"” amplified Jeke, pointing a doorway
with histhumb. "Passed out up the garden path

Puzzled, the blond andy shook her head. "All our security is
electronic,” shesaid. "Wedon't have any actua guards, human or
robotic."

Spinning on hished, Jake ran out of the cozy cottage and back aong
thewoodland path.

But when he reached the spot where held had his dispute, the hairless
man was not there.

"I'VE ALWAY SHAD agreat dedl of respect for the Cosmos ouitfit,"
announced Edmond Henniker, ashort, chunky man in hismiddle thirties
"I'm sorry you got roughed up while visiting ushere at Thelwell, but |
assureyou | have no ideawho that hooligan was or--Maggie, what did |
say about this sandwich?"

"Something rude and lowbrow as| recal," replied the black woman
gtting in one of the chairsfacing the Thelwell Brokerage Services
president'swide, slvery desk.

Flenniker grabbed a plazplate up off the desk and pointed an accusing
finger a the sandwich resting upon it. "Isthis curried soy loaf

Maggiedarling?'
"Surelookslikeitto me. Smdlslikeit, too."

"What's your opinion, Cardigan?' Hethrust the plate toward Jake, who
wasin arubberoid chair just to theleft of the glistening desk.

"Ftsthe description.”
"It'scurded lentil loaf if it'sanything. | have ahighly overpaid

secretary, Maggie darling, so that when | send out for a soy loaf
sandwich on Siberian plowboy black bread, that isis brought back



to--mother of God, thisisn't even Siberian plowboy black bread.” When
he dapped the plate back on the desktop, the sandwich hopped twice.
"Maggie, what am | to do with you?'

"Fireme and pay methat huge severance bonus,”" suggested Maggie Sest,
crossing her legs.

Hunkering down in hischair, the Thelwell president said,

"There are no avocado chips, either.” "You dready atethem.” "When
did I dothat?' "Recently.”

"Didn't | ask you to get adouble order of chips?’

n Nomll

Flenniker sat slent for awhile and concentrated on breathing in and
out. Eventudly he spoke. "I don't want to let these little Saff
problemsinterfere with my helping you out, Cardigan. What isit you
want to know about poor Dwight Grossman? Maggie,

didn't | also request a papayafruitzer?”

"Inthe cup there." She pointed.

Grabbing up theindicated cup, he sniffed at it. "Mango or I'ma
"Man said it was papaya.”

"No use sending you back, Maggie darling, hed only hoodwink you
again." Hetook avery tentative Sp. "Yike, it'sgonerancid to

boot.”

Jake said, "Do you have any ideas about why someone would want to kil
Grossman?!

"Someone, you mean, besides your insanely jealous and vindictive
boss?'

"Wdt Bascom didn't kill him."

"Ah, | liketo see company loyaty. Maggie herewould send me up the
riverinatrice"



"Haf atrice," she corrected. Flenniker grew thoughtful,
wrinkles furrowed his brow.

was, far as| could tell, arather bland guy. Very efficient,
cooperative, but no firebdl,” hesaid finaly. "Hewasnt

sensationaly popular here a Thelwelt, but nobody didiked him. He
got aong well with the rest of the gang.”

"Y et he was threatening Kay Norwood, harassing her quite abit.”

"A gdeof hischaracter | wasn't at dl aware of "

"Tak to hiswife," suggested Maggie, uncrossing her legs. "I'm
planning to. But what'syour reason for suggesting it?' "He gave her
avery rough time after sheleft him, same kind of tricks | hear he
used on the lawyer lady."

"Isthis office gossip of any useto you, Cardigan?’

"At this point, anything may be useful.”

The Thelwell executive said, "Weve been preparing a series of reports
on haf adozen pharmaceutica outfitsin the Greater LA area, to help
our clientsmake their investment decisons. Dwight was handling
those"

"Did he report anything unusua to you? Mention having trouble with
any of these companies?'

Flenniker shook hishead. "Far as| know, he hadn't turned up anything
unusud enough to mention.”

"Can | see copies of those reports?

Glancing at Maggie, the president asked, " Do we have them on file?"
"He hadn't turned anything in asyet.”

Jake asked, "Did Grossman work by himsdlf2."

"Y es, he was pretty much aloner,” answered Flenniker.

"What about Hermione?" put in Maggie, crossing her legs

| don't think she had very much to do with--"



isshe?" Jake asked them. "Hermione Earnshaw,” Maggietold him.
"She was Grossman's assistant until last week." "What is she now?"'
"Gone" said Maggie.

"Sheleft thefirm,” said Henniker.

"Going where?"'

"Personnel cantdl you. Although | don't think shell be any help.”
"Going to befuntrying to find her,” added Maggie.

Jake eyed her. "Meaning?'

"Hermione | eft her condo in the Riverside Sector. Nobody knowswhere
sheisnow."

"Oh, I'm certain there are plenty of her friendswho know where she's
gottento,” said Henniker. "Now, Maggie darling, if' you're through
gossiping, you might get Cardigan that list of companies poor Dwight
wasinvedigating.”

Maggie stood up. "I'd find Hermione," she advised as shel€eft the



office. want to persuade you, Oomez, old chap,” explained one of the
gpproaching large android butlers, brandishing his ebony lazgun.

"Dissuade you actudly, old thing," added the other lumbering andy.
Gomez glanced back at Pegler and muttered, "Betrayed.”

Cringing behind hisworktable, thefrail informant sneezed and aaid,
"I'm amere bystander, Sidney."

"l suspect, cabrdn, that you ..." Gomez gave a sudden gasp.

took awobbly step to hisleft, two wobbly stepsto hisright. "No rum
behavior, old bean,” warned one of the butlers as he came clunking



closer. "l fearit's." it's." iDios Oneof my spdls.”
Unexpectedly, Gomez dropped suddenly to thefloor.

When hewasflat out on hisback, he went swiftly elbowing acrossthe
floorboards.

""Ere now, none of that!" One of the androids swung his lazgun around
and fired.

The crackling beam ate a deep blackish rut in the neo wood By that time
Gomez was scooting under the worktable. He popped to his feet, kicked
out, and toppled the table.

The defunct android that had been reclining there hit thefloor,
spewing inner workings, and went rolling and rattling toward the
charging butlers.

Diving to thefloor again, but drawing out his stun gun as he dropped,
Gomez fired.

"Blimey!" exclamed one of the androids when the beam of the stunner
hit him full in his broad chest and disabled him,

Hefdl floorward and hit with an impressive hollow thunk.

The surviving butler tried alazgun shot at Gomez, but only succeeded
indicing thetablecleanin half.

Gomez jumped upright once again and shot at the second would-be
assallant.

The stun beam went wide, hitting a plump cook android and knocking her
off her perch.

Gomez's second shot did better, and the andy butler dropped hislazgun
and then followed it to thefloor.

Leaping over the sundered table, Gomez caught Pegler by the collar and
yanked him out of the cringing crouch he had assumed. "Now, perrito,
I'd be most grateful if you'd inform me, & no charge, who hired you to
do mein?'

The shivering informant sneezed. "Y ou redly shouldn't get so closeto
me, Sidney, you're liableto catch my--"



"Who?' "How'sthat?'

"Who arranged to have those mechanica louts nate me?"'
Sniffling, Pegler replied, "It was, | swear, asbig asurpriseto asit
must have been to you when those lads cameto life. | assumed they
were dormant and--"

"Apparently, ton to you are unfamiliar with the fabled Gomez
intelligence” The angry detective commenced shaking the other man
some. S, each and every member of the Gomez Dan is nowhere near
stupid enough to believe thiskind of bunk. Por favor, beforel lose
the saintly patience | am exhibiting a the moment, give methetruth.”
He shook the sniffling Pegler severd moretimes.

"l swear | have absolutely no--"

"Usudly, pendgo, | refrain from using alazgun,” said Gomez quietly
and evenly. "However, | notice that there are two handsome such
wespons lying about your establishment, dropped by the cholosyou
rigged to do mein. If you wouldn't like to have your nasal passages
cleaned out by alazbeam, now'sthetimeto confide."

"I don't know who they were, truly."
"Details, por favor.”

"There was avid phone call about midday, but the screen stayed blank
and the voice wasfiltered." Pausing to sneeze, the informant
continued. "'l wasingtructed to fix a couple of my androidsto throw a
scareinto you. Infact, Sdney, they suggested four, but, being apa

of yours, | only--"

"They knew | was going to call on you, huh? But | didn't conin
advance."

impression, for what it'sworth, isthat they contacted who has
knowledge about people who are expert at sec-modifications.”



muy interesting, their knowing what | was going to be digging into
today," reflected Gomez, letting the aling informant go.

"I'd be extremely careful, Sidney, if you're planning to cal on any of
my colleaguesfor further info."

Stepping back, Gomez scrutinized the man. "Werethey Tek hoods,
Pegler?'

"I tell you, | don't know who they were. Thisvoice offered mea
fee—-and, Sidney, he threatened to do me considerable harmiif | didn't
godongwithit," said Pegler. "Thean diesin spite of what you

might think, weren't fixed to kill you. Only to scareyou off."

"Oh, & | believethat," hesaid. "Scare me off what, did they tell
you that?'

Pegler shook his head and then sneezed twice more. "Whatever you're
working on. That wasthe message.”

"I think it would be beneficid if you remained quiet and
uncommunicative for the remainder of today."

"I will, Sidney. I'll close up shop and go to the beach down at--"

"No, youll smply takealong ngp." Pointing the sun gun at him,
Gomez squeezed thetrigger.

U p N EAR the high, curved ceiling of theimmense Ad Village reception
areaahuge six-foot-tall green plazbottle of Bliss Kolatilted exactly
every twenty-one seconds to send afoamy stream of brownish liquid
cascading down fifteen feet to splash into the wide ova fountain at

the center of the mosaic tilefloor. Each projected tile represented a
product label, and the hundreds of them made for abright, gaudy
Spread.

Jake was gitting in one of the seven Lucite chairsin therow to the



left of the boomerang-shaped reception desk. The six others of'
seatsweredl clad in medical garb, doctor and nurse uniforms,

] The portly gray-haired man next to Jake leaned and mentioned,
should have dressed for the part.”

"Hhmm?'

"The cagting android for the Stan Co Pharmaceuticals account likes
auditioning actorsto show ahit of initiative and imagination,”

continued the man in thewhite coat. "Another friendly tip-you'rea
mite too weather-beaten to do a convincing physician.”

"Think s0?7" asked Jake.

"l see you in tobacco sub spots, maybe booze and brainstim That kind
of muscular stuff," said the actor. "I don't know your work. What are
your credits?

Jake grinned. "Actualy I'm not here to audition for anything,”

he said. "I'm waiting to see an agency art director.” "Not an actor,
eh?' "Nope."

"Odd, very odd. Because you have that mixture of' cockiness and
desperation that characterizes our professon.”

"That could be because--"
"Mr. Cardigan?' said the voxbox embedded in the reception desk.
Hestood up. "Yeah."

"Door G, please. That will lead you to the Persuasion, Ltd., wing of
AdVillage

Jake bowed toward the portly would-be physician, gave the alazy
salute, and headed for the designated doorway,



acrossthe multicolored imitation tiles. Her atention was divided
between Jake, whom she'd nodded onto a polka dot couch, and the six
large comp-screens on thewall facing her.

"Which color scheme up there makes you fed less anxious?'
Dwight Grossman'sformer wife asked.
"| don't fed anxious."

"Well, hell, play aong, Cardigan,” sheurged. "Assumeyou are, which,
Jesus, most every other living soul in Greater LA is. Which of those
rough-intrusion ads would soothe you?'

"When intrusion ads pop onto my vidwall or my comp screen | merely get
ticked off. There'snot aone of them would soothe me," he answered.
"Now, about the--"

"How about the onethat's al blues?" Margo touched the keyboard that
sat on her small whitedesk. "Or isthis better now? Y ou'll notice
that I've subdued the shades of blue and added a--"

"Y oull notice I'm standing over you, looking notably unsoothed.”

Sheturned to face him. "Oh, I'm sorry ascan be. | tend to get all
tangled up in my work and ignore the--excuse me." Her fingers went
flickering over the keyboard again. "But there. Doesn't that
number-five layout have increased gpped now with moreyelow init?!
She nodded to hersdf. "Wherewas|? Oh, yes, how can | help you,
Cardigan?'

He nodded at her desk. "Suppose you switch to the sofaand | Sit
here?'

"Wl | fed uneasy when I'm not in my familiar--"

"Maybe you can use some--what the hell isit caled?' Helooked over
at therough ad layoutsonthewall. "Y eah, someKamz."

"Oh, hell, I'd never takethat swill." Sowly, abit reluctantly, she



left her desk to move to the polka dot couch. Jake began, "Firgt off,
| don't believe Walt Bascom killed your

So can--"

"Former husband, erstwhile spouse,” she quickly corrected.

Margo Lariar now."

"And you fdt well rid of the guy?'

Margo smiled, nodding. "Dwight was an extremely unsatisfactory man. He
was violent, possessve, fastidious beyond belief. And heloved to do
those dreadful company reports of his, to burrow into al sorts of

places he shouldn't even have been, to bribe information out of --"

"WEelIl get to those reports,” cut in Jake. "l takeit you left him?"

"You bet your ass| did, yessir." She swung her right hand repidly
through theair. "Fast as| could.”

"Did he harassyou after that?"

"Absolutdly. Vidphone calls--some pleading, most of them threatening.
Hed attempt to break in to my place, hed confront mein public
places," said theformer Mrs. Grossman. "Findly | put the law on
Dwight and he subsided. A great many bullies are chickenshit
underneath. Have you noticed?'

Jake said, "Hewas doing al those tricks with Kay Norwood.” "And
others, bdieveme" "At the sametime?"

"Oh, no, Dwight was a one-woman psycho. Poor Kay Norwood smply the
latest target for his unrequited passon. Jesus, aschmuck he
was--rest hissoul.”

. Jake said, "Y ou're suggesting there might be awhole batch of who
didn't have much lovefor him?

"Seven or eight at least that dear Dwight plagued, yes."
providealig?'

partia one probably. | didn't keep up with his activities, [ heard



things now and then." "Grossman was doing research on severd

SoCal pharmaceutical outfits," continued Jake, straddling her desk
chair. "One of them happened to be Stan Co Does your agency handle
that account?

She pointed at the far wall. "No, that's Alch & Associates, one of our
neighborsherein Ad Village

"While he was doing these reports, did he contact you for any--"

"Dwight couldn't contact mefor any reason,” sheputin. "I never
dlowed him to communicate with mein any way," replied Margo, her
atention partidly straying to the rough layouts on thewall.

"Although | did hear something about this pharmaceutica project of his
just recently.”

"What?'

"Only that--and this came from afriend of afriend after they heard

he'd been killed--only that Dwight had seemed extremely uneasy the last
daysbeforehedied. | have noideaof thereason." "Who wasthe
source of thisnews?"

She shook her head. "I'll have to seeif she wantsto be part of your
investigation, Cardigan.”

"Okay," hesaid. "Do you know Hermione Earnshaw?'

"Not aswell as dear departed Dwight did," she replied, laughing.
"Hermionewas hisloya assgant & Thelwell and, I'm fairly certain,
frequent bed mate. In spite of their politicd differences, they

remained extremely chummy and Dwight never gpparently threetened her.
That was because, if you want my opinion, little skinny Hermione did a
hell of alot of the work that Dwight took the credit for."

" She seemsto have dropped from sight.”

"Maybe she joined a convent and went into mourning.” Jeke said, "Tell
me about their politica differences™ "Hermiongsvery-excessvely,



make that--onservative,” answered. "She'savery active member of
that nutcake J. J. Bracken supports so enthusiastically. The Pure
Cdl-aCadition. Chrigt, what agtatethisis." She dtarted to get
up,,onsidered and sat, then hopped to her feet. "I redly haveto get
towork. But, | swear to God, I'll send you that list of the other
unfortunate |adies whose lives were blighted by Dwight since we split

up.”

Jake studied the six comp screens again before heading for the way ouit.



"I'd go with the blue," he advised. adjusted hisbig red nose and

went, huge yellow shoes flgpping, hurrying into the seventeenth level

of aWestwood Sector building. Just across the threshold, he set down

asample case that had BUFFOON ELECTRONIC TOY S, [NC. emblazoned on its
bright green sde.

"Pipe the getup on thisdodo,” commented alittle goldenhaired doll
that rested on alow ivory pedestal.

"A rubefrom Hicksvilleif ever | saw one," added alarge robot rag
doll who was dumped in alittle plaz rocking chair.

A two-foot-high mechanica cowboy whipped off his Stetson. "Don't let
them impolite bimbos a-rile ya, pardner,” hedrawled. "What kin | do



yafer?' "Isthelady of thehousein?' Gomez scratched at his
frizzy wig.

The golden-haired blond doll suggested, "Why don't you teke a
Zeke?'

"Yeah," seconded the rag doll, thumbing her nosein afloppy manner,
"hit the road, bozo."

"Little dears, for shame." A fat slver-haired woman in aflowered
tent dress had comejiggling out of the back office of the toy shop.
"Isthisany way to treat arespected cusomer?”

"Thisdo ink not a paying customer, Corky," said therag dall
disdainfully. "He'sjust aschlep of asdesman.”

Clearing histhroat, Gomez said, "Chiquita, | have to communicate with
you, muypronto. For theusua fee, beit understood.”

Blinking, Corky Keepnewstook ajiggling step back. "Holy crow, is
that you, Gomez honey?'

"S, but cleverly disguised so as not to tip off the opposition.” "Wow,
it'snot epecidly safe for you to be seenin the open.” "Hencethe
mummery, boaita" He went flat-footing after her into her office.

Bidding the door to shut, Corky seated hersdlf in an ample armchair. "l
can't chat with you for more than five minutes, hon,”

shewarned him.

From the one narrow vie window you could see part of University of
SoCd Campus 26, where either ariot or aradly wasin in the Glade.
"Why, inthisingtance, do | find mysdlf onlist?" Gomez inquired.
"Any hints?'

"Corky narrowed her |eft eye and scrutinized the pale pink above her.
"Somebody powerful isannoyed with you.”

Teklords. One Teklord actualy.”

He sat on the edge of the armchair opposite her and motion with both



yellow-gloved hands. When Corky shook her head, her silver-blond
hair flickered and danced. "I've got no details, Gomez. Dont, if you
want the absolute truth, want any morethan | got. Butit'savery
powerful gent."

"There are any number of Tek industridists who fit that description.
Can you zero in some, Cork?"

"West Coast, probably. Ascloseas| can get, honey."
"Hasit got to do with the Dwight Grossman kill?"

Giving the pink celling her attention again, the information deder
answered, "So they say.”

"How the devil was Grossman connected to the Tek trade, Corky?"

"That | have noideaabout." Shelowered her husky voice. "Way | hear
it, this poor sappo Grossman found out something he really wasn't
supposed to know."

"And they want to eradicate me before | find out the same darn

"It'snot certain, swest, that they want you completely and totally
dead," sheinformed him. "Might be they just mean to incapacitate you
for agood while"

Gomez stroked his clown nose. "What about the Bascom frame-up?”
"Same bunch isbehind that."

"I'm trying to find out who faked the security cameratapes,” hetold
her. "But my usud expertsat providing that sort of information have
been alerted to booby-trap, sabotage, and otherwise futz me up. Who
else besdesthe usua gang can | get what | need from?"

Corky's voice dropped even lower. ™Y ou might try aguy who does
business as Eingein, Inc. Out in the Woodland Hills Sector of
Greater

LA



"Never heard of the hombre." "Nether havethe Teklords. Yet,"
Corky said. "Y ou better tak him before they get wind."

Rising, Gomez said, "Gracias, dear lady. How much do | oweyou?’
"On the house, honey," shetold him.

"Por que?’

"A going-away present."

"I'm not going away."
"But you ought to," Corky advised as hetook hisleave.

J.J BRACK V N bounced twicein his high-back black metal chair,
jabbed afinger in the direction of the empty chair facing him, and
laughed. A lock of hispde blond hair fell down across his smooth
forehead. He brushed it back, laughed again. "It appears, appears,
cousins, that my Hotseat guest for tonight, yes, tonight's vidnet
broadcast of your favorite, and mine, that's for sure, Facin' Bracken,
istoo yellow, yellow and chickenhearted, 1'd say, wouldn't you, to
show up." He clapped his hands together severd times. "Or could it
be, you think maybe, that the old girl came to what senses, senses, she
has |eft and decided, as|'ve long maintained about her and the
nattering nitwitswho follow her, that it'stime to throw in the towd,
right, the towd."

A faint shimmering commenced in the vicinity of the other chair.
Bouncing again, Bracken made a chuckling sound and brushed back the
lock of unruly hair again. "Hush, cousins, somebody's

Gradudlly, with some electrical sputtering and afew flashes of light,
the holographic image of alean, gray-haired of seventy-five gppeared
inthe guest chair.



hunched, watching the newly materidized projection. When Corky
shook her head, her silver-blond hair flickered and danced. "I've got
no details, Gomez. Dont, if you want the absolute truth, want any
morethan | got. Butit'savery powerful gent.”

"There are any number of Tek industridists who fit that description.
Can you zero in some, Cork?"

"West Coast, probably. Ascloseas| can get, honey."
"Hasit got to do with the Dwight Grossman kill?"

Giving the pink celling her attention again, the information deder
answered, "So they say.”

"How the devil was Grossman connected to the Tek trade, Corky?"

"That | have noideaabout." Shelowered her husky voice. "Way | hear
it, this poor sappo Grossman found out something he really wasn't
supposed to know." "And they want to eradicate me before | find out
the same darn thing?'

"It's not certain, swedt, that they want you completely and totally
dead," sheinformed him. "Might be they just mean to incapacitate you
for agood while."

Gomez stroked hisclown nose. "What about the Bascom frame-up?”
"Same bunch is behind that."

"I'm trying to find out who faked the security cameratapes,” hetold
her. "But my usual expertsa providing that sort of informeation have
been alerted to booby-trap, sabotage, and otherwise futz me up. Who
else besdesthe usud gang can | get what | need from?"

Corky's voice dropped even lower. ™Y ou might try aguy who does
businessas Eingein, Inc. Out in the Woodland Hills Sector of

Gresater

LA



"Never heard of the hombre." "Neither havethe Teklords. Yet," Corky
said. "You better tak h-i.m before they get wind."

Rsmg, Gomez said, Gracas, dear lady. How much do | owe
"On the house, honey," shetold him.

"dPor que?’

"A going-away present."

"I'm not going away."
"But you ought to," Corky advised as hetook hisleave.

J. J. BRACKEN bounced twice in his high-back black meta chair,
jabbed afinger in the direction of the empty chair facing him, and
laughed. A lock of hispde blond hair fell down across his smooth
forehead. He brushed it back, laughed again. "It appears, appears,
cousins, that my Hotseat guest for tonight, yes, tonight's vidnet
broadcast of your favorite, and mine, that's for sure, Facin' Bracken,
istoo yellow, yellow and chickenhearted, 1'd say, wouldn't you, to
show up." He clapped his hands together severd times. "Or could it
be, you think maybe, that the old girl came to what senses, senses, she
has |eft and decided, as|'ve long maintained about her and the
nattering nitwitswho follow her, that it'stime to throw in the towd,
right, the towd."

A faint shimmering commenced in the vicinity of the other black

chair.

Bouncing again, Bracken made a chuckling sound and brushed back the
lock of unruly hair again. "Hush, cousins, somebody's coming.”

Gradudly, with some eectrica sputtering and afew flashes of eenish
light, the holographic image of alean, gray-haired man of seventy-five
appeared in the guest chair.



rack en hunched, watching the newly materidized projection. "It
appears, cousins, that she didn't do the smart thing and visit a
suicideclinic," hesaid. "No, she decided to brazen it out and

actualy face me on my, popular, asyou well know, my popular Facin’
Bracken broadcast for tonight. Well, thisisgoing to be, if theold
darling can survive the hest, an interesting little--"

"Let me point out, Mr. Bracken," said theimage of hisguest, "that my
delay in arriving was caused entirely by the clumsy and inept
technicians you sent to my hometo--"

"Quit whining, dear," interrupted the host. "L et meintroduce you,

will you? Cousins, thisis none other than the notorious oldster, Dr.
Audrey Eisenberg, right, Eisenberg, a, | believe, Jewish name, but that
doesn't bother us, cousins, doesit? Dr. Eisenberg, who'snot a
medica doctor, not even one of these quacks who believesin kegping
doddering wrecks aive once they've ceased to have any valueto usin
normal society, she's not amedica person but only a doctor of
philosophy. We al are philosophers, aren't we, cousins? Y ou don't
need alot of high-blown schooling for that, high-blown and expensive.
Most of you know, cousins, that the doctor here, the nice Jewish
doctor, believesthat we ought to let oldstersjust go on living, year
after year, and drain our coffers, ingtead of climbing into their

coffins asthey ought or--"

"As| suspected, Mr. Bracken, you intend to indulge in one of your
usuad windy harangues and not alow meto--"

"Let'sstart with the Bible, Doc," hesaid. "Apparently you don't
agree that three score and ten yearsis dl we ought to have. You, as
| think you're saying in your various lecturesto felow oldgers..”

Up in the engineer's booth, Kacey Bascom was sitting and watching her
boss. Shelooked up from the copy of his notesfor tonight's broadcast



and madeasigna to him. Itwasasmall geso that meant she thought
he was being too rough too soon with elderly guest. "Pull back abit,”
she mouthed.

Bracken caught her warning, but gave aquick negative shake of his
head.

Both the technicians sharing the booth with the young woman were
robots. The chrome-plated one said to her, "What's his stand on old
robots?'

"Thisisaseriousissue, Jocko, not something to kid about,” Kacey
responded. "The number of usdessoldstersin SoCd isincreasing at
an darming rate and unless something--"

"Too bad they don't have scrap yards for people,” said Jocko, returning
his attention to the control pand.

"I'm here to cooperate and work side by side," said avoice behind
her.

Kacey turned in time to see the rear door easing shut. Jake wasin the
small room with her and the robots. "How the hdll did you get up here?
The studio has security people on every entrance to keep out fanatics
and people who might have agrudge againgt

JJ"

"Apparently | don't look likeafanatic." Jake came over to take the
empty char next to hers. "They let meright onin.”

"No, no one without authorization and proper ID isalowed on this
leved of thefacility, Jake."

"Most of the security people | encountered were flat on their ass and
unconscious,” he explained. "So nobody asked for any identification.
If I'm someplace I'm not supposed to be, why, I'll--"

"What did you do, use bullying private-cop tricks to force your
"There's something you may be able to help me on, Kacey."

She glanced down at J. J. Bracken, who was pointing &t Dr.



Eisenberg and saying, "But if you people dl died at seventy,
think of the savingsit would mean to..."

Kacey asked Jake, "Thisis about my father?"

"It's not about my plansfor diminating old age from SoCd," he
answered. "Can wetak somewhere?’

Kacey frowned, then gave Bracken another signal. "Jocko, 1% going out
for abit."

"Sure, gather rosebuds while you may," the robot advised.

"I wonder who built al that sort of poetic nonsenseinto you."
"Nobody. | do alot of reading on my own."

Taking Jakesarm, sheled him toward the doorway. "WEell usethe
gaff exit so not too many security people will notice you.”

Jake grinned. "Most of them will be snoozing for awhileyet," he



said. thrust abooted foot out and prevented the proprietor of
Eingein, Inc." from shutting the door. "Momentito," he requested,
shouldering the plagtiglass door and forcing the smdl, balding man
back indgde the narrow shop. "I'minterested in conversing with
senor.

you, ~"

"I'm closing,” said the small man as he backed away from thei
intruder.. "Infact, I'm closing down for an indefinite period. 1I'm

on an extended leave." He bumped into one of the two large Sitting on
the floor and Sarted to fall.

Catching him and up righting him, Gomez said, "Corky Keep that you--"



"Oh, Lord. I'mtoolate” Three of the smdl, neat shop'swalls
had wide shelves that contained what was labeled as either ANTIQUE
SOFTWARE or VINTAGE

COMPUTERS.

"I'm with the Cosmos Detective Agency,” explained Gomez as he placed
the nervous man in astraight-backed chair.

"Soyou say."

"Y ou're the owner here?"

"Probably."

"Why do you call the busnessEingein, Inc.?"

"Because I'm Eingein. Milton Eingein." Leaving the chair, hemadea
grab for one of hissuitcases. Yon' Il excuse me, but I'm on my way
to... well, let'sjust say elsewhere.”

Gomez booted the suitcase out of hisreach. "Corky tells me your
specidty is providing information about technically skilled hombres
who doillicit futzing with vidtapes and--"

"She's behind thetimes" put in Eingtein, edging toward his other
suitcase. "l wasformerly inthat Sddline. But I'veretired." "Do
you know who faked the Bascom tapes?

"l used to know," admitted Einstein as he bent to take hold of the
suitcase handle. "Too bad you didn't get here earlier, before | went
out of business”

"Tel me, Eingein." Hetook the suitcase away from him.

"| started hearing someterrible things afew hoursago and I've
decided it isn't safe to continue--"

"That's what informants are supposed to do, Eingtein, heer terrible
things," reminded Gomez. "Then they pass such stuff on and collect
rich rewards and--"

"No, there are Tek peopleinvolved, high-up Tek people. Thekind who
think nothing of having upstart information peddlersterminated.”



"My nameis Gomez. Cdl Corky, would you?' suggested the [detective.
"Shell, | assure you, point out that | tend to do great larm to folks

who don't comply with my search for enlightenment.” Hesmiled. "Who
did the job on those tapes?

"I'm latefor my sky liner | haveto go, Gomez."
"Youll never go anywhere, Eingtein, unlessyou confide.”

He glanced fretfully from one suitcase to the other. "It'sashamel
ever decided to go into thisend of theinformation business,” he
lamented.

"After youfill mein, Il put you intouch with afirg-rate
crackerjack career counsdlor.” Gomez got afirm grip on the man'sarm.
"Give methefellow's name, pot favor.”

Eingtein swalowed, coughed, swalowed again. "It was Avram Moyech.”

"I thought Moyech was a SoCal Tech professor who worked undercover for
the Greater LA branch of the Office of Clandestine Operations.”

"Avram quit that when he retired from SoCa Tech. Went into business
for himsdf about five monthsago.” "Whereisheat this moment?'
Eingtein coughed again. "Out of town." "Wheredid he go?'

"Texas. All I know ishewent to Texasacoupledaysago.” "Texasis
muy grande. Give mealocation.”

"Sweetwater, Texas. Around Sweetwater someplace. That'sall i know,
redly, Gomez." , Gomez said, "Now, how about the cabroneswho hired
Moyech ifor the task?

"] don't know that, don't have details." Einstein looked toward the
doorway. "It'sobvioudy abig Tek cartel, but know which one.”



they kill Dwight Grossman?' "For good and sufficient reasons, but
reasons, Gomez, that are unknown to me. | have to go now."

"Can | help carry your bagsto your sky car offered the detective.

"No, no, thanks." Eingstein shook hishead. "I'd prefer not to be seen
with you out in the open.”

"Gracias, then." Gomez let the shop.

"FREE," said Bascom, "more or less” Hewasdttinginthe
passenger seat of asky car that was speeding through the twilight sky
of Greater LA, away fromjail and toward home. "l appreciate your
efforts, Kay."

Kay Norwood, atal blond woman, wasin the pilot seat. "They redly
had you embedded deeply in the lockup, Walt," shesaid. "I had to pull
condderable stringsto extract you. And you're gill going to haveto
gandtrid."

"Nope, they're never going to try mefor the Grossman killing."
"Because you and your Cosmos Detective Agency are going to find the
red murderer?"

The chief of Cosmos nodded, smiling thinly. "That's exactly what's
going to happen,” he assured her.

"So far nobody thinks those tapes aren't authentic, including your own
experts.”

"We know the damn things were rigged, so eventudly well proveit,” he
sad confidently. "Now, give me some more background on Dwight
Grossman.”

"l only went out with him seven or eight times over asiretch of two or
three months. But it didn't take much to get the guy fixated, |
guess," the attorney answered.

Below them, asthe night closed in, more and more lights were



blossoming across Greater Los Angeles. hat hetried on you, the
harassng and the threats, he must ye done to other ladies aswell.”

"l assume S0, Walt, but | don't know who any of his other targets might
have been."

"That's okay, Cardigan will get that information,” he said.

"What about Grossman'swork? Would the fact-finding missons he
undertook for Thelwell have given somebody areason to knock him
off2"

Kay started to shake her head. Then said, "Wéll, actudly, I'm not
certan.”

He put hishand over hers. ™Y ou remembered something, Kay?' "Only
something he said one of the last times he made avid-phone cal to me,"
shesaid. "He bragged, in between thredts, that he was going to be
very rich soon and then maybe I'd be sorry for dropping him. All his
years as an investigator were going to pay off."

"Blackmail maybe?"
"That could have been what Dwight had in mind," she acknowledged. "The
thing is, Walt, he was a braggart much of the time, and that may have

been merely alieto impressme.”

"Suppose it wasn't--any notion where this money was going to come
from?'

"| think heimplied it had something to do with the reports he was
working on at the moment."

"“Then we--"

"Y ou ought to see this, Bascom," suddenly said the voxbox beneath the
dash pandl phone screen

"What the hdl isgoingon?' The agency chief scowled at the
now-glowing screen.

Theimage of abright afternoon living room gppeared. Thewaswhite
and paeblue, and outsideits high, wide win-gulls could be seen



diving toward apatch of ocean. "That'smy place," redized Kay,
inhding sharply. "And that'sme.”

The blond attorney was crossing the room, moving toward the windows.
She stopped, turned abruptly, and said, "What'swrong, Wdt? Why are
you here?'

"Y ou were still degping with that bastard, weren't you?' Bascom, ina
rumpled suit, was ssomping closer to the obvioudy frightened woman. "
killed him and then it turns out you were lovers™

"Get out, Walt," she demanded. "I don't want you around when you'rein
one of these violent, angry moods!"

"Bullshit! We're going to settlethisKay," he shouted at her. "You
liedtomeadl dong. Y ou were degping with him and tdling meyou
didn't want him bothering you."

"That's not true. Now get out or--"

"Bitch. Lying, unfaithful bitch!" Bascom had yanked out alazgun. He
made asnarling sound and fired at Kay.

Asthe beam burned deep into her chest the picture faded from the
screen.

"Thought you might like aglimpse of thefuture," said the voxbox.



jungle was eleven levels below the ground, under the Glendale Sector
of Greater LosAngeles. It went stretching away for severd acres

beyond the eevator exit. A perpetud sunlight illuminated the sky
above the intricate tangle of trees, leaves, fronds, vines, nd
flowers

Kacey put arestraining hand on Jake's arm, saying quietly,
handle dl the encounters down here."

Fne

Two green-uniformed young men, large and thick, weretrotting them



aong the smulated jungletrail Each carded a Kacey told the Pure
Cdifornia Codlition sentries, "We have a passfrom Colond Burns."

Thethicker of the pair held out hishand. "Seeit.”

She produced asmall plaz rectangle from her dax pocket. "We have
permission to---"

"Seeit,” repeated the sentry.

She placed it on his open pam.

"Looks up-and-up." He handed it to his colleague.

"Looks up-and-up.”

"We have permission to vist Hermione Earnshaw,” Kacey explained.

"What it says,”" agreed thefirst sentry, retrieving the passfrom the
second sentry and returning it to the young woman.

"Thanks,” shesaid. "Well continue on our way, then." Thefirst
sentry was scrutinizing Jake. "What areyou?' "Beg pardon?' "Got a
race card?’

Kacey stepped in front of Jake. "Neither of ushasone. Colond Burns
will vouch for--"

"YouaMex?' the sentry asked Jake, moving Kacey aside with the flat
of hishand.

Jake grinned. "I'm not, but if | were | don't seethat it'sthe

business of adim-witted lunk who's playing soldier in amake-beieve
jungle eleven levelsunder, of dl places, the goddamn Glenda e Sector
0r__ll

"Looking for trouble?'

"We arent, either of us, Mexicans," Kacey told the two large sentries.
"He'saspureasyou are.”

"Asthedriven snow," added Jake.

"Wiseass," decided the second sentry.



"He meanswell," Kacey assured them. "Now, redly, | don't think
Colond Burns, who's a close persond friend of my em J. J. Bracken,
would want usto be delayed in our mission, fellows.”

"Bracken'sterrific," said thefirst sentry. "Work for him?' asked
the second. "Full time" "What'shelike?

"A gplendid man, exactly asheison thevidnet."

"Great job, supports the Pure Cdifornia Coalition cause hundred

"Telsthetruth,” said the second sentry.

"Helll be pleased to hear what you've had to say." Catching Jakesarm
agan, she hurried him off along thejungletrail

After they walked severa yards Jake asked her, "Think they'd have shot
meif I'd turned out to be Latino?"

"Therésredly nothing wrong with being proud of onée's ethnic

heritage, Jake," Kacey told him. ™Y ou forget that people who don't
have dl the privileges and perks that you do need something to give
them satisfaction and asense of purpose. You see”

"Did you know your great-grandmother's name was Carmelita Sanchez?'
She dowed, frowning up a him. "That's not true.”

"AsK your pop sometime.”

"You'reavery difficult man to interact with," shesaid. "You havea
snide attitude that you adopt whenever you come up someone you

congder, for whatever reason, your

"True, but I've never shot any of my inferiorswith alazrifle dressed
upinacute soldier suit."



"Y ou and my father are continudly criticizing J. J. Bracken, yet he's
ahdl of alot moretolerant than elther of you," Kacey said.
"Practicing military exercisesin asmulated jungleis a perfectly
hedthy way of---"

"They could join the Boy Scouts and get to march around what real
woodlands are dill left in SoCal."

They continued on into the smulated jungle. Off among thetall,
shadowy treesimitation birds caled, and now and then monkeys seemed
to chitter.

Eventudly Kacey announced, "Here's Path 7. This Hermione Earnshaw,
according to what | found out, islying low in one of the clusters of
hutsin the Path 7 clearing.”

"I'm curious asto why she'slying low.”

"Right now, Jake, let's agree that I'm to bein charge of questioning
her. You havearea knack for annoying people.”

"Y eah, it'staken me years of diligent work to develop that," he
sad.
AsDAN WAS RETURNING from atwilight run dong the beach, Molly's sky

car came swooping down to land next to the condo deck.

The young woman, dressed in dark dax and a pullover, jumped from the
car and ranto him. "Let'sgo, ¢mon," she urged, catching his hand

and tugging.

"Isour destination asurprise,” heinquired, allowing her to pull him
over to the passenger side, "or are you going to tell me where we're

gaing?”

"I'm pretty sure | know wherewell end up." She gave him apush
toward the sky car

"Thisis something urgent, huh?"



"I'll explain on theway, Dan. Getin." Stopping, cupping his
hands, he called toward the condo,

"Lock up. Tl my dad I'm off galivanting with Mally."

"Right you are," answered the voice of the home computer whilethe
doors and windows were diding quietly shut.

Molly, guiding the car up into the growing dusk, told Dan,
"Thisisabout my friend Sue Grossman.”

Dan poked histongue into his cheek for afew seconds, eyeing her.
"More dangerousvisions, isit?"

"No, but she'sintrouble, | think. I'm pretty certain of that."

"'She phoned you again?"

"It was her father. He asked meif | knew where shewas."

"| thought she was the one who never |eft the house.”

"Therewas some kind of big fight a couple hours ago,”

answered Molly, concernin her voice. "Not with her father, but with
thiswoman who's living with him. She doesn't care for poor Susan at

dl”

"Y ou keep getting involved with the affairs of the poor Susans of the
world, Molly. Could beyou--"

"Quit heckling and let me get on with the explanation of what were up
to, will you?'

"Sorry. But it istrue that underdogs and--"
"Possibly that'swhy I'm so fond of you, poor Danid,” she said.

"Sue spent quite abit of timein aprivate psychiatric facility run by
anasty felow named Dr. Stolzer. They got her off Tek, but it wasa
very rough course of treatment. From what her father said, hislady
friend got into a nasty squabble with Sue and ended up threatening to
send her back to Stolzer for observation.” " "Nasty thing to do.”

"Nasty woman, according to Sue. Anyhow, there was some kind between
the two of them and this woman--June Stack is her name, | think--well,



shefel down and bumped her head on something and Sue, very upset,
went running out of the house. She hasasky car of her own and she
jumped in that and took off."

"Couldn't that be good? Go off by hersdf for awhile until
everything--"

"Therésatracer inthecar,” put in Molly. "It was switched off on
the outskirts of the Pasadena Sector.”

"Proving she doesn't want to be followed."
Molly said, "What I'm afraid of isthat she's goneto her favorite

Tek parlor, avery exclusive setup in the Pasadena Sector." "Didn't
that occur to her at her

"No, Mr. Grossman never knew that much about Sue's problems with Tek
or any of the other dectronic drugs shefooled with," replied Mally.

"And when it cametimeto get her help, heleft that to women like this
Stackpoole witch."

Turning in his seat, Dan sudied her prohle. ™Y ou intend to bust into
thisTek joint and drag her out?'

The day had ended and they were flying through darknessnow. Mally
sad, "Wewon't bethat flamboyant. Thisisnt araid, after all.
However, Dan my dear, if Susanisinsdethat place, | mean to bring
her out."

"Has her dad contacted the police?"

"Not yet. My impressionisthat hell try to trace her on hisown for
awhile longer and then probably go to adiscreet and reliable private
investigation service. Lessnotoriety and publicity that way."

"Not much of afather, soundsto me."

Molly nodded agreement. "We have to find Sue before anybody else

does," shetold him. "Becauseif that woman succeedsin putting her
away, shewon't be ableto help usonthiscase” "Oh, are we till



working onthiscase?' "Y ou're damned right we are,” Mally said.

were nine neo wood hutsin the smdl clearing in the holographic jungle
that the Pure Cdifornia Coalition used asits main base. Smulated
sunlight was shining down on dl of them and bright red and yellow
flowering bushes climbed over the plank walls and the plaztile roofs.
Thisareawas quiet and there seemed to be no one a homein any of the
huts.

"That's supposed to be the one she'susing.” From the edge of the
clearing Kacey indicated the cottage with alarge 3 hand on its door.

Stopping her fifty feet or so from the place, Jake dipped out his

I'll gpproach with a bit of caution.”



"Hermione Earnshaw isn't especialy dangerous.” " She may have
some dangerous acquaintances.” He stood watching the silent hut for a
moment.

Touching Kacey's arm and indicating that she stay where she was, Jake
moved away into the smulated jungle.

He circled around to the back of the row of huts and moved quietly
toward the rear of 3. One good thing about hol ographic leaves was that
they didn't crunch underfoot.

"Damn," he said to himsdf as he eased nearer.

The back door of the shack wasn't there. It had been ripped off its
old-fashioned hinges and tossed into a stretch of simulated brush.

Inching ahead, listening, Jake watched the doorway. The room beyond
wasthick with shadows.

He sprinted, pressed his back againgt the neo wood wall next to the
opening.

Crouched low, stun gun in hand, Jake dived over the threshold. Nothing
happened. Silence surrounded him.

"Damn," he said again. He'd noticed the odor of burned flesh.

Hewasin the kitchen of the three-room hut. Carefully, Jake made his
way to the doorway leading into the living room.

He hesitated, listening, before entering, ducked low.

There was adender auburn-haired woman sprawled, al askew,

on the matt rug The beams of two lazguns had cut adeep, ugly X across
her back, burning away a great swatch of her pale yellow shirt and a
good ded of skin and muscle.

Hekndlt, studying her face.

It was Hermione Earnshaw, no doubt. He'd had pictures of her
trangmitted from the Cosmosfilesjust an hour ago.

Shaking his head, he went to the front door and reached for the
handle.



The door swung in open before he could touch it. " Jake backed,
swinging hisstun gun up.

"Another corpse and heré's Cardigan,” remarked Lieutenant

"What bringsyou to thejungle, Drexler?' He put hisgun away. "I've
been eager to talk to Grossman's assstant,” the policeman told him,
stepping into theroom. "Then | got an unexpected tip that Hermione
was holed up down here and in considerable danger. | rushed over, but
not in timeto prevent you from--"

"C'mon, Lieutenant. She's been dead for at least two hours and you
must know, if you queried those toy soldiers at the entrance,

that we only arrived here afew minutes ago.”

"Perhaps," conceded the cop.

Edging around him, Jake stepped out into the sun-bright clearing.

Kacey, looking uneasy and displeased, was standing, arms folded, about
where heéd |eft her. Two uniformed SoCal Police officerswere
positioned afew yardsfrom her.

As Jake neared her, Kacey asked him, "What'swrong?"

Heleaned close. "Somebody killed her," he answered. "In the back
withalazgun." "Jugt like Grossman." "Pretty smilar, yesh."

Kacey stared at the hut. Drexler wasin the doorway, sum the two
officerstojoinhimingde. "What did Hermione know that made them
kill her?' shesad.

"WEell haveto find out."

"How?'



shrugged. "That'sone of thethings| till haveto figure acouple
hundred people in the main balroom. Two hundred seventeen, to be
exact. Two hundred seventeen people and agood many of them young,
handsome, beautiful, and extremdy influentid. The main balroom was
thick with chatter, laughter, music, and noise, and fromits curved vie
windows one could see dl of Greater Los Angelesfar below. Thiswas
The Chateau, an airborne private club that circled ten thousand feet
above SoCal.

Rowland Burdon, ahandsome, dark man of thirty-five, was moving dowly
and amiably among the guests. Burdon never drank &t his parties, but

he frequently popped apill or acapsule. Always one of the mood drugs

his New Town Pharmaceutical Corporation manufactured. Actudly the
company was owned by Rowland and histwin sister, Rebecca. And hewas,
inaleisurdy manner that alowed him to chat with the more important

guests, heading for the small table where she was Sitting, done and

agry.

"Radiating gloom, Sis, isbad for business" Rowland pointed out when
he finally reached her and sat opposite.

"Go away, Rallo," sheinvited, picking up her glassof water. "The

idea, Sis, isthis," the brother explained, smiling for the benefit of
whoever might be watching. New Town specidizesin remediesfor
depresson and gloom. Yet you persist in parking here, looking like
Desath on abad day, sulking and snarling. All our multitude of friends
and business associates are going to say, "'If New Town panaceas are SO
good, how come Becky'sin such asour dump?' We can't--"

"Let me put my request in different terms, Rollo,” shecutin. "Takea
flying legp for yoursdlf." She sipped at thewater. "That could be
very impressve from thisheight.”



He put hishand on her wrist and, still smiling, squeezed hard. of
thisshit, Sis" hesaidinalow voice. "l swear to God if you don't
quit this goddamn sulking, 1'll---"

"You'll what, Rollo? Have a couple of thugs shoot meinthe

Hetightened hisgrasp, then let go. "What areyou hinting at?* "You
killed Dwight Grossman,” shesad.

"Don't say thingslike that here. 'Y ou know | had nothing to do--"
"He'sdead. Youll agreeto that much, won't you?

Rowland took a gold-plated pillbox out of hisjacket pocket, popped it
open, and selected a bright crimson tablet. After swdlowing it, he
stood up. "Were partners, Sis, equd partners,” he reminded her,
leaning over thetable. "And you know what they say about twins. If
something bad happensto one of them, why, the other one fedlspain,
too. I'd hate to have you suffer.”



Rebecca turned away and stared into the blackness outside. was back
behind hisdesk. He sat very siff and still, eyes narrowed, saying
nothing.

From her chair Karin Tanoshi said, "It's now nearly twenty minutes past
nineP.M."

"Being an excdlent detective mysdlf,” the chief of the Cosmos
Detective Agency told her, "I was dready ableto figure out what time
it was entirdly on my own."

"What Karin means" interpreted Roy Anselmo, "isthat you called this
specid meeting for nine, Wdt, and that dl the rest of the Grossman
case team are here except, as might be expected, Cardigan and Gomez.



So why don't we smply--" "Whilst | was behind stone wals and
iron bars, Roy, you werethings," Bascom said. "Now that | am, however

flestingly,

On the outside once more, | intend to bein charge.” "I only meant
that--" "Weéll wait for them."

Kay Norwood, who was seated close to his desk, leaned toward him and
sad quietly, "Can you modify the gruffness,

Walt?'

"No," he answered, scowling. "Those bastards can't threaten you and
not--"

"Has Miss Norwood been threstened?' asked Leo Anson, who was standing
near one of the blanked windows.

"WEell get to that," promised Bascom.

The door at thefar end of the large office did open, admitting

Gomez and Jake.

"Welcome back, jefe.” Gomez worked hisway through the scatter of
operatives. "Did you get the bouquet | sent you while you werein the
lockup? Consisted of roses, violets, pansies, and--"

"Sit down and dummy up," advised his boss.

Moving achair near the holostage, Jake straddled it. "I'd liketo
explain, Wdt, why werelate."

"No, | want to outlineto you al what happened while Kay was me home
from the hoosegow,” countered Bascom. "Then

Jwant prelim reports from each of you asto”
"Beforewe get to that," interrupted Gomez, who was ill on his
"you better attend to what we haveto say."

"Goddamn it, Sid, don't start talking to me like I'm some rookie who
jugt--"

; "Whoa, Wdlt," Jake cut in, "thisredlly isimportant and hasto do



withwho'sin charge here” "Y oureteling meyou've got
something more important than the fact that these bastards will kill
Kay if | don't drop thisinvestigation, roll over, and let them
railroad mefor murder?'

"It'smore a question of something that has to be dedlt with before we
get tothat. Trust meonthis, will you?!

Kay said, "Walt, | appreciate your concern, but don't push so hard.
Listen to Jake and Gomez firg."

"All right, okay." Biscom hunched in hischair and nodded at Jake and
then his partner. "What isit that has you two lads so riled up?'

Smiling, Gomez perched on the edge of the chiefsdesk. "Jakeand |
were comparing notes on our day's activitiesawhile ago, Sr," he
began. "It struck us--riled us up, in fact--that we'd been anticipated
agood ded. Intheinterest of our continued surviva and well-being,
we decided to nose around some.”

"Y ou weredoing that," said Kirin, annoyed, "while we were stting here
and waiting for you to show up.”

"Chiquita, think of how it hurt meto stay away from you.
Nevertheless, stern duty drove meto--"

"Sid," requested Biscom, "lessfrills”

Jake sad, "When | went to talk to thefolks at Thelwell, where
Grossman worked, | found a hairlesslout waiting there to assault
r],E.ll

"And severd of the informants| was planning to call on today," added
Gomez, "had been persuaded to set up debilitating booby traps for
rrell

"Obvioudy the opposition was aware that the agency would be
investigating the Grossman murder," picked up Jake. "But Sdand |
concluded that these folks knew our exact itinerary in someinstances.”



"Although we're not confiding types, jefe, we did share some of our
plansfor today," said Gomez, hisleft foot swinging dowly back and

forth ashe spoke. "We reported here on some of what we were intending
to---"

"Hold it, you son of abitch." Ansemo was up out of hischair.

"Areyou saying, Gomez, that | sold out the--"

"Remain cam," advised Jake. "Y ou're not the one who passed along news
to the other sde.”

"Who isthe other Ssde?' asked Bascom.

"Wedon't know dl the playersyet," answered Gomez, "but there are
definitely Tek hombresinvolved aong with--"

"My investigations confirm that,” said Anson, moving away from the
window. "When we get to our reports, you'll notice--"

"Y ou won't be giving areport, Leo," said Jake.
"Whet the hdll are you talking about, Cardigan?"

"For onething," said Jake, "were concerned about how come you
deposited $5,000 in that secret account you maintain in the

Laguna Sector branch of the Bam system.”

"Therés nothing secret about that account. And | won theif money in
a__II

"No, you got it asafeefor collaborating with representatives of some

Teklords," corrected Gomez. "Bdieve me, cabréon, | found thisall out
by consulting two very rdiable informants and one world-class stool

pigeon
"I'mtired of dl your wiseass accusations, you grease ball

An son head low, came charging at him.

"Violence doesn't solve anything,” advised Jake, thrusting out foot and
tripping the husky detective.

Anson sumbled, fdl, hit thefloor flat out.

Before he could rise, Jake was crouched beside him. He gave three



flat-handed blows to the neck. Anson yelped, gagged, and dropped
into uNconsciousness.

Bascom stood up, peering over hisdesk at the fallen operative. "
assumeyou lads can prove dl this?'

"Oh, s"" Gomez assured him. "We even have a couple of very handsome
photos.”



Eternity Depot covered nearly an entire block on the outskirts of the
Pasadena Sector. The parking landing area, thick with sky. earsand
land carstonight, covered an additional acre. The wholeieomplex was
intensaly and profusaly illuminated, the lots and the (three-story
plastiglass-and-neo wood building were beaconsin the night.

i
Susan Grossman had |eft her sky car nearly haf milefrom the

men se glowing store. By the time sheld reached the Eternity she''
with' her '

She
epot, was having some difficulty bregthing.

evirtudly nowaking lately redly eating and she hadn't been that
well. Shefet somewhat dizzy. Shewasfrightened, too, as as ashamed



of hersdlf. Sheld promised herself sheld never use Tek again.
But after the encounter with Juneanne tonight, she had to do something.
She had to make hersdlf fedl better.

"Bitch," shesad. "Bitch. How can helovethat terrible woman?'
There were huge dogans printed across the giant plagtiglass front
windows of the Eternity Depot in throbbing light tubing: ALL YOUR
DEATH

NEEDS" YOU CAN'T BUY A CHEAPER COFFIN ANYWHERE
IN GREATER LA!" ON-SITE CREMATION AT LOW, LOW
PRICES" TOMBSTONESALWAYSAT LEAST 20% OFF!

A robot doorman, painted dead white, wearing along black robe with a
cowl and holding a scythe, greeted Susan as she, breathing shalowly,
approached an entrance. "Welcome to the Eternity Depot, young miss,"
hesaid. "Youlook downcast and depressed. In mourning, are you?"

"Yes" shereplied, "for mysdf ."

"Suicidal, perhaps? Y ou might want to look around our Suicide Club
annex."

Susan quietly told him, "No, | want to see the second assistant

"Ah, that's one way to cheer up." The black-clad got winked &t her,
eydid dicking metdlicdly. "Youll findhimin Room5on Leve 2
thisevening."

Thanking the grim robot, the young woman entered the brightly lit
coffin showroom that lay beyond the entryway.

Mournful organ music was being piped in through a scatter of' ebony
speakersfloating up near the deep gray ceiling.

"Something for yourself2." inquired the handsome blond android
salesman who came gliding over to her. "Or perhapsfor aloved one?’
"I can think of acouple of loved ones|'d liketo seein coffins," she
admitted. "But tonight | want the second levd."



The dark-suited andy politely pointed. "Y ou'll find therarap to the
left of the display of Wormproof Low-Budget Burid

Boxes, miss"

The door to Room 5 was black. It was partialy concealed by aof neo
wood crates full of urns.

Susan knocked twice, paused, knocked once.
The door, with afaint cresking, did aside.

The smdl room she entered smelled strongly of dead flowers and some
kind of pungent incense.

She sneezed.

"Little Suse," said avoxbox inthe ceiling. "Longtimeno see,
Svedtie”

"I've been away."

"Welcome back. Theusua™"

Shenodded. "There's maybe adight problem. [--"

"Can't pay?'

"Not tonight, but I'll be able to--"

"No problem, Susie. Y ou've been agood customer and we know you're

good for it."

"Thanks"

"Don't mentionit. UseCrib 11. That'son theleft.”

"l remember.”

A door inthefar wall creaked open.
Shedidn'timmediatdy move.

"Go ahead, sweetie," urged the voxbox.

"l was going to quit thisstuff. | was."

"Hell, that turned out to be astupid decision, didn't it?"

"Yes" shesadfindly. She crossed and stepped through the



"Crib 11 waswarm and cozy, with asmal fire crackling in the

, fireplace. The walls seemed to be made of nestly fitted and out the
window was asmulated view of atranquil wood scenein the late



afternoon. Susan, figts clenched, remained along time just
ingde the room.

The cot waswide, covered with abright plaid plyoblanket. Next to it
was alow table on which rested the amiliar Tek gear. The compact
Brainbox, the headset, and--five, she counted--five Tek chips.

"| stopped,” she reminded hersdf. "I stopped and | thought it was dll
over."

But she'd been hurting so much lately. She had to do something to stop
that. Crossing, she sat down on the cot.

In the woods outside asingle bird began to sing.

Susan, hand shaking alittle, picked up the headset and adjusted it to
her skull.

She poked at the cockroach-sized Tek chips, sorting them. Sdlecting
one, sheinserted it in the Brainbox.

She activated the box and stretched out on the cot, closing her eyes.
"I wasn't going to do thisanymore,” she said.

GOMEZ LEANED an elbow on therailing of Jake's deck and
studied the misty night and the black ocean. "Ah, to be young once
again," he observed with asgh.

From hisdeck chair, Jake said, "Y ou're referring to my son?"

"Sure, Dan's out on the town with the lovely Molly whileyou and |
vegetate here and talk shop.”

"On aschool night, too."

"My own youth," said Gomez, "'seemsto be receding at an increasingly
adarming rate, amigo."

"Hard work isthe cure for that sort of thing."

"Okay, st; well get back to the case.” His partner turned hisback on



the Pacific Ocean. "I, with the jefé's blessing, will befor Texas
maanaearly in search of the gifted and

Avram Moyech."

Jake stretched up out of the chair. "Appears|'ll be remaining
Greater LA and digging further into the life and times of grossman
Gomez knuckled his misty mustache. "There hasto be moreto this
guisado than just Tek shenanigans,” hesaid. "I know, sthat once we
persuaded the double-crossing Anson to confidein us, he lined that
he'd been on the payroll of some Tek cartel underlings from the NorCal
area. But my fedingisthat Grossman was sent on to glory for more
complex sinsthan annoying a Teklord."

"Bascom's going to cover the NorCal angle himsdlf. We can--"

"Y ou think turning our fallen colleague over to the estimable
Lieutenant Drexler will take some of the hegt off the chief2."

"Need more than the confession of abit player like Anson to convince
Drexler that Bascom's not a crazed killer," said Jake.

"He doesn't think much of us, either.”
"Y ou're wrong there, amigo,” corrected Gomez. "Now and then

I've noticed the lieutenant gazing at me with that kind of ook young
boys reserve for sports heroes.”

Jake grinned. "Maybeyou'reright, Sid. Y ou wel could bethe guy's
rolemodd, hisidol."

"Looksand brains. That'swhat impresses the multitude." "Phone
cal," announced the voice of the condo computer. "Take amessage,”
suggested Jake, not moving. "1 advise you to respond to this one,

ar.
Jake sad, "Hold on, Sid." Hewent into the living room.
The vidphone screen was blank. A thin, nervous mae voice
"Y ou're on atap-proof phone, aren't you, Cardigan?”'

Who are you?"

"Thisis about Hermione Earnshaw.”



sat inthe chair facing the screen. "Okay, let's hear it.” "You
have to come and see me."

"Not unless| know ahell of alot more about you and the setup.”
Slencefollowed. Nearly afull minute of it.

Then the phone screen made afaint humming noise. Theimageof a
dender black man of about forty sngpped into view. Hewas sitting on
the edge of adlver charr in front of ablank gray wal. "My nameis
Sam Hopkins," he began. "Y ou're certain your phoneis tap-proof?"

"Itis. And my condo isn't bugged. What do you know about her
death?"

Hopkins hesitated. "1 know why shewaskilled,” he said findly.
"Suppose you tdl me now?!

"Y ou've got to come out here. | don't want to stay on the phone that
long," he said, glancing offscreen. "I'm staying at afriend's place
herein the New Town Sector and--"

"Whoanow, that'sarough area," cut in Jake, shaking his head.

"A completely private township with its own cops and--" "I know what
Hermione and Grossman knew." "How'd you come by that?'

"I'm the one who provided the information that got them both killed."
"Give me your address,” said Jake.
SUsAN'S FATHER WAS atrim, handsome man of forty-five.

He smiled, dipped an arm around her shoulders asthey walked away from
the tennis court at the rear of their mansion.

"| thought I'd win that one," he said, hugging her.
"Congratulions.”



"It was close, Dad,” shesaid, laughing. They strolled up to the
terrace and sat at one of the small tables. "What would you like to
drink, princess *"

Shefdlt, briefly, tearful. ™Y ou haven't called methat inalong
while”

"| regret that, Sue," her father told her. "Whilethat terrible woman
was here, | Smply ceased to think clearly.”

"Shel's gone, gone for good and all,” reminded his daughter.

"Pretty soon well forget that Juneanne was ever here” "That'swhat
I'm hoping." "Shdll | cdl abutler to---"

"Who'sthat down by the courts?' He half rose from hischair,
eyes narrowing.
Susan turned to look, then inhaled sharply. "It'sthem. It'sthem.”

A dight red-haired man and alarge hairless man were walking up across
the smulated green lawn. They werelaughing and now,

realizing they'd been spotted, they both waved.
"Arethesefdlowsfriends of yours, princess?'

"No, they'renot. They... they're the oneswho killed Dwight." He
frowned at her. "So you do know something about that?' he said.
"Juneanne told me you wereinvolved, but | didn't want to believe that.
Now it turns out that--"

"It wasthem, Dad. | tried to stop it but--"

"How could you have stopped them from killing your brother?

Were you there when--"

"No, but | saw it."

"Good God, Sue, are you going to start that psychic nonsense again?”
She made fists of her hands, saying, "Thisisn't going right.

Thisian't the Tek dream I--"

"Hiya, Susie," said the redhead as he hopped up onto the outer stones.



"We're hereto take care of your problems.” "No, | don't want you
to do adamn thing. Go away."

The hairless man's laugh was high pitched. ™Y ou want usto kill
Juneanne and your father, kid."

"And you ordered two of the deluxe coffinsfor them," added his
partner.

"Stopit," shecried. "I don't want this."

The hairlessman said, "Y ou've got no idea of everything you're going
to get, kid."

Reaching out, he yanked the headset off her head.

She sat up on the cot and cried out.



Hewas still there. He smiled and took hold of both her arms. was
nothing in the parlor except two metd chairs.

Sam Hopkins sat in one, Jake straddled the other.

The one-way vie window showed amatching row of identical small, square
houses outside in the foggy night. The artificia bay was downhill

with thick mist drifting in acrossits dark waters.

"The friend who's letting me use this place just moved in,” the man was
explaining. "Hencethelack of furnishings™

said, "I don't like the New Town Sector. | don't want to around any
longer than | haveto.”

Hopkins glanced toward the window. "I hate New Town he acknowledged,
"but if you work for New Town Phar you pretty much haveto resde



here." "That'swho you work for, huh?"

"Yes, in Promotion & Publicity." Helaughed athin, dry laugh.
"lronic, congdering what I've been up to latdly.”

"How'd you know to contact me, Hopkins?'

"Hermione Earnshaw mentioned your name. She was planning to contact
you, | believe, but then..." He rubbed histhin fingers over the
bridge of hisnose afew times.

"Shewasafriend of yours?'

"We actualy lived together for nearly six months--year beforelast. |
should have stayed with her." He glanced a thewindow again. "Let me
gart off by explaining, Cardigan, that | don't know as much about the
Stuation as Grossman did. But because of what | told Hermione...

well, both of them are dead.”

"So what exactly did you tell her?'
Hopkins asked, "Do you know anything about something called SinTek?"
"Not adamn thing."

"The Burdons--that's Rowland and Rebecca Burdon, the twin tycoonswho
run New Town Pharmaceuticals--the Burdons arranged nearly ayear ago
with both state and federa authoritiesto try to develop asafe
eectronicdrug. A synthetic onethat will ddiver the gratifying

fantasiesthat real Tek providesitsusers. But, and thiswasthe

sling point, the damn stuff isn't addictive. Not even habit-forming.
Pluswhich, it doesn't have any of theterrible Sde effectsthat Tek

does--no brain damage from prolonged addiction, no seizures or
blackouts."

"Sounds like another miracle of science and technology,” commented
Jake. "How far dong are they?"

After checking the window again, Hopkins answered, "Lord knowsif
they'll ever have aproduct to sdl. Thepointisthat SinTek isonly



acover-up. New Town has built aspecid Design & Research facility
out of state, but it's devoted to more than perfecting asafe synthetic
subgtitute for Tek."

Jake hunched his shoulders, frowning. "C'mon, you're saying they're
manufacturing the red stuff on the sde?

"That'sit, exactly," said Hopkins. "Anyone inspecting the setup sees
SinTek only, but in the underground sections of the place they're
turning out street-quality Tek."

"The Tek cartels don't take kindly to amateurs going into competition
with them.”

Hopkinstold him, "I'm fairly certain Rowland Burdon got one of the big
NorCa Tek cartelsto go into partnership on thiswhole damn

project.”

"Which one?'

"Thet | haven't learned.”

"But Dwight Grossman found out, huh?"

"That'swhat Hermionetold me" hesaid. "I knew sheand

Grossman were preparing a series of reports on the big SoCal drug
companies. | told Hermione what | knew and what | suspected. After
she passed that dong to him, Grossman obvioudy did consderable
investigating on hisown."

"Was he planning to put dl helearned into hisreport for

Thewdl?'

Shaking his head, Hopkins said, "I suspect that Grossman,

who wasn't an especidly nice guy--"

"So I've heard."

"| think he was contemplating trying to collect a substantid feeto
keep quiet.”

"That wasn't too bright of him."

Hopkinslowered hisvoice. "Ligten, | don't think anyone'sonto me
yet at New Town Pharmaceuticals" hesaid. "But if thingsto go bad,



can you--Chrigt!" The door of the parlor suddenly cameflying
into the room.

Three men, dl in the uniform of the New Town Private Police Force,
charged in in the wake of thefalen door.

"Thisisanillega meeting, convened to conspire to commit crimina
acts," announced the highest-ranking intruder, alean sergeant. "You
both are being arrested, under the New Town penal code section
that--"

"Hold it, folks." Jakewason hisfeet. "Do you make-believe cops
have awarrant for breaking into this--"

"Lookslikethisguy isresgting arrest,” said the lean sergeant to
one of the other officers.

"Without adoubt, Sr." He swung the stun gun in his hand three inches
to the left and shot Jake.

THE AMPLE BLOND ANDROID inthe black bathing suit said,
"It's never too early to think about dying."

"Very true," agreed Dan.

He and Mally werein one of the coffin showrooms of the Eternity
Depot.

"Now, these three modd s here, including the one that playsfavorite
hymns around the clock," continued the android salesperson, "you can
buy on easy ingtdlments that even school kids such as yourselves can
afford.”

"Actudly, in point of fact," said Mally, "we came hereto seethe
Second Assistant Manager.”

"Redly?' The blonde scratched her backside and looked disappointed.
"Nice clean-cut kids such as yourselves, and you want to indulgein...
Wéll, that's none of my darned business, now, isit? No, not at al.
"Pamela, you just work here, kid. Keep in mind that you're nothing
more than an android, a collection of nuts and bolts without asoul



or--"""How do wefind him?' asked Mally impetiently.

"Leve 2, Door 5." She rubbed her believable hands together
dismissvely and turned away from them.

Asthey headed up to the next level of the vast store, Dan said,
"Did you see any of the coffinsthat you redly liked?'

"Saw one | might pop you into if you don't cease trying to be the Gomez
of your generation.”

"Sid'savery clever guy and--"
"For them as cherishes clever guys. Me, | like your type better."

When they located Door 5, Molly said, "I hopetheritua Susan told me
about awhile ago Hill prevails™

She tapped the door twice, waited, then tapped once more.
Creaking and scraping, the door moved open.

"Newcomers," said the overhead voxbox. "Lovebirds, no doubt.”
Mally took hold of Dan's hand and smiled up at the spegker inthe
ceiling. "Wed liketo shareacrib, sr." "That'll be $300,

kiddies" Dan said, "$300 just to--"

"Thet'll befine. | havethe Bam chitsright here” Mally reached
into her pocket and produced a handful of money.

"Just toss 'em on the floor and head through the door yonder.
You'rein Crib 14. Enjoy."

"Thank you, Sr."

A door in the opposite wadll rattled open.

Hand in hand, Molly and Dan entered the corridor. Asthe door shut
behind them, a young woman screamed behind one of crib doors.



"That's Susan,” said Moally, sarting to run. wasapain al across
his upper chest--a sharp, needling pain. Jake made agroaning noise,
rubbing his pam across hischest. The pain kept on.

Very dowly, as he became aware of other painsin other parts of his
body, Jake started moving toward full consciousness.

Hewas, he now redlized, sprawled flat on hisback on something fairly
Soft.

He opened hiseyes very gingerly and was assaulted by pinkish light and
images of rose petals and twining leaves and vines. Wincing, he shut
hiseyesagain for protection.

New pain started gripping a his ssomach and he felt dizzy.



"Stungun,” herecaled. And he was experiencing the usud
aftereffects.

Carefully, cautioudy, Jake risked opening his eyes a second time.

Thewalls were indeed decorated with a pattern of flowering
rosebushes.

Therewas adso addicate rosebud scent lingering in the air.

Aloud, inadry, rusty voice, Jake speculated, "What the hell sort of
jal isthis?'

After keeping his eyes open for a couple of minutes, Jake decided he
might attempt to St up.

He'd awakened on awide ova bed, one that was covered with a soft,
pae pink thermoquilt.

He noticed now that, athough fully clothed, his boots were missing.

Concentrating, working to keep al the assorted pains from overwhelming
him, Jake succeeded in sitting up.

Next, groaning and muttering, he swung his bare feet over the sde of
the bed.

For awhile he felt very wobbly and the roses started chasing each
other around the walls.

Gradudlly, though, Jake regained control of himself.

Thiswas definitely a bedroom hed awakened into. In hislimited
experience with the police of the New Town Sector hed never actualy
beeninoneof thar jail cdls. But hedidn't think any of them were
furnished likethis.

Confidence returning, he placed both feet on the thick red carpeting
and stood.

Hisleft leg refused to function. Jake went faling to the floor with
athud.

"Why the heck didn't you call meif you wanted to try this?"



Coming through the doorway, wearing arose-colored daxsuit, was
Kacey Bascom. She hurried to him, offered her hand.

"Begone, shoo," he suggested, waving off any assstance from her.

"What, then--are you planning to sit there on your stubborn backside
for the rest of the night?*

"Eventudly | intend torise," Jekeinformed her. "Entirely unaided.
Why, by theway, am | in your damned bedroom, Kacey?'

"L ot better than acdll, wouldn't you say?'
"Remainsto be seen. Areyou affiliated with the New Town cops?’

"That's anasty thing to accuse anybody of." She stood, studying him.
"If you'd take my hand, I'll get you upright again and put you ina
char inmy living room so we--" "Explain first where[ am and exactly
why." "Obvioudy thisis my house in the Westwood Sector.”

"And why didn't [ wake up in the clutches of the New Town vigilance
committee?"

"It took alot of arranging, but | finally got the New Town Sector

board of supervisorsto---" "Backirack." By using the bed and ignoring
his collection of pains, Jake was ableto pull himsdf to astanding
position eventualy. "Go ahead, explain.”

"Oh, sorry. | got fascinated watching you display your intense
stubbornness," Kacey said, smiling faintly. "Once you were arrested, |
st about to finagleyou out of jal. That'sdl, ample” "Where's

that chair you were touting?'

Shereached for him. "Next room. Here, I'll help you to---" "Just
indicate thelocation. | fed inthemood to St aspdl.” Shrugging



in resgnation, she returned to the living room and left him to
follow her. "You have achoice of segting arrangements.”

He settled for the nearest one, a plump yellow armchair.
"Where are my boots, Kacey?'

"Right behind you, next to the bedroom door."

Jake managed, without falling serioudy out of the yellow chair,

to retrieve the boots and start tugging them back on. "Explain how you
knew | wasin the New Town jug.”

"Well, I'd followed you from your condo to the New Town

Sector, and when the local cops-—-"

"Nope, no," heinterrupted. "Nobody followed me. Nary asoul.”
Kacey perched on the arm of the white sofa. "Okay, | wastipped off.
Because of my political connections, | have peoplein the New Town
establishment who--"

"What's my current status? Am | out on bail or--"

"You are asfree asabird, that's your status. Thanksto me, dl
charges were dropped.”

He watched her for amoment. "Y ou didn't have anything to do with that
rad, did you?'

"| told you I'm not affiliated with the New Town cops. They're ashade
too conservative even for me," Kacey assured him.

"Would the Burdons be among the folks you know in the New Town
Sector?'

"I know who they are, but we're not friends. | do have afew friends
who've executives with New Town Pharmaceuticals,

though.”
Nodding, Jake asked her, "What about Hopkins?"
"Who?'

"Sam Hopkins. Hewasin that apartment with me when the busted in.”



Kacey's brow furrowed. "The police report claims you were
arrested for operating asky car while under the influence of
gimulants”

Jake sad, "Damn, what did they do with the guy?' "Maybe | can find
out. See, | never heard of him until just now,” shesaid. "Tell me
something about him."

"Hopkinsworksfor New Town Pharmaceuticasin the Publicity wing,”
said Jake. "Forty or thereabouts, on the dim side. He'sblack

and--"

"Then they might've taken him to the Colored Holding Facility."

"| haven't heard of' that.”

"The Pure Cdifornia Codition isvery strong in New Town and they got
that through last year. Actudly, it'savery comfortable sort of --"

"Yeah, 'msure. Canyou find out about him? If Hopkinsistill
above the sod, | want to have another talk with him."

"Why do you suspect he'snot dive?!

"Dwight Grossman's defunct, so is Hermione Earnshaw,” Jake explained.
"Hopkinsisthe lad who prompted them to investigate certain

activities. That got themkilled."

Leaving the sofa, she crossed to sand over him. "Thisal tiesin
with my father, then--with why he was framed?'

"All apart of the same package, yeah," hesaid. "Where did my sky car
end up?'

"It wastowed here. Youll findit out inthelanding area”

Standing up in awobbly, swaying way, Jeketold her, "I think I'll head
for home, Kacey."

"Not yet." She pushed him, gently, and he sat again. "You'redill
too shaky for solo flying. Moreimportant, you're going to have to



tell me everything you learned from thisHopkinsguy.” "If you
know much more, Kacey, they'll put you on the shit lit,

t00."

"Don't beaninny, I've probably been onit from the start. Walt
Bascom ismy father, remember?' shesaid. "Besides, we made aded to
work together, which means sharing information.”

"Okay," agreed Jake. "Sit yoursdlf, don't interrupt, and I'll fill yon



in." ahead of Molly, Dan reached the door to Crib 11 before her.

Hetook hold of the handle, turning it. When the door started to open,
Dan booted it.

Asthe door went flapping inward, Dan, yanking out his academy stun gun
hunched down.

Inside the cozy crib, Susan Grossman cried out again in pain. Ducked
low, Dan lunged into the room.

Thelarge hairless man, giving ahigh-pitched grunt, lifted Susan high
and hurled her into the oncoming young man.

She hit him hard, shoulder digging into his chest, right hand dapping



across hisface, just as he was about to am his stun gun Both she
and Dan went falling back through the doorway and into the shadowy
corridor.

Now from his shoulder holster the hairless man ripped out hislazgun.
Snarling, he took three stepsforward. "Y ou little bastards are going
to ceaseto be," he promised in hispiping voice.

Hisright arm stretched out rigid, the barrdl of the gun pointed right
a thetangled Dan.

But then Moally jumped into view, her stun gun held in both hands. "Not
just yet," sheinformed him as shefired.

His empty eyebrows climbed, his eyes went rolling backward into his
head. The gun hand snapped up and, histrigger finger spasmodicaly
flexing and un flexing thelazgun fired twice. Itsszzling beam ate

two smoking jagged holesin thelow crib celling.

An darm gtarted hooting in the corridor.

Staggering backward, arms flapping, the hairless man sat on the bed,
tottered, rocked back and forth, then dropped over onto the floor, out
cold.

Moally dashed into the crib, bent over the sprawled man, and did aquick
frisk. "NoID at al," she said disappointedly, moving up and away.

Dan, on hisfeet, was helping Susan to stand.

She said, "Weve got to get out of here. That darmll bring all sorts
of nasty folks onto the scene.” She pointed at the far end of the pass
way "Theresaback way out of here. Let's, please, hurry.”

"WEell retregt,”" agreed Dan, catching hold of Molly's hand.

The three of them went running.

The sky car SET on an automatic homeward course, Jake was leaning back



inthe pilot seat. The aftereffects of having been stun gunned were,
not quite asrapidly as he might have wished, leaving him. By morning
he ought to fed fit again.

"Asfit as aweather-beaten codger has any right to fed,"
hesad.

The phone screen spoketo him. "Call from your son.”
"Let'shaveit."

Dan, looking excited, appeared on the small rectangular screenin the
dash. "Can you get over hereright away, Dad?'

After taking in the details of the room Dan was phoning from,
Jakesad, "Lookslikeyourea Molly's."

"l am," confirmed hisson. "I haven't had a chanceto talk to you

snce thismorning, but we've come across something damned important.
It has to do with the case you're working on, with the murder Bascom's
accused of." "Ligten, Dan--at least one Tek cartel istied in with

this"" hetold him. "Y ou and Molly have to be damned cautious about

poking into"

"Can we, maybe, Dad, have the paterna lecture after | tell you what we
know. We may be working againgt adeadline here.”

Grinning, making ago-ahead gesture toward the screen, Jake invited,
"Proceed.”

"Some of this stuff isgoing to sound very strangeto you. It did to
me," began Dan. "I'll fill in that background when you get hereto the
Beverly Hills Sector. Theimportant thing isthat Molly'sa pretty
good friend of Susan Grossman and--"

"Y ou're talking about Dwight Grossman'ssser?’

"That Susan Grossman, yes," said Dan, impatient. "She'shere at
Molly'swith us. She saw thekilling and can identify the two men who
killed her brother. Fact, we dready got amake on one of them, but
he'sdead. The other one, abig guy with no hair to speak of, weran



into tonight when we pulled Susan out of aTek parlor.” "The
hairlesslout I've met myself," said Jake, nodding. He punched out an
aternate course on the control pand. "Was

Susan Grossman there when they shot her brother?!
"Not exactly. That's one of the odd things about this," said
Dan. "Areyou coming over?'

"Y ou've aroused my curiosity,” Jeketold him. "Seeyou in about ten
minutes”

THE HOUSE WAS nearly two hundred years old and had been built
to resemble aSpanish villa. Thelargeliving room had a beamed
ceiling of red wood and the floor was of red tile.

Jake was pacing acrossthe yellow and bluetiles, passing closeto the
arched windows that looked out on an immense illuminated svimming pool
that wasringed by severa dozen red pam trees. "I suppose” he said
dowly, "it'sposshble”

"Y ou saw the pictures Rex got for us," said Dan. "They match her
decriptions.”

"That they do," admitted Jake. "And thelout with the absence of hair
looks pretty much likethe guy | tangled with a Thelwell." He

returned to the low oaken coffee table on which had been spread the
pictures Molly and Dan had acquired from Rex/ GK-30. "I've heard of
the redhead before. Leroy Sdten. Y eah, afredance gunman who'd work
for just about anybody."

Susan was Sitting adone, very ill, on the sofa. "I don't know why |
deveoped this... knack," she said softly. "Some people cal this
sort of abhty agft. 1 don't, though, look at it that way.

Picking up one photo of each man, Jake moved closer to her.

Y ou never saw either of these guys before.

: "Never, no, Mr. Cardigan. Not until | had the vison of their my
brother last night.”



suredl saw the bald guy tonight,” put in Molly as she went over to
gt besde her forlorn friend. "Hewastrying tokill

Sue”

Susan shook her head. "I'm not redlly certain of that,” shesaidin

her faraway voice. "From thelittle he said before you two cameto

help me, | think he was planning to take me somewhere” "Hedidn't say
where?' asked Jake. "No, I'm sorry.”

Dan said, "How did they know Susan was going to be at the
Eternity Depot tonight?'

"Weve got Teklords mixed up in thiswhole business." Jake resumed
pacing, dapping the photos, absently, againg hisleg. "Once she
showed up at that Tek emporium, somebody passed the information
dong.”

"But why," asked Moally, "do they want to hurt her?"

"Could be they've heard she claimsto have information on thekilling,”
said Jake. "Or they may just figure she knowswhat he knew."

Susan asked him, "Was my brother involved with Tek in someway? Wasit
because of my... of my being hooked on the stuff for so long?’

"He was doing research for some reports on the pharmaceutical outfits
in Greater LA," answered Jake, hdting beside one of the big windows.
"Therésalink there somewhere with the Tek trade. He didn't mention
any of that to you, Susan?"'

Her smilewassmal and flegting. "I haven't ssen much of Dwight for a
long while, Mr. Cardigan,” shereplied. "After my stay with ... with
Dr. Stolzer in hisrehab facility ... well, that made my brother very
uneasy. Hedidn't fed having a Tekhead for asister was going to help
himin hiscareer. He never visted mewhilel wasthereand ... once

| came home, my father thought it best if 1 didn't see too many people



for awhile. Not that Dwight wasfighting to vist me." "Does
your father know anything about what Dwight was working on?"

"| don't believe they've been in touch for weeks" she said.

"My brother wasn't especialy fond of Juneanne Stackpoole. She'smy
father' sum female companion. He made the mistake of telling Dad what
he thought of her and.." since my father is probably the only manin
Greater Los Angeleswho doesn't redlize what aterrible woman sheis...
well, it led to an argument and somewhat of afdling-out.”

Dan sad, "Let's get back to what Susan experienced, her vision of the
killing. Obvioudy that's not evidence, but I'm convinced it was
accurate. Sheredly did, | don't know how, have some kind of psychic
glimpse of what went on lagt night.”

"That won't mean adamn thing to the police" said Jake. "Infact,
even after what you'vetold me, I'm sill amite skepticd mysdf.”

"What do you think were doing?' asked hisson. "Running acon on
yon?'

"I'm saying it's hard to accept something thisunusud.” He moved
closer to Susan. "How long have you been able to do this?'

"It's not something | can do," answered the young woman. "It'smore
like something that's doneto me. These scenes, these glimpses of
what's going on someplace e se--they smply hit me dl of asudden.
Like, you know, asaizure or afit."

"Y ou can't control one, summon up animage?' "No, and | can't tunein
on something asif it were avid net show.” Sighing out abresth, she
leaned back onthe sofa. "I've thought about this alot--and done

quite abit of reading, too ee

| started having these visons. They got going right after |

homefrom Dr. Stolzer'sfacility. Either al that Tek | used my brain
inasrangeway or Dr. Stolzer's electronic caused achangein some



of my brain cdls. Supposedly brain injuries have been known to let
psychic abilitiesloose. | also conddered the possbility | was
samply crazy, but the fact that what | seeturns out to be true
convinced meI'm not."

Jake said, "Back when | wasusing Tek--five, Six years ago---|

ran into three or four people who claimed they'd developed psionic
powers from using the stuff. | never saw any proof of it, though."

"Nobody believesa Tekhead. That'swhy | haven't told any-body--except
Molly. And then Dan and you, Mr. Cardigan,” she said, looking up at
him. "When you said you used to be hooked on Tek, was that just to
make mefed I'm not the only idiot in--"

"No, | had a serious problem with Tek," hetold her. "But |

don't anymore.

"How'd you quit?"

"It wasvery rough. | did it mostly on my own, without any medical or
psych hep," hesaid. "But Dan helped me and so did my partner Sid
Gomez. Neither of them let me kid mysdlf about what | wasredly
doing."

Susan said, "1 don't know if | can stop. | thought | could. Then
tonight | got so upset--and, damn it, there | was, back at that

place

"You'l get to apoint where no matter how bad redlity gets, you won't
turnto Tek."

"I don't have the kind of peoplein my life that you apparently did,
Mr. Cardigan.”

"Firgt off, you've got yoursdf," hesaid. "Youvedso got Molly and



Dan--and you've got me." "Actudly,
Bev," hesad, "I'm adso here on business.”

Bev Kendricks smiled, moved around behind her desk, and sat down. "That
was asort of busnesdike kiss, now that | think about it."

"No, that was the romantic portion of this get-together.” He straddled
achair. "Now comesthe business.”

The offices of Bev s private detective agency werein atowering
'id building that was built out over the Pacificin the

Monica Sector. From her high, wide windows one could see ocean and the



early-morning fog, dill floating abovethe pale”| heard Wat Bascom
isout of jall," shesad. "Eventhoughwererivas, | admirehim.
With some reservations.”

"He'sout for now, yeah," said Jake. "We till haveto find out who
killed Dwight Grossman.”

"How can | hdp?'

"The Burdon twinsfigure in thismess somehow," hetold her. "Asl
recal, you know them."

"Mostly I'm casud friends with Rebecca, better known as the lesser of
two Burdons," answered the private investigator. "She'sfar less nasty
than Rowland. Asamatter of fact, Rebeccaloaned me part of the money
when | decided to start up my own agency."”

"Okay, she'sapal, but what about the operations of New Town
Pharmaceuticals? Anything shady there that you know about?!

Frowning, Bev answered, "I don't believe the Burdons are crooks, if
that'swhat youre asking. And certainly not murderers.”

He hunched his shouldersdightly. New Town isworking on asupposedly
harmlessversion of Tek. Theworking titleis SinTek," hesad. "Heard
anything about it?'

"Nothing, no. But then | haven't talked to Rebeccathat much over the
past few months," she answered. "Y ou think Grossman's degth has
something to do with thisimitation Tek?"

"Too soontotdl."

Turning, shelooked briefly out into the brightening morning. "What do
you suspect, Jake, that the Burdons are actualy manufacturing the regl
thing? That SinTek isjust acover for anillega operation?"

"It'saposshility that's been suggested to me," hereplied. "By
seemingly reliagble sources."

She faced him again, shaking her head. "Not Rebecca, she wouldn't go
aong with anything like that. That company was founded by her
grandfather and she--"



"How about her brother?' "W, RowJand $aveer areveJ. But,
no, ] dont seehimiclei in Tek."

Jake asked, "Why haven't you been in touch with Rebecca
Burdon very much of late?’

" She's been spending alot of timein the Caribbean, and whatever she's
doing down there, it apparently doesn't leave her much time to phone or
be phoned,” said Bev. "Honestly now, Jake, sheisn't the sort of

person to”

"Why the Caribbean?'
"Shelikesit there, | suppose.”

"l have some digging to do at Cosmos." Jake stood up. "Soon asthis
caseisover, well--"

"After this case, therell be another one," she said. "But do look me
up the next time you're in aromantic mood, no matter how fleeting,
Jake."

"You'revery near thetop of my list," he assured her as heleft the
office.

THE COMPUTER sad, "No, redly, Jake, you can level with me. Give me,
I'd gppreciate it, your honest opinion.”

Jake was ditting in one of the pale green plastiglass research cubicles

in the Cosmos Detective Agency's Info Center There were Six large comp
screens mounted on thewall in front of hisseet. "It'sokay, Alec,”

he said after taking another smal sip from the plyomug on hiswork

desk.

"l was expecting amore enthusiastic response to my home-cappuccino
nearcaf.”

"Alec, you're acomputer and thisis an office situation. So the
homemade doesn't actudly apply.” Hetapped the control "Okay. Now
let usreturn to fishing for information on the Pharmaceuticalsfolks.



Specificdly, | want suff about any new plants and facilities built
within the past two years or 0."

"If our homemade nearcaf operation doesn't catch on, you lugswill have
to send out again.”

"The cappuccino isgreat. Hitsthe spot. C'mon, and provide me
with--"

"Having anozzle ingtdled can be painful, you know," continued the
computer. "But, feding that no sacrificeistoo grest for you lads,

|-
New Town repeated Jake.
"Okay, ignore my efforts at hospitality. Take agander at

Screen 5. That's the facade of the New Town Research & Design Complex
put up last summer in Lisbon, Portugd. Trite design, rather obvioudy
reminiscent of thework of the late-twenty-first-century architectural

whiz, Piet Goedewaagen. Though cheapened by the holographic--"

"What else do we have, Alec?
"Screen 4 gives you aglimpse of the Project Devel opment

Facility ontheidand of San Peligro. Erected ayear and a hdf ago.
Notethe artificia pam trees swaying in the balmy Caribbean
breeze"

Jake grinned. "Get mefloor plans and area background on thisone," he
requested. "Employee roster and any data about materias and equipment
shipped there” "Soundslikethisisabingo." "A near bingo at

leest.”

Jake, after trying histepid nearcaf again, said, "I'd dso likeyou to
check through al the New Town employeesin dl their operations
worldwide. Canyou do that?"

"Certainly, but snceit'snot entirely legd or kosher tll tekea
minute longer," answered the computer. ™Y ou looking for somebody in



particular?' lacing the smulated photo of the hairless n
facedown on the computer's scan pad Jake suggested, "Liketo know if
thisgoon ison any of their payrolls-or ever was."

"Not avery prepossessing chap.”

The computer made adry clacking sound for nearly fifteen seconds.
"Look at Screen 3."

Theimage of alarge, thickset man with curly brown hair and afuzzy
mustache was showing there.

Jake narrowed his eyes, studying the photo. "Y eah, that could very
well be him under that wig."

"Here. Thisishow helookswithout it and thelip fuzz." A revised
portrait appeared, thistime of ahairlessman. Jakenodded. "That's
him. Whoishe?'

"Summerson, Macolm, age thirty-seven, unmarried. No crimina record.
He's been with New Town alittle over three years and works out of the
Frisco officein asecurity capacity. Former

Oregon State Militiaofficer.”

"Wherecan | find him?'

"Summerson residesin San Mateo in NorCdl &t .. . No,

whoops. He moved out of there early thisvery morning. No forwarding
address.”

"Print me out everything you've got on thislout.”

"No problem, Jake. And how about afresh cup of--hold on.
Message for you on Screen 2."

Bascom, sitting cross-legged atop his cluttered desk, materiadized on
the comp screen "There's been another desth, Jake," hesaid. "The
Long Beach Sector cops found Sam Hopkins dead on the sand alittle
after ax thismorning.”

"Shit," observed Jake. "How was hekilled?'

"They'resaying suicide...”

"Y eah, he was probably remorseful about getting stun gunned out of his



place by the New Town lavmen.” "Eventudly, Jake, I'll have a

copy of thetrue autopsy,” promised the agency head. "Then well know
what redly did him in and whether they used anything to make him talk
before bumping him off."

"If Hopkins was persuaded to talk, then the opposition is aware we know
about SinTek and what it'sacover-up for." Jakeleaned ahead in his
chair. "I'm planning to embark for the colorful Caribbean later
today,anaA, you."

"Up to Frisco to trace the Tek connection,” answered Bascom. "Strive



toremaindive." naked young woman seated herself before the
dressing-room mirror. After considering the five wigs scattered on the
amall plastiglass table, she selected abright red one and began

fitting it over her close-cropped blond hair. "Dam sakes, Marney," she
sad, addressing her image, "what's somebody with your batch of talents
doin' in adump likethis-in the Texas Territory, for cryin' out loud?
Once upon atime out west you were a--hey!"

The neo wood door had come flapping open. Do | havethelei:p asure of
addressing Pstol Packin Marney. Ingmred the

large, wide black man who pushed n, smiling.



"Heck amighty!" Marney jumped grabbing the kimono off up, the back
of her chair and garting to dip into it. "Haven't you ever heard of
something’ called privacy?'

"Every hour on the hour you go out there and, after Snging, dancing,
and giving an exhibition of trick shooting, you do agtrip,” the

intruder reminded her. Hisright arm was made of silvery meta and he
began massaging it now, asthough it were giving him pain. "So being
observed in agtate of undress ought not to faze you."

"Darn sakes, that's show business out in the club, an' thishereismy
private dressin’ room, an' what in the holy heck isthe idea of your
bargin'inlikea-"

"I'm your new agent, Marney," he explained, shutting the door behind
him and approaching her.

"| dready got onerude an' crude agent, which is more than plenty."”
"Oh, but you need me, Marney." Hehdd out hismetalic right hand.

Very reuctantly, sheshook it. "I would like it very muchif you'd
just up an’ get the--—-yowl!" An eectric shock had gone jumping from
hishand to hers. She pulled free of hissilvery grip, turned her back
on him, and sat again inthe chair. "What in the amighty heck was
that for?'

"A sample of what you might experience,” he answered. "Keepin mind,
Marney, that what you got was the lowest setting.” "What the dam heck
do you want?'

"My nameis Sam Cimarron,” hesaid. "When I'm not acting as atalent
agent, | servein assorted capacitiesfor Seeper Farris.”

"Oh, heck," shesaid. "I only owe Slegper something' tiny. The amount
gill due on my loan isn't more than--"



"$15,900."It can't, nope, be anythin' likethat." "Well, you

haven't been keeping up your weekly payments for awhile now, Marney.
Interest is compounded daily, remember.”

Marney tangled her fingersinthered hair of thewig. "All righty, |
suppose | can make atoken payment right today,” she said tentatively.

"Y ou gotta be aware that the sdary they're payin' meinthishole

isn't anywhere near lavish.”

Cimarron smiled more broadly and snapped his metd fingers.

"Seeper iswilling, if certain conditions are met, to cancel the
entire debt.”

"I'm not going to bed with any more of hisugly friends” Leaning

toward her, resting his slver hand on her dim shoulder, Cimarron told

her, "I've got you booked up in Sweet-water, Marney. At $2,500 aweek.
Y oull be playing the lounge a the Swveetwater Casino.”

Shefrowned at hisimagein her mirror. "Do | haveto take off my
clothes?'

"No, not & al. Thisisahigh-classstuation. Sing, dance, do some
shooting. All very tasteful.”

"What's the darn catch?"

Cimarron said, ™Y ou spent quite alot of time out in Greater
LosAngeles”

"I worked on the vidnet for a couple years, until I1--"

"Among your many friendswas a private eye named Sid

Gomez."

Shelooked up a him over her shoulder. "Heredly wasafriend. Gomez
pulled me out of aheck of amessonce, an' it wasjust only 'cause he
wasmy friend. Of dl the--"

"Gomez, so we hear, iscoming to Texas."

"Somehow that doesn't cheer me," she confessed. "No, 'cause sounds
like you got something' nasty in mind for him."

"Not at al,"” Cimarron assured her. "Not at dl, Marney. The



Stuation issmply that there are certain people curious as to what
helll be doing once he arrivesin the Sveetwater area.”

"Y ou want meto spy on him, huh?*

"Let'scdl it supplying uswith information,” hesad, il smiling.

"Y ou do that for afew days, or however long it should take, and then
Seeper will forget completely that you ever borrowed any dough from
hm."

"And what happensto Gomez?'
"Y ou have my word that no serious harm will befal him."
"But they're gonnado alot of un serious harm.”

The pressure of hismeta fingersincreased on her shoulder. "Werel
you, Pistal Packin' Marney, I'd accept thislittle assgnment,” he
advised her. "Otherwise I'll probably have to do you serious and
subgantia harm.”

Marney asked, "They wont kill Gomez?"

"If they wanted to kill the guy, they'd just go kill him, wouldn't

they?' Heshook hishead. "What they want, though, is a detailed
ingde report on what he does and whom he sees while poking around
Sweetwater and vicinity. You can providethat. And, by theway, |
won't even take the usua agent's fee out of your $2,500."

After dmost afull minute, she asked, "When do | go to Sweetwater?"
"Right now," Cimarron answered.

THE SKY CAB SAID, "[ never can get used to this GLA wesether." The
windshield wipers came clicking on as the cab climbed higher into the

rainy midday sky. "It'ssunny, thenit'sraining, thenit'sfoggy,
then it'ssmoky, thenit'ssunny. All inthe same blinking day."



In the passenger seat, Jake said, "Aren't you alocal cab?' The
voxbox on the dash replied, "Naw, | was built in Outer

Detroit four years ago. Michigan, now there's a place for dependable
climate. Y ou understand what I'm saying? Y ou get ablizzard and it
lastsaweek, and it'sablizzard al the way through. Thenyou get a
tornado and it'saplain and smpletornado Wesather there hasa
beginning, amiddle, and anend. Asinclassca drama None of this
back-and-forth Greater LA crap.”

"Interesting,” said Jake.

"They shipped me out here ayear ago and it's been inconsistency ever
snce”

"Interesting,” said Jake.

"If I'm bending your ear too much, just push that green button on the
pand there."

Jake responded, "Just so | get to the Skyport on time, your babble
doesn't fazeme."

"Going on avacetion, areyou?"
"Bugnesstrip.”
"Elsawhere

"None of my beeswax, eh? There, let metell you, isanother difference
between out here and back there. Sure, in Michigan just about

everybody is open and confiding. "Where you bound, pal?* "Why, I'm
heading for Singapore to have awart removed from my backside. Anything
elseyou'd careto know?' Out here, however, maybe because of dl the
show business going on, everybody is sneaky and secretive. Y ou ask
me-oh, boy!"

The cab was suddenly swaying and dewing through the rain swept sky.
Then it commenced to drop down through the wet grayness.

"What's going on?" asked Jake.

"I'mlosing control of thiscrate," said the voxbox in afeeble,



ing voice. Somebody s—-awk! Jake unfastened his safety gear and
pulled out his stun gun Glancing down through the see-through
plastiglass floor of the rapidly dropping sky cab he saw that they were
heading for alanding on a deserted stretch of scrubby beach someplace
in the Long Beach Sector.



The sky cab landed hard, bounced twice, and ceased to function. was
raining hard when they came to take her away. Thewind was

™l

rubbing and scraping at the windows of Susan'sroom.

Sheld been gitting in the degp armchair, listening to the rain hit at

the domed celling. Beside the chair rested alunch tray that held an
uneaten soy loaf sandwich, an untasted plazcup of citri sub, and acold
mug of nearcaf.

Daysliketoday, dow gray days, shedidn't likeat all.

Wéll, to be honest, she'd long since lost the capacity to enjoy just
about any sort of day.

For awhilelast night, though, sheld felt amaost hopeful.

"Y es, dmogt hopeful,” shesaid doud. "1 guessthat pretty sumsup my



gate of mind." Being therewith Molly and Dan and Dan'sfather,

she'd started to fedl that she till did have achance. She'd be able

to straighten out the tangle of her life. Quit Tek for good, lose any

need for the comforting illusonsthe eectronic drug crested. Equaly
important, she would find away to talk to her father, tell him what

she wasfedling, explain why Juneanne Stackpool€e€'s being in their house
was S0 painful to her.

The talk Susan had had with Jake Cardigan while he flew her homein his
sky car had buoyed her up, too. He was outwardly tough and cynical,
but she sensed agentlenessand acaring insde. With himfor a

friend, somebody she could get in touch with if shefelt hersdlf

dipping, Susan was dmogt certain she could get herself sraightened

out.

Cardigan had handled her father, too. He delivered her home and
explained shed smply dropped over to visit with Molly and his son.
Made dl the trouble with Juneanne seem like an accident and actudly
camed her father down. Very few people were able to subdue her
father's spells of anger.

What she had to concentrate on was getting out of the dump shewasin
today. She had to work up the nerve to contact Cardigan and ask him
to' Thiswill go extremdy smoothly and painlesdy.” Someone,
unannounced and uninvited, cameinto her bedroom.

"Who areyou?' She pushed back deeper into the big chair. The
intruder was atal blond android in aspotless paeydlow suit. He
smiled and sad, "I'm Alyn--that's A-l-y-n--and I'll be your
indoctrinating therapi<t at--"

"Goaway!" shecried. "Yourefromthem. From Stolzer's.

"I work for Dr. Stolzer, yes, that'strue," said Alyn, leaning back
againg the shut door. "You're avery bright and intelligent girl,



Susie. | know because I've spent the morning doing my on your case.
Someone as smart as you are ought to be able to percelve that Dr.
Stolzer can, if you'll smply relax and let it happen, clear up all

your problems.”

"Goaway! Thisismy room. | didn't send for any goddamned
nuts-and-bolts medic who--"

"Easy, easy." Theandroid came closer and she noticed afaint
medicind amdll.

"Who sent you? My father wouldn't try to drag me back to that hellhole
without discussing--"

"Isthat anicething to say about Dr. Stolzer's establishment,
Suse?' Alynmoved nearer. "Isthat akind or thoughtful thing to say
about aman who did you such aworld of good?

"If he did me so damned much good, why do | have to go back there?"

"You'vedipped, I'm afraid. Y ou've become dangerous, Suse. To
yoursdlf, of course, and to those around you who are concerned for
you."

"Juneanne. It'sthat bitch who'strying to ship me off to the loony
bin." She stumbled up out of the chair, sood facing the big
mechanica man.

"I'm running out of time," he said evenly. "Come down to our
comfortable me divan now or--"

"Wheresmy father? | won't do anything until | cantalk to him."
"I'm afraid he'saway on business," said Alyn. "Hedid, however,
consult with Dr. Stolzer and give him an unqudified okay before he
took off."

"Where's ouneanne.

"Consaulting with her physcian at the BevHills Hedlth Man Complex,”
answered the android. "She suffered serious when you attacked her



yesterday, Suse” "That'snot true. She'strying to--"

"You'll haveto comeaong.” Hereached out for her. "Let Dr.
Stolzer help you, Susie”

Shetried to run, tried to dodge around him and get at the door.

"l said, comedong." Alyn caught her arm. Hispam madeatiny
clicking sound as a needle shot out and bit into her flesh. "You
wr]lt__ll

Shelost consciousness all at once.

The android stood back, let her fal to thefloor. Then he bent,
picked her up, and carried her out into therain.

THE DISABLED SKY CAB was sitting on the empty stretch of
beach with therain hitting at it.

Jake, stun gun in one hand, was working at getting adoor open. But
both of them were frozen.

"... back in Detroit," muttered the cab's voxbox. "... back in
Detrait... back in Detroit..."

There was no Sgn of anyone outsdein therain.

About adozen yards away sat adefunct food stand with asign reading
SOY DOGGIESIN THE SAND dangling from its neo wood awning.

All at once both the meta doors went flapping open.
Jake ducked down, staring out at the rain-swept beach.

After amoment, he dived free of the cab. He went out the left-side
door and kept the downed vehicle between himsalf and the food stand.

Therain was heavy and chill. 1t dammed a him as he crouched down,
scanning the stretch of beach.



"Nobody's going to get hurt,” cdled afluty voice. Thelarge

bald man emerged from the hot dog stand. He held both empty hands out
infront of him.

It was the goon Jake had recently identified asMacolm

Sammerson.

Jake remained ducked down.

"We have asmple business proposition for you, Cardigan,”

piped Summerson, moving afew steps closer.

"Outline it to me from there," advised Jake.

"Hey, there are no hard edlings. Even though you fouled methe last
timewemet," cdled the big hairlessman. "The people | work for have
looked into your background, Cardigan,

"That would be the New Town bunch, huh?’

"Might be, maybe. Anyhow, Cardigan, they found out you were an ex-con
with an unsavory reputation. They decided Why not just bribe the

guy?' Itll saveusadl alot of trouble. Am 1 right?!

"So you hijacked my cab and landed it here smply so you could offer me
apayoff?."

"Exactly,” Summerson assured him. "Oh, and aso to impress you with
our capabilitiesfor tracking you and getting our hands on you if need
mll

"And you're done here? There wouldn't be, say, two or three other
loutswaiting in that shed with lazguns?'

"I'm by mysdlf. AndI'mnolout, Cardigan. During my college years
|__II

"Sorry. I'mnot interested in abribe." Jake suddenly stood up and,
just as Summerson reached for his shoulder holster, fired his

The sizzling beam snapped into Summerson's chest and he,



an angry, groaning noise, took two unintended hopping steps backward.
Then he hit the beach with a splattering thud and passed into
UNCONSCIOUSNESS,

Jake had thrown himsdlf to the wet sand as Summerson fell. And when
the two husky men came charging out of the stand with drawn lazguns, he
was again behind the disabled sky cab



Before they redized that, he shot them both. waswhistling quietly,
but what he was fedling was uneasy.

The night streets of Sweetwater, Texas, were brightly lit and filled

with noise, laughter, and music. The huge lite Sgnsthrobbed and

glittered in multicolored brilliance, the walkways were crowded with

people. The Museum of Western Swing was sending loud, twangy music out
into the glaring sireets over adozen large floating voxboxes, the

Longhorn Saloon was promising

SIMULATED CATFLE STAMPEDE--EVERY HOUR ON THE HALF

It OUR And the oil well aop the Wildcat Hotd was sending up a
Continuous Smulated gusher.



Gomez had the impression that somewherein the midst of thisfedtivity
there was someone who was watching him. Someone who wasn't especidly
fond of him.

"Muy loco," he advised himsdlf. "Quit giving yoursdlf the
heebie-jeebies, amigo.”

What he had to concentrate on was hisjob.

He turned onto the side Street he was seeking. Therewaslesslight
here, lessnoise, and fewer people.

Just outside the entrance to the Estrella Cafe stood a battered,
chrome-plated robot wearing adusty Stetson hat. "Spare afew Bam
chitsfor agot what's fdlen from grace, pard?"

"How'd you fal, pobrecito?" inquired the curly-haired detective,
halting.

"I was once the lead singer in a prominent country and western robot
band," began the forlorn mechanism. "Onefateful day--" "IsORianin
there?' Gomez asked, leaning closer. "Who wantshim?' "Sid Gomez."

"Hold on amite, pard." The robot took off his hat and fiddled with

the crown. A faint humming sound commenced in hismeta skull and his
left eye glowed yelow as helooked Gomez up and down. After thirty
seconds, he said, "Go st in Booth 13, Sid, and consult the astrologer
andy there."

"Gracias" Gomez moved on and entered the Estrela

The cafewaslong and narrow, and the high-domed ceiling offered aview
of agtar-filled portion of night sky. There werefifteen boothson

each sde of the place. Some were devoted exclusively to dining, but
more of them offered consultations with robot fortune-tellers and

android astrologers.

The android in Booth 13 replicated a plump middle-aged woman. Shewore
astar-studded black robe and a matching turban. Inhding sharply as



Gomez did in opposite her, she ressed both handsto her bosom. "Ah,
| fear that the stars do not favor you, young man.”

"Could just be heartburn, sewra. | want to talk to Zodiac
ORian."
"Closethe booth," she ordered. "I am Madame Futura.”

"Catchy name." Hetouched atoggle on hisside of thetableand a
one-way plagtiglass screen did shut around the booth.

"Now, what about O'Rian?"

Madame Futura rested both hands on the tabletop and spread her fingers
wide. "You are not especidly popular a the moment,”

sheinformed him. "Were Zodiac to meet with you in person it might
affect his popularity aswell.gaaoes. "

Gomez nodded. "So I'm on the shit list in Texas, too?"
"In spades, kiddo."
"Who put meonthelig?'

Theandroid held up aforefinger. ™Y ou can communicate with him--but
keepit brief,” shesaid. Unzipping the front of her robe,

sherevedled asmall viewscreen built into her chest.

A thin, compact man, his face dotted with freckles, scowled at
Gomez from out of the screen. "Go back hometo Greater LA,
pa," headvised. Then hewinced, shiftedin hischair, and "

gasped. "Yowl"

"Y ou look to be suffering, Zodiac," observed Gomez. "Isit because
you're fretting over my newfound unpopularity hereabouts?"

"Thét, too," replied theinformation dedler. "But it'sprimarily this
new spine of mine. | had the old one replaced last month and,

| got to tell you, thisply aloy one gives me more achesthan thed
onedid."

"Qudtriste. Now let me ask you afew questions about--"



"Therell beanew fee system in effect, Sd." "Firdly because| got

my new spineto pay for. And secondly, certain people are going to be
extremdy ticked off with meif they ever find out | supplied you with
info."

"How much?"

"A thousand dollars per query answered to your satisfaction.”
"iCaramba"

"Doweded?' asked O'Rian from the screen in Madame Futura's bosom.

Gomez nodded without much enthusiasm. "Whoisit that youre afrad
of, Zodiac?'

"Don't know for dead sure, Sid. But it's ateam of people who don't
much carefor you," answered the compact informant. "One of the big
NorCd Tek cartesfiguresinthis-and, so | aminformed, alarge
pharmaceutical housein GLA."

"Which cartd 7'

O'Rian scratched at thetip of hisfreckled chin with histhumb
knuckle. "It'sether the one Zack Excoffon runs out of Marin
County---or it might be the Wollter brothers cartdl in Frisco. I'm
curbing my curiogty inthisingtance," heexplained. "And | dont
know which drug outfit, either.”

Gomez told the image on the screen, "'l want to talk to Avram Moyech.”

O'Rian'sfreckled face took on another pained expression. "That's
going to betricky."

"S, which iswhy I'm paying you these outrageous fees, Zodiac."

"Avram, 0 | hear, isworking on avery delicate assgnment in these
parts,” said theinformant. "But, let ushope, | may be ableto
arrange a conversation between you two. It'sgoing to cost you
probably $3,000 at least.”



"How soon?' "Y ou're daying at the Swestwater Ritz, right? I'll
contact you tomorrow morning.”

The screen went blank and Madame Futura closed her robe.

THE TALL BLOND ANDROID in the spotless pale yellow suit smiled. "My
nameisEmlyn. That'sspeled Em-lyn."

"Y ou told meyour namewas Alyn," said Susan Grossman.
"Spelled A-l-yn."

The android chuckled. "Lots of people make that mistake,
Suse. Alynand| look quiteabit dike."

"My nameis Susan," she corrected. "Spelled Sus-an."

"l find Suse more befitting.”

After afew secondsthethin, dark-haired girl replied, "Y ou can cdll
me whatever you want, Emlyn. It redly doesn't matter.”

Her room, a different one from the room she occupied on her last stay
at Dr. Stolzer's establishment, was on the highest of the five floors,
and the one-way plagtiglass celling showed a patch of rainy night sky.
Thisroomwas larger, too, and the walswere avery paeydlow. But
not exactly the same shade as Emlyn's spotless suit.

Susan was sitting on the edge of her metal-frame bed, bare feet
dangling, wearing aloose-fitting green hospital gown that they'd put
on her while she was unconscious.

There were three neo wood chairs in the room and the handsome android
was Sitting in one of them, which held pulled over

near her bed. "It might be hdpful, Susie, if you tdl mewhy you're
She answered, "Because that bitch wantsto get rid of me."
"Which bitch would thisbe?"

The one who had me committed to this shithole."



android said, "1 think you're mistaken about Mrs. Stack pool€'s
motives," hetold her. "She hasyour best interests at heart, as does
your father and--"

"Y ou have the same exact voice as Alyn, too," she pointed out, shaking
her head. "Production-line an dies Y ou'd expect a quack like Stolzer
to buy top-of-the-line equipment. Considering the prices he

charges”

"Youreavery hostile young lady."
"Being kidnapped brings out theworst in me.”

"Y ou were admitted here at the request of your father.” "And against
my will."

Emlyn told her, "That's standard procedure with anyone who's
incompetent to make her own rationd decisions.”

"l want to leave this place now, Emlyn. Will you please dlow meto
contact my attorney and--"

"Y ou have to earn phone privileges, Suse." The blond android crossed
hislegs, sudying her for afew seconds. "Let'stalk about some of
these delusions you've been suffering from lately.”

"l havent."

"| refer to your strange notion that you saw your late brother being
killed."

Susan swung her legs up on the bed and then moved to its other side.
"How do you know anything about that?"

Emlyn chuckled again. "Theimportant thing, Susie, iswhat you know,"
hesaid. "Will you tell me, please?’

"No, it'sno concern of yours or the doctor. I'm not going to tell you
adamned thing."

Heleft hischair, lunged, and reached acrossthe bed. He caught her
bare arm and histouch was chill. "On the contrary," he assured her.



in the doorway of Bascom's bedroom and clearing histhroat, the
android valet said, "There seems to be a young woman outside who has
our house staked out. She's been there for near to aquarter hour.”

The Cosmos chief was just finishing packing the one suitcase hewas
taking. "And you'rejust telling me now, Ambrose?'

Rubbing at histemple, the android said, "'I'm not one to complain, but
| must admit that Snce my return from the repair shop my mental
prowess doesn't seem astiptop asformerly.”

I'll gotake alook. Whereisshe?' Bascom flipped the shut.



Ambrose pointed to hisleft. "On the beach, sitting ona
plyoblanket."

Handing the mechanica vaet his suitcase, Bascom said, "Stow that in
the car. We'vegot to leave for Skyport by ten A.M."

Hedid hisstun gun out of his shoulder holster and headed
downdairs.

From behind the one-way vie window in the living room he studied the
hazy morning beach. "Christ in concrete,” he observed, recognizing the
dender blond young woman.

Activating the diding door, Bascom stepped out onto the patio. He

kept hisgun in hishand but at his side, as he stepped onto the yellow
sand. Overhead, high up, gullscircled and squawked. "1 know how you
fed." Hescowled up into themorning. "How areyou?' asked Kacey,
ganding up.

"Aswell as can be expected,” answered her father. "Why areyou
squetting out here?'

"Oh, just keeping an eyeon things," shesaid. "And | was going to pay
you avigt eventudly.”

After hethrust his stun gun away, he touched her arm. "l appreciate
your concern, Kacey, but | don't need a bodyguard.”

"Oh, s0? Seemsto methat on your own you've managed to get into a
subgtantial mess. If people like me don't take an--"

"Weren't you supposed to be annoying--I mean, working with Jeke
Cardigan?'

She gave an annoyed head shake. "He seemsto have ditched me."

"I'm sure he wouldn't do that, no. He told me he was content with
having you as a part-time partner and that--"

"Jake Cardigan has never been content about anything in hiswhole and
entire damned life," said Bascom's daughter. "And having me annoying



him and, in his pigheaded opinion, futzing hisinvestigation isn't
likely to cheer himup. Stll, | didn't think held run out on me
completely.”

"Oh, he's probably just following up alead and forgot to let you
know." He patted his daughter onthe arm.

"And what are you up to, Father? Y ou look, by theway, awfully
dejected and downcast.”

"Being arrested for murder can have that effect,” he explained.

"I'm going up to Frisco to nose around.”

"Taking your sky car

"Nope, usng asky shuttle Factis, Ambroseisgoing to fly me over to
the Skyport any minute now. Otherwise, Kacey, I'd enjoy standing out
here knee deep in sand and discussing the whole--"

"I'll fly you up to NorCd," she offered. "I happento be, asl

tried to persuade Jake, a damn good investigator. 1'd like very much
to work with you--and | can look after you, too, so that--"

"No, that wouldn't befair, Kacey," he cut in as he started back toward
hishouse. "Jekewould never forgive meif | split you two up.”

"But," shereminded, following him, "I can't locate him."

Bascom stopped and gazed thoughtfully out a the calm morning Pecific.
"Maybe| can help you locate him," he said.

F1t OM H SIM tv1l ENS E top-floor office in the New Town
Pharmaceutica Corporation Building Rowland Burdon could see dmost dl
of New Town He found its uniformity depressing this morning and turned
away from the viewindow "Wel?" he said to his computer termind.

"Still no luck,”" replied the voxbox.

Rowland crossed to his desk and picked up one of the work models of



NPC's newest Mood Gun Rolling up his coat deeve and then his shirt
deeve, he touched the barrel to histanned flesh.

The computer said, "Isthat wise? After dl, Mr. Burdon, that's only
arough gpproximation of thefind product and there are possbly ill
some bugsin--"

"Shut the hell up,” suggested Rowland, "and concentrate on locating my
goddamn wayward sgter.”

"Vey wdl. | was merely--"

"Shut up. Don't say afrigging word until you have some news about
Rebecca's whereabouts."

"Asyouwish."

Rowland studied the mood-choice did on the gun's stock. "Happiness,
joy, euphoria," he muttered, reading thelist. "I don't think | can
handle euphoriatoday. No, well settle for just plain happy.”

After setting the dia, he touched thetip of the barrel to hisarm
again and squeezed thetrigger. A tiny needle came jabbing out. It
dug into hisflesh and delivered a shot of mood-dtering drug into his
system. The spot where the needle entered felt cold for nearly a
minute

Rowland replaced the Mood Gun on hisdesktop. "Well, wherethe hdl is
Becky?'

"She's not at home, or--"
"Hey, | don't giveashit wheresheisn't. Tell mewheresheis”
The computer replied, "Thusfar I've been unableto locate her.”

"What about those tailing bugs | had planted in al her sky carsand
land cars

"None are operating. Obvioudy they've al been disabled.” Rowland
rubbed &t the needle mark, then rolled down hisdeeves. "She must be
snesking off someplace" hesaid. "Did she take anything with her?



Luggage, clothesand thelike?' "i'll check with the household
computers,” said the computer.

"Yes, your sister seemsto have taken two small sin leather bags from
the bedroom of her beach house in the Laguna Sector. Plus--let me
double-check this. Yes, threelight summer outfits."

"Shit," said Rowland, "she's heading for the San Peligro Idand
sup.”

“I'l look into thet possibility.”

Rowland rubbed at hisarm again. "Send amemo to Reisbersonin
Research & Development. Tl that dimwit theat the happinessdrugin
our new Mood Gun doesn't work for sour apples,” heingtructed. "Then
tell them to get my tan sky vanready. I'll be leaving for the



Caribbean early thisafternoon.” A hand grabbed his upper arm.

"Now what, Mally?' heinquired as she hurried him aong the walkway.
"We have to consult with Rex/GK-30."

"Nope, you haveto. | haveto hit the Study Lab and work on my

Electronic Forensics CD-paper. Otherwise I'm going to----" "Thisis
more important. It's about Susan." " Something happen to her?”

"l think s0." Mally tugged him off dong aside corridor.



"Explan, huh?"

"| phoned Susan's father this morningmto see how shewasdoing,” said
Molly. "Hewasn't there and that Mrs. Stackpooletook the call.”

"The wicked stlepmother.”

"Sheld liketo be, yes. Anyway, Dan, she didn't admit anything
outright--but she dropped afew hints."

"Ard?'

"I got theimpression that Susan's not there, isn't at home at dl,"
shetold him. "They've sent her someplaceelse” They'd reached the
door of the Background and ID acom and Susan stopped.

"You're afraid she's back with that Dr. Stolzer shewastelling us
about?'

Molly nodded, tapping on the door softly. "Someterrible place like
that,” shesaid. "Rex isgoing to hep usfind out exactly where."

THE MORNING SUN was bright in the clear Caribbean sky. It
gparkled on the silver-plated guidebot as he led the five touristsand
Jake across the stone courtyard of Castle Maldito. Three ancient
cannons were installed at one edge of the wide courtyard, aimed out to
sea

"From here, the pirates of old could withstand any assault,” the robot
was explaining. He gestured at the danting green hillside and the
bright ocean beyond, hisydlow straw hat held in his glittering
metdlic right hand.

"Lot of bunk," remarked the dim teenager who was standing Jake,
shaking her blond head skepticaly. "Thoselook like gunsto me.”



Jake nodded, moving away from the rest of the party.

From the low wall around the stone circle one could see agood part of
thisside of San Peligro Idand. About ahaf mile below, stretching

out between the forest and the white beach was the New Town
Pharmaceuticalsfacility. It conssted of three low oval-shaped
buildings made of plagtiglassand neo wood A high metal-strut fence
circled the entire setup and there were guard bots at every entrance.

As he stood studying the place, the band of hiswrist-phone started to
throb, telling him someone wastrying to contact him.

After glancing, casudly, around, Jake crossed the sun bright courtyard
and ducked insde the gray stone castle. He trotted up a short
gtaircase and dipped into asmall room. There was nothing insgde
except an ancient-looking chest sitting on the gray floor near one of
the high, narrow windows.

Jake gtationed himsdlf by awindow and activated the phone. "What?'

Karin Tanoshi'sthin face materidized on the tiny rectangular screen.
"Y ou left a serious mess behind you, Cardigan,” she said, anger and
disapprovd in her reedy voice.

"Nobody's supposed to cal me unless--"

"The SoCd Police would like very much to talk to you about that brawl
you got into," the Cosmos Detective Agency operative informed him. "It
seems, Cardigan, that one of the men you stun-gunned suffered a serious
stroke and isn't expected to---"

"Karin, | filed areport, left those louts there, and took off. | had
asky liner to catch,” he said evenly. "That's standard procedure
for--"

"On top of which, the man you claim was Ma colm Summerson turns out to



be a harmless gym ingtructor from the Oxnard Sector and--" "When |
return, it' youre il with the agency, Karin, well thisout,” he

said. "Meantime, don't ever cal meam." He broke the connection,
unstrapped the phone, and jammed it into hisjacket pocket. Apparently
Summerson had been able to pull some kind of-"Y ou okay?"

Jake's hand sivung toward his shoulder holster. Then he recognized the
figure in the doorway asthe skeptica teenager who was sharing the
tour with him.

"I'mintiptop condition,” he assured her, letting his gun hand drop to
his Sde but watching the girl closdly.

"Old men tend to have dl kinds of stuff wrong with them,” shesaid

from the doorway. "Y ou came in here and then, when you didn't come out
and therest of' them went into another part of the old castle--well,

you know, | got sort of worried. But you'redl right?”

"Haven't suffered even amild saizure, but thanks." He stepped into
the halway. "You'd better get back to the group.” "My name's Katrina
Benson." "Pleased to meet you, Katrina" "And you're who?"

"Simply an aging tourist." He waked awvay from her.

THE SaN PELIGRO CouNTRY CLUB aso overlooked the
Atlantic and the New Town complex. Itsluncheon terrace waswith
smulated mosaic tilesand circled by miniature pam set inlarge
crimson tubs. There were about fifty people out in the midday sun, dl
of them protected by the plaz that floated over the circular white
tables.

was being escorted toward atable by arobot who'd been abright green.



"Hoptoit, gov," urged the got. "His Nibs doesn't liketo be
kept waiting."

"How comeyou're green?'

"HisNibsis absolutely dotty over the color. Mysdlf, | find it abit
onthevulgar sde"

At atable near the terrace edge sat avery plump man of about sixty.
Hewaswearing asuit of red, yelow, and green flowered materid and
hiswhite hair and beard weretinted apale blue. Sharing thetable
with him was another robot of the exact shape and shade as the one
ddivering Jeke.

"Delighted to see you, old chap,” said the plump man as he pointed at
an empty chair. "Dogt.”

Jakesat. "You're Monte Folkestone?"
"Y ou don't suspect | have atwin, dear boy?"
"Not bloody likely," obser'ed the seated robot.

"Did Sparky introduce himsdlf?." inquired Folkestone. "Nope. But
it--"

"That's Sparky," he said, indicating the standing green hot, "and this
isBuddy. Identica twins."

"Very whimsica." Jake rested both elbows on thetable. "Walt Bascom
contacted you."

"That he did, dear chap." Folkestone reached over to tap Buddy's
emerald chest. "Hasthe promised fee arrived?”

"Seefor yoursdf, gov." Theleft Sde of the robot's chest snapped
open to revea acomp screen

Nodding, giving apleased little laugh, Folkestone said, "Y es, Bascom,
the old dear, placed $750 in my Bam account early thismorn, just, |
imagine, as rosy-fingered dawn was tripping across the--"

"For that sum," cut in Jeke, "you're obliged to arrange certain things,



Folkestone." "Do'cal me Monte, Jake," suggested the plump man.
"Since ma4aging your socid lifewhile you resde on this blighted we
must strive to give the impression that we're the closest and dearest
of chums, don't you think?"

"Sure, Monte. Now what have you--"

"Go have an intimate chat with our esteemed chef, Sparky, and warn him,
in the severest terms, not to make the same mistake with my fish today
that he made yesterday,” the plump man ingtructed the standing got.

"Right you are, gov."" Therobot hurried away.
Folkestone put his hand on Jake's arm and lowered his voice.

"Although | am extremely reluctant to admit it, dear boy, | earna

goodly part of my income by arranging socid entree to those who yearn
torisein San Peligro society, such asitis” Hetook his hand avay

and stroked his bluish beard. "For you, since you were described as
being most eager--the good Lord only knows why--to meet some of the
topmost executives at the loca New Town works, I've arranged severd
introductions and invitations.”

"I'm particularly interested in encountering any of them who might be
in the need of some extramoney, Monte."

"I've dready been so informed, dear fellow,” said Folkestone.
"Tonight you'll be attending agda party a the mansion of Mrs.

very important local dowager, abeit a certified paini;'in the bottom.

At this soiree, Jake my boy, be sure to strike up with Hazel McCay and
Theo Kleiner. Both are high up in the New Town pecking order and both,
pity, haven't the faintest notion of how to live anywhere to within

their means." From the breast pocket of hisflow-suit coat, he fetched
afat red paper envelope. "Aninvitation tonight'sfedtivity youll

find within--along with aligt of the ddights|'ve set up for you,



Jake old man." Jake accepted the envelope and stood up. "Much
obliged, Monte."

"Thoughitisn't included in the price," Folkestone told him, "you can
joinmefor lunch.”

"I'll pass. My socid lifeistoo rich and full dready." Grinning,



he |eft the plump man and the green robot. air in thelong plazwaled
corridor smelled convincingly of horsesand cattle. Ahead of Gomez,
three androids dressed in authentic nineteenth-century cowboy garb were
ambling dong. One carried aneo leather saddle on his shoulder, while
the other carried alariat in hisleft hand.

Asthey neared adoor marked ROBOTIC RODEO MECHANICAL

L, the three Stetsoned an dies dowed. They stopped, et sec eye scan
them, and then entered as soon asthe metdllic did open for them.

whistling softly, continued on hisway.

door on hisright--ROBOTiC RODEO HUMAN PERFORMERS



open. "Wadll, for darn sakes; if thisain't acoincidencean’ a
ha.." exclaimed the blond young woman who'd emerged and was now
gmilinga him.

Smiling back, the detective said, "Marney! What causes our pathsto
cross, boaita?'

"It must be, | reckon, fate" Pistol Pa&in' Marney put both arms
around him, gave him an enthusiagtic hug, and then kissed him. "Well,
g, that an' my brand-new agent. He booked meto do my act at this
here Robotic Rodeo pavillion in the heart of Sweetwater.”

"Which act, chiguite?"

"Oh, just thetrick shootin'," shereplied. | quit sheddin' my clothes
agesago.”

"Bueno. That'sastep up theladder of success.”

"A wholelot of steps, Gomez darling.” Marney stepped back and
surveyed him. "1 kind of likethat cutelittle potbelly you're

developin'. Makesyou look even more like afuzzy teddy bear.”

"l have never," he corrected, "remotely resembled ateddy bear or any
other sort of stuffed toy. The cut of my jacket givestheilluson

that | have adight paunch.”

"Whet in the heck bringsyou to Texas?'

"Business. Infact, cara, I'd best be moving on. | have to meet
somebody in the bowe s of this establishment in just--"

"Y ou 4till with the Cosmos Detective Agency?!

A nearby door, labeled ROBOTIC RODEO NATIVE AMEaAN ANDROIDS, came
diding open on theleft, and two mechanica men in authentic Indian

outfits stepped into the corridor.

Gomez waited until they'd moved severd yards away before continuing
the conversation. "l am, sAnd now--"

"Heck dmighty, why don't | tag dong?' she suggested. "I don't goon
for near to two hoursyet. I'll sick with you an' thenwe cangrab a



biteto--" "Thisisasomewhat confidential matter, Marney."

"Darn sakes, Gomez, don't you trust me?" She assumed a hurt surprised
look. "Back in Greater Los Angeles, when you were till aSoCal cop, |
hel ped you out on more than one occasion.

Never once did you doubt that I--"

"Okay, dl right. 'Y ou can comedong,” he conceded. "But youll have
towait outsde while| talk to thishombre."

"I don't mind coolin' my heds."

When Gomez resumed moving along, shetook hold of hisarm. He asked,
"How long have you had thisagent?' "Oh, not awful long."

A moment later they reached the door marked ROBOTIC
RODEO] SSIMULATION CONTROL. Gomez halted, faced the sec eye

and held ap the fake pass Zodiac O'Rian had sent him ashort while
ago.

The door produced afaint rattling buzz, then did asde to admit him
and the young woman.

"Areyou surenow, cdlin'on Al 9"
Lavnstcy. Marney asked.
"Sf, but don't ask me any questions concerning--"

"He's very fond of pinehin' the personne on the fanny,” she mentioned.
"But after | gave him ademonstration of my shootin'

abilities, helogt dl interest in my particular backside.”
"Guns are apowerful deterrent,” observed Gomez. "Infact,

titot." He stopped and held out hisarm to block door to Smulation
Control was open, and pale ydlowish was spilling out onto the ramp.

"Wait here, cara” Gomez, diding out his stun gun eased open
doorway.

Slver-plated robot sat at acontrol panel chair, tilted far to

Thetop of hisslver skull wasn't there, and athin spira r smoke was



risng up from within. Tumbled down onthefloor inatwisted
sprawl was a-fat balding man.

They'd used alazgun on him and there wasn't much left of his upper
back.

Gomez kndlt beside the dead man. "Thisis Lavinsgky?"

From the threshold Marney nodded. "They weren't supposed to kill

"Qud dices?" Slowly he stood and took afew stepstoward her. Marney
inhded dowly. "We better hightall it away from here, Gomez," she
suggested, |etting her bresth out inasigh. "Then we're gonnahave to

find anice, quiet spot to have usalittletalk

JAKE ACCEPT ED the plazglass of tinted smulated minera water from
the roving robot waiter in the flowered shirt. Therewerewell over a
hundred guests out on the dome-enclosed terrace, many of them watching
the holographic fireworks display taking place out on the back acre of

the Cardwell estate.

Huge multicolored flowers blossomed out in the clear night Sky. Then
the name Dorothy spread across the blacknessin exploding
gold-and-crimson |etters.

"That's her first name," said avoicejust behind him.

"Who? Our hostess?' Turning, Jake found himself facing atal black
woman of about fifty. Shewaswearingasmplered snslk party

dress and holding aplazglass of rum punch.

"No, Dorothy Sartain, the gymnast from Portugd. Thiswingding here
tonight isin her honor. Didn't you read your invitation?"

"Not thoroughly enough, apparently.”
"Y ou're Jake Cardigan, aren't you?"

"That | am," he admitted. "Andyou are... 7'



She leaned closeto him. "Hazdl McCay," she said softly. "One of
the people | was hoping to encounter tonight.” "1 know. Monte
mentioned you wanted to talk tome." "I do, yeah."

Nodding, Hazdl took hisfree hand and guided him over toward the edge
of the enclosed terrace. A five-piece android calypso band was
stting, silent at the moment, on alow daisthat was fringed by potted

pams.
After they'd stopped near one of the small trees, Jake inquired,
"What's your job with New Town Pharmaceuticals?"

"I'min Research & Development,” answered Hazel, glancing around at the
growing party crowd.

"That could be helpful to my cause," Jaketold her. "Did
Monte--"

"Oh, shit!" She had glanced away and was frowning at two people who
were standing at the entrance to the terrace. "There's Rowland Burdon.
| didn't know that that nasty son of abitch was coming to theidand.
Thisisn't, Jake, agood timefor usto talk. Come see me at my place
tomorrow morning early.” She gave him her address and moved,



unobtrusively but swiftly, avay from him. wasdrifting in acrossthe
darkening Pecific as Molly guided her sky car through the twilight
toward Dan's home.

Hewas saying, "I don't see that there's much we can do about

Susan now. Wefound out, with Rex's help, that she's been committed to
Dr. Stolzer'sclinic again, but--"

"We can tak to her darned father--or | can,” Molly said, anger
sounding in her voice. "I'll suggest that he spring her from that
placeright away."

"If thisMrs. Stackpoole has as much control of things as Susan says,
hewont listen to you."

"No, hell pay attention,” shesaid. "I'm going to talk to my



Uncle Anthony first--he's the one dmost honest lawyer inthe
hmily--and gather alot of nice lega phrases| cantossat Mr.

Grossman."
Might work, Dan said.
| d liketo hear more enthusiasm from the members of the team.”

"The problem s, Mally... well, Susan s been behawng pretty oddly
lately, and | can see where her father'd think she needed some kind of

hdp agan."
"So you fed she ought to belocked up in that quack'sloony bin?"

"Nope," said Dan. "But you've got to remember that Su san'sdad hasa
much higher opinion of the Stolzer setup than

Wedo."

She punched out alanding pattern on the control dash panel and the sky
car began to descend toward the misty beach. "While we were consulting
with Rex/GK-30 at the academy, we should've dug someinto that Mrs.
Stackpool€e's background. That might give us some helpful stuff to--"

"] missed two classes asit was."

The car, scattering swirls of night fog, set down next to the condo
building.

"l won't comein,” said Mally.

"Youreticked off, hun?'

Smiling, sheleaned over and kissed him. "Not too much, but |

ant to get home and gtart trying to track down my Uncle hahony 1l
probably have to contact adozen or so low dives and stros before

running him to ground.”

Whatever you decideto do, I'll back you up." Dan undid his gear and
opened hisdoor.

we're going to do is get Susan out of that place.”

stood on the deck and watched the sky car rise up and then into the



thickening mist. Dan then turned to the diding door and said,
"Open up, itsme."

Nothing happened.
"Open up. Dan Cardigan.”
Siill nothing.

Reaching out, he touched the door handle. It wasn't locked and he was
ableto didethe plastiglass pandl open.

Very cautioudy, Dan took a step across the dark threshold. "Lights,”
he requested.

Theliving room remained dark.

Then he heard afaint crackling noise.

Aningant later the beam of astun gun hit himin the chest.

MARNEY SPUN GRACEFULLY on her hed and fired the handgun.

The bulky man who'd come charging out of the woods brandishing aflame
gun cried out in pain. Staggering, he took three unsteady stepsto his
right. Hefell over and when he hit the smulated yellow grass, his

gun hand jerked convulsively. A spurt of flamelegped from the gun

barrel, appearing to scorch awide dark line through the high, dry

grass.

"Bingo!" said avoxbox built into the gun. Thefalen body shimmered
and disappeared.

"Oaky cloaks," said Marney, holstering the gun. "That makes athousand
darn pointsfor me, Gomez darling'. Lookslikel win."

He looked back across the wide stretch of smulated countryside that
made up this section of the Swestwater Shooting Gallery. He dipped
hisgun into his pocket. "Nobody tailed us here, chiquita," he said.
"We're seguro for now. So let's quit pretending to be customers and



have our conversation.” Nodding, sheled him over to one of the
picnic tables a the of thefield. She sat down, frowned acrossthe
neo wood table him. "Don't be mad & me."

"About what?"'

Marney drummed two fingers on the tabletop. "Well, sir," she began,
then cleared her throat. "It wasn't, see, any accident my runnin’ into
you back at the rodeo.”

"That possibility had dreedy flitted across my brain. Who put you up
toit?'

After shetook acareful look around, she answered, "My career hasn't
been flowin' dong anywhere near as smooth as| let on earlier,” she
admitted. "Fact is, Gomez darling', up until quite recent | was doin'
my same old strippin’ and shootin' act at asuccession of dumpsand
divesal across Texas"

"Y ou having money troubles again?'

shesaid forlornly. "Meani," | owe some people too darn much money, so
they got thisfeller name of Sam Cimarron to lean

"And he'syour new agent?'

"That's him, except he'sredlly just agoon who works for some of the
Tek cartdls. Anyway, Cimarron told me to come up here an'

wait till you showed up.”

"They knew | was Sweetwater bound?’

"Surdy did.”

"What were you supposed to do once you made contact me?"
"He told me they weren't amin' to do you any serious harm,”

sad. "All | was obliged to do was get chummy with you yep, they did
know you an' me was buddies from way

My job wasto tel Cimarron what you was up to and who al calin' on."



"He didn't mention what they suspected | was doing?"

"Nope, not a al. But | figureit must sure as heck be something'

they don't want you to be doin'.
"And you knew | was going to show up at the Robotic Rodeo tonight?”

"Cimarron notified me of that 'bout an hour or more fore you came
trapsn'in.”

"Did hemention Al Lavinsky?'

"No, he only said you was comin’ and for meto get friendly with you
awful fagt," shereplied. "Then | wasto start pumpin’ you for
information.”

Gomez looked out acrossthe yellow grass. Far away, two plump women
were shooting at asmulated elephant. "Ever hear of an hombre named
Avram Moyech?'

"Nope."

Gomez took hold of her hand. "Why'd you decide to confidein me,
chiquita?'

"When | saw Zainsky dead,” Marney said. "l figurethat if they'd do
himin, they'll morethan likdly kill you, too. A littlelyin' an'

informin' | don't mind, specid if it helps me get out of debt. But |
sure as heck don't want to see you get bumped off."

He squeezed her hand, then let go. "Oncethey redlize you're not
working for them, they'll add your nameto the shit list dlong with

mine
"Can't behelped. I'mtoo fond of you to let them kill you, gomez.”
Hesmiled. "I appreciate your attitude," hetold her. "Bueno. Weve

got to con this Cimarron gent, find out where Avram Moyech is holed up.
After I've gleaned afew facts from Moyech, you and | will dip,
unobtrusively as possible, out of Texas."

"Cimarron more than likely knowswhere this Avram fellow is"



shesaid. "I'd bet on that, cara™

"Then you have to get together with Cimarron and find out what know."
"An admirable plan,” Gomez observed. "Can you hep me get it going?”
"Darn sakes," Marney said, laughing, "that'll be easy.”

SUSANWASSITTI N (3, listlessly, on the bed in her room at the
Stolzer establishment. For awhile sheld watch, handsfolded in her
lap, the pae yelow wall opposite. For awhile sheld watch the
one-way plastiglass celling. The night sky overhead was overcast and
Sarless.

Then her eyesight started to blur, her pulse quickened. Pain sarted
blossoming inside her skull and the young woman brought her hands up,
pressing her fingertips againgt her temples. She bent forward,
swallowing hard and then murmuring, "1 don't want to see
anything--nothing--no more."

But another vision hit her. And insde her head she saw Dan Cardigan.
Hewas lying, sprawled facedown, on the floor of an gpartment. "That's
hisplace," she said, knowing that for certain athough she'd never

been there.

The hairless man was standing over the body, agrin on hisfaceand a
guninhishand. | "They wekilled Dan," she gasped, "just the way

they killed my

Then shenoticed thegun. "It'sastun gun sheredized.
Dan was unconscious, not dead.

saw the hairless man bend and pick up Dan.

taking him someplace.”



big man carried the body toward a doorway. Susan's body jerked,
she began shaking, and the vision shut down and was gone.

She hugged hersdlf, shivering. "Jesus, Jesus--everybody's getting
killed or hurt. Anybody who has anything to do with me."

Susan legped from the bed and ran to the door. Shetried the knob, but
of course the door was locked.

She began hitting a the meta door with both figts.

"l haveto makeacdl. Gotto warn Mally," shecried. "Please,
please”

After severa minutesavoxbox inthe celling said, ™Y ou must calm down
and return to bed, Suse."

It was Emlyn'svoice. Or maybeit wasAlyn.

"No, but thisisimportant, Emlyn. One of my friends has been hurt and

"ThisisAlyn, dear. Get back to bed."

"They may try to hurt Mally, too. Y ou haveto let me phone her.
Pease”

"Y ou forget, Susie, that you don't have any phone privileges. None at
al”

"Thisisagoddamn emergency, you asshole™

"If you don't stop thisat once, well have to comein there and take
measuresto quiet you, dear.”

"Open the damned door!" She started hitting at it again. And after a



whilethey camein and quieted her down. Cimarron pointed his
metd forefinger & Marney. "Thisisn't much of aspot for amesting,”
hesad. i!. "It'sgot ahell of alot of privacy,” she pointed out

to the large black cyborg.

They werein one of the stables in the Robotic Rodeo complex.

i'twenty robot horses were lined up in neo wood stalls on each side
fthe big structure, and actual horse odors were being pumped :_

by theair circ system. The horses had been deactivated for night and
they each stood ill and silent. Thelightswere set dim.

had just comein by way of the door at the far end building and was



walking toward where Marney stood in the middle of the neo wood plank
floor. Hismetd hand flickered pady inthedimlight. ™Y ou've made
contact with the grease ball

"Hey now, there's no need to call Gomez nasty--"

"Tel mewhat you haveto report.” He grasped her wrist with hismetal
fingers

"You'rethe squeezing est feller | have ever--"
"Give me someinformation,” he urged.

Grimacing, she struggled to get free of him. "Let go of me or I'm not
going to be ableto talk straight.”

Heloosened hisgrip very dightly, but kept hold of her. "I'm not
especidly fond of delay.”

"Okay, okay. Gomez isin Sweetwater lookin' for some pal ooka named
Avram Moyech."

"That we dready know."

"How in the dickensam | supposed to know what you know when you don't
confide adarn---ow."

"Lesshlather, Marney."

Shetook adeep bresth. "Hewasamin' to talk to Al Lavinsky, who
worksright here a the rodeo," she continued, exhding. "But
something went wrong and he never got to---" "All right. Sowhat'shis
next move?' "'l don't know."

Cimarron leaned closer to her. "If you want to keep in my good graces,
you damn well better find out what he's planning to do next. And
you're going to haveto find out damn--"

Cimarron suddenly let go of Marney and pushed her away from him. He
Spun around, swinging up hismeta hand.

Gomez, who'd dipped out of anearby sdl to come dowly up behind
him, ducked now and made adive a Cimarron.



The black man had alazgun built into hismiddlefinger. Hefired it
now, but the beam only went szzling through the air where

Gomez no longer was.

The detective tackled the big man around the knees, then brought afist
upinto hisgroin.

"Yowl" Cimarron started to move his meta hand up for another shot.

But Gomez dapped a sharp-pronged meta disk againgt hislower left
am.

Gasping, Cimarron's body began to tremble and jerk.

He dumped back, flat out on the floor and lay stiff with hiseyesopen
wide and staring.

Gomez tapped the disk with hisforefinger and untangled himself from
thefdlen man.

"Darn sakes," commented Marney, "1 didn't think held hear you tiptoein'
up behind him, Gomez darling.”

"We underestimated the acuity of hishearing, 3. Gomez squatted
beside Cimarron. "What | attached to you, Sam, isatrudisk. I'm sure
you and the pendgjos you work with are familiar with them.”

"Youre... a.. bastard," said Cimarronin adroning voice. "Esver

dad Gomez agreed. "Buit right now the disk seesto it that you haveto
answer each and every one of my queries with an absolutely truthful

response.”

"Yes," agreed the drugged Cimarron.

"Wheres Avram Moyech?'

After afew seconds, Cimarron blurted, "Tekelodeon.”
"That'swhat?'

"Big Tek den,” supplied Marney.

Nodding, Gomez asked the drug-controlled man, "Where is Moyech within
thet joint?'



oneof thesuitesin the Exec Wing." "Which suite?!

"Ishe guarded?’

"Two human guards. One on the hal, onein the suite with him."
"Any passwords | can use?'

Cimarron answered, " Say 'sibber ef' to the guardbot at the corridor
entrance.”

"Whét are the guards names?
"Qutsde manis Leon and--"

"Trouble coming!" Marney gestured toward the doorway. Gomez jumped to
hisfeet and turned. "iChihuahual"

A tdl, leen man with alazgun in hisleft hand was coming into the
gable. "What the hell'd you do to Sam?"

"Dios, wedid nothing," said Gomez. "This poor hombre has suffered
somekind of saizure"

Asthe man came running toward them, Marney dipped away and into a
sdl.

"We were having apolite chitchat,” explained Gomez as he casudly
moved his hand closer to his shoulder holster, "when Seaor Cimarron
just fel over."

The new arriva stopped beside hisfdlen colleague. "How come his
eyesarewide open?' "Must be asymptom of what aillshim.”

"And | suppose that trudisk you stuck on his arm has nothing to do
with--"

"Out of theway, Gomez!" shouted Marney.
There was adapping sound, followed by aloud snorting.

A huge black gtdlion came charging out of the stall Marney had ducked
into.

Gomez hit thefloor, rolled severd times, and sat up with his stun gun



in hand. Thelean man waan't asfast. Therobot horse hit him
directly,

ocked him the floor, and then him under his hoovesto trampled as he
went galoping by.

Gomez legped to hisfeet, aimed his stun gun and shot the thin man.
He sprinted closer and used the stun gun on Cimarron.

Marney popped free of the stal. She poked at the smal silver control
box shewas holding in her hand.

At the other end of the stable, the robot stallion whinnied twice,
reared up on hishind legs. He settled down, ceased to function, and
was once again slent and unmoving.

"Gracias" Gomez caught Marney's hand. "Soon aswe store these
chingados, welll pay acall on Avram. Well have afew hours before
these two return from dumherland.”

"Soon asthey do," observed Marney ruefully, "they're going to want us



dead." robot doorman was chrome plated. He wore amulticolored
flowered shirt, white trousers, yellow sandd's, and agun belt holding
twin stun guns He dropped his silvery right hand to one of the gunsas
Jake came striding into the gpartment complex lobby out of the hot,
sun-bright morning.

"Your business, Sr?' heinquired in hisdeep, dightly echoing
voice.

"I'd liketo see Hazel McCay," Jaketold the got.

He hadn't intended to come here, but the New Town Pharmaceuticals R& D
exec had failed to show up for their dawn meeting.

Closing hismetd fingers around the sin ivory handle of the stun gun



the doorman asked, "What wasthat name again, Sr?' "Hazel McCay.
Shelivesin 135."

The robot produced ajumpy humming noisein hisbroad chest.
afew seconds, hetold Jake, "Y ou're mistaken, sir.”
"Y ou mean that isn't the gpartment number?"

The robot shook hisslvery head. "Thereisno such person residing
here

"Thisisthe TropicanaVillabuilding, isntit?"

"ltis gr."

"Then sheliveshere”

"Thereisno Hazd McCay living here. There never has been.”
The doorman lifted his stun gun hafway out of its holster. "I
believe you've made amisteke."

" She probably doesn't live anywhere now,” murmured Jake.
"How'sthet, Sr?'

"| was agreeing that 1've made amistake." Jaketook afew steps
backward.

"Have apleasant morning, Sir." "Suchismy intention." Jeke backed
to the plastiglass doors,

keeping an eye on the doorman's guns.

As Jake stepped out onto the morning walkway a dark shadow fell across
him from above. He dived againgt the apartment complex front facade,
yanked out his stun gun and stared upward

A cream-colored sky car was drifting down to make a curbside

Jake remained where he was, dightly crouched, gun out.

The car landed, bounced dightly. The drive side door swung wide.
"Y ou're awfully touchy, Jake," said Kacey Bascom,

out a him.

Slipping the stun gun away, he gpproached the sky car "We to San



Pdligro, atropica paradisefor thosewho managetor dive.
"I'mticked off at you," Bascom's daughter told him. "Y ou went
snesking out of Greater LA without so much as--"

"Darn." He snapped hisfingers and shook hishead. "I had intended to
inform you about my itinerary and it completely dipped my mind. How'd
you locate--"

"I'm apretty good detective mysdlf,” shesaid. "As| haveto keep
reminding you. We are supposed to be working together on this

Jake rested a hand on the door and leaned forward. "Matter of fact, |
could usealittle help.”

"If you're looking for away to get ingde the New Town Pharmaceuticals
setup unnoticed and undetected,” Kacey told him, "I think | can arrange
something.”

FROM THE VIDPHONE SCREEN, Rex/GK-30 said, "Relax,

kiddo. Well locatethelad.” Mally said, "Something'sredly
wrong."

"Takeit easy and fill mein.”

Shewasin theliving room of the Cardigan condo and it was afew
minutes beyond eight A.M. The morning outside was an overcast pae
blue. "I came by to pick him up,” shetold the academy got. "There's
nobody here and the sec systemisdown.”

"Hold onasec," requested Rex. Hisimage was gone from the screen for
nearly ten seconds. "We're deding with sometricky folks, Mall. |

just checked out the security computer that handlesthat building. It
doesn't know there's anything wrong there. They used some kind of
pretty sophisticated bypass disabler.” "Who?"

"I'll try to find out, but it's going to teke meawhile.”

"| left Dan off herelast night--and | guess| was alittle nasty to



him." Mally'sfingerstwisted around each other and she rubbed thumb
acrossthe other. "Between then and now somebody him."

"Ligten, if they were going to kill Dan, they'd have doneit and him
there," the coppery robot pointed out. "That meanshe

was snatched and taken--"

"But whered they take him?”

"Well find out,” Rex/GK-30 assured her. "Meantime, you'd best cdll
the cops and--"

"Not yet, no. | want to contact Jake Cardigan first."

"For aSoCal police officer to be," said the got, "you don't seem to
have agreat ded of faithin--"

"Most of the SoCad copsdon't think highly of Jeke. Especidly
Lieutenant Drexler, who's working on the Bascom--"
"Jake's on theidand of San Peligro, down in the sun-drenched

Caribbean,” cut in Rex. "I just got that by tapping one of the

Cosmos Detective Agency computers. Going to require more timeto get
you a specific vidphone number and address. 'Y ou might aswell cometo
school while--"

"No, there's somebody else | haveto see," shetold the robot.
"And you're going to help me with that, too."
"Do my best," promised Rex.

DARK-HAIRED REBECCA BUR DON sat on the terrace of her rented San
Pdigro villalooking out at the early Mlantie. Far out over theseaa

half dozen sky boats were and swooping like giant gulls. voxbox

concealed amid aborder of holographic padm trees”A Mr. Jean-Paul
Berdanier to see you, mum." rose up from the high-back neowieker

chair, saying, 'Send out here." Turning, she faced the plastiglass

doorway.



later it did slently open and atdl, thin black maninapde
yelow suit stepped out into the bright sunlight. " So very good to see
you again, Rebecca dear.”

"l have something quite important | want to talk to you about,
Jean-Paul.” Sheindicated one of the chairs. Berdanier seated himself
and, carefully, crossed hislegs. "Y ou seem distraught and unhappy,
Oeax."

Sitting in the neo wicker chair facing his, she said, "Can wetak off
the record?’

"Of course, Rebecca," he assured her. "i'm not herein my capacity as
Caribbean director of the International Drug Control Agency. |
am--and, please, don't ever doubt it--your friend and admirer.” He
studied her pale face for afew seconds. "Doesthis have to do with
your brother? | know you and he don't dways--" "It does have to do
with Rowland." "A shameyou two can't--"

"Y ou know about the SinTek project that New Town Pharmaceuticalsis
involved with?'

He chuckled. "I'd better know about it," hereplied. "TheIDCA is
very much interested in a safe eectronic drug that has the potential
of weaning Tekheads off the red stuff. Isthere somesnaginthe
project, dear?"

"No, New Town will have the testing samples of SinTek ready in two
months. Exactly aspromised.”

"That'svery gratifying,”" said thethin black man. "What thenis
worrying you?'

Shoulders dightly hunched, she leaned forward in her chair.
"SinTek isjust acover.”
"A cover, dear?’

"Rowland isin cahootswith a TekLord back in Cdifornia Zack
Excoffon.”

Berdanier straightened in hischair. "That can't betrue.”



"It is, though. Rowland agreed--for a very handsome amount set up a
Tek-manufacturing plant for the man,” she

"It will turn out avery high-grade Tek. Red Tek, not assimitation.
And because of the quantity being manu fac the New Town Tek will bea
lot cheaper to make. Which mean greater profitsfor everybody.”

Sowly, the drug agent stood. "Y ou'retelling me that you and your
brother are producing illegd drugs?'

Yes, shereplied. "l havetotdl someone. | want thisal to
sop.”

Helooked out toward the sea, deep lines forming across his foreheed.
"It'sgoing on right here ontheidand, isn't it?"

"Yes, that'sright,” said Rebecca. "Thefact that we're going to be
turning out SinTek at thisfacility will serve asacover, Rowland

figures. Nobody will question the supplies and equipment being brought
in. 1t will look, so he hopes, like everything isbeing used for the
gynthetic Tek."

Sitting down again, Berdanier leaned back and sighed. "Y ou've put
me--this little conversation of ours has put me, dear, in avery
uncomfortable postion.”

"I know, but | need advice. | need help,” shesaid. "And it isn't
only illicit Tek thet'sinvolved.”

Hetook her hand. "I'll help you asmuch as| can, dear.”

Very quietly shetold him, "They'rekilling people.”

Helet go her hand, got up, stared down at her. "What do you mean?"
| " Anyone who might cause them trouble, expose whet they'reto,” she
sad. "Rowland and Excoffon have dready had severd killed. There

was aman in SoCa--his name was Rothman

Grossman, something likethat. He was killed because he out something
about what the SinTek project wasredly al



IDCA agent said, "His name was Dwight Grossman. But .. Walt
Bascom, the head of the Cosmos Detective Agency, is being charged with
that deeth.”

"No, they framed Bascom. Excoffon felt it would be clever to get rid
of him dong with Grossman.”

Berdanier moved afew feet away from her. "What do you want meto do,
deax?'

"l suppose I'm just about as guilty asmy brother. | knew what was
going on and | haven't done adamned thing about it." ™Y ou're doing
something now."

Rebeccasaid, "Truth to tell, Jean-Paul, | guess| don't particularly
care about mysdlf. | want al thisTek businessto stop. If you want
to have your IDCA raid thefacility here, | can provide you with floor
plans, show you the location of the concedled Tek |ab and--"

"That won't be necessary, Sis." Rowland Burdon came walking acrossthe
terrace, smiling a hissger.

Rebeccagot up. She said, "Jean-Paul, you can arrest him right now.
I'll supply you with--"

"Not likely, dear." Berdanier samiled gpologeticaly.

Rowland told the IDCA man, "Y ou can take off now, JP. Thanksfor
dertingme. I've been hunting al over theidand for Becky."

"Sorry, my dear." Berdanier nodded at the woman before he hurried
avay.



E

woke up shivering. It wasvery early on agray, overcast morning and
Dan didn't know where he was.

In fact, he wasn't certain who he was or exactly what hisflame was.

He had awakened in thislong, chill room afew minutes ago very soon
redlized that he no longer had any clear idea about identity.

He'd dmost come up with aname for himself. Dan something but it had
faded swiftly away and he couldn't retrieveit.

He was gitting on the edge of agray cot, hunched, fists and struggling
to remember. Who he was, where he from, how he got here. Anything.



There were exactly twenty cotsin the neo wood room, in two rows
of ten each. All the others were occupied by degping young men.

Out beyond the plagtiglass windows were &t least a dozen other long,
low buildings. A widedirt roadway ran through the two rows of
buildings and dl around stretched dense, shadowy woodlands.

Hisleft aamwas aching. Rolling up the deeve of the faded blue work
shirt he found himsdf wearing, he saw three inflamed needle markson
his upper arm.

"Might aswdll get dressed, Hank. Wake-up's going to sound any minute

Helooked to hisleft. A lanky black young man of about seventeen was
getting up out of the cot next to his. "Y ou talking to me?"

"You're Hank, aren't you, cousin?"

"l don't know." Hefrowned, rubbing hisfingers up and down over his
forehead. "I don't think s0."

The young man got into apair of work trousers. "That'swhat they told
usyour tag was when they dumped you herelast night." "Told you my
name was Hank?'

"Yep, Hank Weiner. Whered they transfer you from?”

The question didn't mean anything to him. He asked, "What shapewas |
inwhen| arrived?'

"Out cold, which isthe way alot of the new recruits check in."
Dropping to the cot edge, he started tugging on his neo leather boots.
"1'm Ogden Whitney."

"Ogden. Hi." Henoticed he had apair of work boots of hisown
gtting on the plank floor beside hiscot. "I'm sorry.." but | just
don't seem to have any recollection of how | got here or where | came



from." ":Ogden zipped up the front of hisfaded blue work shirt.
"Morean likdly, cousin, you been wiped.”

I

"What do you mean--a brain wipe

: "They're not supposed to doit." Ogden started to make his bed.
Other young men wererising, getting dressed. "But with some of the

tougher recruitsthey--"

"What the hdl am | arecruit in, Ogden? Isthissomekind of militia
or--"

The young black man laughed, rubbing aknuckle under hisnose. "You're
now an officid resdent of Junior Workers of

America, Camp 30."
Hed heard something about the Junior Workers of America.

"Wait now," hesaid. "Thisissomekind of detention station for
juvenilecriminds, isnt it?'

Ogden laughed again. "lsn't that what you are, Hank?' heinquired.

"Y ou got to be what they call ajuvenile offender or you can't

participate in the JWA. And you got to be apretty nasty mean-ass one
to get stuck herein 30."

Hank shook hishead. "I don't know--I1 guessmaybe | am." "Thebasic
philosophy of JWA isthat they never make mistakes," explained Ogden.
"You're here, youre bad. The system isnever wrong.”

"It'sjust that--listen, | can't remember anything." He gestured at
the cot. "Not adamn thing before | woke up thismorning.”

, "Mindwipefor sure, cousin.”

"Where exactly isthiscamp?' Hank asked him.

"Mississppi Territory.” Ogden came over and stood closeto
"Y ou got any ideawhere you were before?’

After afew seconds, he answered, "No."

0

} gden put ahand on Hank's shoulder. "I'll try to help you out as|



can, cousin,” hetold him. ™Y ou seem like your brains are more futzed
up than just about anybody ese here. And that's saying something.”

A loud, shrill hooting commenced blaring out of the voxboxesup in the
rafters.

Hank flinched. "What the hdll isthat?'

"Wake-up," answered Ogden. "Timeto rise and shine and greet anew day
at 30, cousin."

S$IDE BY SIDE, Jake and Kacey waked dong the glaring white
beach. The morning seawas adeep crysta blue and it camerushing in
at them across the wet sand.

A slvery robot in aflord shirt and real straw hat came walking from

the opposite direction. He was pushing an ebony portable bar.
"Tropical drinks, mister and lady? Lega drugs? Tour maps?' "None of
those," Jaketold him.

"Y ou're not enjoying San Peligro to the fullest,” observed the got ,
rolling on.

"I've noticed that."
After amoment Kacey pointed skyward. "There. See?’

Flying low overhead was alemon yellow sky van with the word FOODZ
printed in large magentaletterson itsbelly and sde.

"How often do they bring in the meals for the New Town cafeterias?’

"Twiceaday," sheanswered. "Thistime every morning, again at three
inthe afternoon.”

"And your contact at Foodz is?"
"A very loya supporter of J. J. Bracken."
"l don't know if | trust apalitical loon."

"His nameis Edwin Temmerson and he heads up the whole Foodz operation
inthe Caribbean areg,” she said, nose wrinkling. "We can trust him."



Uphill on their right sat the New Town Pharmaceuticals com the
trio of squat plastiglass-and-neo wood buildings pro by the glaring
metal fence. Gunmetal robots, five of them on the beachfront Side,
stood at intervals dong the fencing.

"Isthis Temmerson guy fond enough of your bossto go up " against the
Burdons?'

"I'dsay yes," shesaid, "especidly after | con himinto believing

hell be heping J.J. by hdping me. And if, which | doubt, he won't

let usdip ingde by way of one of hisddivery vans, hell at least

help me get detailed maps of the interior of the whole New Town setup
here"

"| dready havethose," Jake informed her.

"Wel, I'm having lunch with Edwin today. I'll work out--"

"Doit deftly and subtly, huh? Otherwise he'sliableto warn the

Burdon twinsthat we--"

" Jake, sooner or later you're going to have to accept the fact that |

am not anitwit." She halted on the warm sand and stood |ooking toward

the New Town buildings.

A light wind was coming across the sand from the sea, and the fronds of
the palm trees that rose up behind the drug plant were flickering.

Taking hold of her arm, Jake headed them back the way they'd
"Couple of those guard bots are commencing to eye us.”

"Y ou're overcautious."



""Helpsin my work." reception room of Dr. Stolzer's establishment
had astrong metdlic smdl. Each pdegreenwadl hed asmdl,
noncommittal landscape painting. Theair circ system kept the
temperature just below the comfort level.

When thetall blond android in the spotless pae yellow suit cameinto
the room, Mally Fine stood up and smiled. She waswearing askirt suit
that made her, she hoped, ook two or three years older.

"MissEshler?' inquired the andy.

"Xena Eshler, from the Y oung Adult Psychiatric Overlook Committee of
Greater LosAngeles.” She produced the very convincing fake ID packet



that Rex/GK-30 had provided her with. "I'm Evelyn. That's
E-v-e-l-y-n." Hetook theidentification and, frowning, sifted,

dowly, through them. "Thesedl in order, MissEshler. What do you
require of us?"

"Youll find thisin order, too." Molly handed him the spurious but
nearly foolproof court order. She'd had to rely on afake order
because her attorney uncle, the nearly honest one, had informed her
last evening that it would take him at least four days, if not more, to
arrangefor area one.

Evelyn'svery plausble pink forehead furrowed. "Miss Gross manisnot
supposed to havevistors," hesaid. "Noneat dl at this stage of her
therapy.”

"Obvioudy Judge Maxon doesn't agree. Shefedsthat the

Y APOC/GLA needsto clear up a once, and as soon as possible, the
charges of ma practice and mistrestment that have arisen concerning
Miss Grossman.”

"Whet charges?’

"Heresacopy.” Another expert fake document was passed from Molly to
the mechanica man.

After amoment of scanning it, Evelyn said, "Dr. Stolzer isout of the
country at the moment. 1've been left in charge” Hissigh wasvery
believable. "Very well, MissEshler. We don't want any trouble.
Although | can assure you Miss Grossman, asdl our isbeing very well
treated." Turning hisback, he went waking across the chill reception
room toward a black door.

Molly followed.

i Asthey stepped into along, cool corridor that smelled of metdl
medications, the blond android told her, glancing back over broad
shoulder, "Y ou're aware that this particular patient isill. That she
aso suffersfrom delusons. Most of what says, therefore, islittle
more than that fantasy of avery disturbed young woman."



dedt with agreast many patientsof thissort.” "You are, | might
mention, quite young yourself and | wonder if "

"My organization fedsthat youth best understands youth."

"Not atheory | subscribe to mysdlf, but | acknowledge their right to
holdit."

They went through another doorway, along another corridor. Atitsend,
Eveyn touched hispamto an ID plate. The door recognized hiswhorl
pattern and rattled open.

Evelyn moved aong the new corridor they'd entered, stopped at a door,
and pressed his hand to another 1D plate. Thisdoor opened more
quietly and he started across the threshol d.

"l haveto see her done," said Mally, not following him. Evelyn came
back into the hall. "That could be dangerous to--"

"Y ou apparently didn't read the court order as thoroughly as you
shouldve, Evelyn."

"I'll give you ten minutes." Stepping aside, he gestured for her to
enter Susan's room.

Moally did that. She put her finger to her lips as Susan looked up from
her bed, about to speak.

The door did shut behind her. Mally put her finger to her lips
agan.

Then from apocket in her jacket she took a bug-disabling disk and
stuck it to the nearest wall.

"It'll take them afew minutesto redlize they're not getting adarn
thing from their eavesdropping gadgets.”

Susan |eft the bed, ran over to Mally, and hugged her. "I'm glad
you're not dead.”

"What do you mean?"
"I saw--I had another vision. Thiswas about Dan.”
Moally took hold of both her friend'sarms. "He's not dead?”

"No, | don't think so. But the bald man--the one you saw at the



joint--he stun gunned Dan last night and took him away from
gpartment.” "Do you know where they took him?"

Susan shook her head. "No, | didn't see that."

Molly said, "I knew Dan was missing and I've been trying to find him.
No luck so far, though. What you saw should help. Now--what about
you?'

"That bitch--she had me stuck here."

"I'm working with one of my lawyer unclesto try to get you clear of
thisplace" shesad. "But it may take afew more days. |

faked my way intoday so | could see how you were. What'swrong?"

Susan went backing away from her. She Sarted to shiver violently.
"It's... another ..." She stumbled, sat on the edge of her bed.

"Ancther vison?"'

Susan doubled over, arms pressing into the somach. "They'reusing
sunrodson him.." hurting him," shegasped. "Dan? Y ou're seeing
Dan?' "Yes, he'sat--"

"What are you up to, Miss Eshler?" The door had snapped aside and
Evelyn was back in theroom. "Why have you blanked our surveillance
sysgem?'

THERE WERE NO WINDOWS in any of therooms. But thein the stark
black-and-white parlor provided aview of stretch of San Peligro beach
and ocean. It wasalooped view took four minutes and thirty-seven
secondsto unfold. The pam treesfluttered in the sameway in the

same gentle breeze, the same five gulls swirled and dived through the



glaring sky, the same stray dog barked silently at the same beached
crab.

Rebecca Burdon left her hard white armchair, began pacing aimlessy on
the black carpeting.

The white door whisked open and her brother stepped in. "Comfy,
Ss?

"Evenfor afoadl like you, Rowland, thisisexcessve," shetold him.
"Locking me up in theinnards of thisNew Town facility--once | get out
of here, I'm going to my attorneys."

Perching on the arm of awhite sofa, he smiled. ™Y ou came here
voluntarily,” heinformed her. "I'll testify to that. And sowill

severd of our top executives. People who witnessed your unfortunate
breakdown in the Exec Dining Room this morning at breskfast." He shook
hishead, sghing. "Sad, but then you've always been exceptiondly

high srung.”

"I've had a nervous breakdown, have 17"

"Long ago, Becky, | should have realized that you were hopelesdy
addicted to severd illegd drugs, both electronic and old fashioned.
My fault, redly, for not noticing sooner.”

"How long do you expect to get away with anidiotic story like that? My
atorneyswill eventudly--"

"They've dready been notified of your condition,” he said, smiling
again. "Asto how long you're going to be aguest on theidand--not
longatdl.

"Y ou can't kill me, Rollo, without risking--"

"One of the symptoms of your unfortunate condition is an exaggerated
fedling of persecution.” Rowland stood. "There's absolutely no need
tokill you, Sis™

"What then?'

"I intend to go ahead with our Tek venture," hesaid evenly. "You
tried to betray meto the International Drug Control Agency. Good



thing Jean-Paul has been working for me for nearly a That's one of
the main reasons we set up the clandestine plant here.”

"I went along with the Tek idea, which waswrong and stupid. But
killing peopleis---"

"Oncethat Dr. Stolzer workswith you, you'l fed differently,”
promised her brother. ™Y ou'll be, for thefirst timein many along
year, happy and cooperative."

Sheglared a him. ™Y ou're not going to let that quack touch me?’

"Come, Becky, Stolzer's highly respected,” said Rowland. "And once he
getsthrough modifying your brain, you'll agree that he's awonderful



felow." huge gunmeta guardbot blinked, which produced ametdlic
clacking sound. He scratched at hisside with dark metd fingers, then
rubbed his palm across his domed skull, then poked Gomez in the
breastbone. "Say that again, amigo,” he requested.

"Chihuahua," remarked Gomez, "aMexican got. dQud pasa, hombre?’
"Spare me the greaser lingo, Shorty," requested the robot who was

guarding the exec wing corridor deep inside the Tekelodeon complex.
"Just smply repeat what you just now said to me." Gomez said, "Sibben



df." "So?' After giving aperplexed look to Marney, who was
danding a

'feet behind him, Gomez leaned closer to the mechanica man.
the password, cabrén.”

The gunmetal head rattled dightly when the got shook it. "Itii' was
the password, pato,” hetold him. "Y esterday.”

"Oops," observed Gomez.

The guardbot's arm, the one with the lazgun built in, started to swing
up.

"Darn sakes, we got no moretimefor arguin’.” Marney whipped out a
stun gun and fired.

"Madre de Dios," exclaimed the robot, going up on tiptoe for afew
seconds before starting to topple over.

Gomez caught him, bicycling back asthe full weight of the guardbot hit
him. "Thisian't, chiquita, the sedthy entry into Moyech'slair that
| hadin mind."

"Stack him over yonder, dading Marney suggested. "Then let's get
movin."

JAKEWASA k O N in hishotd room when the cal came. "Molly
Finecaling," announced the vidphone.

"Put her on." Jake crossed to sit down in front of the phone screen

A very pae and agitated Molly popped up. "Jake, Dan'sintrouble. |
should have caled you earlier except | thought it was

"Whoanow," headvised. "Tell mewhat's happened to him." "Molly took
abreath, brought a plyochief up to her nose. "It last night sometime,
but | didn't find out about it until morning,” she began. "Danwas



snatched out of your condo. that bald man." "Summerson,” said

Jake. "Any ideawhere Dan wastaken?' Shegaveavigorousnod. "Yes,
| got that from Sue Grossman." "We're talking about an extrasensory
vison?' "Initidly, but | checked it out--as best | could, Jake."

"Go ahead."

"Susan saw Dan at a place called Junior Workers of America
Camp 30."

"Jesus, those camps are pest holes Wheré'sthat one located?' "Thirty
isinthe town of McClennan, Missssppi.” "Do you have any evidence
that Danisactudly--"

"Y es, Rex/GK-30 helped meon this," sheanswered. "Very early this
morning ayoung man named Henry Weiner arrived at

30. Heanswers Dan's description--1'm near certainit'shim.” "Damn
it. They've probably mind wiped him." "I can meet you in McClennan
and--" "No, I'll take care of this" "You're sureyon--"

"I'm sure," hetold her. "How'd you get thisinformation from
Susan?'

"It was very tough doing,” Mally said. "They tossed her in Dr.

Stolzer's setup and | had to fake my way in. | wanted to check on how
shewas doing, and while | wasthere--well, she had another vision. But
before she could finish telling me about it, one of the goddamned
android medicsburst inon us" She shrugged her |eft shoulder. "l

sort of had to stun gun thelout so | could get dl the information

from Sue"

"Y ou're doing terrific work, Mally," he said. "I assume one of your
lawyer unclesis going to be able to keep you out of the pokey."

"Don't worry about that."

"Where's Susan now?"



" She seemsto have | eft there while the andy was out of commission,
sheanswered. My uncletdls me not to admit | know ‘where she s. But
f she seesanything else, 111 contact you. Sheleaned forward. "You
will get Dan out of that damn work camp,

won't you?"'
"I will, yeah," he assured her, and ended the call.

AVRAMI[VIOY ECIlgwasnether tal nor thin. Standing now in
the center of the scarlet room, his bare feet flexing on the thick

scarlet carpeting, wearing ashort, black sin silk robe, he measured
under five feet four and we ghed something over two hundred pounds.

Thetdl blondein the neo leather dax and hdter was saying,

"Of course you're handsome, Ay. Gorgeous, to tell thetruth.” "You
mean that, Francesca?'

"I could never lieto you, darling.” Smiling, she took one more step
closer tohim.

The scarlet drapes covering the high, narrow bedroom windows fluttered
gently inafaint night breeze. Thefive globes of light floating up
near the scarlet calling glowed apale scarlet.

"In college, out in Greater Los Angeles,” the chubby, bearded man told
her, "I had theideayou didnt much likeme."

"Tenyearsago that was, Av dear.” Sheran her fingersthrough his
long blond hair, ruffling it, and moved dowly nearer and nearer. "I'm
older, wiser. | appreciate you for what you are.” "Y ou told Sam
Hollisyou thought | wasaschmuck. A fat little schmuck.”

"Obvioudy I don't think that now, darling.” Francesca stopped near to
him. Her smile degpened as she put her hands on pudgy shoulders and
pulled himto her. "Andwevegot al meto proveit to you."



"Back to redlity, pobrecito.” Gomez was standing beside the
blonde.

She grimaced, let go of Moyech, vanished. So did the scarlet
bedroom.

Moyech shook his head from sideto side, blinking. "How the hdll did
you get into---"

"I'm notorious for invading Tekheads dreams,”" explained the detective.
He held the Tek gear held just yanked from the fat man's head.

Moyech, fully clothed, was Stting on acircular ar bed "Who the hell
areyou? How did you--"

"Actudly, mierdita, I'm the one who asksthe questions.” Hisstun gun
suddenly appeared in hishand. Hefired it at Moyech.

The man's|eft hand swung out at his Side, the fingers spread
themselves wide and then closed into afist as he passed out and fell
back onto the bed.

Gomez hefted up the stun gunned Moyech, managed to get him tossed over
hisshoulder. "Ai," heremarked, "thisguy ismuy grueso. "

Marney, who was across the bedroom, yanked open adoor. "Let's us skid
addle darling," she suggested. "We got to vacate thisjoint redl
quick."

"L ugging atwo-hundred-fifty-pound technica expert around dowsa
fdler down, cara” Asbest he could, he madeit over to the
doorway .

They stepped into adimlit corridor. "If [ recdl rightly, from the
research | did before we invaded the Tekelodeon, this pass way lead us
to where we can snesk out into "

"Trouble"

A thickset gray-haired human guard had come around a bend about thirty
feet down corridor. He reached for thelazgunin his belt holster.



But Marney was quite abit faster. She snapped out astun guniit,

and hit the man in the midsection before he had his gun of its holster.
"Darn sakes, my shootin' has been topnotch thisevenin," she sad,
grinning. "This current lunkhead yonder makes my score three human
beings, one got, and one android so

to
"Let's haul Moyech someplace where | can question the guy.”

"And let's get me somewheres where nobody can kill me graveyard dead.”



sky car picking up speed, climbed up into the bright late-morning sky,
circled out over the sea, and then headed toward the southern United
States.

Once held punched out aflight pattern for Mississippi, Jake activated

the vidphone. He used Walt Bascom's private agency number and in under
aminute the Cosmos Detective Agency phone system had rerouted the cdll
to the chief a aNorCa number.

Bascom appeared on the small rectangular screen. He eyed Jake,
frowned, and asked, " Something wrong?'

"Dan'smissng. I'mtaking time off to find him."



"Give me somedetails?' Jake provided a concise account of what
he knew and what heed. He concluded with, "I've been working on
getting the San Peligro New Town plant on thedy. Troubl€'s been,

the first person who was set to help me has ceased to exist." "These
arevery rough folkswereup againgt.” "When | get back I'll--"

"Y our son comesfirgt,” said the agency head. "Do you redly fed you
can put much faith in the Grossman girl? Seemsto me, thiskind of
bunk is about one step above Tarot cards when--"

"| trust her, yeah. | can't explain what Susan Grossman does, but it
seemstowork." Bascom inquired, "Did my daughter show up down there?"
"Shedid. | assumeyou're the one who sicced Kacey onme." "Well, |
might've provided her with afew helpful hints, extolled the wonderful
westher in the Caribbean and so on," admitted hisboss. "It was either

that, Jake, or have her tag along with me up here to Frisco.”

Nodding, Jake asked him, "What are you finding out up there?

"That Zack Excoffon, noted Teklord, is one of the lads behind the
murder frame-up. I've got alead on somebody inside his organization
who'swilling to talk--for ahefty fee. Another day or soand I'll
know."

Jake asked, "Has anybody contacted the agency about Dan?

for ransom, warning usto lay off the case, wanting to con-me and make
somekind of ded?"

"Not so far, Jake. And | got areport from your chum Roy lessthan an
hour ago," said Bascom. "Nobody's con-you, | takeit?!

| checked with my condo and no messages about Dan comein,” hesaid. "l
figure they took Dan to kegp him from around into the Susan Grossman



end of things. Which may mean that Mally Fine'sin danger, too.
Better put awatch on her."

"Soon aswe quit chatting.”
"Any newsfrom Gomez?'

"Still in Sweetwater on thetrail of the geniuswho rigged those very
convincing sec tapes of my debut asacrazed killer.”

"I'm going to get Dan out of that camp,” hesaid quietly. "And it
probably won't be through legal channels, Walt."

"I'll get you the names of some Mississippi localswho should be able
to lend ahand in various ways, legd and otherwise,"

Bascom promised. "Take me about an hour. I'll cdl you hack.”
"Thanks"

"IsKacey dill ontheidand?"
"Far as| know. I'll becdling her next."

Bascom shook hishead. "She'sliableto walk into trouble” "She's
pretty capable. Hard to take, but capable.”

I'll seeif | can provide some local backup for her so she won't know
about it whilst you're avay.”

Nodding, Jake ended the call. He punched out anew number. "Whereare
you?' wasthefirg thing Kacey asked after her image materiaized on

the phone screen "Upinasky car it lookslike," she guessed, head

tilted to theright. "So you're sneaking away from me again, huh?'

"If | were sneaking away, | sure as hell wouldn't call you to announce
thefact."

"There's something wrong. Y ou look very upset,” the young woman said.
"What isit? Has something happened to my father?'

Jakereplied, "My son's been snatched. | think | know where they've
taken him and I'm going there. It means postponing theidand part of
theinvedtigation for aday or s0."

"Jake, that'sterrible. Where are you heading? | can meet you there



and hdpyou." "Nope" hetold her. "Thanks, but this has nothing to
dowithyou. I'll handleit, Kacey."

Sowly, reluctantly, she said, "Okay. I'll keep working thingsi'
here"

"Fine, but don't go trying to solo--these guys are extremely nasty.”

"Oh, soit's perfectly okay for you to go off and play one-man army,
but I'm not qudifiedto ™

"It'sjust that I'd hate to see you get killed."
"Meaning you have somefeding for me?'

"Y our dad would be annoyed with meif somebody knocked you off,” he
explaned.

Shesaid, "Y ou're an absolute--"
Jake ended the call.

THe PAKE BKU SKYYAN had TEXMEx CATERING emblazoned onitssidein
golden letters. Gomez, hunched in the pilot seat, wasflying it

through the dusk in the genera direction of Mexico. "Oncewe arrive

intheland of my ancestors, cara," hewas saying, "'l can arrangeto

have Seor Moyech shipped, very unobtrusively, up to Greater LA and into

the arms of the Cosmos Detective Agency. From whence helll be handed

over to theminions of law and order. They in turn will persuade him

to repest the story he told me about rigging the Bascom sec tapes Of

course, cops probably won't use atrudisk, but they'll be ableto

per-him to babble abit."

Marney was Stting next to him, the fingers of her left hand on the
control dash. With her right hand she was with the security screen
scanners. "What's that, Gomez been outlining my brilliant plan for



transporting Moyech--who dumbers back in Pantry 2 on this crate--from
Texasto SoCa by way of Mexico. What's preoccupying you?"

"Wdll, gr, I'm sort of jumpy.” She nodded at the screen. "
been checkin' up on whether anybody'stailin’ us.”

"S, and?'

"No sgn of anybody doggin' us."

He glanced at the small screen. "It appearswe are asfreeasa
paaro. "

"Sam Cimarron and those lunkheads he works for aren't goin' to be very
happy with my conduct in thisbusiness.”

"Once | get Moyech safdy delivered,” he reminded her, "I'll arrange
for you to beingaled in asafe spot.”

"We haven't ddivered him yet."
"Were moving closer to our god. It won't--"
"Darn saked"

She touched the screen. "Two big black sky vans are comin’ up on our
tall."



Jake's sky car began to descend toward the landing area behind the
large domed house he sought on the outskirts of Y azoo, Missssippi, the
dash voxbox spoke. "Switch to acircling pattern. Do not attempt to
land yet or you'll be fired upon.”

"I've got an appointment with Attorney Krishovnik,” said Jake.
"Continueto circle and identify yoursef."

"Jake Cardigan, Cosmos Detective Agency. Walt Bascom arranged for--"

"Set down in Landing Section 2. Do not attempt to leave your until
ingtructed to do s0."



Jake brought his sky car down and waited. After amoment the
voxbox ingtructed him, " Step clear of your car. Walk to the gate
designated X3 and wait there."

"Dodl of Krishovnik's clients have to go through this sort of
Suff2"

"Attorney Krishovnik hasararetalent for rubbing people the wrong
way. Hence he'sfound it necessary to live asecluded and securelife
most of thetime. Now moveto X3."

Jake did that, stopping on asmdl yellow rectangle labeled

STAND HERE--OR RISK BEING SHOT!

Finaly hesad, "I'm hereto see Krishovnik."

"Lean closer to the gate," said the voxbox in the high neo stconewall.
"You'll now have your ret patterns scanned.”

After hiseyes were checked, he was required to press his palm against
an ID plate.

"Everything checksout.”
Clicking once, the gate swung open inward.

Jake entered alarge circular patio paved with smulated flagstones.
Across it was another neo stone wall and adoor labeled

GUEST CLEARANCE.

The door did dowly open and ametdlic voiceinvited, "Step in here,
Mr. Cardigan, if you please."

The room beyond the door was furnished like aparlor. There weretwo
white enameled medibots seated init, each in astriped armchair.

One of the bots said, "Do you object to ablood test? To further
confirm your identity, Sr."

"Matter of fact, | do," replied Jake. "Tdl Krishovnik I'll find a
lawyer on my own and--"

"Hotheaded, as advertised." A large frizzy-haired man of about fifty
had entered through aside door. He wore apolkadot sin silk robe and
the part of his broad chest that showed was thick with fuzzy grayish



hair. ™Y ou should've learned by now, tovarich that fiery temper
doesn't gain you anything. Except extended in prisonslikethe
Freezer."

Jake eyed him. "Wat Bascom recommended you," hesaid. "l sureas
hell can't seewhy."

"It's because | happen to be the best--as well as the sneakiest--lawyer
inal of the South," said the big man. "Now, st yoursdf in one of
these chairs and welll have adiscussion of your problem.”

"It could bethat | don't want to talk to you."

"Don't be aninny, kapusta. Nobody elseisgoing to be ableto help
you spring your wayward son from that work camp.”

"Andyou candoit legdly?'

Krishovnik laughed. "Thereisno legd way to doit, Cardigan,” he
informed him. "But there are severd redly terrificillega ones.

St down."

Jake sat down.

WHILE ONE of the pursuing black sky vans remained above and
behind the craft Gomez was piloting, the other dropped atitude and

sped up.

"How tricky aflier are you, Gomez darling?' asked Marney asshe
unhooked her safety gear.

"Extremdly tricky," he assured her. "Why do you ask?'

Shetapped the screen. "This here van'saimin’ to comein usand the
other oné's probably goin' to attack from

He consulted the screen. "Appearsvery likdy, s

"So if you can do awide backward loop | think | can take of both of
Iarl.ll

"SAlas, chiquita, thisddivery van were usng in our daredevil



doesn't come equipped with built-in guns.” "Darn sakes, that'snot a
problem." She hurried across the cabin to yank open the door of one of
the storerooms. "Y ou'refor-getting' that | brought most of my
collection of gunsaong withme. | got acouple of powerful lazrifles
that'll do thejob."

"iChihuahual" Thelow sky van wasfiring a them with its laz-cannon,
and the upward |oop Gomez went into took them out of range only afew
seconds before the crackling orange beam went sizzling by.

Marney dived into the soreroom, rushing out amoment later hefting two
lazrifles. She carried them to asmal round window and opened it a
few inches. "Do awider loop now, darling, and shift usamiteto the
left”

"Buezn." He garted the maneuver.

Their sky van went climbing up through the darkening sky. At thetop
of theloop they were flying upside down.

Marney thrust arifle barrel through the opening, aimed, and fired.

The crimson beam kni ed downward and hit the plagtiglasswindow of the
black van beneath them.

Thewindow was diced in half and came popping out. Marney fired

again, thistimeinto the control cabin. Considerable sooty smoke came
swirling out after amoment. The van commenced wobbling and shimmying.
It dropped, rapidly, down toward the ground below.

She laughed. "Got 'em good and proper.”

Their sky van continued itsloop and she tried two more shots with the
lazrifle

Thistime she hit the other pursuing black van, onceinitsside,
dicing adoor up, and the second time cutting alarge rut in the
underside of the engine compartment.

The lazcannon the van had amed at them went astray. The craft went



into aspirding plummet. "Bingo," said Marney with
stisfaction.

She withdrew therifle, shut the window, and returned the wegponsto
the storeroom.

"Should you ever need atestimonia to your abilities asa shooting
whiz," offered Gomez, "call upon me, Marney. And now---on to Mexico."



the wide curving viewindow of theliving room in Rowland Burdon's
villayou could see agood part of theidand. Night wasclosingin,
sweeping across the beaches and filling the jungles. Lightswere
blossoming in the houses, hotels, and condos. All thelightsin the

New Town fecility just downhill came on a once and the complex seemed
to come burgting out of the darkness.

Reaching into the pocket of hisjacket, Burdon did out amoded of New
Town Pharmaceuticals newest Mood Mist Dispenser. "Very depressing
night," he observed as heinserted the plaz barrel between histeeth.



A touch of thetrigger squirted a cold-fegling swirl of spray. For
?afew ensuing seconds his mouth and tongue fdt fuzzy.

He swdlowed afew times. "WEell have to improve thisdamned delivery
system.” Burdon crossed to the Entertainment Sector of the large room.
"And the spray sure hasn't pepped up my spirits one hell of alot.”

After sttling in one of thelow armchairsthat ringed the holostage,
he picked up the voxsdlector. "Shakespeare," hesaid into it.

"Veywdl, Sr."

Thewide circular stage began to glow faintly.

A princely figure, life size, materidized. "0! that thistoo too

solid flesh would mdit," he said, "thaw, and resolve itsdlf into adew.

Or that the Everlasting had not fixed his-"

"Hamlet," redized Burdon. "Too gloomy. Let'stry something else.”
The stage emptied.

Then abearded old man in regd dress showed up. "I am avery foolish,
fond old man," heintoned in aquavery voice. "Fourscore and upward,
not an hour more or--"

"What'sthis, King Lear? That'syour ideaof cheerful?'

The king faded away.

A trio of gnarled witchesreplaced him. One cackled, "When shall we
three meet again, in thunder, lightning, or inrain?' "Get them out of

here," ordered Burdon.

He turned out aso not to be in the mood for The Merchant of Venice,
Twelfth Night, or Othello.

Then atadl blond android in a spotless pale yellow suit appeared
onstage.



Burdon scowled. "Which Shakespearean play isthis supposed "Beg
pardon, Sr. Thisisaprojection of the vigtor waiting downgtairsin
thefoyer."

"Oh, yeah. The andy who workswith Dr. Stolzer," heredlized. "Send
him up. And turn off the plays.”

The stage went dark and amoment later the blond android entered the
living room. "Good evening, Mr. Burdon,” hesaid. "Dr. Stolzer is
delayed, but he sent mein hisplace. My nameisDeryk. That's
Der-yk."

"Takeasest, Deryk," heinvited. "l want to discussthe modifications
to my dear sster'sbrain. There are agreat many things the poor
woman isgoing to haveto forget.”

"How DOES THISLOOK, DARLIN?" Marney emerged from a storeroom wearing
afluffy brunettewig. "Would you know it was me under thisrug?"

"It's not exactly afoolproof disguise, chiquita, but it does alter
your gppearance some." Hewasin the process of stowing the il
unconscious Avram Moyech in alarge neo wood crate labeled RED

HOT PEPPERS.

Their sky van with alanding pattern dready punched out, was dropping
down toward the town of Balazo, Mexico.

Marney said, "Maybe you ought to get rid of that cute little mustache
of yours™"

"Nope, I'll keepit." Hefitted thelid 'on the crate and secured
it.

Bright multicolored lights were showing below inthenight. Brassy
music cameflying up a them.

Returning to the pilot seat, Gomez said, "Weve just about arrived.
Theresthe CantinaMall right over there.”



There were several dozen cantinas and saloonsin thefive-acre, mdll.
Thelr lite Sgnsflashed colored names--E/ Bufon, Cafe Tero, Ritmo
Club, Trabajador, Mama Grande, Club Revancha, Cafe Granja
Gomez took over the controls just before their sky van set down. He
guided it to alanding on thefar sde of thelanding area. They were
only afew feet from theloading door of the El Bufon cantina.

Dropping free of the van, Gomez trotted over to the door. Hewhistled
with histongue againg histeeth as he tapped three times.

"iPor Diogl" exclaimed the dim, dark man who appeared in the doorway
after the door did open. "It's none other than Gomez!"

"| dready phoned to dert you that | was coming, Raoul.”

"I know, 9," said Raoul Martinez. "Buit it's been along time since
I've seen you. I'm pleased and excited--and, after dl, you're my
second cousin.”

"Third." Gomez held up threefingers.

"| fed closer thanthat. Ah... who'sthe mujer?”

Marney was walking toward them. "Isthisthe cousnwho'sgoin' to
hep us?'

"Marney, meet Raoul.”

Martinez shook her hand enthusiagtically. "Y ou have beautiful hair,
seorita”

"Why, thank you, Raoul. | oweit dl to hedthy livin' and asen
diet."

Gomez coughed and pointed at the sky van with histhumb.

| want shipped to Grester LA, primo, isinthevan." I'll get acouple
botsto unload it." Raoul grinned and headed inside the cantina.



cavorted on thewalls of the smdl office. The animated murd
surrounded Gomez as he sat at the desk using the vidphone.

Marney was Sitting demurely, knees together, on arattan chair across
t]heroom.

FromL the phone screen frowning some, Bascom asked, “What kind of low
bisiro areyou holed up in?"

"It'sacanting, jefe. Don't let the clown motif distract you," Gomez
told him. "Simply attend to what | am telling you."

"Go ahead. But why the hdll are clowns crawling dl over the damned
wdl?'

"My esteemed cousin's cantinais named El Bufon. So hefedls obliged
to use buffoons and clownsin the decor,” explained Gomez. "I'm
shipping Avram Moyech to you by way of avery reliable, capable, and
snesky smuggling service my cousin happensto be affiliated with."

"Moyechisdive?'

"Cier'tameate,”" he answered. "l just re-stunned the pendgjo and helll
dumber in ababe like condition until he arrives at your doorstep.
Where do you want him delivered?’

Bascom said, "At the agency in Greater LA. I'll pop down from Frisco
towedcomehim.”

"Hel.1 betherein approximately six or seven hours, patrdn,” Gomez
told him. "1 only questioned the guy briefly, but heis definitely the
onewho rigged the tapes that make you look like amurderer.”

Bascom amiled. "I'll seethat Moyech getsturned over to Lieutenant
Drexler in pristine shgpe--and in atalkative mood.” "Ahum," remarked
Marney, giving Gomez asmal wave. "I'min need, jefe, of asafe place
to hideafriend of mine" "Lady friend, isit?"



Marn,ey came around to stand behind Gomez. Bending, she at the phone.
"It'sme, Mr. Bascom honey," she said,

waving.

"Marney, areyou gill agundinger?”

"Well, moreor less" shesaid. "Though sometimes |'ve had to take off
my clothes. Y ou'd be surprised how many folks aren't satisfied with
just trick shootin'."

Bascom said, "I've got acouple of connectionsin that part of Mexico,
Sd. I'll contact them and get back to you in under an hour ."

"Bueno,” hesaid. "What sort of progressis Jake making?'
The chief of the Cosmos Detective Agency shook his head.
"Something's come up.”

"Is Jake okay?"

"Heis, but Dan's been grabbed.”

"By who--and whereishe?"

"It tiesin with my problems somehow,” he said. "Jake thinks Dan's a
the Junior Workers of Americacamp in McClennan, Mississppi.”

"iMierdal Those places aren't exactly spas.”

"Jake ought to be in the neighborhood by now. | set up amesting
between him and atricky barrister named Gregory Krishovnik." Bascom
rubbed aknuckle dong the sde of hisnose. "He's agent who ought to
be able to help Jake extract his son from that place.”

"By means other than legd 7"

"That'sKrishovnik."

Gomez said, "I'll stick here and seethat Marney gets safely tucked
away. ThenI'mgoingtojoin Jake." Hestood up. "Tell him to expect



me." circular room wastwo floorshigh. The smooth neo wood walls
weretinted a pae underwater green. The only furnishingswere apair
of black meta ding chairs

Jake was seated in one. "Krishovnik clamsyou're an expert a this
sort of operation, Menken," he was saying to the middle-sized,
dark-haired man who occupied the facing chair.

"Weve done a couple of very successful raids on Junior Workers of
Americacamps hither and yon," answered Hershe Menken.

"I want to get my son out of Camp 30. Can you--"



"My organization--Menken's Marauders-can get anybody out anywhere,
Cardigan,” hesad, standing. "L et me show you the room.”

Jake rose and followed. "How many people do you use on an operation
likethis?'

"Never morethan five."
"It1l be six thistime--ance I'm going dong.”

Menken opened adoor by pressing hishand to the ID plate. "You're
qudified,” he sad, crossing the threshold. "I researched yon.”

Thelarge oval room wastwo floors high and filled with an assortment
of electronics gear, including scanners, comp screens hol ostages, and
smuldion tables.

Jake asked, "Can you tap thefiles of the camp? | want to be
absolutdly sure this Henry Weiner isactudly my son Dan.”

"Already did that--soon as Krishovnik contacted me." Menken pointed at
thewall. "Screen 6 onyour left.”

Dan'simage appeared on one of the many comp screens built into the
wall.

Jake crossed to the eye-level screen. "Yeah, that's Dan. "Weiner,
Henry. Age--16.3 Home: Brigtal, RI. Crime: grand theft, sky car
Sentence: fiveyears.™"

"That's much too long to spend at Camp 30."

"WEé're going to have an extra problem rescuing him,” said Jake, moving
away from theimage of hisson. "It's pretty certain he'sbeen mind
wiped So he's not going to recognize me when | show up to take him
avay."

"But well recognize him, Cardigan. We make our move, grab him, and
depart." He waked to one of the smtables. "Let me show you what
Camp 30 lookslike"

Menken touched the controls and aminiature holographic image of the



Junior Workers of America Camp 30 ibuildings, roads, and grounds
materidized. Initidly it wasabit fuzzy. After Menken whapped the
sde of the table with the hed of hishand the image became sharper
and clearer.

"Twelvedorms" observed Jake. "Then three administration buildings.
Onemain road and afew sde roads."

"Over here a the edge of the woodlands," said Menken, pointing,
"you'll notice threeland van garages. They're going to beimportant
to our plan.”

"More important than the guard towers a each corner of the setup?”

"The boyswho are serving time at the camp spend their days doing
manual [abor," explained the leader of Menken's Marauders. "Road work,
congtruction, farming, and smilar occupations. All Suff that bots

can do faster and more efficiently. But the camps|ook upon hard work
asthe chief punishment they have to administer.”

"So every day the kids are taken out of 30 and ddlivered to the work
Stes?'

"Exactly, Cardigan.:" Menken turned off thetable. "I'll gather my

crew and well work out the details of a specific plan to extract your
son from the Junior Workers."

"How long?'

Menken said, "I'd estimate we'll be ready to go no later than the day
after tomorrow."

WHEN K , CEY BASCOM stepped off the tennis court, after
winning a match with the San Peligro Country Club probot, alarge green
robot was waiting for her on the smulated mosaic pass way

"Afternoon, mum." The mechanica man touched agreen finger to his



greenforehead. Halting, Kacey said, "Y es?'

i "You'd bethe associate of this Jake Cardigan bloke, wouldn't
o

"Whom do you represent”?”

"The gov wantsto have abit of a chat with you," explained the got.

"He was intending to share--make that sdll--some tidbits of info to
Cardigan. But, Lord, Cardigan ain't to be found on the whole blooming
idand.”

"Y ou must work for Monte Folkestone."

"That's dead right, mum," answered therobot. "If you wasto stroll
down to the beach and stop at the first immense, fat chap you
see--that'd be the gov."

[VIONTEF: OrKEST ONE, wearing an ample flowered beach robe and a
wide-brimmed an straw hat, wasrelaxing in alarge and sturdy

dingehair. Hewas sipping achilled plazflask of Upper Kolaand

gazing through dark-tinted glasses out at the hazy afternoon sea. "Miss
Bascom, so good to see you, my dear,” he said as she approached him
acrossthe hot sand. "I take it your esteemed father isin good

Soiritsin pite of hissorry plight?"

"Y ou have something to sell?" She crouched beside hischair. "Ah,
right to business, isit? Admirable.”

"Jake Cardigan is away--s0 you can ded directly with me." "Such was
my assumption, dear lady." Thefat man chuckled. "If I'm not
mistaken, you and the stawart Mr. Cardigan areinterested in the
goings-on a yon New Town plant.”

"We are, yes."
Folkestone took another sip. "I've picked up some interesting items

about Rebecca Burdon--her present situation and her iprobable future.
Six hundred dollars"



"Cosmoswill pay your fee. Tell me" "MissBurdon is presently

the unwilling guest of her brother,” said thefat man. "Shesbeing
detained in a separate wing of thefacility." From apocket of his
flowery robe he took afolded sheet of fax paper and handed it to her.
"This, dear child, will show you the exact location of her place of
incarceration.”

Taking it, Kacey sad, "Why isRowland Burdon doing this?* "The
unfortunate Rebecca has lately devel oped aconscience, it seems,” he
said, sghing. "That does tend to happen to some of us aswe grow
older. Asl understand it, she threatened to expose her brother's evil
deeds-which include manufacturing illegdl Tek, murdering assorted
enemies, being in cahootswith a Tek cartel, and participating in the
framing of your dear papa.”

"And Rebecca Burdon was planning to tell everything to the law?!
"Shewas, but, of course, that won't happen now."
"Why? Rowland can't keep her locked away in that place forever."

"By the end of theweek it won't matter," explained Folkestone.
"Rowland has brought in a nefarious sawbones named Dr. Stolzer. He's
going to work on Rebeeed's mind, cleansing it of all memories of
Rowland's crimes, ingtilling amore positive outlook and pretty much
turning her into adocile vegetable who'll make no further trouble for

anyone."

"I'll have to get her out of there before they do that." Kaeey stood
up.

"If you need help in dipping into the New Town--"

"No, thanks. | cantake care of that mysdf." Sheleft thefat man



stting therein the hot sun. Jake came in through the back door
of the boarded-up restaurant, Menken eased up out of the seat at the
swayback counter and said, "Welcome to the Vegetable Bin, Cardigan.”

There were two other peoplein the defunct dining room. A smadll, thin
red-haired woman dressed in agray daxsuit and jacket was|eaning
againg the wall that held dozens of rows of food-serving windows. Over
by alineup of vegetable juice machines, alean, bearded manin his
fortieswastinkering with alike ahuge carrot.

Jakeinquired, "Why this place for amesting?’

"Friend of mine dill ownsit and it makesanice, quiet location



occasiona mestings,”" answered the leader of Menken's Marauders. "With
an organization like ours, | don't liketo have dl our get-tog ethers

at the same place--and this dump has, as you noticed coming in, avery
effective security sysem il in place.”

"Looks like they left you out in the sun too long, Jake," commented the
thin woman. "Y ou can't possibly be as old as dl those wrinkles make
you look. Of course, being just thirty myself, older peopletend to

appear--"

"Forty," said thetinkerer.
"Thirty-seven actudly," she corrected, scowling.

Menken nodded Jake toward a seet in one of the booths and then did in
opposite him. "Theyoung lady is Shawna Beck, driver pilot and in
charge of our transportation fleet. The fellow with the compulsonto
repar thingsis JessKipling."

Kipling glanced up for afew seconds. "Howdy, Jake."

"He's our gadget man,” explained Menken. "L ooks after all our wegpons,
€l ectronic equi pment--and he cooks up anything specia we need for our
operationsand raids.”

Jake rested an elbow on the tabletop. "You'reintending to try to
rescue my son tomorrow morning?"

"We're going to rescue him," Menken informed him. "Dan, dias Henry
Weiner, and seven other inmates of the WA camp will leave their dorm
at 8:03 A.M. tomorrow and be transported to awork site seven miles
from 30."

"Whet isit?"
"They're building a side road on the outskirts of town. See, these kid
camps believe that rough physical labor isasure cure for antisocial

behavior," said Menken.

Nodding, Jake asked, "Y ou've got amap of their route tomorrow
morning?"

"Well haveit as soon as Van Horn, our topography expert, arrives.



Then well go over everybody's part in the operation.” "You sure
you're up to astrenuousjob likethis, Jake?' Shawnahad moved over
to lean againgt the wall beside their booth.

"Menken's Marauders," he reminded her, "are noted for their easygoing

camaraderie and admirable team spirit. Quit nagging Cardigan,
Sweet."

"A ampletactica question, Hersh," responded the thin woman. "Usudly
our easygoing team doesn't include strangers.”

Jake grinned. "We're expecting another stranger shortly--so brace
yourself, Shawna"

"Jesus! Not another old fogey?"

"Sid Gomez isamere youth compared to me," he assured her. "Hesmy
partner at the Cosmos Detective Agency out in--"

"Cosmos Haf-assed Bureaucracy,” was her opinion. "Big bunch of
bumbling, arrogant gumshoes charging ridiculousfeesfor smplelittle
piddly investigating chores.”

Jake nodded. "That's our motto, yeah."

Menken made an impatient shooing gesture with hisright hand. "Wander
off and meditate for awhile, Shawna," he advised. "It'sapalicy of

the house not to insult the paying customers.”

She gave alopsided shrug and headed for another part of the
restaurant. "M aybe the bylaws ought to be amended.”

From the room that had once been the pantry of the Vegetable Bin came
the sound of people arriving.

Menken's hand moved closer to his shoulder holster.

Jake turned to look toward that doorway. Then he relaxed and grinned.
"l wasjust discussing your many merits, Sid," he said.

Gomez, looking somewhat weary and worn, was being escorted alarge,
pudgy black man. "Buenas noches," he said, hisvoicealittleworn.



"Holy Chrigt," commented Shawna, "this one'sin even worse shape
than Jake."

"Who'sthe cordia mujer?" inquired the detective as he joined his
partner in the booth, diding in next to Menken.

Jake said, "Each member of Menken's Marauders has a speciadty. Shawna
Beck isthe hospitaity chairman.”

"She'svery good at it."

Shawna produced arude noise. "A wiseass on top of al his other
obviousflaws."

Smiling in her direction, Gomez said, "Fortunately, cara, | becamea
stoic just yesterday. Now rude remarksroll off my back and | no
longer ddliver abrisk kick in the dats to anyone who makes one.”

"Enough of this" Menken offered hishand to Gomez. "I'm Hershel
Menken and | run, asyou can probably guess from the name, Menken's
Marauders."

Jake said, "Sid, we're going to spring Dan tomorrow morning.” “Manana,
huh? Y ou're sure, then, itis Dan, amigo?'

"Therésno doubt. They rechristened him Henry Weiner and faked his
background, but it's Dan."

Looking up at the dusty ceiling, Gomez remarked, "Weve worked with a
wide variety of tipsters and informants over theyears, but thisis
just about thefirst psychic.”

"Susan Grossman wasright about al this" said Jake. "So I'm, though
sort of skeptical, aconvert.”

"It isn't possible, do you think, Jake, that she came upon this
information in someless magica manner?'

"How?'
"Oh, her dead old dad might be in cahoots with a Teklord or with

somebody high up in New Town Pharmaceuticas," he suggested. "She
could smply have overheard something and istrying to passit off asa



supernatural message.” "Nope. Fromwhat Molly Finetdlsme,
thisislegit.”

Menken glanced from Jeketo Gomez. "I have grest faith in extrasensory
powers" hesaid. "I'm extremely open-minded.”

"Empty-headed," muttered Shawna, who was watching the lanky Kipling



putter with the giant carrot. the windows of histower office and the
twilight city vanished. "Why the hangdog expresson, Ansemo?' he
asked from behind his desk.

Roy Ansalmo was Sitting in aplastiglass chair facing hisboss. Heran
ahand through hisfeathery blond hair, contemplated hisfeet, glanced
at the blank viewindows "Weve never exactly, Walt, seen eyeto eye
on the methods of either Jake Cardigan or Sid Gomez," he said.

"The truth shouldn't make you uneasy."

Anselmo looked directly at the agency chief. "Jake shouldn't have been
allowed to abandon work on your case."



"Hetook sometime off. Hedidn't desert the sinking ship.”

"Your lifeisontheling, Wadt. It'sunforgivablefor him to---"
"Soishisson's" Bascom made an impatient dismissve gesiure with
hisright hand. "I don't have a problem with the way Jake's handling
things. So theré's no need for you to."

Ansadmo cleared histhroat. "Then theres Gomez," he said. "What he
didinregard to Avram Moyech just isn't right.”

"He tracked down the bozo who hel ped frame me, Roy," reminded Bascom.
"Moyech will be arriving herefairly soon now. Factis, | just got
confirming word that delivery will be made shortly."

"From my reading of Gomez's report on this matter--which isasterse
and cocky asdl of his reports--he kidnapped the man." "He made,
rather, acitizen'sarrest.”

"And he entered into a congpiracy with smugglersto get Moyech to the

"I'm figuring that the guy's testimony will help clear me. Seemsto
me, Roy, that you ought to be glad about that.”

"Moyech'stestimony isonething, Walt," said the detective, "but |
have afear that the methods Gomez isusing will taint everything.”

"Naw, it won't hurt--not after | smooth the rough edges. Now, do you
have--" "'Police officer hereto seeyou, Sr,” broke in the desk
vidphone.

"Who?'

"Lieutenant Drexler of the SoCal force."

Bascom drummed the fingers of hisright hand in sequence on his
desktop. He sighed and ingtructed, "Send the guy in."

The black policeman entered, walking fast and looking grim. "Evening,
Wadt. Roy."

"Another sourpuss,” commented Bascom.



i, "How'sthat?' "Merely the ramblings of adoddering old coot.
Why areyou here, Lieutenant?"

Drexler stopped next to Anselmo's chair and looked down at
Bascom. "Aren't you in enough trouble aready, Wat?'
"Areyou hereto offer me more?"

The policeman said, "I'm here to investigate areport that you're
involved with kidnapping and smuggling.”

ON IH[ HOLOSTAG®[, alife-size J. J. Bracken bounced twicein his
high-back black metal chair and jabbed afinger in the direction of the
uniformed guest in thefacing chair. "Tel usabout this
thousand-dollar-a-week Tek habit of yours, Colonel Woodbine," he
invited, brushing back an unruly lock of hispaeblond hair.

"non't have athousand-dollar-arweek Tek habit,” insisted the colond,
aheavyset man in the tan uniform of the Nationa Army. "Morethan a
thousand dollars, then?'

"I'm not addicted to Tek, you offensive scoundrel. | agreed to appear
on your disgusting Facin' Bracken broadcast to answer your recent
danderous attacks on the American Cyborg Rights Organization. Not to
have my reputation muddied over."

"Soit's not true, then, not true, that you are a hopeless Tekkie?

Not true despite the huge amount of datal have accessto, that you
have long been tapping the fat treasury of your subversive organization
to pay your mounting billsfor illegd eectronic gimulants?*

"l won't remain hereif you--"

"And it's not true, not true, that you're also involved in a sneaky
plan to manufacture Tek in a clandestine setup with alegitimate--"



"Darn," said Kacey Bascom, who was sitting in one of the two occupied
chairsin the entertainment room of the seesidevilla. "He'sgoing to
spill the news before | can even get insde

New Town
"How'sthat, Kacey?' inquired the pinkish man stting next to her.
"Nothing, Mr. Temmerson.”

On the stage the colonel was hopping up out of hischair. He lunged,
swinging a the host with his coppery cyborg right fist. "Thisends
theinterview, gr," he explained as he punched Bracken twicein the
jaw and sent him stumbling back to fall completdly out of the

picture.

Without taking his eyes off the stage, Temmerson asked,

"What were you saying, young lady?"
"Oh, nothing."

Colone Woodbine strode angrily off the stage. Seconditer two large
white robots lifted J. J. Bracken into view and arled't himin his
high-back black chair.

"Y ou can see, see clearly, how people like Colond Woodbine work," he
told hisaudience. Then herubbed at hisjaw. "Heand his

organization, swilling a the public trough, are bully boys. Violence,

and not pure swest reason, istheir tool; violence and lying; violence,

lying, and didoyalty to just about every basic American virtue and

vaue, every vdue and virtue"" Hedumped dightly. "Wadll, that's

al thetime we havefor now. On my next eagerly awaited Facin'

Bracken I'll have the notorious Emily Briardliff facing me and trying,

in her annoyingly mild-mannered way, to explain theincredible
boondogglesthat have been. uncovered at the SoCa Home for Orphans.
I'll dso betelling you how order, how to get one for your very own,

my new vi disk Throw the Freel oading Orphansinto the Gutter Where They
Bedong." Temmerson turned off the stage with the control in his seat



"Theman'sinspirationd.” "Yes, ian't he?' Kacey amiled. "
want to go into the New Town setup tomorrow."

"That can bearranged. Which ddivery shift?!

"Morning, if possible”

"Y our associate will be accompanying you. Mr. Carrington, wasit?"
"Cardigan. No, he'saway for afew days."

"Y ou're going to do thisaone?"

"Therésatimefactor here, Mr. Temmerson. | haveto."

"Very brave. But you'd haveto beworking for aman like J. J.
Bracken." Helowered hisvoice. "Doesthis have something to do with
what he was hinting about Tek on tonight's show?'

"You've guessed it. But, please, don't mention thisto anyone.”

"I have too much respect for J. J. Bracken and you to do anything like
that, young lady."

"What time should | report to your Foodz plant?”

"No later than eight A.M. Shdl | send asky limofor you?' "I'll get
there on my own, thanks."

"It'sagrest thrill to be helping someone | admireasmuch asJ. J.
Bracken."



"I canimaging" said Kacey. light mist had come drifting in across

the Peacific with the night, and the Malibu Sector of Greater Los
Angeles had ahazy, blurred look. The bright lit towers, the

interlacing, multilevel pedramps and walkways, the sky cars and sky
cabsfloating by al appeared smudged. There was a strong scent of the
seainthearr. Eveninthe plastiglasstracking shed in thelanding

area atop the Cosmos tower you could smell it.

"They should be setting down in about Sx minutes,” Bascom was saying.
Lieutenant Drexler |ooked from the screen, which showed an of aydlow



sky van marked BORDERLAND PaODUCTS, LTD. descending down through the
misty night, up into the misty sky itsdlf. "I'm4ill," hesad,

holding histhumb and forefinger severa inches apart, "at least that

far from being convinced, Walt."

"Y ou know al about Avram Moyech and his career, Lieutenant. You've
even arrested the gent severd times.”

"l admit Moyech isavery tdented vid forger." Hewasdtill looking
skyward through the plastiglassroof. "But you haven't convinced me
he's good enough to produce security tapes that'd fool our experts.”

"Y et hedid thet very thing."
"Yousy."

"True. But, better yet, hesays." "Not to you. Not to me so far.”
"He confided in Gomez."

The black cop laughed. "Gomez is not my idea of areliable source of
thetruth."

"Funny, he dwayslists you among his favorite people on the face of
the Earth."

"I'll question Moyech," said Lieutenant Drexler. "And make sure he
answers”

"Thisisacomplex busnessthat'sgoing on."

"Y ou mean therés moreto it than your going goofy with jealousy and
knocking off your rival?'

"C'mon, Lieutenant. | can out charm any riva | ever raninto. |

don't have to shoot the competition,” Bascom assured him. "Moyech was
linked to the Zack Excoffon Tek cartel up in NorCal. Therésaplot

afoot to set up ahuge Tek manufacturing plant down in the Caribbean
with acover of "

" Sesor Bascom, Seaor Bascom!™ A voice suddenly came booming out of the
VOXbox.



The Cosmos chief activated thetalk back "Yeah, what?' "Thisis
Raoul Martinez," said the voice. "We're nearly to your i
headquarters.”

"Good, but is something wrong?'
"ismuy mao! Wevelost our power and--iDiod"

"Therethey are." Drexler wasin the open doorway of the shed,
pointing up into the misty night.

Theydlow sky van was dropping down too rapidly, and in awild zigzag
way.

"Martinez!" cried Bascom.
"...out of contral..."

The nose of the plummeting van sideswiped the Sde of ahigh pedramp.
Light globes started smashing al dong the guardrall, therailswere
snapping, aseries of long jagged cracks went snaking aong the ramp.
Pedestrians were tripping and faling, shouting, crying out.

The sky van hit another ramp. A heavyset woman screamed, fell through
abrokenrailing. More big globes of yellow light popped, ahuge

glosign advertisng New Town Upmood was ripped free of its moorings and
went spinning and smashing down toward the distant ground.

Drexler yanked out his hand phone "Madibu Sector--Cosmosvicinity!" he
ydled. "Skyvan crash, civilian injuries, fires, consderable damage!
Getonit!"

The sky van with Avram Moyech insde, smashed into yet another pedramp.
It remained there, and then came an immense roaring explosion.

The craft came apart like ahuge jigsaw puzzle, and its partsand its
people were scattered violently acrossthe blurred night. A

chunk that had BORDERLAND on it spun away and smashed the display
window of asky travel agency; PRODUCTS hit asky cab smack inthe



engine, and there was another Dark smoke came billowing out of the sky
van to mix with the fog, and everything turned asad, sooty gray.

Drexler said quietly, "There goes your witness, Walt."

THE FOG WAS THICK in the Santa Barbara Sector of Greater LA. Susan
Grossman was sitting out on the deck of the beach house where shewas a
guest. The one-way plastiglass dome kept out the night chill--kept

anyone from seeing her--yet alowed the young woman to watch the dark,
foggy ocean. "Thisisvery pleasant,” shewas saying to Molly Fine.

"Thank your Uncle Leo for me."

"Hisfriends are up vacationing on the Moon and they owe him afavor.
So you havethis placeto hideout in,” Mally told her friend. "Uncle
Leo mentioned to me that he hoped you wouldn't have any gun battles
here"

I'll make aserious effort, but | don't have much control over that."
Her smilewasfaint and brief.

"How've you been doing?'

"Wel, I'm not especidly joyful. But it hasbeen pleasant living this
way--with just servos and robots,” she answered. "Androids and people
take alot more effort.”

"Most often, yes. And they're much harder to order around.”

Susan twisted her fingerstogether. "Typical of me, complaining of my
problems. What about Dan?'

"Asl told you, heiswhereyou said."

"Yes, | know. I'm never wrong about thingslikethat,” shesaid. "I'm
not bragging, | just mean the visions are never wrong--not so far,

anyway."

"Well, Jake Cardigan isin Missssppi, too." "What's he going to do?’



"Get Danout." ™Y ou mean hell go to the authoritiesand ™

"Nope, | don't think he intends to be especidly law-abiding about
this”

"A prison breskmsomething like that?

Smiling, Mally shook her head. "Jake didn't give me any details about
what, how, or when. But | got the impression he expectsto have Dan
out of that rotten camp soon,” she answered. "Thisway, though, |
can't give anything away, since | don't know the details.”

After aslent moment, Susan said, "'l had another one."

Molly left her chair, crossing to her friend. "About Dan? Tell me

what you saw.” "No, not about Dan." Susan touched Molly'sarm. "I'm
sorry if | got your hopes up. No, thiswasavery brief one and had to
do with Rebecca Burdon."

"She's co-owner of New Town Pharmaceuticals--and they're deeply mixed
up inthiswhole mess”

"Rebeccasafriend of my father. | met her afew times at partiesthe
twinsgave," shewent on. "I've never--so far, anywaym had avison
about someone | didn't know."

Molly knelt next to the chair. "What exactly did you see?' Susan
frowned. "It was strange, redlly. Rebecca's down on San Pdligro, that
idand in the Caribbean," she said. "But they've got her locked away
inasuiteingdethe New Town facility. What | saw--well, shewas
trying to get out, shouting, pounding on the door of her living room.
Sort of likemeat Dr. Stolzer's. Two bots came in, grabbed Rebecca,
and gave her somekind of injection. They were very rough with her,
and after she passed out they dragged her into the bedroom and tossed
her on the bed. Her head was hanging over the side and her clothes
were al messed up. Thewhole damn suite, by theway, isvery well
furnished. It'sprison cell, but RebeccaBurdonissureashell a



prisoner.” "I'd better let somebody at Cosmos know about this--in
casethey don't dready,” said Moally thoughtfully. "Would her twin
brother |et them treat her like that?'

Susan said, "Rowland Burdon'sared shit, Molly. If she disappears
for good and all, | wouldn't be surprised.”

Molly said, rising up, "My Uncle Anthony saysto tell you he'sjust
about got a hearing for you arranged. It only take afew more days
and he's certain he can get you declared competent and independent.

Y our father will no longer be able to commit you anyplace, and you can
liveby yoursdf. Youll befree”



"Free" Susan said softly. "1 wonder if | can managethat.” his

dream Hank was someplace distant from Camp 30. It was warm there and
the morning sun was bright. Hewaswalking aong the beach, feding

good, and a man was coming toward him, grinning, waving. Heamost
remembered the man's name, but then it dipped away. The man called

out something to him, but Hank couldn't catch what he said.

Then anintense pain started in his hip and went racing down his|eft
leg. Thelegjerked, he cried out, and sat up wide awake. "Off your
ox, Weiner!"

Two gunmetal robots|oomed over hisgray cot. The one was dgpping the



shockstik he'd just used on Hank in the metalic palm of his hand.
Stenciled across his broad chest in white was GUARD 1 1A.

The other got was GUARY) 14B.
14B said, "Get up, Hank. Get your ass dressed.”

Rubbing hiseyes, Hank stood. Hisleft leg gave out on him and he
stumbled. He bumped into LilA and held on to maintain his balance.

"Noneof that." IIA prodded him with the shockstik again. Hank
doubled up, swayed, and then fell back onto the cot.

Ogden Whitney awakened on the next cot. He got up and pulled Hank to
hisfeet. "What are you guysdoingto him?' "Stay out of this,
Ogden,” warned 14B.

"Hank's got anew assignment,” explained l|A as he gave the black youth
aprod with the shockstik.

Ogden grimaced, fisted his hands, and dropped to his knees.

"I'm supposed to be on the roadwork gang,” said Hank, hisvoice dry and
rusty sounding.

"Not anymore, kid," 14B told him. "Come on, get your clotheson. The
land van is hereto take you to the sawer project.”

AsSsHARPMORNINGW I N D wasblowing through the forest area
along the rutted Mississippi back road. Acrosstheway inasmall

roadside clearing stood aramshackle little neowoodandplastiglass

restaurant. Itswesthered lite Sgn proclaimed it TIIE BREAKFAST NOOK,
and through its dusty windows you could see ahdf dozen or so

customers scattered at its small tables. Parked in front of the place

were adented sky car arickety old land truck and two aging electro

cas

Menken, crouched beside Jake in the brush, was using his hand voxphone
to talk to Shawna, who wasin the land truck with Kipling. "Okay, the



camp land van should berolling by at about 8:17," hewas saying.
"Is everybody in place on your sde of the road?"

"Sure, | just checked them.”
"After Kip usesthe disabler on the van, Jake and | will move out and
take care of the driver and the guard. Gomez and Petway will disable

the follow-up car and incapacitate the two camp guardsriding in
that."

"How'sthe old gent making out?' sheinquired.

Grinning, Jake borrowed the phone. "Glad you asked,” hesaid. "Wiill
you have timeto pop across the road and help me get to my feet just as
the action starts? My back’s been acting up and--"

"Y ou're not even as funny asthat long-winded Latino pa of yours." She
ended the cdll.

"Don't mind Shawna," advised Menken as he retrieved the phone. "She's
often nastiest to the people shelikesthe best." "Then | must be the
loveof her life”

The day was gradually brightening and the wind felt a bit warmer now.

Glancing at Jake, the leader of the Marauders said, "We do this sort of
thing very well."

"So I've heard,” said Jake. "If thisinvolved smply a Cosmos client,
| wouldn't be uneasy. Whenit'smy son--"

"Hold it--cal comingin." The phone had commenced vibrating faintly
inhishand. "Yeah?'

A voice unfamiliar to Jeke said, "A snag.”
"BExplan.”
"Boy won't be on the truck."

"Shit, whereishe?' asked Menken. "Reassigned to Work Crew 7. Sewer
project.” "Hasthat land van left 30 yet?'

"SiX minutes ago. Y ou owe me another $250."



Menken let the phone drop to his side for afew seconds. Then he made
acal. "Shawna, we've got to get over to Route 57 quick. Dan
Cardiganisin the camp van heading for the old Marsh Plantation.”
"What went wrong?'

"Nothing, except they put himin anew work gang. Move." Hewas up
and running to where they'd hidden their sky car

"Canyou guyshbring thisoff?." Jakewas close behind him. "I think



we sure as hell better try, don't you?" "Yep." Burdon didn't bother
to turn toward the door when it opened behind her. She remained
gtting, amsfolded, in the hard white armchair, absently looking at
the endlesdy repeating beach view on the wallscreen. The samefive
gulls had drifted across the screen ninety-four times since shed
seated herself. "Have your medicd toadies arrived, Rollo?' A hand
tapped her gently on the shoulder.

L ooking up, Rebecca saw ayoung woman standing there dressed in dark
dax and awhite medicd tunic. Frowning, shesad, "Aren't you--"

Kacey made a"don't talk” gesture. Then she hurried over to the



nearest wall, dipped a bug-disabler disk out of her pocket, and stuck
itagang apand. "That'll give usafew unobserved minutes," she
sad. "Yes, I'm Kacey Bascom.”

"Do you know what my brother'strying to do to your father?

"Got apretty good notion, yes," sheanswered. "Areyou willing to
talk to the SoCa cops about what you know?'

"I'll talk to anybody who'll listen." She stood up. "I can't abide
what'sgoing on."

"| can get you clear of here. But we haveto goright now." "I'veno
reason to linger, Kacey."

"l camein on aFoodz sky van We can, with luck, get out that way,
too."

"And why themedical outfit?'

"Oh, | acquired afake ID packet that implies'm an assistant to Dr.
Solzer."

"That bastard,” observed Rebecca. "My brother's hired him to arrange
some memory lossfor me.”

"He hasn't started working on you yet?"

"Not yet, but soon." She moved to the door. "Would we have time--and
can you get usthere-to vigt the Tek wing?' "Weve got exactly
seventeen minutes. Why?'

"There might be away to throw a spanner into Rowland'swhole
clandestine Tek operation here," she answered. "When the plant was
built, down in the bowels of this place, they included adestruction
switch. Inthecaseof araid, you know. | know whereit isand how
to activateit.”

Kacey smiled. "That would make anicefarewdl gesture, wouldn't it?"
She reached toward the door.

But the door came diding open before she touched it.
A large, wide man, dark and wearing aloose gray suit, entered the

room. "l understand you work for Dr. Stolzer, young lady." "I do and
Miss Burdon isone of our patients.”



The large man took another step toward Kacey, dill smiling. "Odd
that | don't have any ideawho you are,”" hetold her. "Especidly
sncel'mDr. Stolzer."

on the bench that ran along the left side of the Camp 30 land van He
shared it with three other young men, and there were four more JWA boys
inthe other side of the chugging, rattling land van

"What'd you do now?" asked the pae blond youth next to him. "Hum?"
"To get yoursdf put onthisshit detall.”

Hank shrugged. "Don't know. | tell you, Burt, I'm not even sure why
I'mat Camp30atal.”

"Y eah, Ogden told me. They mind wiped you, morethan likely," said
Burt as he scratched his side and looked out at the dusty road and the

woodlandsthey wereralling through. "They do that with the tough
cass."

"Think thet'swhet | am?'

"Figureit out, Hank. Y ou must be or they wouldn't treat you like
this"

"Guessthat'sright.”

"Y ou've been switched to the worst work detail you can get,” continued
Burt. "And they used ashockstik on you thismorning. They don't do

that with everybody."

Hank said, "Y ou know, I've been having dreams. About someplace
else-not Mississippi or Rhode Idand, where they say | come from.”

Laughing, the blond boy said, "Hell, everybody dreams about a better
place than Camp 30."

"No, but | mean |--"

"What the hell!" exclaimed the cyborg driver and hit the brakes.



Astheland van cameto alurching, rattling halt, the robot guard
who was Sitting next to the driver started to swing up the arm that had
alazgun built intoiit.

A sky car had come swooping down out of the morning sky and landed
directly in the path of the van.

"Another onel" Burt was pointing at the back window.

Another ky car was setting down back there, directly in the path of
the backup car.

And athird sky car was skimming in across the weedy field on their
right.

"Trouble?' asked Hank.

"For these bastards, sure,” said Butt, laughing. "But maybe not for
lel

MEN KEN SET DOWN the sky car at the edge of theroad. "Going fine so
far," he observed while getting clear of his safety gear. "Kip and

Shawna stopped the land van and, looks like from here, took out the

driver and the guardbot.”

"Let'shope so." Jakewent out of the car, stun gun drawn, and ran to
the backside of the halted Camp 30 land van

Up on the road, Gomez and the husky black Petway were using stun guns
to take care of the three guards who'd come diving out of the backup
car.

Sprinting, Jake grabbed the rear door of the van and yanked it open. He
jumped inside, ducked low.

And there was Dan, sitting between ablond boy and a hefty Chinese
youth. "Okay, fellas" announced Jake. "Everybody out.” "You
soringing us or isthisahijacking?' asked the blond boy. "You'reon
your own. Get over to the crimson sky van that's just landing and



you'l get transported to safe ground.” Seven of them, laughing
and shouting, went sumbling out into the morning.

But Dan remained sested.
Jake, grinning, approached him. "Dan, are you okay?"

He stared up at Jake. "My name--well, at least that's what they tell
memmy nameisHank,s.""

"No, you're Dan Cardigan,” Jaketold him. "I'm your father."

He studied Jake'sface. "That would be gresat, but ..." He shook his
head sadly. "I just don't remember you, Sir.”

"Then just trust me, Dan. Weve got to get the hell out of here” He
took his son'sarm, guided him out onto the dusty road.

Gomez met them. "Bueno,” he reported. "We coldcocked al three of
those pendgjos back there. Hi, Danid."

Dan asked, "Am | supposed to know you, too, sir?" "Mindwiped,” said
Jake quietly.

"You used to," Gomez informed him. "I'm theincomparable Sid Gomez.
Friend and partner of your dad and afirst-class deuth by trade.”

"Biography later," said Jakeimpatiently. "Sid, Dan and | will share
your sky car Petway'll switch to Menken's. Let'sgo." "achange of
venueis definitely what's called for." Thethree of themranto
Gomez's ky car

Asthey were climbing in Dan said, "Thanks for helping me,



SY. wasmidday and the two sky cars were parked near each other ina
smdl clearing of woodsin aMissssppi town that was neither Y azoo
nor McClennan.

Menken said, "Everything went damn well, Cardigan." "Y eah, your
Marauderswere great. Even Shawna."

The thin woman was leaning againgt the door of one of the cars.

"Y ou hobbled around pretty well yoursdf," she conceded. "What of me,
chiquita?' inquired Gomez.

"You're nearly impossible, but at least you didn't foul us up too

Jake put his hand on his son's shoulder. ™Y ou understand what's going



to happen now, Dan?" "Yes, but | sill don't believe I'm going to
turn out to be anybody named Dan Cardigan, gr," hesaid. "Still it
sounds like a better deal than being Hank Weiner."

"Involves you with fewer sewers” Gomez pointed out.

"Maggie Pennoyer isafriend of mine back in New England--in
Connecticut," he explained to hisson. "Her specidty isworking with
people who've been mind wiped or otherwise had their memories and
identitiesfutzed up."

"l undergtand, sr.”

"Shawnaand Menken are going to take you there, Dan,” he said. "I've
dready st everything up with Maggie. Shelll work with you
and--probably in just afew days--you'll have your mind and your redl
sdf back."

"That would beterrific."

Jake said, "Sid and | have to go back down to San Pdligro Idand in the
Caribbean to finish up the case we're working on. Soon as1'm through
there, I'll join you at Maggi€'s hideaway."

Dan held out his hand and they shook. "Good-bye, sir.”

Jake watched while his son got into the sky car with Menken and the
woman. Thecraft cameto life, then went climbing up into the early
afternoon.

Jake sighed. "l wish," hesaid, "just once, hed called me Dad.”

KACEY BASCOM BUSHED. She brought her hand up to her
mouth. "Gosh, don't | fed dlly," shesaidto Dr. Stolzer.

He pushed further into the room. "What precisely are you up to and who
the hdl areyou?'

She giggled, pressed her hand to her chest. "Oh, it'sredlly astupid



sort of prank, Doctor,” shesaid. "See, | bet my..." Her hand
snapped to her shoulder holster and she was holding astun gun She
pressed it into the big doctor's chest and fired.

Stolzer made a surprised huffing sound. His mouth snapped open ashis
eyes suddenly shut. Each of hishandsinscribed invisblecirclesin
theair. Then hedid afew steps of atiptoe dance and dropped to his
knees.

Kacey shut the door and booted him in the back.

The doctor fell over flat out. "[ hope he'sthe last unexpected item
we haveto face today."

Rebeccawas staring a her. "Y ou shot him very camly, Kacey," she
said with admiration.

"Something | learned inthe days | wasacop," shesad. "You ill
want to try to destroy the Tek 1ab?”!

"I'd liketo attempt it."

Kacey moved over beside the sprawled Dr. Stolzer. "Wish | had timeto
givethisguy amind wipe She bent and dragged him across the room,
leaving him behind the armchair. "We can leave now."

"It'stoo bad you and | have such different political views," remarked
Rebecca. " Otherwise we could probably be close friends.”

"We cantalk politicslater.” Kacey opened the door, took a cautious
glance out. "We can make our move now."

THE LAB WAS Iong and low and mostly white. Forty white-enameled
robots were working at rows of tables and desks, manufacturing Tek
chips. Thear wasfantly scented with lemon.

Rowland Burdon escorted the android Deryk into the facility. "I think
you'l enjoy seeing this'--he stopped immediately insgde the



doorway--"snce you're involved in working with themind. It'sthe
best and most efficient Tek laboratory outside of Europe.”

"Very impressive" commented the andly.

"And our chips can be manufactured a a much lower cost than those of
most of the Tek cartels.”

Deryk moved further into the room, watching the nearest bots at their
work. "Dr. Stolzer and | have found that most of the criticisms of
Tek--the claim that it's so dangeroudy addictive and that it can cause
seizures and brain damage--are considerably exaggerated,” hetold his
hogt, smiling. "Dr. Stolzer haslong been an active supporter of the
campaignto legdize Tek."

"If Tek werelegd, it would really screw up this part of our
business.” From his pocket Burdon took asmall New Town needle gun

"What'sthat you're usng?"

While he searched for aplace on hislower arm to place thetip of the
gun, Burdon replied, "New product weretesting. Delivers adose of
euphoriaserum that's completely effective yet totaly

non-addictive.”

"I notice, though, that thisisthethird time you've used it Sncewe
began our little tour of your plant,” mentioned Deryk. "Could it be,
if not addictive, at least highly habit forming?"

"No, perfectly safe,” he said, dropping the gun back into his pocket.
"I'm smply interested in giving it avery thorough tes." "Areyou
more euphoric now than you were an hour ago?' "Most certainly, of
course. Infact, | feelm

A faint tremor had begun underfoot. Thelab floor had started
vibrating.

"What'swrong?' Deryk was scowling down at the floor.

Burdon tugged out ahand phone "Centra Control," he demanded.



Thefloor increased its shaking and now the white walls of thelab
wereratling.

The robots kept on working, even though the lab tables and the desks
were shaking with increasing violence.

"Centra Control, goddamnit!" shouted Burdon into his phone. "Hadn't
we better get out of here?" suggested the android. "Not until | find
out what the hdll isgoing on.”

Instead of avoice, a harsh squedling sound was coming out of the
earpiece.

Rumbling explosions began on the other sde of one of thewalls. Then
ahuge hole was blown in the wal and agust of roaring flame came
shoatingin. It ate across tables and robots, burning up everything,
turning everything black and crusty.

"Jesus!" cried Burdon. "Somebody's activated the destruct system.”



Heturned and tried to run. possibly,” said Lieutenant Drexler, |
was wrong about you, Walt---or partialy wrong, anyway. It'sjust
possible you're not aconniving murderer after dl.”

"I'm touched," Bascom informed him.

"Mwm"

They werein Lieutenant Drexler'slarge office at the SoCal Police
Center in the Santa Monica Sector of Greater LA.

"My version of what happened to Dwight Grossman is starting to sound a
shade more plausible, Lieutenant?'

The policeman gave agrudging nod. He was behind his desk, hand poised
over acontrol panel. Onthewall, one of the comp-screens showed a



head shot of the late Avram Moyech. "I'm ready to agree that this guy
had the ability to turn out forged tapes good enough to fool us," he
sad dowly. "And theinformation you got from that henchman of Zack
Excoffon seemsto makeit clear that they did hire Moyech to do
something for the Excoffon Tek cartdl.”

"Drexler, old pd, | dso showed you copies of Moyech'sBam
records-decoded ones that indicate he did get dough from them."

"Records don't say for what."

Bascom, who was perched on the edge of the policeman's desk, said, "The
gent was blown to glory last night--just before arriving at Cosmos.

That ain't just a coincidence.”

"No, that's one of the things that makes your story convincing,”

admitted the lieutenant. "Even you aren't duplicitous enough, Walt, to

blow up avan full of peopleto frame Excoffon.”

"I'll cometo you next time | need a character reference.”

"But this other stuff you're trying to pass off onme," he sad,
shaking hishead. "I mean, the Burdons are--"

"Y eah, upright citizens, pillars of society, acredit to the GLA
community. Even so, Rowland isin cahoots with Excoffon to turn out
Tek."

"Down in the Caribbean, huh?"

"Sowebdieve. My daughter's down there right now looking into
this--and Jake Cardiganiil be back with her today."

"If anybody's an expert on Tek, it'sthat bastard Cardigan. A user and
aconvicted dedler.”

"C'mon, hewas framed on that."
"l know the guy was Tekhead."

"For awhile, long time ago. Not now, and he never worked for the
catelsor sold asmuch asasingle Tek chip.”

"Your opinion.”

A voxbox on hisdesk said, "Turn on the Newz Channd, Lieutenant



Drexler." "Chrigt, now what?' He touched the control pandl.

"... a least athird of the New Town Pharmaceuticals plant herein
this Caribbean paradise,” abeautiful red-haired newscaster was

SyIng.

Behind her, glaring in the sun, the New Town facility could be seen
with flames and smokerising out of one Sde of it.

"According to a spokesman for New Town the exact cause of the accident
isunknown at thistime,” she continued. "Most of the damage was
apparently caused by a series of below ground explosions. The

personnd in this serioudy damaged wing was entirely robot and

android, we aretold. Thereare, a this moment, no confirmed reports

of any human deaths."

Old footage of Rowland and Rebecca Burdon, enjoying themsdves at a
vast party, replaced the picture of the burning plant.

"Neither Rowland Burdon nor histwin sister, Rebecca, socidite owners
of the vast New Town Pharmaceuticals organization, are availablefor

comment. Indeed, the current whereabouts of ether of the Burdons are
unknown."

"Going to be hard to prove the guy was bootlegging Tek," said Drexler.
"I'm nurturing abunch that what blew up down there wasthe Tek lab."

"I'd bet on that, too." Bascom stood up. I'll leave you now,
Lieutenant. | want to contact my daughter.”

"Think she had something to do with the fireworks?!

"No, but onceinawhilel fed afatherly concern for her.”

JAKE WASLEANING forward in the passenger seet of their sky car "Damn,
| can't contact Kacey Bascom anywhere," he said as he turned off the
vidphone built into the dash.

"WEell be on theidand in about fifty minutes, amigo,” saild Gomez.



"Oncethere, wéell track her down.” "I'mwondering if shetried
to go insgdethe New Town plant done.”

"She'sacapable mujer. Don't fret." Heeyed his partner for afew
seconds. "Areyou developing aninterest in her?' " Avuncular maybe,
not romantic.” The phonebuzzed. "Yeah?' answered Jake, activating

it again.
Walt Bascom appeared on the screen. ™Y ou lads nearing San Pdligro?”
"Lessthan an hour away,” answered Jake.

"Quite afew things have happened on that tropica paradise snceyou
left town, Jake. Have you heard about the New Town plant?

"No. What happened?’

"They're not letting out any details, but it soundsto melikethe
whole damn secret Tek lab Burdon was running there went flooey and blew

up.”

"How the hell did that happen?'

Bascom amiled. "Well, inaway, my daughter had ahand in it."
"So shedid gointhereaone.”

"She had to. Shefound out--from one of your informants, in fact--that
Burdon had hissister locked up ingde the place,” the chief of the
Cosmos Agency informed him. "He was planning to have our chum Dr.
Stolzer do amind wipe on her and thus keep her from telling anybody
about hismany shady activities”

"That son of abitch Stolzer is probably the one who mind wiped Dan,
too."

"That sort of thing isaspecidty with him," said Bascom. "But 0ok,

you can get dl the details from Kacey asto how she sprung Rebecca
Burdon out of there and how Rebeccatook care of the Tek lab. What |
want you and Gomez to do is get her and the Burdon woman off theidand



and back hereto Greater LA. Rebeccaiseager to tell Drexler and
any other lawman who wantsto listen al about how her dear sbling set
meup."

Gomez inquired, "Where do wefind them, jefe 7'

"It'saplace cdled the VillaSombra, way up in the hillson the north
sdeof theidand,” replied Bascom. "Contact of mine loaned it to
them for me. I've got ahdf dozenloca opsguardingit, but | need
you two to help Kacey get thislady avay safe” "Weéll doit,"
promised Jake.

Gomez sad, "Did Rowland Burdon blow up with thelab?" "Informed
sources don't agree about that," said Bascom. "Some say hewasinside
the place when it blew and that he's now part of the debris. Other
reports maintain he's il above the ground.”

"WEell have to assume hel's dive and watch out for him," said Jake.
"Any other news itemswe ought to have, jefe?"

"Well, the Internationa Wegther Serviceis predicting a hurricane for
midnight tonight. So it might be agood ideato get the hdll off the
idand beforethen." Heleft the screen.

"Muy bien," said Gomez, amiling. "Thisisturning into the sort of
cael enjoy. Weve got damsdsin distress, rascdly villains, and a



possible chanceto battle natureitself.” wind arrived earlier than
anticipated. There was an intense darity in the sky in the moments
before sundown. The pamson the sharply danting hillsde outsde the
living room of the VillaSombrabegan to rettle faintly, and gradualy
an odd sighing could be heard dl around.

"The hurricane is definitely on theway," observed Rebecca Burdon,
stopping beside one of the vie windows

"I just talked to Jake on the vidphone," said Kacey, who was pacing the
big living room. "Heand his partner will be herein afew minutes.
Thenwell get off theidand.”

Rebeccasaid, "Y our fedings about Cardigan are mixed, aren't they?'



Kacey stopped pacing. "I suppose so," she answered after afew
seconds. "Heand | disagree on just about everything--but | don't
know. Right now, yes, I'm redlly looking forward to seeing him
agan.”

"That's how | fed about most of the men | get serioudy mixed up
with."

"Oh, I'm not really involved with Jake. It's more---" "Kacey!" Rebecca
was staring out into the darkening night. "What isit?' She hurried
over to the window.

"One of the guardsisn't there anymore.” Rebecca pointed.

Down below, the trees and the brush were swaying with increasing
intengity and the sound of the wind was growing.

"Y ou mean the guy who was stationed in that stand of palm trees?' asked
Kacey.

"Therésno sgn of him. | just noticed.”

"Could be he'staking abreak.” Kacey started to reach her stun gun
out of itsholster.

A shatter gun roared outsde. The next vie window over from them
exploded, and thousands of glittering fragments of pl asti glass came
cascading and spinning into the room.

Harsh wind came rushing in, too.

Next, two men leaped in through the fresh-made opening. "What ahappy
occasion, Sis" said one of them. "l imagine you thought, you

conniving bitch, that 1I'd gone on to my reward after you destroyed the
goddamn Tek laboratory. Y ou figured we'd never meet againinthis
world."

Taking a step back from her brother, Rebeccasaid, "I was sure as hell
hoping you were dead, Rallo.”

"Let gothegun." The bad man with the piping voice was prodding
Kacey with the barrd of hislazrifle.

She complied, glaring at the man.



Burdon bowed in her direction. "What a pleasant surpriseto find you
a our party, MissBascom," hesad. "My fondness for any member of
the Bascom family isamost as strong as my fedlingsfor my dear
sster.” Hewaked closer to Rebeccaand, with the hand that wasn't
holding the lazgun, dapped her acrossthe face. Hard, threetimes.

"Y our pop hired lousy help to guard you," Summerson told Kacey. "Redlly
easy to take out. A snap, actudly, too easy to be much fun.”

Burdon hit hissister twice more. Asshefdl back onto alow white
sofa, hetold her, "I never have much liked you, Becky. But, Jesus,
now that you've developed this rudimentary moral sense, youre

impossble”

"Rallo, you're not going to be able to salvage adamned thing," Rebecca
said, rubbing at her bleeding cheek. "The Tek plantisdonefor. Out

in NorCd they're probably adready closing in on Zack Excoffon--and
your name is starting to show up on alot of police shit ligts,

dear.”

"Pluswhich," added Kacey, "the SoCa cops are just about convinced
you, and not my father, are responsible for the desth of Dwight
Grossman.”

Rowland laughed. "Y ou ladies don't understand the nature of
revenge--the pure unadulterated kind," he said. "I didn't track you
down and drop in tonight because | want to revive my fortunes.”

The wind was even stronger now. It wasinvading the room, rattling
everything, howling.

Burdon laughed again. "No, I'm here smply to kill you both."
The WIND CAUGHT Gomez and gave him an immense shove.

He went sprawling and rolling down the hillside and cameto rest close



to where Jake was crouching and waiting for him. "Chihuahua," he
said as Jake helped him get to aknedling position.

"Arewe sat?' asked Jake.

"S. | just stun gunned the last of the opposition guards. This damned
wind makesit easy to sneak up on lunkheads and louts.”

"Then we can move on up to thevilla.™

"Might aswell, now that weve played our little game. They stun our
guards, we arrive and stun theirs” Gomez rose up. "Inefficient, if
you think about it. If there was a moratorium on guards, then weld
both save alot of---"

"Onward and upward," suggested Jake, starting to climb the windswept
hills de toward the bel eaguered Villa Sombra.

THE WIND RUSHED into the living room, dapping at afloor
lamp and topplingit.

Kacey dodged to keep from being hit by it.

Shetried, as shelunged, to chop the lazrifle out of Sum-merson's
orip.

"No chance, honey." Helaughed aftuty laugh and easly avoided her.
Shefél, her knee damming into the carpeted floor.

As she darted to get up, Kacey caught aflash of movement just outside
the high, wide broken window.

Instead of continuing her rise, she dropped to the floor again and
cried out in pain.

"Whét the hell's bothering you?' Summerson wanted to know.

"My ribs" She hugged hersdlf, writhing on the floor and moaning. "I
broke a couple of the damned thingswhen | fell.”

Bending, the bald man grabbed the back of her jacket and yanked. "Get



your butt up off there.” At that same indtant Gomez came diving
into the room through the big opening where the window had been.

Helanded on his side, went rolling across the floor, and cameto his
feet facing Burdon and with hisstun gunin hishand. Hefired.

Thefirg shot didn't connect.
Jake arrived then, tackling the distracted Summerson from behind.

Getting an arm lock on the big bald man, Jake jerked him back and away
from Kacey.

As Burdon swung his lazgun up to use on Gomez, Rebeccajumped from the
sofaand threw hersdf into him. Her Ieft shoulder hit himinthe
chest.

Burdon'slazgun went swinging way up in his hand, and the Szzling beam
cut asooty rut up the wall and partway acrossthe ceiling.

Panting hislegswide, Gomez used his stun gun again.
Thistime the beam took Burdon inthe side. He gasped, staggered
backwards. A srong blast of wind hit him in the back, shoving him

forward again.

He seemed to freeze dl at once, dropping hislazgun and falling over
into a sparkling scatter of broken plagtiglass.

Rebecca dived, grabbed up the lazgun, and amed it at her brother.
"Don't," advised Gomez. "Not worth the trouble, seorita.”

Shelooked over a him, her mouth athin angry line. Sighing, she
sad, "No, itisn't." She dropped the gun into her pocket.

Jake and Summerson meantime had ended up outside the living room. They
were wrestling out in the brush on the hillside.

Summerson brought up his knee but failed to connect with Jake's chin.



Jake spun clear, stood, grabbed up the bald man, and hit himin
theface. Hedid that three more times.

"Thisisfor hurting my son,” he said, hitting him yet again, hard,
squarein theface.

Summerson groaned, went dack.
Jake hit him twice more,

He let go and the big bald man dropped down into the high grass and the
wind cameroaring a him.

"Y ou about finished up out there, amigo?’ caled Gomez from inside.
"Yeah. You?'

"Burdon's down and out."

Jake, nonetoo carefully, dragged Summerson back into the living room
and dropped him on the floor. "We can get out of here as soon aswe
dispose of thesefelows.™

Kacey, smiling, came over to him. "Y ou were very impressive, Jake,"
she said, putting her arms around him and kissing him on the cheek.
"Despite your narrow-minded views on palitics, you're not abad guy.”

"Ah, thenthiswasdl worthiit," hesaid, grinning. "What say," put
in Gomez, "we pack up and get off thisidand before the hurricane gets



any worse?' aone, set hissky car down in the landing area of the
Nutmeg Nature Preserve astwilight was beginning to fill the
twenty-acre spread. 1t was an hour beyond closing time and there were
no other vehicleson thelot.

He eased out of the car and went hurrying up atwisting gravel path
that wound through a forest that was ablend of rea and holographic
trees, brush, and plants. Upon the branch of areal tree, arobot bird

wassnging.

"Welcome back to Connecticut, Mr. Cardigan,” said along, leenmanin
aplaid jacket and gray trousers who was standing at the side of the
path with adouble-barreled lazrifle cradied in hisarms.



"Evening, Jason.”

The caretaker nodded up the path. "Miss Pennoyer's been expecting
you."

Nodding, Jake continued on hisway.

Therewas arura cabin at the path's end, and sitting on the porch was
awoman. She was a shade over four feet tall and when she, smiling,
|eft the low rocker, you saw that on her |eft foot she wore a built-up
shoe. "Jake, it's been awhile since you've dropped in on your
lopsided friend.”

"Threeyears, Maggie." He came up the rea wood steps, took hold of
both her hands, and bent to kiss her on the cheek. "Y ou're looking
fine"

"Fineas!'ll ever look." Maggie Pennoyer led himinto the front room

of the cabin, whereared fireburned in ared fireplace. "Let me

get rid of the basic Suff firg off. My businessisdill thriving

and the government do inks | used to work for still don't know where
I'm based. Right at the moment I've got four other customersin
resdencein my rura sanitarium here. And I'm gtill dedicated to
renovating people who've been mind wiped brainwashed, and otherwise
neurologically diddled with." She got herself seeted on aplaid sofa
"Now you can ask me your questions.” Hegrinned. "How's my son?"'

"That ham-handed Dr. Stolzer, you know, isalong way from being at
thetop of hisclass" Maggie rested her hands on her knees. "I've
worked on afew of hisvictims over theyears. He's a second-rate mind
wiper if that."

"Meening?'

"Suppose you give your son acal,” she suggested. "He'salot cuter
than you, by theway. Of coursg, if helives afew more decades of the
life you lead, he may turn out as weather-beaten and woebegone as
you."



Jake crossed to the open doorway she was pointing at across the room.
Stopping on the threshold, he called out, "Dan?

Itsme

Dan appeared in the doorway. He hesitated, then came into the warm
room. "lt'sokay," hesaid, smiling. "I know who | am, | know who you
are. Maggie got me back."

Jake put hisarms around his son and hugged him. "Welcome back."

"Thanks, Dad."



Over hisshoulder, Jake said, "Thanks, Maggie."



