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Synopsis

Nineth and fina nove inthetek War series.



This seemsto be the last of the Tek books. It'sbeen along runand a
good run. I've dedicated the many previous books to various people who
had alot or at least something to do with the success of the series.

I'd like to dedicate this last book to people who had nothing

whatsoever to do with this endeavor.

My ssters, Joy and Farla, have had absolutely nothing to do with this
book. My wonderful assistant, Stephanie Riggs, who is both cool and
beautiful, has had nothing to do with thisbook. And my ex-wife has

had nothing to do with this book except to get hdf the proceeds. But
most of dl, I'd like to dedicate this book to Martikaand Stifling,

who, as dogs, could not have written aword, but their bark isworse
than their bite. | can't say the same for Rod Goulart; my agent,

Carmen LaViaand my editor, Susan Allison, dl of whom absolutely had
agresat deal to do with this book.



Just before they caught up with her on the grounds of the Hollywood
Starwak Park that night--less than five minutes before, actudly--she
madethecal.

Not to her current hushand, or her current lover.

Onthat chill, foggy evening inthelate spring of the year 2122, Jl
Bernardino vidphoned Sd Gomez. She hadn't seen him or even talked to
him in over three years, but she felt he was one of the few peoplein

al of Greater Los Angeleswho could help her.

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

"But maybe I'll haveto anyway," shetold hersalf as she made her way,
cautioudy and uneasily, dong the quirky, seemingly tree-lined pass
ways of the mist-shrouded and nearly deserted park.

Sheldinitiadly expected to meet someone here tonight. Aninformant, a
man who could supply her with informetion for the vidwall movie shewas
working on.

"Not s0," sheld redized afew moments ago.

Thiswas a setup, just something to lure her here. " So, obvioudy,
somebody knows about what | know." Suddenly off to her right arow of



holographic palm trees began sputtering. The noise made Jill flinch
and dodge to her left, shivering.

Thetal trees, over adozen of them, crackled and vanished. Thefog
took thelr place.

Up ahead, beneath alarge floating lite Sign that urged Walk Thru
Movidand's Past, stood three rusty androids. They represented famed
Hollywood movie starsfrom an earlier century. The only one Jill
recognized was, shewas nearly certain, Clark Gable.

The andy wasin need of repairs and the lazy salute he gave her asshe
approached was jerky. Hisgrin was more agrimace and it locked into
place and wouldn't fade. "Welcome to bygone Hollywood, sweetheart,” he
told her in arattling, raspy voice.

When the blonde actress on Gable's left winked at Jill, her plastiglass
eyebdl fdl out. It hit the smulated white grave of the path and
bounced once. "Hiya, kiddo."

The third mechanica actor, alanky cowboy, lifted his pearl-white
Stetson, bowing to the unknown blonde. He bent to retrieve the
eyebdl. "Allow me, maam."

Losing hisbaance in the process, the long, lean cowboy fell flat out
ontheground. Hislong legstwitched afew times and then hewas
gill and the night fog cameralling in over him. Jll hurried on,
glancing back.

Shewas certain she was being followed. Back therein the thickening
fog, there were at |east two people on her trail. Sheld caught
glimpses of theminthe swirlingmist. A small, bald man and alarger,
broader figure.

"Might be an andy, that second one."



Jll increased her pace, then went running up the steps of what looked
to be an old Southern mansion from severd centuriesago. Another
Clark Gable was there on the wide verandah, dressed as some kind of
Southern gentleman thistime. Thisandroid wasn't quite as
wegther-worn and his grin was warme.

"Good evening, my dear," he gregted, tipping hisMississippi gambler's
het.

She pushed through the door, shut it behind her and found hersdf inan
immense drawing room. Some of the smulated furniture wasflickering
and more than one of the hidden holoprojectors was making odd humming
sounds.

Crouching behind an ornate love sedt, Jill yanked her palm phone out of
her jacket pocket and, hurriedly, punched out Gomez' numbe.

The curly-haired detective's smiling face popped up on thetiny screen
after thethird buzz. "Buenas aoches" he said.

"Sd, ligen--I'min danger.”

He recognized her now, frowning. "Y ou've got the wrong hombre, Jill.
I'm your erstwhile husband,” hetold her. "Erstwhile, aword often
misused, meansformer. | no longer--"

"For Christ sake, knock off the whimsy and listen to me," his ex-wife
pleaded. "I'min the old run-down Hollywood Starwak Park--you know,
near where the Hollywood Bowl used to be. Y ou've got to--"

"If one of your multitude of beaus has abandoned you, chiquita, |
advise you to phone a sky cab and--"

"Let'ssavetime" shecutin. "During thetwo and ahdf someyears
wewere married, | wasa Tekhead and | did fool around. Right now
though, Sid, | swear, | think I'm in serioustrouble.”



Hisfrown deepened. "Okay, what sort of trouble?" "I'm not
completely sure," shetold him, glancing toward the door. "I'm back
writing again, Sid, working on avidwal movie. It'sathriller caled
Hokori, and--"

"An entire movie about the late and deazy Teklord?"

"Y es, but the point is-well, while researching the damn thing | came
across something. Some information and--Sid, get here quickly. I'm
surewas lured to thisdump. A couple of goons aretrailing me.”
"Got any kind of gun?'

"No, | hate weapons and--"

"I'll be over therein ten minutes. Meantime, call the cops.”
"Theloca police till don't trust me because of dl thetrouble

| used to get into when | wasa Tekkie, Sid. 1--"

"Cdl 'em nonetheless, cara,” he urged her.

"Sid, okay, | will," shepromised. "I'min that imitation of the--|
think it's the mansion from an ancient movie caled Gone

With theWiad. And listen, thishasto dowithaplanto..." She
stopped taking then.

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



Gomez' sky car came swooping down through the thick fog to make a
bouncy landing in the empty parking lot next to the ramshackle
Hollywood Starwalk Park.

"Thisisn't thefirst dump like this1've had to drag her out of " he
sad as he stepped out into the chill, swirling mist.

He went running across the damp rutted surface of the landing area.
"Never thought I'd bedoing it again. Jill was.. . Whoa, tastante,
enough,” hetold himsdlf. "She's not your wife anymore so you can skip
the sdf-pity, amigo.”

Sprawled flat on his back just outside the open, wegther-worn plazmeta
gate was the android Charlie Chaplin who'd long ago served asticket
taker.

Skirting the fallen comedian, Gomez eased out his stun gun fromiits
shoulder holster. He began to jog aong awide weedy pass way

flack in the days when he was a SoCal State cop, held visited this
placealot, unofficidly. Hedtill remembered wherethe old Southern
manson was located.

He hated, turning to Sareinto the swirling mist at hisleft.

Nodding, he moved on. The figure held spotted looming over therewas



only an android, adefunct replica of adark clad werewolf from some
forgotten motion picture of another century.

A moment later Gomez became aware of arguing voices up ahead on his
right.

"We only got one goddamn Tek chip, asshole," ateenage girl was saying
inathin nasal voice. "And you dorfs promised mefirst turn.”

There were three of them, the skinny girl and two lean young men,
huddled on the porch of arickety log cabin. They werefighting for
the possession of atattered Tek Brainbox.

Slumped in the doorway of the cat3in was an android Abe Lincoln,
stovepipe hat tilted far down over his craggy forehead. A plump grey
rat was Stting placidly in the andy's narrow lap.

Thegirl gavethe Brainbox aviolent tug, but didn't manageto get it
away from the others. Shewas red-haired and there were severa green
and crimson snakes tattooed on her pale bare arms.

The larger of theyouthssaid, "Let go, Shooky." Hisright hand
flashed out, hit her, hard, acrossthe face.

Shelet go of the box, sscumbled and fell backwards. She landed
directly in Gomez' path.

He crouched and, keeping his eye on the two youthful louts, aided the
skinny girl torise. "Usudly, pendgo,” he said in the direction of

the one who'd dapped the girl down, "I'm noted as agentle and patient
teacher of moras and manners. Tonight, unfortunately, I'min ahurry
and thiswill haveto suffice as your lesson in deportment.”



Gomez aimed the stun gun and fired. The Szzling beam hit the
young man in hisnarrow chest. Hewent risng up on histiptoes. The
Brainbox he was clutching dropped from his splayed fingers.

Asthe lout toppled over backwardsto sit beside Lincoln and scare the
rat into flight, Gomez continued on hisway.

"Thanks, greaser," cdled theredhead. "Now I'll get my turn ahead of
this pissant.”

"Denada," he muttered, turning onto a side path that would lead him to
the Gone With the Wind mansion where his former wife had been when she
phoned him for help.

And sheredly was aformer wife, he realized as he hurried along
through the foggy night. Jll had been his second wife and he was now
living with .. . either the fourth or fifth one. Sometimes, especidly
when he hadn't had enough deep, he tended to lose track of how many
there'd been.

"Muy bonitaJll was" herecdled. "Also very bright and talented.
A, if only 1'd been able to do something about her fondness for
Tek--and for other hombres.”

He dowed when he caught hisfirgt glimpse of the tumbledown mansion
through the mig.

Leaving the path, he cut across afield that in better days had
represented atrench-filled stretch of World War | battlefield.
Crouched low, Gomez moved closer to thelooming house,

He approached the place fromiitsleft Ssde. Therewasno light
showing, no sound coming from within.

Up close to the white neo wood wall, Gomez inched a handheld
eavesdropper from his jacket pocket and, gently, touched it to the
mangon'ssde.



Thetiny didsindicated no human inhabitants. Circling around to
thefront, he climbed the stairs openly.

The Clark Gable android nodded. "Wedcome, sir," hesaid. "Y ou look
like atrue Southern gentleman.”

"S. but from alittle further south than you mean,” replied the
detective, crossing the threshold into a shadowy hallway.

In the large drawing room he found a palm phone lying on the threadbare
carpet. "Thishasgot to be hers," he said, not touching it.

From another pocket he extracted asmall gadget, thisone caled a
siiffer.

Activating it, Gomez did adow, careful sweep of the whole room.
After saven minutesthe sniffer'stiny voxbox told him,

female of about forty years was here within the past hour.”
"S-and?'

"One human and arobot entered approximately five minutes later,"
continued the reedy metdlic voice. "Therewasadiruggle.”

"What sort of astruggle, io?"

"A brief one. The woman was rendered unconscious--most probably by
means of astun gun Then she wastaken from here."

"Gracias" Turning off the gadget, Gomez returned it to his pocket and
glanced around the room. "Buero--that means Jil was aive when she
left thisjoint.”

Spotting achair that was real and not aholographic projection, he sat
down, leaned back and let out along, dow sigh.

"But therésno way of tdling if shesdtll dive™ Herubbed his
hand over the lower haf of hisface, shaking hishead. "Thisisa



rough one, I'm afraid. Yeah, it smellsmuy malotome.” He
fetched out his own pam phone and punched out anum her.

"Well, I'm going to haveto find her," hesaid. "And I'll need Jaketo
hdp me"

Above thefog that was drifting in across the night Pacific the sky was
asharp, clear black. Jake Cardigan, fifty and good-lookingina
been-around sort of way, was piloting the sky car onitsreturn trip
from the San Diego Sector of Gresater LA.

Bev Kendricks, apretty blonde woman, wasin the passenger sedt,
leaning back and gazing up through the view pand in the cabin ceiling.
"What'd you think?" she asked him.

Severa seconds later Jake responded. "About the concert?" "That--or
anythingdse"

He shrugged hisright shoulder. "Technicaly it was okay, but | guess
| prefer live musiciansto androids.”

"Bedifficult to see Duke Ellington's orchestralive™ "True"

After adlence, Bev said, "I'm going to say something, Jake." "Sounds
ominous”

She continued, "We have quite alot in common. Y ou've spent most of
your grown-up lifein law enforcement and so havel. Y ou're adamned
good private investigator now and soam 1." "A better private eye than
| am,” hetold her. "We've been together alot in the past year or

s0." Frowning, he glanced over a her. "Thisis gtarting to sound like
afarewdl address.”

Bev gaveadow sgh. "l likeyou ahdll of alot, Jake. But .. ."



llBthl?l

She moved ahand back and forth in front of her face, asthough she
were brushing away cobwebs or mist. "I've mentioned thisbeforeand |
don't meanto nag,” said Bev. "But it hasn't gotten any better. Fact

IS, you seem, much too often, to be very depressed.”

"Redly? | seemysdlf asbeing nothing short of jolly lately.”

Bev inhaled dowly before spesking again. "1 know how much you loved
Beth Kittridge. | understand how hard her desth hit you.”

"That'sthetrouble, huh? Toyou it seems|'m ill in mourning for
her."

"Shewaskilled quite awhile ago by the Teklords and--Christ, Jake,
the other night in bed you actudly called me Beth."

"Y ou should have told me then. I'm sorry.”

"Y ou should see somebody, talk about this," suggested Bev. "I know the
Cosmos Detective Agency has a better maxmed plan than even my agency.
So you could easily--"

"Nope, no. | havetowork thisal out on my own."

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

Looking straight ahead into the dark night, Jake said, ™Y ou probably
dready know this. I'm not trying to hurt you. Butinmy lifesofar

I've only redlly loved two women."

"I know, yes. And neither oneisme.”

"My wife Kate wasthefirst." Hisvoicewaslow, far away. "She
was--like nobody 1'd even met up until then. Of course, it turned out
to be likeaTek dream that | conjured up for myself without needing a
chip or aBrainbox."
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"You don't haveto tell me about Kate. | aready know about her." Bev
reached over and put her hand on his.

"| talk about it to remind mysdlf how stupid and naive | used to be,"
Jake said. "I never had asingle damned doubt about Kate. Shit--and
she helped the Sonny Hokori Tek Cartel set me up and she dept with ..
" Hewasn't ableto finish the sentence.

"That'sthe pagt, Jake. It'sgone.”

"No, it'saplacel canvigt anytime |l want," hesaid. "Hell, | even
end up therewhen | don't want to go.”

The voxbox on the control dash spoke. "Emergency call from Sid
Gomez."

Jekesad, "I'll tekeit."

The small rectangular screen cameto life and there was Gomez looking
uneasy and downcast. "Thisisn't agency business, amigo,”" he began,
"but | need your help.”

"Tel me" invited Jeke.

His partner said, "Y ou remember my second wife, don't you?' "Jil
Bernardino, sure.”

"Okay, | got acal from her about an hour or so ago," continued Gomez.
"JI told me she was down here at the Hollywood Starwak Park and was
afraid she was being trailed by some goons.”

" She contacted you instead of the cops?”

"I'll explain thet later,” Gomez said. "Important thing isthat

Jlil'sgone. It lookslike she was tagged and abducted.”

"Any ideawhy?'

Gomez answered, " She's back writing, working on avidwall movie about



our old Tek chum, the late Sonny Hokori." "That bastard,” said
Jake. "YoufiguretherésaTek angleto her kidnapping?”

"| think, Jake, that in the course of her researches she found out
something she wasn't supposed to find out.”

"But Hokori's outfit is completely defunct. Wetook care of most of
thet."

"We can speculate at length later,” suggested his partner.
"Can you get down here?'
"Within ahdf hour," Jake assured him.
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"Okay,
give methe rest of what you've got.”

Gomez was Sitting on the edge of an armchair, holding apam-size
e-notebook. "Jill arrived here by way of asky cab hetold his
partner. "It picked her up at an address over in the Laguna

Sector of Greater LA. That turns out to be her present home." "Robot
cabbie?'

"S, and the got claims nobody tailed them and nothing else unusua
occurred.”

"What about other cabsthat deposited peoplein the vicinity?' "Nobody
was brought to within ablock of thisruin snce early thismorning,”
answered Gomez. "'l doubt those two cabrones lurked around here that

long."
Jake stopped pacing and straddled a straight-back chair. "You

mentioned she was working on ascript about the late, lamented Sonny
Hokori."

"The same Tek entrepreneur who helped frame you into astay up inthe
Freezer." He pointed at the calling with his thumb.

"$onny's dead and gone, 0'shissigter,” said Jake thoughtfully. "But
there are dtill alot of other Teklords above the ground.”

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



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

"Y ou want to handle that angle, amigo?' Gomez stood up,
clicked off the e-notebook and dipped it into aside pocket.
"Whileyou?'

"Firgt off I'm going to vigt her haciendaand talk to her current
husband,” replied the detective. "He'sagent named Erngt Reinman.”

"Which husband isthisby now?"

Gomez held up four fingers. "Cuatro. | havethe distinction of being
thefirginthe series" he said. "She's been hooked up with this
Reinman for abit over two years and he's an executive with a
charitable org cadled the Starvation Center."

"During her dayswith you," mentioned Jake, "she had atendency to
stray now and then. Would there currently be other gentlemen friends
inher life?'

"I've dready got somebody researching that for me," Gomez said. "But
| do know that a gent by the name of Mervyn lllsworth has been
providing Jill with some of her background information for the

script.”

"I'll check on him before | contact any informants,” volunteered
Jake.

"lllsworth resdes at Tube Villagein the Long Beach Sector.”
Jake then inquired, "And why didn't JII want to bring the policein on
this?'

"Mosdtly, far as| know, because she used to have arotten reputation
with the SoCd law and Hill likesto avoid them as much as possible,”
sad Gomez. "During her heyday as an enthusiastic Tek customer--well,
shegot in severd fairly serious tangles with the forces of law and

order."
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Jakeroseup. "Even s0, Sid," hesaid, "if we don't find sometrace
of her within the next few hours--we haveto bring themin."

"Agreed. Besides, once her hubby finds out she's among the missing,
hell morethan likely do that himsdlf."

"What about the Cosmos Agency?'

"l want to talk to our esteemed chief, Walt Bascom, about thiswhole
busness manana," said Gomez. "If one or more of the big Tek cartels
are planning some new deviltry--then ourjefe ought to be able to sl
that newsto some of his many government agency contacts.”

"My thought exactly,” said Jeke.

The night fog hung heavy over the two-acre stretch of smulated beach.
Most of the sand was redl, but the clusters of large black rocks and
the scatters of seaweed and driftwood were dl holographic
projections.

An actud seagull was dozing beside atwisted, seemingly sea-worn chunk
of wood. He made an annoyed sound, unfurled and then refolded his
wings, as Jake passed him on foot on hisway to one of the entry kiosks
to the underground Tube City.

Kiosk 7 was manned by a pair of gunmeta guard bots "Welcometo Tube
City, gr," greeted the one with A25 stenciled in white across hiswide
chest. "You are?'

"Jake Cardigan,” he answered. "1 have an appointment with Mervyn
Illsworth, who livesdown on Leve 5."

The second hot--F14 was his name--opened a pandl in hismetal chest.
"While my colleagueistaking you through the identification routine,
ar," hesad, "let me show you some of the



1 $ popular Tube City souvenirsthat are available a extremely
reasonable prices."

"Actudly, I'mtrying," Jakeinformed him, “to free my life of any and
al clutter.”

Fl4 had afairly large shelved conpartment built into his upper torso.
"Hereyou see" he announced, pointing into himsdlf, "our very popular
Tube City nearcaf mug, the equally popular Tube City cap, the Tube City
plazshirt and--"

"If you'll hand meyour 1D packet, gr," requested A25. Jake
obliged.

"Youll notice," went on Fl4, "that al our sought-after Tube City
souvenirs have an gppealing likeness of the famous Tube City mascot,
Lowell the Mole, en blazoned on them.”

"Cutelittlerascd," remarked Jake as he took back hisidentification
materids. "Can | descend now?"

Nodding, A25 gestured at the grey floor. "Take the ramp to Entry Tube
7,9r," heingructed. "Then follow the lite arrows down to Level 5.
Youll find Mr. Illsworth resding in Section

5-N."

A portion of the floor came diding open and Jake saw abrightly
illuminated ramp danting downward. "Thanks."

"We're having atwo-for-one sale on the mugs,” cdled Fl4 as Jake
started down.

Mervyn llisworth was very fat. Seeing him magnified to twice his
actua sze up on the high, wide vidwall made hisbulk dl the more
impressive. "l appreciate, truly, your going along with thislittle

quirk of mine, Cardigan,” hewas saying in hischirpy voice. Jake was



graddling achair in the foyer of the researcher's underground
gpartment, after having made hisway down through a succession of
snaking tubes and tunndls. "I'm moreinterested in getting information
than in seeing you face-to-face," heinformed the fat man'simage.

"I'm not exactly, you must understand, reglly acomplete and total
recluse” explained Illsworth. "Yet, | readily admit, | fee much more

at esseif | remain here, snug in my studio, and visitors stay out

there and we communicate eectronicdly.” Thefat man was sprawled in
alarge, sturdy metd chair surrounded by keyboards and monitor
screens.

"Okay, fine," said Jake, impatient. "Now what about Jil
Bernardino?'

"l was, redlly, extremely upset when you phoned to inform me that Jill
may' ye been kidnapped tonight, Cardigan,” lllsworth said in hissmdll,
high-pitched voice. "Particularly if it might have something to do

with information that | supplied her." Jake asked, "Would she come
here to your place?"

"Yes, frequently. | consider her, truly, adear friend aswell asa
vaued client," answered thefat man. "Jill, of course, dways
remained out there where you are.”

"When did you talk to her lag?"

" She dropped down here just yesterday afternoon to discuss some of the
new materid 1'd unearthed relating to Sonny Hokori and his Tek
activities. By theway, I'd very much liketo interview you someday
soon, Cardigan, about how the late Sonny attempted to destroy you and
frame--"

"Let'sget back to Jill," cut in Jake as he stood up and moved closeto
the giant image onthewall. "Did she mention being worried or talk
about something sheld discovered in the course of her digging into the
history of the Hokori Tek operations?'
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[llsworth shook hismassve head. "No, there was nothing like that,
Cardigan,”" heanswered. "She did seem abit depressed,

but..."

"Wdl, what?'

"Oh, it occursto methat Jill did make arather odd re nark

yesterday,” said thefat man. "Sheand | were, as|'ve explained, dear
buddies and sometimes we'd just talk about our persond livesand
problems™

"' She was seeing somebody?"

The researcher'simmense body quivered when he sighed.

"Y ou know, then, about her unfortunate habit?*

"Shetendsto deep around, yeah."

"Canthdpitredly.” Illsworth Sghed once more. "At any

rate--Jill made thisremark. She said something aong the lines of,
"Maybe | didn't need you after al, Merv dear. I'vejust now found out
I've been involved with somebody who knows more about thiswhole damn
businessthan you do.""

"Who would that be?’

"| redlly haven't even avagueidea.”

"Didn't she confide the names of her boyfriends?"

"Not actualy, no. Shed smply say, "'l saw the professor again last
night,”" or, "I think it'stimeto drop the artist.""

"Arethose actuad designations--there realy was aprofessor and an
atig?'

Illsworth gave ajiggling affirmative nod. "Yes, but | believe she did
Jettison the artist, whoever the devil heis, over threeweeksago,” he
piped. "The professor, shewas dill seeing onthedy.”

"Y ou don't know which of these guys hasapossible Tek link?"



"No, | don't," he said apologeticaly. "With most of therel search |
do, whileit's not dways orthodox and strictly kasher, | try not to do
anything that'll annoy active crooksand criminas. However, if Jll
continues missing--well, | intend to do some very intrusive digging.”

"Y ou come up with anything, contact me a the Cosmos Detective Agency,”
requested Jake.

"I will," promised the fat man. "Y ou don', do you, suspect that the
poor dear might aready be dead?'

"That'sjust one," answered Jake, "of several unpleasant
posshilities.”



1 9 dome-restaurant proclaimed: The Kafeteria Wel comes the Friends of
the Starvation Center!

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

Just ingde the large crowded lobby a beautiful blonde young woman ina
skin-tone sin silk gown beckoned to him. "Where the bloody hell do you
think you're going, Pancho?' sheinquired in athroaty voice.

"Beg pardon?"

"You're not on the guest lit for thisfund-raising dinner,” she
informed him.

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

"Mease, don't toss any of those awful Mex expressonsa me."

He gave her avery quick bow. "Forgiveme,” hesaid. "Now would you
fill mein astojust what your officia capacity isat this

shindig?'

"It's none of your goddamn business, Pancho,” shetold him. "Take
flight now before | summon a couple of husky white men to toss you out



on your Latino keester." Gomez smiled at her. "My friendsand
associates now and then chide me for being too thin-skinned and
sendtive” hesaid. "But, so help me, | think | sense some sort of
ethnic undertonesin our otherwise ddlightful conversation.”

The blonde's nose wrinkled. "If theré's onething | didike more than
alatino, itsawisesssLatino."

"| thought it was the mission of the Starvation Center to feed the
downtrodden--no matter what their nationdity.” "Areyou kidding? We
limit ourselvesto the passableraces” "Well, let'sget on to the
businessat hand," he suggested. "I wasinformed at his residence that
Erng Reinman was here thisevening.”

"He's the keynote speaker, dumbbell.”

"l havetotak to him."

"So you can hit him for the loan of afew pesos?'
"So| can discuss hiswifewith him."

The blonde took a step back from him. "Don't tell me you're another
one of dear JlI's sack mates

"Go tdl Reinman his wife gppears to have been abducted,” said Gomez
evenly. "I'm an operative with the Cosmos Detective Agency.”

"Oh, Lord," shegasped. "You're not just saying this because you think
| was rudeto you?'

Se Soral don't care afig for what you think of me or the land of my
ancedtors,” heexplained. "But I'minterested in finding Jill
Bernardino. It may hepii' | tak to her husband.”

She reached out, tentatively and cautioudy, to pat the detective on
thearm. "You stay right here," sheingructed. "I'll go get Erngt.”



The kitchen staff consisted entirely of robots, at least ten of them,
white-painted and wearing high white chef's caps. The big white room
was thick with steam and the smells of cooking.

In acorridor just outside the open doorway Gomez and Ernst Reinman
stood facing each other. "So," the detective was saying, "do you have
any ideawhat--"

"Why did she cal you and not me?' Reinmanwasatdl, heavyset manin
hislatefifties. He had asad, weary face and was suffering from some
sort of respiratory problem. "I am, after adl, Jill's husband and

you'd expect shed turn to me when she'sin trouble.”

" She probably picked me because I'm a private investigator and she was
about to have trouble with some dangerous crimind types.”

"You're Gomez!" It sounded like an accusation.
"As| aready mentioned when | introduced mysdf.”

"Yes, but | only just now redlized that you'rethat Gomez." Reinman
paused to take awheezing breath. "Y ou were married to my wife."

"A longtimeago,” heacknowledged. "The pointis, | think she'sbeen
kidnapped and if you have any idea asto who might have--"

"She'stold me alot about you, how you mined the marriage with your
philandering,” said Jll's husband. "No, you're not an especidly
morad man, Gomez."

"I'marascal," he conceded. "Now let's get back to who would want to
cary her off."



"Wheréed you say this hgppened?’ "At the old Hollywood Starwalk
Park in the Hollywood Sector of GLA. Did your wifetdl you who she
was planning to meet there?'

Shaking his head, breathing shalowly, Reinman answered, "'l thought she
was going to aclassin ceramics at the University of Cdifornia/

Venice Sector Campustonight. | have no ideawhy shewould have
vigited that run-down old park."

"'She thought she was going to meet someone with important information
on the movie script she was doing on Sonny Hokori."

"That'snot like her," said her husband. "Jill's dways been open and
honest with me--that's one of the best things about our marriage.”

Gomez turned away, watching arobot dice vegetables. "Shedidn't talk
about the project with you? Say anything about this new source of
background naterid ?'

Reinman coughed, shaking his head again. "What do the police think
about dl this, Gomez?'

"We haven't contacted them yet," he told the husband. "1 was hoping to
find out alittle more about what exactly Jll'stangled up with
before--"

"Areyou insane, man?' cut intheangry Reinman. "The So-Cd State
cops are the ones who can find my wife. Y ou quit playing detective,
damn you--thisisfar too important for that." He backed to thewall,
braced himsdlf againgt it with one hand, concentrated on his bresthing
for amoment. "Y es, she told me about your partner, too. Cardigan,
isntit? A convicted Tekhead--aman who tried to get my wifeto try
that rotten stuff back when she was married to you.”

Gomez persisted. "Have there been any unusua cdlsthe past few
days?’



2 3"Nothing likethat, no," Reinman replied. "Wdll, therewerea

couple of somewhat odd messages from asmall bald man who claimed to be
ascriptwriter, too. He struck me as-No, I'm not going to play

detective with you, Gomez, damn you!"

"By thetimethe cops-"

"I've got to phonethem right now." Pushing free of thewall, Reinman
walked rgpidly away from Gomez. "I imaginethe law will be very much
interested in talking to you, my friend.”

Gomez shook hishead. "Maybe | ought to take abrush up coursein
interrogation,” he said, and took hisleave.



2 4 dlver land cycle came rushing dong the Santa Monica Sector beach
bike path. It burst out of the thick midnight fog, shimmied to astop
afew feet from the decorative palm tree Jake was waiting benesth.

A lean young Chinese hopped off the passenger seet. "Thanks, Nanette,"
he said asthe cycle and its driver went chuffing swiftly away into the
heavy mist. He smoothed the long overcoat he was wearing, then smiled
over a Jeke. "Glad we're doing some business again, chum.”

Jake said, "Oncel heard you were back in SoCal, Timecheck, |
immediately put you at thetop of my list of trusted paid
informants.”

The Chinese | €eft the path, pausing on the sand. Herolled up the right
deeve of hisovercoat, reveding asiver-plated arm that had fifteen
clock facesembedded init. "Sorry I'm two minutes and seventeen
seconds late, Jake," the informant apologized. "My ladyfriend dawdled
over her nearcaf. She's agreat-looking woman, don't you think?!

"Stunning. What have you found out for me?"
Thelean young man was scowling & his cyborg arm. Bringing it up

closeto hisface, he rubbed awvay some of the night mist with hisflesh
hand. "Damn, Paristimeis off éeven point five seconds again.



Hdl." "Jll Bernardino," reminded Joke.

Reuctantly, Timecheck rolled the deeve down over dl the watches and
joined Jake beneath the tree. "She'sin considerable trouble.”

"| dready know that."

The two of them began to walk along the sand. "What you don't know,
however, isthat a consortium of very powerful European-based Tek
cartels ordered her to be grabbed."”

"Right, | didn't know that. Which Teklords are we talking about?"
"Those detalls| haven't found out yet," admitted Timecheck.

He suddenly halted, frowned, scowled, rolled up hisdeeve. "Yeah,
just as| suspected. My Tokyo timepiece has stopped ticking." He
tapped the dia with thetip of hisfinger. "Try to learn exactly
which cartdsareinvolved.” "An extrafive hundred dollarsthat'll
cog, chum." "An extrathree hundred.”

"I'm starting to think I'm going to haveto teakethearminfor an
overhaul." Herolled down hisdeeve and they started walking again.
"Being aswe're old buddies, Jake, and have done businessin various
odd corners of thisgiddy globe, I'll find out--probably at great
persond risk to myself--just which Teklords are behind this caper, for
amerethree hundred and fifty."

Jake nodded acceptance of the fee. "Who snatched her from the park?'
"I'm tracing that now. You'll get the news soon asit comesin,”
answered the informant. "When you're dealing with Tek cartels, you
have to be extrady and snesky."

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



her?" "That's another thing that remainsto be found out, buddy.”
After afew slent seconds Jake asked, "When severd powerful Tek
organizations get together it means something unusud isgoing on. So
what's afoot, Timecheck?' "Y ou don't want to know.” "Meaning?'

"I haven't anything specific,” said Timecheck. "But I'm getting hints
that therésavery big deal under way." "And Jill Bernardino found
out about it?" "That would be my conclusion, sure” Thefogwas
getting even thicker, closing in tighter around them asthey walked.

Jake said, "What about her persond life?!

Timecheck chuckled, blowing on hismeta fingers. "She'savery
restlesslady,” he observed. "The artist you heard she wasfooling
withisn't exactly an artist. But I'm near certain it hastobea

fellow named Ogden Vargas who builds robot puppetsthat he usesin
meaking vidwal commercids.”

"And her professor friend?'
"Easy, héswith UC/Venice. Jeffrey Monkwood. Thirty-five,

overweight by twenty-some pounds, teachesin the Advanced
Communications Department. Our Jill's been keegping company with him
for the past three and a haf months. Her husband has been led to
believe shel's sudying ceramics, which isanew name for shacking

up.”

"Y ou've got addresses on these guys?'

"Hey, Jake, thisis Timecheck you're dedling with here," he reminded.
"I'm afull-service stool pigeon. All thedataisaready reposingin

both your home computer and your sky car info file

"Anything dseto passdong?’



2 7 Timecheck said, "Only other thing | can passdong is some useful
advice, which isyours absolutdly free" hesaid. "Whatever you
do--don't do adamn thing that'll annoy these Teklords."

"| dready figured that out on my own," Jeketold him.

The pretty blonde android waitress at the AlINite Neptune Cafe( had
been delivered only yesterday and she till had that new-appliance
scent clinging to her. "What'll you have, gents?' sheinquired of
Jake and Gomez.

"Just acup of nearcaf, chiquita,” the curly-haired detective
responded.

"The New England tofu chowder isawfully good tonight--oops, | mean
thismorning," she said, laughing. "lt'samost two am. dready. And
you, Sr?"

Jake said, "Nearcaf for now."

"Oaky doak. My name's Patsy and if you think of anything else, just
giveaydl." Smiling, shewent walking away from their booth.

Thelittle restaurant was narrow and sat close to the beach inthe
Malibu Sector. It was lessthan a haf-mile from the condo Jake shared
with hisson.

"I missthe old waitress." Gomez sighed and scratched at his
moustache.

"Y ou mean that rattletrap robot?’

"Suzanne was her name. She worked here for years and was noted for her
adoration of me."



"Most waitresses, mechanical and otherwise, arefond of you." "S;
esver dad agreed his partner. "They junked Suzanne.

She's on a scrap heap someplace.”

"Everything ends up on ascrap hegp eventudly.”

Gomez said, "Well, enough philosophizing, amigo. From what you've been
telling me and what |'ve been telling you about our quest for the

truth--we don't have a single damn useful clue asto where the hell

JIl might be"

"Right, soit'stimeto report her disappearance to the SoCal cops.”

"Her husband has probably aready taken care of that, but even so--Oh,
gracias, Patsy."

The pretty android was setting down their mugs of nearcaf.
"Anybody like a soy-abal one sandwich to go with this?!
"Not at thistime, no," Jake informed her.

"To stay on the good side of the local minions of the law,”

observed Gomez after sipping from his cup, "we had better make a
report. Damn, | wish to hell we'd been ableto track Jill down.”

"Y ou rescued her alot when you were married, Sid," Jake reminded his
partner. "It won't hurt to let somebody else take over thistime.”

"I know, but now that we're damn sure there are some powerful Tek
peopleinvolved hdl, I'm worried that they'll kill her or a least

hurt her serioudy.”

"WEell tak to Bascom at the agency in the morning,” said

Jake. "Because of the Tek angle, hes morethan likely to let usgo on
working on this

"The possihility of turning abuck dways gppedsto thgjefe,”
agreed Gomez. "1 wonder if | really might want abowl of New--"

"Gosh, look at that, would you?' The android waitresswas



2 9 standing at the front window of the little cafe, pointing out at
the night sky.

Gomez left his seet, moving toward her. "Caramba," he mentioned.
Dropping down out of the fog were three black sky vans Spotlights
sweeping the beach and the front of the AlINite Neptune, Sirens
blesting.

Jakejoined his partner a the front of the place. "Cops," hesaid.

"Trouble," added Gomez.



30 and came spraying up asthefirst of thetrio of SoCd State
Police sky vans set down a hundred feet from the front door of the
Allnite Neptune Cafe.

"Golly, thisisthe very first policeraid I've ever witnessed,” said
the android waitress.

"Stay ingde here, cara, and savor it," suggested Gomez as he followed
Jake out into the foggy night.

The other two police vans were landing, swinging their spotlight beams
to catch the two emerging Cosmos detectives.

From the nearest sky van came alean black officer. "Just what inthe
hell are you two tricky bastards up to thistime?"

"Buenas noches, Lieutenant Drexler.” Gomez gave him alazy sdute.

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

Detective Lieutenant Drexler, fists clenched at hissde, camewaking
right up to him. Three uniformed cops, carrying stun guns backed him
up. "You, Gomez," hesaid, pointing an accusing finger. ™Y our wife
was kidnapped hours ago, but you didn't even bother to notify us."

"Former wife," corrected Gomez. "My current wifeis safely at home."



Drexler made an angry noise. "Spare methe bullshit, Gomez," he said.
"Y ou knew that awoman had been abducted. Y ou're supposed to report
that sort of--"

"No, dl | knew for sure wasthat her vidphone call to mewas
interrupted,” hecut in. "1 decided to seeif | could find out what

had happened before | brought inthe law. Lessembarrassing that way,
in case--"

"Yeah, | remember Jll Bernardino," said Drexler. "Sheusedtobea
Tekhead and she got in dl sortsof trouble.”

"That'strue, &."

The police lieutenant frowned at Jake. "Theresagood chancethis
whole businesstonight istied in with Tek," he suggested.

"What do you know about it, Cardigan?'
"Not asmuch asl'd like."

"Jakeisjust dong to lend meahand,” explained Gomez. "Thisian't
officid Cogmosbusness.”

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

Jake looked up at the misty night sky. "Who tipped you asto our
adtivities?'
"Her hushand, right after Gomez harassed him," answered the policeman.

"At least Reinman had the senseto bring usin.”

"And how'd you know we were a thisjoint?' inquired Gomez. "Went to
Cardigan's placefirg,” replied Drexler. "That kid of yours,
Cardigan, isnearly as stubborn as you when it comesto™

"If you hurt him, Drexler ..." Jake started to lunge for the cop.
Gomez caught him by the arm, held him back. "Cuidado, Jake," he

advised. "I'm sure the lieutenant knows better than to try anything
rough with Dan."



32"1 never touched him,” said Drexler. "But, Snce hesenrolled at
the SoCa Police Academy, it might be agood ideaif he practiced being
alittle more respectful to red police officers."

"Well passthat cogent advice dong,” promised Gomez.

"Now, porfavor, what do you know about the whereabouts of Jill
Bernardino?'

"Not ahdl of alot," admitted the lieutenant. "If you'd brought us

in as soon as you knew she'd been taken, we'd be alot closer to
finding her by now. I've got aforensic crew out there going over that
half-assed park.”

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

Ignoring him, Drexler asked Gomez, "What did she say to you when she
cdled for hdp?'

"Hardly anything," he answered with ashrug. "Only that she thought
shewas being followed.”

"By who--Tek people?’
"Shedidn't havetimeto supply any details.”

Drexler took a step closer to Gomez. "And why in the hell was she
thereat al?'

"Jill's back writing for the vidwall, lieutenant. I'm pretty sure she
was expecting to meet somebody with background information for a script
shewasworking on."

"The Hollywood Starwalk Park isn't exactly aresearch center,” said
Lieutenant Drexler. "C'mon, Gomez, what was she doing there?'

"l don't know," Gomez told him. "Thiswasthefirg timel've even so
much as spoken to her in years. If you want information on her recent
activities, tak to her husband.”

"She never struck me asthe type who'd confide much in her



3 3 hushand,” said the policeman with ashort, dry laugh. "Or wasn't
that your imjpression when you were married to the lady?!

Jake said, "Our nearcaf is getting cold, Drexler. Shouldn't you
fellows be out looking for clues?!

Making another angry sound, the cop turned away and started for his sky
van He stopped, turned. "I'm mad now," hetold them dowly and
evenly. "But if you guys keep holding out on me--I'm going to shift

into being truly pissed off. Then you'd better watch ollt.”

Jake grinned. "Thanksfor thewarning,”" he said, and went back indgde
the cafe.

They were settling into their booth and Gomez was reaching for his
nearcaf mug, when Jake's pocket phone buzzed. "Y eah?'

Bascom's scowling face appeared on the tiny screen. "Is
Gomez with you?'

"Yegh"

"l want to see you two buffoonsin my office."

"Well be dropping infirg thing in the morning, chief," Jake assured
him.

"You'l bedropping in within the next half hour," corrected the heed



of the Cosmos Detective Agency. "If not sooner.” ?

twn was moving dowly into Grester Los Angeles and thefog was
gradudly thinning away. Wt Bascom was standing gazing out of one of
the high, wide windows when Gomez and Jake entered his officein Tower
[I of the Cosmos Detective Agency Building. He had his hands clasped
behind his back.

"What does he remind you of?" Gomez asked his partner, settling into
achair facing the agency chief'slarge metd desk.

"One of those heroic statues they used to put up in public parksin
centuriesgone by?' Jake straddled a chair.

"No, it'smore like awooden figurehead on an ancient ship that--"
"When you two clowns end your detecting careers—-which could be any day
now," said Bascom, turning to glower at them, "you can work up this

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

Jake grinned. "Y ou know, Sid, for awhilethere| was arting to
think hewasmdlowing.”

"S; sodid . But thisisthe old gruff martinet we've cometo love
and cherish.”

Bascom, dowly and precisaly, came walking back to hisdesk. Hewasa
tan, wrinkled man in hisfiftiesand a the moment, his deep scowl



added substantial new wrinklesto the large collection he aready had.
"Tel me, lads, are you intending to go into the private gumshoe
business on your own?"

"Our loydty isto Cosmos," Jake assured him.

Gomez said, "'I've been thinking of having Cosmos Forever tattooed on
my---""Wdll, if you're still working for me," said the chief, voice

risng, "then why inthe holy hdll didn't you let me know the minute

you found out Jill Bernardino had been kidnapped?'

"It started out asasort of persona thing, jefe. Jill'san ex-wife
of mineand---"

"I know who sheis, for Christ sake, id," said Bascom. "Didn't | help
you bail her out of the pokey at least half adozen times during your
days of wedded bliss?’

"Sure, but ill 1--"

"More importantly,” continued the agency boss, "thereisaTek angleto
al this" Heleaned forward, resting his pamsflat out on the

desktop. "I've got ahunch your onetime mate's disappearance may just
connect with some of the interesting rumors that have been finding

their way to mein recent days.”

"Qupasa?' Gomez graightened up in his chair, watching Bascom.

"Nobody has many details asyet, but it seemsthat certain potent
European Tek cartels have something large and unsavory in the works.”

"Y eah, that fitsin with what we've been picking up tonight,” Jeketold
him. "The odds are that one or more European Tek outfits areinvolved
in whatever's happened to Jill."

"And weve a'so been heating about some large-scale Tek venture



starting up oversess,” added Gomez. Bascom seated himsdif,
geepling hisfingers. "It'slikely that

JII sumbled on some facts about thislatest Tek shenanigan while
doing her research on the Sonny Hokori documovie.”

"Y ou aready know about the Hokori project, huh?' said Jake.

"When will you toddlers accept thefact thet I'm infallible and
omniscient?'

"Okay, sotdl uswhere Jll is," requested Gomez.
"Well, maybe not a hundred percent omniscient just yet,"
conceded the Cosmos chief. "But inching ever closer.”

"Why exactly," asked Jake, "are you taking such an interest in this
particular mess?'

"I could say because | used to know poor Jill and I'm concerned for her
welfare," answered Bascom. "But that's only part of it. However, when
| found out what you fellas were poking into, it struck me that the
agency ought to be able to parlay thisinto at least one substantial

fea"

"We were thinking along those samelines" said Gomez. "Y ou have
connections with severa sneeky and dy government intelligence
agencies--the kind that the President and his spokespeo-pie are dways
denying exist. They'd pay for information on anew and unsuspected Tek

plot”

"Very good, Sid," said Bascom. "Apparently you're not quite as dumb as
your behavior earlier tonight led meto bieve.”

Jake eyed him. "You've already set up adea with somebody back in DC,
haven't you, Wat?'

"Hey, amigo," complained his partner. "Before you hombres art toting
up how much we're going to make on this caper how about defending me
agang thisdur onmy 1Q?"



Jake grinned and ignored him. "Well, Wdt?' "Yep, I'vebeenin
contact with achap in Washington. He runs avery secret and powerful
intelligence agency.” He rubbed his hands together, producing adry,
rasping sound. "They're going to pay usaredly impressvely large

fee. If, that is, we provide them with some solid stuff before they
candigit up themsdves."

"May bien," observed Gomez. "But supposeit turns out that Jil was
actudly just carried off by ajilted boyfriend?’

"Well, in that event well Hill collect ahefty sum from Erngt

Reinman. | contacted him a couple hours ago and persuaded him that
Cosmos could find his missng wife long before the police,” Bascom
informed them. "It's possible Reinman is dipping into the Starvation
Center coffers, by the way, since he sure didn't balk at the hefty
price| quoted him."

"Y ou mean," asked Gomez, frowning, "well dso beworking for Jll's
present husband?'

Bascom said, "Exactly, and | had to do aterrific selling job to
convince him you were quaified to work on thisone, Sid. He doesntt
think much of you--either as a deuth or ahuman being.”

"Al, my former esposatold him considerable fasehoods about me." He
sghed. "Y ouwould think, though, that once he encountered mein the
flesh and face to face, he'd have sensed my saintly aura.”

Y awning once, Jake rose up. "Weve got some further leadsto follow up
on," hesaid. "I think, however, that I'd like to grab afew hours
deep before continuing.”

"Seep aslong asyou like" said Bascom. "Just so you report back
here by tomorrow afternoon with ahell of alot more information than



you've come up with sofar." Thefaceessman said, "It would be
areal good idea, Cardigan,

to forget dl about Jll Bernardino.”

Jake sat up in bed, grabbing his stun gun off the night table. The

man, whose head was a blur of pink and orange dots, had appeared
unbidden on the id phone across the early-morning room. "Nobody wants
todie" he added in arumbling doctored voice. "Think about it,

asshole”

"Who you working "

xor. asked Jake.

The screen went black.

Leaving his bed, Jake moved to the phone. Resting the gun on hisbare
knee, he punched out a number on the keyboard.

Seconds later a smiling copper-plated robot showed up on the screen.
"Cosmos Detective Agency/ Security Department,” it said. "Top of the
morning to you, Mr. Cardigan.”

"Some goon just made an intruder call to my number two home number,” he
sad. "Find out how they managed that wand who."

"Coming right up. Will you wait?'
"Nope, cal me again in fifteen minutes™

Jake shed the pgjamatop he dept in, took aquick lite shower and
dressed. He dipped the stun gun into his shoulder holster.

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

"A person your age, Dad, redly needs more than two hours of deep.”
Dan, alean young man of sixteen, waswearing his SoCa

Police Academy uniform.

"l got an unexpected wake-up call." Walking to therail, he scanned



the surrounding beach. "What'swrong?"

"Oh, just somelout trying to dissuade me."

"Youonanew case?'

Nodding, Jake told him about the disappearance of Jill Bernardino and
what he and Gomez had accomplished thusfar in trying to find out what
had become of her.

"One of Gomez wives, huh? Did | ever meet her?

"Yearsago, yeah."

"She'sthe redhead, right?"

"No, that was Georgine, Gomez' third wife."

Dan shook hishead. "Then | don't think | remember her." The deck
phone buzzed. "Yeah?' answered Jake.

The Cosmos hot smiled. "The phone cal in question was made from a
land van in the Long Beach Sector of Greater Los Angeles,” it reported.
"The vehicle was found abandoned afew momentsago. Listed as stolen
from the Altadena Sector late last evening.”

"And how'd they break through my screening system?”

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

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

"So we thought, too," replied the got. "Y our entire security systemis
being reevauated from here. Well get al the kinks out of it, never
fear."

"Grest, that gives me enormous peace of mind." He hung up.

"Some of the Teklords are unhappy with you again,”" observed his son.

"I'm on the permanent shit list of alot of the cartels.” Jake

40



looked out toward the brightening Pacific. "But this particular
warning was prompted by our hunting for Jill."

"It'spossble, ian't it, that Gomez' ex-wifeisdoing something
illegd hersdf?. From what you've told me about her Tek habit and
al”

"Supposedly Jill isno longer hooked on the stuff,”" he said to his son.
"She's clean, upright and gainfully employed.”

"Sure, but she's not faithful to the guy she's married to now," Dan
pointed out. "That means, to me anyway, that she can't be trusted.”

Jake grinned athin grin. "'l sure ashdl wouldn't trust her,

no."

Dan stood up. "How are you and Bev Kendricks getting aong?"
"We have ceased to be aromantic twosome, I'm afraid.”

"That'stoo bad. She'saterrific person--and you can trust her.”
"That you can,” hisfather agreed. "The problem isthat shethinksI'm
gtill moping too much over Beth Kittridge's deeth.” "Well, you are,

you know."

"l am, yeah," he agreed. "I'm probably going to haveto tak to
somebody--somebody professional--about it."

"When?'

"Right after,” he promised, "we clear up thiscase.”



Th
It ere was nothing but darkness.
She awakened to it.

The blackness was warm and impenetrable and Jl1I Bernardino was
sorawled in the center of it. Very tentatively, she felt around her.

She seemed to be lying facedown on a smooth surface, probably ameta
floor.

Her head ached, but she was fedling much more pain than that. Her
hands, arms, legs, were pulsing with pain and her ribs hurt. Breathing,
now that she was aware of doing it again, was painful, too. Her lungs
didn't fed asthough they were working properly anymore.

"Stungun,” she murmured.
They'd used a stun gun on her last night.
Wasit lagt night, though?

Sheredlized she had no clear idea of how long she'd been unconscious.
No notion of how long she'd been here. Wherever here was.

There'd been two of them who'd caught up with her at that run-down
park. One was a big, hulking robot--dented, painted a milky green--who
walked with alurching, wobbly gait. The other wasashort, ugly man,
bald with asmear of whiskerson hischinlessface. He wasthe one



who'd shot her. "Want to try to run for it, love?' he'd asked,
chuckling, pointing the big slvery stun gun at her from acrossthe
room.

JII hadn't moved, but he'd used the gun anyway.

She shuddered now, remembering the brief, intense wave of pain shed
felt asthe beam from the silvery gun touched her just below her left
breast.

JIl pushed at the floor with her pams, struggling againgt the aches
that produced. She managed, eventualy, to sit up.

The surrounding blackness was as thick asever. She could see
absolutely nothing.

Leaning forward, she began, very dowly, to crawl on her hands and
knees. Shedidn't think she was ready to stand up and walk just yet.

After crawling about ten feet, pausing frequently to fed at the
darknessin front of her, she camein contact withawal. A smooth
meta wall that felt very much likethefloor. Bregthing through her
mouth, till experiencing considerable pain in her chest, sheturned
and sat with her back to the wall.

She, for some reason, remembered Gomez then.

Y es, sheld cdled him just before they'd run her to ground. Jill and
Gomez hadn't had an especialy happy or cadm marriage, but sheld liked
him. Trusted him, too, which is more than held have been ableto say
of her. Hed helped her out of alot of bad Stuations.

"Terrible Stuations,” she said softly. "And too damned many of
them.”

Shedtill had faithin him. If anybody could find her, find her and
get her free of this, it would be Gomez.



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

JIl decided to attempt standing.

Shewas only hafway to her feet when adoor suddenly did swiftly open
and alarge glaring rectangle of harsh yelow light blossomed in the
oppositewadll.

Thevillage of Rafminger wasin the Somerset didtrict of England.

And the quaint thatched cottage, surrounded by a picturesque low stone
wall, sat on the outskirts with nothing but rolling hills and hedgerows
sretching away dl around it.

Early on that clear spring afternoon a heavyset man, wearing athick
coat swester, came shuffling out of the back door of the cottage. He
wasin his middle saventies somewhere and the tufts of hair that showed
beneath his checkered cap were white.

Following close behind him came ayounger man. Hewas carrying a
folding chair, afolded metal easdl, apartidly done canvas, ared

wood box of paints and brushes and a palm-size black control box. "Same
spot asusud, Mr. Anzelmo?"

"What do you think, peckerhead?' Anzelmo hated on apatch of green
lawvn.

There was alarge blond man sitting on the fence ahundred or so feet
away. Hehad agunrifleresting in hislap.

"Hey, Toby," caled Anzelmo, "am | paying you to St around on your fat
ass?'

"No, Mr. Anzelmo. Sorry, Sir." Toby hopped free of thewal and
darted pacing dong it. The man carrying adl the painting gear had
opened the chairing the easdl.

"The chair belongstwo feet to the frigging right, Julie” The older

man was gazing out at the fields and the stand of oak trees just beyond
thewall.

"Right you are, Sr." Julie moved the chair. "That about it?"

"Wheat do you think, shit can

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

"Nothing you had ahand in could come anywhere near to being perfect.”
Anzdmo lowered himsdlf into the seet. "But it'll do.”



Nodding, the younger man put the canvasin place. "Thereweare," he
said while setting the box of painting materidsonasmall shdf
attached to the left arm of the chair.

Anzelmo was scowling, looking from his painting to the oak trees.
"Julie, how many treesdo you seein my painting?' He hunched,
squinting at the picture. "Six, Mr. Anzelmo." "Okay, and how many
arethere by thewall?' After aquick count, Julie answered, "Five,
ar." "What can we do about that, jerk-oft?

The younger man grabbed up the control box from where held |ft it on
the grass. Hetouched at the keys.

Three new holographic oaks sprouted next to the others.

"Oops. Too many. Sorry." Hisfingerstouched the keysagain and two
treesvanished. "There."

"I'm thinking maybe seven would be better,” reflected An zelmo. "Put
in another one and I'll add them to my picture.”

"Yes gr."



A fresh sturdy oak returned to join the rest.
Julieinquired, "Anything € s=?'

The older man was eyeing the nearest meadow. "I'm pretty darn good at
painting sheep.”

"You'revery good. Weveal commented on your ability to--"
"Horseshit,” cutin Anzelmo. "I can just see you bunch of wankers
gtting around of an evening talking about my painting.

Anyhow, | want some sheep up therein the goddamn meadow.” "How many,
Sr?' "You decide”

Julie swallowed once, then again. He used the control box and aflock

of white holographic sheep materiaized up in the doping meadow. Some
dept, some roamed, some munched at the grass. After amoment Anzelmo
sad, "Count them, will you." Julie counted. "Thirteen, gir."

"Thirteenisunlucky. Areyou tryingto put ajinx on me?' Thekeys
wereworked again. "How do you fed about eeven?' "They'll do. Now
get your skinny butt back insde," ordered Anzelmo. "I'm going to

paint for exactly forty-five minutesand |

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

Julie hurried away.

"What akiss-ass," murmured Anzelmo as he selected a brush.

Lessthan ten minutes later Julie came hurrying out of the thatched

cottage. Hewas carrying apam phone "Mr. Anzdmo?' The older man

continued to paint, ignoring him.

Stopping next to the chair, Julie held out the phone. "Thisisacdl
you had better teke, sir."

Anzelmo continued to ignore him, concentrating on rendering the wool on
one of the sheep.

"It hasto do with Jll Bernardino, sir."



Very dowly and carefully, Anzelmo lowered the brush and scowled up at
him. "What about her?'

"Kadtenbom out in Greater LA will explain. But it lookslikethings
have gonewrong."

Anzelmo grabbed the phone. "What in the hdll are you bothering me
for?"

The husky black man who waslooking, uneasly, out a him from thetiny
phone screen said, "We don't have her, sr." "Did you ever have her,
shit can "No, somebody dsegot her.” "Who?"

"Wearen't sureasyet," answered the black man. "When wemovedinto
take Jill Bernardino--well, it turned out someone €l se had gotten to

her firgt."

Anzelmo asked him, "Who runsthe biggest, most powerful

Tek cartd in England?’

"You do, obvioudy, sir," answered both Katenborn and Julie. Leaning
forward in hisfolding chair, Anzelmo asked the phone, "Then who the
hdll in America-in frigging Gregter Los

Angdesof dl places-hasthe ballsto go up agangt me?'

"Werein the process of finding out. Until we--"

"Y ou're going to bein the process of attending your own damned
funerd,” promised the Teklord. "Unlessyou locate that bitch and shut
her up for good and al.”

"That'swhat we'retrying to do, sir."

"Could the SoCal cops have grabbed her---or somebody from the
International Drug Control Agency?'

"We don't think s0."

"Well, find her." Hekilled thecal. "Help meup out of thischair,



Julie. I'm through painting for today.” ty midday therewasathin
ydlow haze covering most of

Greater LosAngdes. Jake's ky car wasrising up throughit, climbing
away from the Viditors Lot at the Venice Sector Campus of the
Universty of Cdifornia, when the voxbox announced,

"Important communication from Timecheck."
"Put him through."”

The lean Chinese popped up on the phone screen He was checking one of
the watches built into hismetal arm. " Geeze, Jake, your responsetime
isredly drag-ass” thein ormant told him. "Twenty-three seconds.

Not so good."

"Excuseit." Jakeguided hiscar up to an dtitude of 5,000 feet. The
further you got from the artificiad canals of the Venice Sector, the
lesswoebegone they looked. "I was on the verge of getting in touch
with you mysdf.”

"Let me passonmy bulletin first," requested Timecheck. "I'm alittle
reluctant, snce you may get the notion that I'm no longer ardiable
source of ---"

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

Timecheck paused to tap one of hiswatch faceswith hisforefinger.
"Tokyo'squit ticking again.”

"Get back to what the hell it isyou're apologizing for."



"Ligten, Jake, every word of what | passed aong isthe absolute and
unvarnished truth,”" assured Timecheck. "However, subsequent datal've
been collecting leads meto believe that | probably, through no fault

of my own, nudged you along awrong path.”

Jekegrinned in ablesk way. "Explain.”

"Okay, itisstill God's own truth that a pack of Europe-based Teklords
sent out ordersto pick up this Jill Bernardino lady,” continued the
informant. "Thethingis, Jake--well, Sir, somebody beat them to

it

"Who exactly?"

"I'm at work on that aspect,” said Timecheck. "Sofar it lookslikea
local cartel got to her first." "A SoCd Tek outfit?' "Almost
certanly, yes"

"Thanksfor fillingmein." Jake nodded thoughtfully. "Anything more
on what these European Teklords are really up to--or why they were
planning to abduct J1I?*

"Not yet, but they're cooking up something mammoth,”" answered
Timecheck. "So, what are you following up a the moment?'

"Trying to locate Jeffrey Monkwood," he told the phone screen "But
Jill's professoria beau didn't show up to teach his Advanced
Communications classtoday. Nor did he bother to notify the university
that he wasn't going to drop in. Nobody has any ideawhere the hell he
might be."

"Y ou try his house in the Glendade Sector?'

"I phoned and got no response. 1'm heading there now to look around.”



"I've dug up afew more facts about the prof,” volunteered
Timecheck. "Theonethat'll do you the most good right now isthat he
and hiswife no longer reside under the sameroof. She hasaplace
down in the PAm Springs Sector.”

"If | don't find out anything at hissetup, I'll try her.”

"And, Jake," cautioned the Chinese, "now that were getting even more
Tek people coming aboard--be extra careful, huh?"

The home medibot was a chegp reconditioned modd, al she could afford
just now. It stood aninch or so under three feet in height and its
white enameed surface had aydlowishtinge. "I'm coming, I'm

coming,” the got was saying in afuzzy, raitling voice. "I'm not as
spry as| used to be."

"Hurry .. please," gasped Eleanor Monkwood. "Starting . to have.. .
breathing trouble again." She was ablonde woman in her early
thirties, thin and pae, standing now in the doorway that led to the
tiny sundeck of the three-room domed house.

"If you'd stay in here wherethe air circ system provides bregthable
air," the medibot told her asit waddled nearer, "you wouldn't have
these respiratory problems, lady.”

"Wanted .. . some sun.”

"Smog'sal you get when you stray outside on aday likethis."

When the little white robot reached her, it poked at abuttonin its
sde. "Darn, thisthing'sstuck again.”

Eleanor held on tight to the doorframe with both thin hands.
She could bardly inhde at al now and she was growing dizzy.
"Hurry .. ."

"I'm not atop-of-the-line mech," the hot reminded, whapping



$0itsdf inthesde afew timeswith one metd figt. "There, that's
popped her." A panel swung open and the got reached in to pull out an
oxikit. "Hereyou go, lady."

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

bent and reached out to grasp the breathing mask oxygen container unit.
"Canyou...hepme... putiton?'

"You're going to haveto tilt over abit more." The medibot's stubby
armsdidn't reach to her face, even though it was now standing on
tiptoe.

Eleanor leaned, then started swaying. She suddenly started to topple
forward.

The got hopped aside, let her fall.

She hit flat out and facedown on the grey carpeting. Her mouth was
open and she wastrying to breathein air.

"Youreredly amesstoday, lady." The got squatted, picked up the
oxikit. It rolled her over on her back, attached the mask and clicked
on the oxygen.

Sowly, painfully, Eleanor's breathing improved. The dizziness passed
and shesat up. "Thanks.. ."

"Now let'sseeif you can stand dl theway up. That'sit, hold onto
rrell

Pressing her hand down on the metal shoulder of the mechanica man, she
managed to push hersdlf upright.

"Okay, welll take astroll over to your chair.”" 1t managed to guide
her acrossthe living room to ametal chair that faced the vie window

From there you got aview of dozens of other smal dome houses, patches
of dry yellow desert and agood dedl of cactus. Therewereadso



severa holographic Joshuatrees out there. Leaving her inthe

chair, the robot wobbled over to shut the door to the deck. "Therell
be abeck of alot lesstrouble for the both of us, lady, if you'd
follow the Medplan you were given."

"I'm sorry It'sjust that | never had smog-asthmauntil | moved out

here three months ago," she said in aweary voice. "Takes some getting
... usedto." "Herewego again," remarked the medibot, turning its

back on theview. "Sdf-pity timein the desert. Going to blame your
husband for dumping you and giving you such atraumathat you acquired
thismaady."

"Jeffrey didn't dump me," she corrected. "I left him." Thelittle

robot shook itsball of ahead. "You're not living in theright

century, lady," it observed. "Why let alittle harmless adultery

bother you? Instead you should've used it to get more of what you want
out of life. "Sou'rerolling in the hay with assorted bimbos, Jeff so

now | want abigger house, asky car of my own and dl the stuff on
thislig!" That'stheway to handle things"

Eleanor didn't reply. After amoment the got remarked, "If you can
keep from having any morefitsfor an hour or so, I'll get back to
tidying up your doppy bedroom.”

She said, breathing mask muffling her voice, "I'm fine."
"You suredon't look it." The medibot took three steps toward the

bedroom door and then ceased to function. Theair circ system died at
thesameingant. "What'swrong?' Eleanor arted to stand up.



The door to the deck came dapping open. A large, wide robot, painted
apaegreen, came lumbering into theroom. "Sit down," he boomed.

Behind him came asmdl bad man with afrizzy moustache and atrace of
abeard. "Afternoon, love" he said, smiling and holding up his

slvery stun gun "Wethought wed drop in for abit of achat, don't

you know."



$ 3 Gomez hesitated on the threshold of the toyshop, frowning down at
thefuzzy little mechanica puppy. "Hey, perrito, what are you doing
to my boot.

"Using it to teethe on, schiep,” replied the toy dog in adeep
roughhouse voice.

"Y our voxbox needs some urgent finetuning.” With atersekicking
motion, the detective managed to send the pup sailing acrossthe
Wonderamith's Toyshop showroom.

"Cheezit!" cried atwo-foot-high Fairy Princess who was occupying a
little gilt throne atop adowly rotating plaz pedestd. "It'ssome
kind of perverted molester cometo abuse usoneand dl.”

"Keep your knickerson, sis," advised an overstuffed redheaded rag doll
who was dumped in adowly ticking little tin rocker. "1 know this
dorf. HE'san old patron."”

"He lookslike an ancient patron to me." The puppy was huddled behind
atoy white piano, glowering at Gomez. "He'sgot more wrinklesthan a
relief map of asenile prune.”

"NirSosy nitSasit truly warms my heart to exchange al these
pleasantries with you se the detective assured them. "But | actudly
dropped by in response to asummons from your boss." "Nertz," said the
princess.

"Dont let theselittle hooligansrazz you, honey." A large, fat



woman with agood dedl of crinkly silver hair emerged from the toyshop
office, arms spread wide and amiling a him. Her three-piecesn silk
suit was amixture of bright citrus hues. "G'wan, you imps, back to
your posts. Look cuddly and desirable for our customers.”

"Corky, we haven't had any customers since those haf-witsthis
morning,” reminded the rag doll. "Couple of aging dim bulbs from the
San Berdoo Sector who decided | was too flamboyant for their pansy
grandson.”

Corky Keepnews bent to give his chair adap that set it to rocking at
amorerapid rate. "You can't refer to prospective customersas'‘a
pair of old farts and expect them to ask Inc to gift wrap you, kiddo.
Let'sholeup inmy office, Gomez, | want to talk to you.”

Her toyshop was up on the seventeenth Jeve] of the Westwood Sector
Mall. From the one narrow vie window you could see part of the
University of SoCa Campus#26, where either ariot or araly wasin
progressin the glade.

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

He settled into atin rocker, agrown-up version of the onetherag
doll occupied out in the showroom.

"Weve been buddies and busi ness associates for aheck of along time,
darling," thefat womantold him.

"You'rejust about my mogt rdigble informant.”

Corky's chair made small groaning noises as she shifted her weight and
rested a plump elbow on the desktop. "l just came across some
information that pertainsto you and that reckless partner of yours,"

she said, lowering her voice some. "It hasto do with this case you're
working on."



Hisleft eye narrowed. "What case would that be, cara?’

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

"What do you know about JiI'skidnapping?' He left the rocker, moved
closer to her desk.

"The most important thing | know,” Corky said, "isthat some people are
going to do their damnedest to throw a spanner in your works. They
want you to quit--and if they haveto they'll do you some serious

harm.”

"How serious?’
"Y ou might end up graveyard-dead, dear."

Perching on the edge of the pink desk, he leaned toward her and studied
her plump face with narrowed eyes. "Who are these peadej0s?!

Corky's voice dropped even lower. "Y ou're messing with abig Tek
cartel here”

"| already know that--a combo of European outfits who seem to--"

"Nope, that's not what you have to worry about, Gomez," she assured
him. Then held up ahand in await-a-minute gesture. "Wdll, let's

amend that. Sure, you've got to worry about them, because they want to
get their hands on your ex, too. But there's danger much nearer to
home."

"Somebody else got to her first, somebody loca?"

Corky nodded, her chair jiggling. "Why | hear it, honey, it'sthat
runt who cals himsdf Johnny Trocadero.”

"&; thelittle hombre who runs the San Diego Sector Tek cartd,” said
Gomez, frowning. "So what do we have here, Cork, Teklords going up
againg each other?"



$6"All | know isthat deer little JIl must know something that
severa nasty bastards are anxious to find out about.”

"Trocadero grabbed her?’

"He hired the goons who did thejob."

"Andthey are?’

She glanced toward the closed door of' her of' rice "I think it wasa

wessd named Dunkirk. He usualy works with arumdum robot that he
built himsdif ."

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

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

"This Dunkirk--is he al so the one who's planning to do me and Jake
harm?'

"That'swhat |'ve picked up, kid."

"Anything else you've come acrossthat | ought to know?" Corky said,
"Y ou better watch out for alady cdled Yedra Cortez. Very nasty
critter from your homeland who is the brains and the muscle of
Trocadero's whole setup.”

"I've seen that puta before,” Gomez said, standing up. "How much do |
owe you for thiswedlth of information, Corky? It'senough to make a
paranoid of any man and ought to be worth atidy fee."

"Sofar it'son the house, lover. For old time's sakeand asalittle
gift to adamned good customer.” She stood, too. "If you want any
more--it's going to be athousand dollars.”

"Top price, hun?'

"It wouldn't take much for any and dl of these lowlifesto put my name
on their shit ligtsright next to yours, Gomez," she



$? explained as she came around her desk and took hold of hisarm.
"If I'm going to get killed, | ought to make as much as| can off
it

""Sound bus ness philosophy." He dlowed her to escort him out of the
toyshop.

Thesmal bald man smiled sweetly ashetightened hisgrip on

Eleanor Monkwood's upper arm. "That's aterrible bad wheeze you got
there, love”

The big green robot was looming on the other Sde of her chair.
"It'sthe btoomin' air in these parts," he rumbled, tapping his broad
meta chest with afist. "Affects my breathing setup something awful
atimes”

Thethinwoman said, "What .. . doyou .. . want?'

"Now, dear, you'll have me bdieving that you're not paying close
enough attention.”

"Wedready told you," reminded the big hot, "what we want."

"That's absolutely true," seconded the bald, sparsely whiskered man. "'l
informed you soon aswe arrived that we'd popped in for abit of
conversdion.”

Eleanor said nothing, concentrating on letting the oxikit help

? her to breathe.

"To continue." Heincreased the pressure on her thinarm.

"What we cameto talk about is this-where's your damned husband?'

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

"Naw, not s0," the robot informed her, tilting toward her some.



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

Shetook afew dow, shalow breaths. "If you know .. .

where my husband works .. . and you know wherel live," shesaid, "then
you .. . must know .. . that were separated.”

The bald man cocked his head to the right, frowning. "I don't know
about you, mate," he said to the green robot. "But I'm having the
devil's own time understanding whet this desr lady is saying."
"Metoo."

"Why do you supposethat is?"

The hot's arm creaked when heraised hishand. "Must be that breathing
mask she'swearing.”

"l do believeyoureright." His stroked hiswispy whiskerswith his
fingertips. "The bloody thing filters out most of her words, it

does."

"Shdl 1," offered the robot, raising hisbig metal hand again,

"rip it off"?"

"No, that'sal right. 1 can handlethejob."

Eleanor pleaded, "No, please .. . | redlly won't be able to breathe
without .. . it."

The robot shook his head sympathetically. "That'sapity for sure,

"Maybe then you'd best speak up now. Tdl uswhat we cameto find

"l don't .. . know where .. . heis."

The bald man glanced at his companion. "Did you catch any of what she
just sad?'

"Nary aword, no."



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

But he never managed to touchiit.

Instead both of his hands went flapping up above his head, His body
dtiffened, he gave achoking sigh, went dropping forward.

When hefdll across Eleanor's lap, she drew both knees aside and that
deflected him.

He hit the Sde of her chair with histhinly bewhiskered chin, bounced,
dammed into the floor on elbows and knees. Stretched straight out and
was completely and totally unconscious. "Don't touchit,” said Jaketo
the big green robot.

Jake was standing in the now open bedromn doorway, his stun gun aimed
at the mechanica man.

The robot had been in the process of opening apand in hisside and
tugging out alazgun. "Y ou ought not to have stunned him," he said.

"I know, but every time | see acouple of louts mistreating someone--|
get thisuncontrollableimpulse” Hegrinned. "Hdl, thereitis

agan." Thisslent stun gun beam struck the hot just above the
opening in historso. He started to rattle, taking two thumping steps
to theleft.

Jake sprinted over, gave the disabled mechanism aforceful shove with
the palm of hisfree hand.

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

"Y ou don't have avery good security system here, Mrs. Monkwood," he
told her. "Anybody can get in with very little effort.”

0



“I'm ... gladyou .. . got through.”

Walking around the fallen intruders, Jake lifted her out of the chair

and carried her over to alow black sofa. "My nameis Jake Cardigan,”
he said, setting her down carefully. "I'm an operative with the Cosmos
Detective Agency.”

"Yes, I'veheard of .. . you," shesaid, leaning back. "Well, not .. .
you specificdly .. . but your agency.”

"Weretrying to find JIl Beruardino," he said, straddling a straight
chair that faced her. "That .. . whore." "Y ou know her?"

"l know sheand .. . my husband are .. . deeping together,” answered
Eleanor. "What's happened .. . to her?"

"Looks like she's been kidnapped,” he said. "Possibly by these very
lads who dropped in on you. Well be ableto find that out."

"Why dothey ... want Jeffrey?"
"Probably because somebody believes he knows what Jill knows.”
"And...whatis.. . that?'

Jake shook hishead. "Not sure exactly. But it ssemsto be connected
with something severd big European Tek cartels are planning.”

"Tek," shesad. "That ... makes sense.”
"Y our hushand has some--"
"While we were gl together .. . he became involved with .. aman

named Ernest Shiboo. He .. . supposedly makeshisliving ...
supplying very sophisticated .. . androidsto very rich dlients,” she



sad. "Helives...upinNorCa .. someplace.” "Ernie Shiboo,"
said Jake, nodding. "He used to be fairly high up in the Hokori Tek
catd."

"l suspected .. . hewas supplying .. . Jeffrey with Tek chips.”

"That wastheir only association customer and client?' Eleanor
concentrated on her breathing for amoment, leaning back further on the
sofa. "Therewas.. . something dse," she answered findly. "Jeffrey
teachesinthe.. . communicationsarea..” and therewas.." ashow
busnesslink... somewhere."

" Shiboo was using him as a consultant on some project maybe?

"By that time ... . Jeffrey and | werent .. . Hedidn't. discussmuch
about .. hisactivitieswith me.”

"Y ou think Shiboo knew Jll Bernardino?"

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

"If your husband is hiding out," asked Jake, "do you have any idea
where he might go?'

"No, | never.." knew about his hideaways," shesaid. "Women like Jll
... Bernardino might.." but not... Jake stood up, diding out his

pam phone "I'll arrange to have these goons transported el sewhere.”
"By the police?’

"Eventudly," hesaid, grinning. "First well ask them afew pertinent
questions. I'll also have the agency send someone to watch over you

for awhile. Need amedic?'

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



me." Jake eyed thefalen mechanism. "Doesn't ook all that
effident.”

"Itisn't, but--"

"If you don't mind, I'll get amedic of our owntodropin,” he
suggested.

Eleanor managed afaint smile. "No, that would be .. . fine" she
sad. "And... if youfind out that my husband isokay ... well, |



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

"Don't cal me Herky," camethe reply from the cabin of the sky van
"And | don't have any damn control over turbulence, Ernie."

Ernest Shiboo sighed before bending to pick up the check-over rod,
which the last bounce had caused him to drop. "Well, let's make sure
you're shipshape, gumdrop,” he said to the dormant android he was
ganding in front of.

There were twenty-one androids flying up from SoCal to Nor-Cal in the
big cargo compartment of the van. Each was a pretty blonde teenage
girl, each was dressed in ablack short-skirted maid's uniform.

Shiboo had to give every one alast-minute inspection. He wasworking
along the second row of seven. He ran the small copper-tipped rod down
from head to toe, holding it about an inch from the andy's body.

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

"Oh, tapioca," murmured Shiboo, annoyed.

He lifted the short black skirt to ingpect the android's backside.
Therewas alarge smudge of sky-blue paint on the left buttock.



Straightening up, the Japanese reached under the maid'slace
collar and touched the activate spot. "Why didn't you mention,

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

"Hey, isthat my job?" asked thereanimated blonde. "You ginksare
supposed to ingpect us after each job and I'll tell you something,

Ernie, most of your maintenance crew are either Tekheads or
braingtimmers and they wouldn't have noticed if my entire butt had
broken out in polka dots."

"Y ou keep forgetting to address me as Mr. Shiboo, lollipop.”
"Hooey."

"How'd that smear get there?’

"Ask your last client--that grabbby Mr. Goodrich in the San

Luis Obispo Sector,” shereplied. "Hetried to get fresh with mein
the nursery during that bash he and his missusthrew last weekend. The
bots hed just finished painting the room."

Shiboo frowned. "Wonder why they'd paint alittle girl's room blue?!
"Ask Goodrich.”

Crouching, Shiboo lifted her skirt again and squinted at the blue
buttock. "I have an excdlent--an extremely excd lent--reputation asa
provider and leaser of the finest-grade androids and servos,” he said,
risngup. "Inthelast three yearsI've built this business up

from--"

"Maybe you should've stuck to peddling Tek, gumdrop.”

"That'll be enough of that sort of talk,” he warned her. "How'd you
get that sort of datainto your head anyway?'

"Must beavirus."

Shiboo scowled at her. "Go into the workshop at the back of the van,
Ally," heingructed. "Usealite gun to clean off that damned gtain.”



"I'm not supposed to mess with any maintenance.”

"Ligten, butterbdl, | have to ddiver twenty-one tip-top android maids
to Leon Marriner a hisMangon number fivein the Tiburon Enclavein
exactly saventeen minutes," hetold her, putting one hand on her
black-clad shoulder. "The head of the whole entire Marriner Media
empireisn't going to accept an andy with a sky-blue backside and I'm
not about to offer him one. Nor will | risk showing up with only
twenty of you.”

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

The sky van hit another air pocket and the floor bounced severa times.
She lurched, hit againgt another android maid, knocking her off her
fedt.

"Easy, easy," cautioned Shiboo as he hurried over to pick up thefalen
andy. " can't afford any dents at thislate hour.”

Shiboo fidgeted in the passenger seet. "I'm sorry 1've been such anag
today, Herky."

"Don't cdl meHerky." The android who was piloting the Sky van was
handsome, muscular-looking. His golden-blond hair was wavy and long.
"My name is Hercules/30F and this has come up again and again at our
weekly meetings with the techno-counselor.”

"I know, forgiveme," gpologized the Japanese. "Whenever I'm
worried--scared actualy, in this case--I tend to turn cranky."

"Youredly haveto learn to relax, Ernie," advised Hercules,
"Besides, the odds are that the Bernardino bitch's disappearance had
nothing at dl to do with you, not adamn thing."



6 6 Frowning, Shiboo shook hishead. "No, I'm certain that Jill's
being kidnapped has awholelot to do with .. . well, with what
Marriner and those overseas Tek bastards are up to."

"I hateto pick on you," said the android, "but | did mention at the
timethat you were ajerk to confide anything in that Bernardino
woman."

"She was paying me anicefat feefor information.” "Information about

the Sonny Hokori cartd,” reminded Hercules. "A defunct operation that
nobody gives adamn about anymore--certainly nobody who'sin aposition
to knock you off or rough you up.”

"I suppose | wanted to impress her,” admitted the Japanese. "So
threw in alittle of what 1'd been finding out about Marriner's latest
project. Hintsredly, nothing more.”

"Morethan hints, Ernie, or you wouldn't be scared silly now." "You
know, Herk, I've brought this up with our counselor quite afew times
lately,” Shiboo said to theandroid. "But you redly aren't at al
sympathetic to me at times."

"Whosefaultisitif | lack empathy? Did | design and build
mysdff”

"All right, I planned you and oversaw your congtruction,” he
acknowledged. "Still, as| recal, I built in alot more kindness and
undergtanding.”

"What you're trying to do now is mix our domestic problems up with our
businessventures. Not smart.”

"| am, you're absolutdly right."

"All we have to worry about today is delivering these nubile maidsto
Marriner's number five digs” said Hercules. "We turn them over to
that bossy private sec of his, collect our handsome fee and take off
for Greater LA and home."



6 ? "Thedmasokay," said Shiboo. "She's been extremely helpful
to usin building the business up these past couple years."

The android said, "We provide afirgt-rate product. Were doing
Marriner and al the rest of our snooty customersafavor it not the
other way around, Ernie."

"Youreright agan."

"Now quit looking like you've just come back from your own funerd,”
Hercules suggested. "Were going to be setting down at number fivein
acouple more minutes." He tapped out alanding pattern on the dash.

"Quite probably Marriner himsdaf won't even show up at this particular
mansion of hisuntil the day of the party.” Shiboo sat up straighter
inhisseet. "And even when heisinresdence, | rardy seehim.”

"Begdes which, nobody in the entire Marriner Mediaempire has any
notion that you've been blabbing their secretsto Jill Bernardino.”

The mansion and groundsin the Tiburon Enclave covered five and a half
acres at the edge of the expanded San Francisco Bay. The homeitself
was an exact replica of alate-nineteenth-century Victorian mansion,

and the surrounding acresincluded alarge formd garden, anine-hole
golf course, aswimming pavilion and awoods containing quite afew

tall smulated redwoods.

The vigtors landing area was surrounded by holographic cypress
trees.

After going through the recognition and permission routines, Hercules
brought the sky vanin for alanding.

Thelanding wasn't especially smooth and two of the android maids back
in the cargo areawent crashing to the floor with considerable thunking



and ratling. "Herky, you'veredly got to improve your landing
techniques." Shiboo unhooked from the safety gear and ran into the
other room to get the fallen an diesto their feet and check for
damage.

Then he came back into the cabin and released the door on hisside.

It opened to reved the short, socky Thelma Glanzman standing out in
the sunny afternoon. Hands on hips, looking up a him. "Hello,
Ernest," shesad.

"Thelma, gumdrop, how areyou?' said Shiboo, climbing out of the sky
van "Just wait until you get alook at this batch of---"

"Get up to the house right away quick,” shetold him. "Mar-finer wants
totalk toyou."

nimage of the bad, scraggly-whiskered man, hdf life Sze, gppeared
on one of the holograph stagesin Bascom's tower office.

Circling the round stage, the Cosmos Detective Agency chief said, "This
comey lad'snameisNigd Dunkirk. He--" "Bingo," said Gomez from the
chair where he was douching. Bascom eyed him. "What are you trying
to convey?'

"Y ou'vejust confirmed--which | was already near certain of
anyway--that he's the mierda that Corky warned me about.”

Jake was straddling achair afew feet further back from the stage.
"This Dunkirk'sahired-hand type," heremarked. "Not affiliated with
any particular Tek outfit."

"Thistime he and hisbalito are working for Johnny Trocaaero.”
Bascom frowned. "Why are you only now mentioning this, Said?’

"Hey,jefe, | camerushing in here afew minutes ago, burgting with

news," the curly-haired detective reminded hisboss. "But | was
informed that Jake had dragged in this pendg o and hisfaithful
mechanical companion and that you were going to brief us before we got
down to--"



"Okay, enough.” Bascom consulted his handful of printout memos.
"Dunkirk and the got are reposing down in Interrogation Suite 3 & the
moment. Soon as our medics bring the guy out of his stun gun swoon,
well troop down there and ask him some pertinent questions.”
"Heknowswhere Jll is" said Gomez.

"He at least knowswherethey delivered her," observed Jake.
"What's the robot's name?'

Bascom's frown degpened. "What the hell hasthat got to do with
anything?'

"I'm curious."

The chief riffled the memos. "Turns out the damn thing doesn't have a
name. Satisfied?' "You can tdl alot about people from what they
namethings.

Jake grinned.

"We're dready scanning the hot's brain to see what he knows."

"Timecheck told metherewas a SoCd Teklord involved in this" hetold
his partner. "Johnny Trocadero must be the one.”

"S, but I'm il not clear asto why he'srisking going up against the
oversess Tek hombres."

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

"Frg," put in Gomez, "we haveto tak to this Dunkirk cabrdn and find
out where Jll is”

The vidphone on Bascom's desk suddenly started talking.

"Lieutenant Drexler of the SoCad State Policeisout herein the
reception area, Mr. Bascom. He hasfive officerswith him and a



warrant. He sayshe'sgoing to seeyou at once.” There were

exactly forty-two vidscreens built into the walls of the mangon'smain
ballroom. Each onewasdisplaying adifferent Martinet Media

vidshow.

Sitting in the large room's only chair, thin fingers stegpled benegth

his chin, was alanky black maninagrey suit. Hewasayear avay
from thirty, hishair was close-cropped. Two men and an android stood
just to the rear of hishigh-back wicker chair. "Screen 8," hesaidin
hiswhisper)' voice.

The heavyset bearded man at theright of the standing trio said,
"That's our Moon Cops show, Mr. Marriner."

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

The thin blond man said, "But we guaranteed Selkirk at least ayear
0r__ll

"It'sdead.”

"| agree with you on that one," said the pink-checked andy. "Moon Cops
isadismd show, gr."

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

"No, | assureyou, thisis an honest opinion of my own."
Marriner gave aquick whisper of achuckle. "Screen 27," he said.

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

"Reshoot the damn thing."

The heavyset bearded man suggested, "It would be much more economical
if we had the people in Enhancement punch up the exigting--"



i il "Yes, gr," said thethin blond man.
"Exactly what | was about to suggest,” said the android.

The room's door whirred quietly open. Thelma Glanzman gppeared. "He's
here”

"Keep him out there for awhile, Thel," instructed Marriner. *;
"Screen 19."

The secondary ballroom was not quite aslarge asthe main one. There
were only thirty vidscreensin the walls and they displayed not

Marriner Media shows but variable views of what was going on ingdethe
major Marriner offices and facilities around the world.

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

Shiboo ran histongue over hislips. "Very colorful, sr." The
Japanese was standing to the right of the desk. There were no other
chairsin the big room.

"Not the typography, putz, the content.”

Shiboo cleared histhroat, craned hishead. ""Thousands Diein Tunnel
Tragedy." Very catchy, sr.”

"No, hell, it's nowhere near specific enough,” countered the media
tycoon. "Thousands of what--people, kangaroos, nasturtiums? If it's
human beings-—-what kind? Where?'

"Putting it that way, Mr. Marriner, thelineisabit lackingin



detail, yes" Marriner picked up apam phone "Bockman, we want
anew head for the Times-Post. Specificson that tunnel thing."
Shiboo coughed into his hand.

Marriner glanced up a him. "How many maid an diesdid you ddliver for
my upcoming bash, Ernie?"

"Twenty-one, Sr."
"I understand one of them has blue spots on her ass."
"No, that's been taken care of .... How did you know that?"

"Ernie, thereisn't one damn thing about you that | don't know or can't
find out,” Marriner informed him. "I even know what goes on in the hay
between you and that mechanized lummox of yours. Herky. Jesus.

"My rdationship with himis perfectly--" "Tel me about Jl
Bernardino." "Who?'

A whispery chuckle. "Ernie, you're not following thisdiscussion a
al asclosdy asyou ought to be," Marriner said, pushing back afew
inchesin hischair. "1 had hoped I'd impressed you by thistime with
the fact that bullshit will get you nowhere when talking to me. How
much did youtdl her?'

Shiboo shook his head negatively, getting the shaking dl tangled up
with the uncontrolled shivering that had begun. "Not athing, Mr.
Martinet," heinasted. "I mean, yes, asyou seem to know, | have been
providing her with information for avidwall film shesscripting. It's
about Sonny Hokori. I'm not sureif you knew him, but--"

"l knew Sonny quitewdl.”

"Well, g, then you know that he's dead and donefor. So are most of



hisrelatives and the top peoplein his Tek cartdl,” continued the

uneasy Japanese. "Therefore, you see, | didn't think providing her

with background information about the Hokori cartel would hurt anyone.
Her producer was offering a very nice fee for my services and even
though | only worked for Sonny in aminor capacity--"

"C'mon, Ernie, you were one of histop lieutenants. Y ou evenhad a
hand in framing Jake Cardigan on Tek charges and getting him sent up to
the Freezer prison.”

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

Not me, however, Sr."

"Suppose we return to Jill Bernardino. How much did you tell her about
what I'm planning?’

"l don't know anything about your plan.”

"Not the right answer, Ernie," said Marriner. "Y ou should've said
something like, "Which of your multitude of plansare you taking
about, Sr?' 'Y ou know, you're not even any good at playing dumb.”
Shiboo hugged himsdlf to try to control hisshivering. "All right,

gr, | did hear afew rumors--since | do drop in at your various homes
delivering androids--about some plan to team up with certain Tek
cartelsin Europe.”

"Which cartels, Ernie?" He reached over and took hold of the
Japanese'swrist.

Grimacing at the pressure on his pudgy wrist, Shiboo answered, "Anzemo
wasthe only namel heard, Sr."

"What exactly are Anzelmo and | and the others working on,
Ernie? How much of that did your spying bring out?"

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



interested in some kind of Tek network that may well put every Teklord
in Americaout of busness”

Marriner smiled. "Yes, you'd naturaly be curious about thet,"
he agreed. "Where'sthe Bernardino woman?"'
"Don't you have her?'

Marriner shook hishead and let go of thewrist. "No, dthough I'd
very much liketo."

"Then | don't know," said Shiboo. "Ligten, gr, I'mredly sorry if my
curiosity has caused you--"

"Y our damned curiosity, putz, has contributed to alot of people
finding out something about my plan.”

"Asl say, I'mredly sorry."

Martinet did open adrawer in hisdesk. "And well you should be,
Ernie”" Helifted out a snub-nosed stun gun and shot the Japanese.



he turned away from the monitor screen in the white metal wall of the
interrogation suite. "Bascom gppearsto be successfully staling
Lieutenant Drexler," he announced. "But therésno way of telling how
long hélll be ableto bring that off."

At the center of the circular room the bald Dunkirk was strapped in a
padded white metal chair. Hiseyeswere open wideyet he didn't seem
to be seeing anything.

Gomez, resting his hand on the arm of the chair, said to the young
Chinese woman who was stationed just to the rear of Dunkirk, "Timeis
onthewing, Terri. Can we commence questioning this co chino

Terri Leeglanced over a awall clock. "Okay, Gomez, the truth

injection should've taken hold by now. Start dow, huh?' Leaning

closer, Gomez inquired, "Y ou're Nigel Dunkirk?' The bald man answvered,
inadightly droning voice, "Y ou got it, mate.”

"Who hired you for thisjob."?" "Don't know hisbloody name. "Why's
thet, Nigd ?'

"That'sthe way these thingswork out,” said Dunkirk. "I'ma
fredlancer, do you see. People know my specialties, know | got agood



reputation and a success rate that's blooming miraculous. When
they contact me, mate, they like to remain drictly anonymous.”

"Y ou know Johnny Trocadero?"

"Heard of the bloke. Never actudly met up with him." "Could he be
behind this?' "Hemight. Hemight not.”

Frowning, Gomez asked dowly, "Where did you take Jill Bernardino?'

Dunkirk blinked, grimaced. "I'm not supposed to tell.” Terri said,
"Y ou have no choice.”

"Where did you take her?' repested Gomez.
"Glendde Sector.”

"A little more specific, porfavor.”

"Hotel SantaClara.”

"A true dump,” observed Jake. "Whao'd you turn her over to?" "Night
dek." "Nameof?."

"Marsh Glendenny.”
"A catifidblelout,” said Jake.

"S;" agreed Gomez. Hunching his shoulders, he leaned even closer to
the truth-drugged Dunkirk. Y ou were supposed to grab

Jeffrey Monkwood too?' "That'sright, mate." "Sameclient?' "Far as
| know."

"Whet's the connection between Monkwood and Jill Bemardino?'

"Wadl, as| understand it, this bloke was putting the blocksto her,



know what | mean?' "What else?"
"You can searcch me.”
"When you got Monkwood--where were you to take him? Same hotel ?*

"No, him we got to drop off a the Sheridan Hotel in the Long Beach
Sector.”

"Turning him over towho?"
"Charlie Menken. He'sthe manager.”

Gomez asked him, "What about me and my partner?’ "Y ou two blokeswe
arejust going to snuff out.”

"We better move dong, Sid." Jake nodded at the monitor screen that
was showing him what was taking place up in the chief's office. "I
don't think Bascom's going to be ableto stal the minions of the law

much longer."

Stepping back, Gomez said, "Hate to leave you with this peadegjo,
Teri."

"It'sokay," she said, smiling. ™Y ou and Jake had better scoot out one
of our secret exits."

Gomez was handling the controls of the sky car guiding it through the
darkening twilight toward the Glendale Sector of Greater Los Angeles.
"Okay, amigo,” hesaid, "thisishow | seethings. Onthe onesdewe
have these European Teklords who've banded together to pull off
something muy import ante and on the other side there's Johnny
Trocadero, notoriousloca Tek kingpin, and possibly other native Tek
luminaries. Somehow JlI got hersdf caught smack inthemiddle”

Jake wasin the passenger seat, asmall reader scanner held in his hand
and aligening bugin hisear.



"Amigo?' sad his partner after waiting for aresponse. "Huh?"

"l waslaying out my astute andysis of thiswhole business--and you
thusfar havefailed to reply. Even polite applause would be
appreciated.”

"Sorry, Sid." Hetugged out the listening bug and tapped the reader
scanner "Been listening to atranscript of the thoughtsthat Terri and
her crew gleaned from what passesfor abrainin

Dunkirk's robot."
"Cosa?!

Jake touched akey and the voxbox in the reader began speaking. ...
man on the vidphone screenisabig felow, tal, hefty, in his

fifties. Not too smart, though, not used to doing this sneaky stuff.
Look at him, he didn't even think to blank the screen. And we can see
part of theroom he'sin, too. Haf of an animated poster showing on
thewall. Says Supp Start; Cent."

Jaketurned off thelittle machine. "That's part of the hot's
recollections of one of the people who contacted Dunkirk to set up

JiI'skidnapping.”
"Dios" Hegestured at thereader. "That doesn't make sense, Jake."

"Neverthdess, that sure sounds like a description--going by the
background file on him | looked over--of Ernst Reinman. And, Sid, hed
sure be likely to have a poster saying Support the Starvation Center
gracing hiswall."

"S; but why in the hdl would Jll's current spouse beinvolved in
aranging her abduction?'

"Could be he wastired of her fooling around.” "Kidnapping isapretty
drastic curefor infiddity."
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"Y eah, and besides, we aready know severa Tek cartels are tangled up
inthis"

"Later, however, | better," suggested Gomez, "have another chat with
the distraught husband.”

From the run-down little park near the old center of the Glendale
Sector you had agood view of the Hotel SantaClara. 1t wasa
sx-gtory structure, rising up next to aweedy lot that had once been a
complex of tenniscourts. Built during thereviva of interetinthe
Spanish stylein the early years of the twenty-first century, the Santa
Clarahad danting red tile roofs and real wrought-iron bars guarding
each and every window.

In the growing twilight Gomez and Jake were crouched behind a stand of
real pepper trees. Scattered on the smulated grass were five used Tek
chips.

"I don't think much of the public recrestion program inthisarea.”
Gomez kicked a a chip.

"Bebest to surprisethe night clerk,” said Jake. "Then we can ask him
where JlIl is"

"Think she could sill beinsidethat pocilga?”

"Hard totell, Sid. The opposition probably aready knows we've got
Dunkirk," said Jake. "Anyway, I'll head down the aley on the left of
the place and let mysdlf in the back way. Oncel locate Marsh
Glendenny, I'll et you know on the palm phone Then you--"

"Momentito." Gomez stood up. "Jll, after dl, was once related to me
by marriage. I'll maketheinitiad assault.”

Jake made an okay-by-me gesture with hisleft hand.



Patting his shoulder holster once, Gomez dipped clear of the park,
crossed the street and began strolling, as unobtrusively as possible,
toward the Santa Clara.

Before he reached it an immense whom ping noise sounded insde the old
hotel. The whole structure began to bresk apart, thered tilesdiding
away from each other and spinning and clattering down through the
night. Thewrought-iron barsflew away from the disintegrating

building, turning into twists and zigzags of black. Theinsde of the

hotel mixed with the outsde asit dl went cascading toward the

dreet.

Immense clouds of black sooty smoke wereralling thickly out of the
crumbling, tumbling building.



Jake couldn't see Gomez at al. hnny Trocadero said, "Wdll, I'll be
dipped.”

Y edra Cortez asked, "That's your only comment, runt?" Trocadero was
thin and about a haf-inch shy of being fivefeet tdl. Hishair,

which was a glittering platinum, he worein bangs. "Y ou know those
durs about my stature upset me, sweetheart.”

"Sofireme, shrimp." Shewasfive sx, dender, dark and with her
hair cropped to abrigtly fuzz.

Chuckling, Trocadero dug out a plazpak of Speed Gum from a side pocket
of hissnsdlk jacket. "You'reindispensable" hetold her. "At

least just now." He shook acap let of gum into hissmal palm, popped
itinto hismouith.

Thetwo of them werein the main dining room of the new nightspot
Trocadero was about to open in the San Diego Sector. The decor here
was modeled on the forests of India, and the small tables were set out
amidst smulated and holographic jungle trees, vines and flowers.

Exotic birds perched on high branches and called.

"If | wereyou, shorty, I'd kick the ass of whoever'sresponsible for
this" She pointed again at the holographic tiger that was dinking,
belly low, acrossthe dining room floor in front of them.



As Trocadero chewed hisgum, his eyes grew brighter and his cheeks
became pinker. "l only kick ass over something important, darling,” he
reminded her.

"But look at this goddamn tiger--and they're dl likethis,"
Yedrasaid. "It'sonly afoot long.”
"Darned if itisnt."

"Well, maybe you didn't know this, but redl tigers are about five, Sx
times|onger.”

"l was aware of that, darling." He smiled asthe miniaturetiger
disappeared into the shadows beyond afar row of tables. "Well have
them enlarged to the proper size long before we open next week."

"Y ou've dready told those peckersto fix them twice" "They will," he
assured her.

"There's dso something wrong with the holographic hippos over inthe
AfricaGrill,” Yedratold him. "They ought to befatter."

"We're going to adjust them too." He shook another cap let of Speed
Gum into his hand.

"What'd the doctor tell you about gobbling so much of that crap,
dink?'

"Heworksfor me, | don't work for him." Trocadero chewed for amoment
and then stared up at the ceiling. ™Y ou got to admit al those
amulated stars up therelook terrific.”

"There'stwo Big Dippers." Yedradidn't bother to glance upward.
"I'll tell you another thingthat .. ." Therewasavery faint humming
sound, which seemed to originate insde her head. "Hold on, shrimp,
I'm getting an ssmail nessage

Shuddering once, the diminutive Teklord helped himsdlf to more gum.
"That would give me the absolute creeps,” he



84 commented. "Having adamned phone implanted inside my
"It'snot aphone, it'satiny little mail chip.”

He bounced afew times on the bals of histiny feet. "Sowhat's
comingin?'

She made a hush-a-minute motion with her hand. Then shesmiled. "The
Hotel Santa Clara ceased to exist exactly five and ahalf minutes ago,”
she reported.

"I'll be dipped,” commented the Teklord. "Austin Quadrill is as good
ashecdamsthen.” Henodded afew satisfied nods.

"Bodeswell for what we have in mind for next week."

"l wish you'd stop using words like 'bodes."

"Was Marshdl Glendenny in the joint when it went up?' "Hewas" she
replied. "But what's even better news--it'sjust about certain that a
Cosmos op was killed by the explosion.

Trocadero stopped chewing. "Jake Cardigan?"

"The other one. That lambioso, Gomez."

Trocadero shrugged his narrow little shoulders. "That's okay,"

he sad, bright eyesgoing wider. "WEell get him next time."

The wide curved one-way bedroom window afforded aview of' the twigting
mountain road far below and the shadowy woodlands. Everything out in
the night wastinted apalesivery blue.

"Youreredly not paying anything like enough attention to me,

professor,” complained the naked young woman who was sitting on the
edge of the big oval bed and dowly swinging one leg back and forth.



Jeffrey Monkwood said, without turning away from the window, "Y ou
don't have to address me as professor al thetime, Annalee."

Annalee Tarkington shrugged her bare shoulders. "It'sexciting to do
it, though, professor," she explained. "Seeping with one of my
professors has been my god ever since | transferred to UC/Venice.”

"I'm flattered.”
"Y ou should be, | turned down two other profs.”
"Fine" hesaid, dtill watching the dark distant road.

"Y ou're here morefor the hideaway aspects of my parents number three
home than you are for the screwing, obvioudy," shetold him.

"Not many land cars come up thisfar.”

"Very few people come up to this mountaintop enclave by any means of
trangportation, professor,” Annalee said, stretching out on her back on
the wide bed and locking her arms behind her blonde head. "My parents,
for example, haven't soent anight herein over three years.”

"Areyou certain your security sysemisdtill functioning properly?*

She brought her kneesup. "My parents are even more paranoid than you
are" sheanswered. "Thisisan extremely secure spot, trust me.

Didn't you pay attentionto al | had to go through to get us

ingoe?'

Hetook afew steps away from thewindow. "I'd better get dressed,” he
sad, ill garing out into the night. "I have to make avidphone

cdl." Frowning, he hurried back to the window, pressed hispam
againg it and looked out and up. "Skycar flying over."



TEI(NET
"They do that now and then."
Okay, it'sokay. Thesky car isgoing on by."

She sat up, watching him. "Wasthislittle anticlimactic tusdewe
just went through about it for the sex stuff tonight, professor?”

"Damnit, Annaeg, I've got other things on my mind tonight.”
"Y ou ought to be worrying more about what a poor performance you
gave”

He strode to the bed, took hold of her bare shoulders, shook her.
"There are people out there in Greater LA somewhere looking for me--no,
hunting for me," he said, voiceloud. "They may want to kill me."

"Dontydl," shesad.

Very gradudly, he moved his hands away from her. "We've had asmall
romance going this semester, Annaee," he said in avoice touched with
impatience and annoyance. "When | suddenly needed a place to hide out
for atime, | thought of you. 'Y ou were hel pful enough to bring me here
and | appreciate that agood dedl.” He paused, moving back from the
bed. "But the sex wasyour idea."

"It obvioudy wasn't yours.”

Very quickly, even though he paused twice to look out through the
one-way plastiglass, Monkwood dressed. ™Y ou told me that your father
had atap proof phonein hisden here," he said to the young woman, who
gtill hadn't bothered to put her clothesback on. "Isit working?!
"Everything works, professor, my parents seeto that.”

"l haveto try to contact somebody."

She gestured, unenthusiastically, toward the door.



Theonly illumination in the large domed living room came from thin
lite stripsaong the floor. Monkwood hurried through the room and
into the den.

"Lights," he said as he crossed the threshold.

The smaller room remained dark.

"Lights," he repeated, making hisway to the vidphone on the desk.
Nothing happened.

"The house only recognizes my parents voicesand mine." Annalee was
leaning, till naked, in the doorway. "Lights, please.”

Threefloating globes up near the ceiling blossomed.

Shegmiled. "See?'

"Thanks," he said, dropping down into the desk chair. Heran his
tongue over hisupper lip twice, rubbed his hands together, flexed his
shoulders. "It would be better if you didn't listenin on this."
"Youredly areintrouble, aren't you? Thisisn't just some
performance to cover up how disappointing you arein--" "Go away,

Anndee. Plea"

She scratched her right buttock, shrugged. I'll wait in the bedroom.”
A skeptical smiletouched her pretty young face as she turned away.

Hewaited afull minute or more before punching out the number.

A pudgy Japanese appeared on the phone screen smiling cordialy.

"Y ou've reached the residence of Ernest Shiboo," hesaid. "How may |
help you?'

"Isyour phone tap-proof, Ernest?”’

"Of course, Professor Monkwood."



"Listen. They've grabbed Jill--you probably aready know that. I'm
not surewho did the job, but it must have something to do with what
Marriner and the overseas Tek cartds are planning.”

"Mr. Shiboo isaway just now, but | will convey this messageto him,”
sad the amiling Japanese. "Isthere anything es=?"

Monkwood gtiffened, pulling back from the screen. "Wheat the hell are
you--"

"I'm the answering android,” said the replicaof Shiboo. "Apparently
you mistook me for my employer. Employer and creator, | might add.
Shiboo's an dies are handcrafted, you know, and noted for--"

"Skip the commercid,” cut in the angry professor. "Wherethe hell is
Shiboo, the redl Shiboo?"

"He's away at the moment. However, any message--"

"Away where? | haveto tak to the man.”

The android kept on smiling. "Actudly, Mr. Shiboo ison vacation.”
"Wheréd he go?'

Shaking his head, the android said, "I don't know the location,

| only know he won't be back in the Greater Los Angeles areafor--"
"What about his companion--Herky?'

"Oh, | imagine hel's on vacation, too. Heand Mr. Shiboo are
inseparable, you know."

"Chrigt," muttered Monkwood. "They've probably got him aready."
"What wasthat?"

"Nothing, never mind."



89"I'll tell Mr. Shiboo you phoned--the mmnent he checksin with
me," promised the smulacrum. "Where can he reach you, Professor
Monkwood?'

Monkwood hung up, I€eft the chair, headed into the dim-lit living room.
"I'mokay, I'mdl right," hetold himsdlf in awhisper that didn't
convey conviction. "They don't know where | am.”

From the bedroo,n Annalee dl at once screamed.

90



Gomez was stretched out on anarrow white table.
Jake eyed him. "So how do you fed ?'
"Likemierda," spoke his partner.

Gomez' clothes were ragged, smudged with dirt and soot. Therewere
severd pl asking bandages on his battered face, and his moustache was

snged.
"That'sagood sgn.”

Gomez looked up a the low celling of the parked medvan. "That was
some explosion, amigo. It hitmelike.. . Chihuahua” He sat up on
the exam table, just now remembering something. "Jll wasin that
goddamned hotel. Have they found her, Jake?"

"] don't think shewas till there, Sid."

"Havethey got the robot dogs sniffing the ruinsyet?" "Just
dating.”

The two detectives were done in this recovery compartment. Thevan
was gitting near the smdll park, and police sky vans and emergency
rescue vehicleswere il arriving outside.

Reaching over, Gomez caught hold of his partner'sarm. "Help me
dismount frommy dab, amigo,” herequested. "I'mfeding amite
woozy."



"Y ou're supposed to recline for awhile” "Who told you
that--some run-down medibot? No gadget is--"

"Thiswas ahuman intern, ayoung lady.” "Oh s0? Pretty, was she?"
"Moderatdy s0."

Gomez swung around until hislegswere dangling over thetable side.
"Being unconscious can certainly handicap ones socid life)" he
observed. "Get back to your theory about where Jill is.”

"| got to thinking while you werein your trance. "How long was|
out, by theway?' "About ten minutesor s0." "Bueno, continue.”

"l just remembered something about the Santa Clara," Jaketold him.
"Back when we were both cops, that hotel was run by the SoCa Méfia”

"Everybody knew that, s. But they lost control of it yearsago.”

"Y eah, but at that time the Mafia goons aso ran the NecroPlex
cemetery.” He pointed athumb in anortherly direction. "NecroPlex is
only about a haf-mile from here--and there used to be a series of
tunnels and pass ways linking the hotd with that complex of
underground vaults and crypts.”

"Esver dad Gomez rubbed at abandage on histemple. "I
remember now. They were doing very well with traditiond drugsin
those days and they'd built a big underground warehouse right in the

NecroPlex."

"Drugswould be brought into the hotel and they'd cart them through
those pass ways to their storerooms.”

"The International Drug Control Agency even raided the setup once



about--what?--ten, eleven years ago." "It occurred to me," said
Jake, nodding, "that Jill was ddlivered to this particular hotel so
that she could be conveyed to that old underground warehouse.”

"It would be agood place to keep somebody hidden,” admitted his
partner. "Still, amigo, if Jll wasn't in the Santa Clara, why destroy
thejoint?"

"To keep Glendenny quiet, to dead-end anybody who was searching for
her."

"Excessive, though. Send all those down-and-out tenants on to glory
just to slence one hombre?'

"Peoplein the Tek trade aren't noted,” Jake reminded him, "for their
humanitarianiam.”

"I know, &:" He hunched, frowning. "Probably thisissmply an
aftereffect of my playing akey rolein avery impressve display of
pyrotechnics, Jake--but I'm more pessmigtic than you are.” Hetapped
his chest with thefingersof hisright hand. "l have afeding she

was still insde and that--that she's dead.”

"If Jll'sin that rubble, Sid, it'll take maybe aday to locate her,"

Jake said. "l want to check out that old warehouse tonight.” After a
few seconds, Gomez said, "Wed better do that." "Soon asyou're
fedling somewhat lesswobbly, we can--" "The only place you two
bagtards are going,” announced Lieutenant Drexler as hejoined themin
the recovery compartment, "isright straight from hereto

headquarters.”

The gold-plated kitten took three tentative steps across the white
plasgtiglassfloor. Then it made athin, metallic meowing noise, took
one more fatering step and fdll over onitsleft Sde.



The small golden body jittered on the workroom floor for severa
seconds. A thin wisp of grey smoke came puffing out of the dying
mechanism'sear. Thekitten rattled once more, was till.

"Shit," said thelong, thin man who was knedling afew feet away. "You
should've worked ahell of alot better than that.”

Rising, hishead shaking ruefully, he went to hisworkbench and touched
three slvery hammersin turn. Choosing the smalest, hereturned to
where the clockwork kitten lay.

"You'rearea damn disappointment to me." He dropped to one knee and
began hitting thelittle gold-plated kitten.

He hit again and again, with long steady strokes.

The body cracked open, spitting out gears and cogs and twists of wire.
A smdl spill of greenish oil went diding away from the body.

He pursued a cog that had rolled off afew feet. Catching up, he
flattened it with severd swift blows of the hammer.

Then, taking adow breath in and out, he rose up again. "Going to
haveto do ahell of alot better on the next one."

"Holocall," announced avoice that seemed to come out of theair.
"Whoisit?'

"YedraCortez."

"That shrike." Hefrowned. "Okay, put her through.”

A circular pand in the workroom floor did aside and a holographic
stage rose up into view.

After pausing to grind one booted foot into the remains of the kitten,
thelong, thin man sat himsdf down in astraight-back metal chair
facing the platform. "Good evening, Yedra."



94 cated Audtin,” said the life-size image of the dark, crewcut
young woman. "All of thisbullshit about not Ietting usknow
where--"

"What'd your boss think of the--"

"Johnny Trocadero isn't my goddamned boss," shetold him.
"WEeé're partners.”

"What'd your partner think of the explosion at the Santa

Clara?' asked Austin Quadrill.

"He thought that you did exactly what we paid you to do,"
sheanswered. "The shrimp isn't planning on sending you a bonus.”
Quadrill smiled at the projected Yedra. "I got the devicein there
undetected and it went off exactly ontime," he said, smilewidening
and then vanishing. "Arewe going ahead with the mgor project?’
"Yeah. That'swhy I'm bothering to contact you, Augtin.”

He crossed hislegs, examined the sole of hisboot. After plucking a
tiny slver spring free of the sole, he said, "Do you have adate or a

place?'

"Wejust found out that Marriner and his crew will be meeting with
Anzelmo and some of his people next Tuesday.”

"I can have adevice ready and planted by then," he assured her. "I
would though, Y edra, like to know where this camp meeting isgoing to
occur. You can't tell me?'

"We don't know yet," she said, brushing oneflat hand over her
close-cropped black hair. "What you haveto doisstand by."

Another quick smile. "Exactly what | have been doing,” hesaid. "If



they're, for instance, meeting on Anzelmo's home ground--someplacein
England, say--I haveto factor travel timeinto my calculations™

"We expect to know by tomorrow."
"I'll talk to you then." He stood up. "Goodbye.”

Her image went popping into nothing. The holograph stage sank and the
floor covered it over again.



The black young woman, legs spread wide and hands on hips, said, "Halt
about there, loot."

Drexler had been in the act of escorting Jake and Gomez aong the night
street to a police sky van when she came striding up to block his
progress. "Out of the way, shyster," hetold her. "Buenas noches,
Georgia," greeted Gomez.

"Y ou ought to get your ass over to the nearest church of your preferred
denomination, Gomez," suggested Georgia Petway, "and thank the Lord
that the Cosmos Detective Agency has an attorney like me on retainer.”
Turning her head dightly, she glared at Jake. "And you, Cardigan,
when the hdll are you intending to grow up?'

"Y ou seem,” observed Jake, grinning at her, "to be annoyed at
something.”

Lieutenant Drexler said, "These two probably do need alecture,
Georgia, but right now | intend to drag them off to the--"

"Nope, wrong," the black attorney told him.

The cop dropped his handsto hissides, clenching hisfigs. "You've
pulled some strings, haven't you?"

"Damned right," she answered, smiling. "Pulled strings, greased pdims,



cgjoled, harangued and threatened to send alarge flock of chickens
hometo roost." From apocket in her skirt shetook out awad of fax
memos "Y ou're obliged to turn both these loons free exactly now,
loot.”

The police officer, after making an unhappy noise, grabbed the officia
formsfrom her hand. Skimming them, he nodded. "So you've even got
something on Judge Boyd, huh?'

"I even got something on you, dear heart. Can we say goodnight now?"

Drexler'sfingers closed on the documents, wadding them into acrinkled
ball. "Okay, but there's something | want to ask them first."

"According to those papers,” said Georgia, "you don't have theright to
S0 much as-"

"It'sokay," cutin Jake. "We don't want to spoil our reputation for
cooperation by running off and leaving Drexler perplexed.” "Sgo ahead
and makeyour inquiry.” "You shouldn't be giving in to him over--"

Drexler said, ™Y ou guys know who Professor Jeffrey Monkwood is, don't
you?"

Jake answered, "Sure, he'safriend of Jill Bernardino." "Wdl," sad
Lieutenant Drexler, "about an hour ago a police sky car that was

patrolling one of the canyons spotted a young lady wandering, buff

naked, along one of those twisty roads. She'd been roughed up and
wasn't completely coherent--but she told them she'd been with Monkwood
up at her parents joint when somebody broke in and carried the guy

off." He paused, eyeing them. "Y ou know anything about that?"

Gomez said, "We've been looking for the professor, too, lieutenant.
Apparently somebody e se found the hombrefirs."

"Why would they want him?"



"Samereason,” said Jake, "that they want Jill Bernardino.”

"Then suppose you tell me how Monkwood's abduction and this explosion
here tonight tie together with--"

"Whoa, cease,” warned Georgia. "My clientsaren't going to talk to you
any longer, Drexler.”

"l need to"

"Y ou need to read over those crumpled-up orders| delivered to you."
Stepping between the partners, she grabbed an am of each and started
walking them away.

The police lieutenant made another angry noise, but said nothing to
stop them.

/nzelmo came shuffling into the paneled meeting room with afla
plyowrapped parcel under hisarm. The elderly Teklord waswearing an
overcoat, aneo fur hat with shaggy earflaps and ared near wool scarf
around hisneck. "Why the hell don't they hest this place?’

Five other people appeared to be sitting around an ornately carved red
wood conference table at the room's center. From the row of high,
narrow windows you could see foggy central London, athough the room
was actudly e sawhere.

Halting on hisdow way to the chair at the table's head, Anzelmo
veered and walked over to where alean, dark man was seated at mid
table "Maurice, I've been promising you one of my goddamn paintings
for--"

"Anzelmo, old friend," said Maurice Pettifaux, "your venerable eyes
aren't serving you too well."

"What the hell are you babbling about?' Hetook afew more steps
forward and held the parcd out to the French Teklord.



99 "I'minParis" heexplained.
"Thisisaholoprojection you'retrying to make agift to."

From further down the table a plump young man with curly blond hair
sad, "You been promisng meapicture He held out achubby right
hand and made a give-me motion with his be ringed fingers. "Isit one

of your landscapes?'

"That'sal | paint, Tony."

"So giveit to me and you can send Maury another one."
Anthony Macri'sfat fingers continued to beckon.

"Go ahead,” said Pettifaux. "Tony isadevoted admirer of your
artistic works."

"Tony isahabitud ass-kisser." Anzelmo hesitated afew seconds, then
tossed the parce in the plump young man's direction.

"Thanks." Macri sprang free of hischair and caught the painting just
beforeit hit the real hardwood floor.

Anzehno took off hisfur hat and dapped it down on the table ashe
settled into hischair. "Okay, my eyesaren't so good anymore," he
told thefivefigures at thetable. "Let's see some hands--how many of
you bagtards are readly here?"

Macri interrupted his unwrapping of the painting and held up his hand.
A very pale and gaunt man aso raised his hand.

Hunched dightly forward, eyes squinting, Anzemo said, " So only Roger
Giford and Tony Macri areredly intheroom. Maurice and Alex Forman
and Mrs. Dooley are projections, huh?' He shook his head and his
wispy white hair fluttered. ™Y ou'd think--with something this

important in the works--you bozos could get your butts over hereto
England and--"

"Before you start one of your rants," cut in Mrs. Dooley, alarge,
wide redheaded lady, "answer us afew questions, pet.”

"We got an agendato follow and--"



"Better answer her," suggested Pettifaux, seeming to lean back in his
chair. "Wevetadked this over before you showed up.”

"How come," asked Mrs. Dooley, "we gill don't have any ideawhere
that Bernardino woman is?'

Anzelmo frowned in the direction of her projection, which wasalittle
fuzzy around the edges. "We do know where sheis" hesaid. "Found
out acouple hoursago. Some of my people should be closing in on her
just about now."

"And," asked Pettifaux, "what about this Professor

Monkwood--I understand he's eluded you aswel | ?'

"Weve taken care of the professor,” Anzelmo assured them.

"Thisismarvelous" said Macri, who'd gotten the painting unwrapped.
"Just look at al these wonderful sheep.”

Giford said, "Attend to business, my lad."

Ignoring him, the plump young man said to Anzelmo, " Thank you so very

Mrs. Dooley sad, "Weve a so been wondering how many other people
there might be who know about what's afoot.”

"With the exception of Mrs. Bernardino,” Anzelmo told her, "weve
tracked down and silenced them dl.”

"That's what you assured us last week and yet--"

"What we haveto talk about now," Anzelmo cut in, "isour upcoming
meseting with Marriner.”

PettifaLix asked, "Has a date been s&t?'

Anzelmo nodded. "If you can quit butting in with half-assed questions
for awhile, I'll explainthings. That is, you know, the purpose of

this damned get-together.”

"l just love theway you paint sheep,” said Macri, chuckling.



Gomez clutching alarge bouquet of imitation yellow roses, came
grolling back to where Jake was waiting for him in a shadowy grove of
smulated oak trees. It was an hour or so away from dawn and the sky
il held considerable darkness. "All taken care of, amigo,” he
announced. "In case we need the cover."

Nodding, Jake started downhill aong the snaking path leading through
thefield of grassto asmadl illuminated chape. "Only going to be
good for about ten minutes,” he said to his partner.

After sniffing at the big bunch of roses, Gomez said, "Nobody's going
to notice that the sec system is out for this section of the NecroPlex
for at least fifteen. Trust me, there was an expert craftsman on the
job."

"Makethat five minutes" said Jake, grinning.

Abovethe shingled little chapd, in lite tube letters just under two
feet high, floated the words Wee Kirk #17 Another Convenient Entrance
to the NecroPlex .

In the anteroom of the chapel, side by side beneath a high, narrow
stained-plastiglass window, stood a pair of twins. One was human and
the other an android smulacrum. They were short, stout and bright
blond.



"Good morning, gentlemen, I'm Mr. Collins," said the one whose name
tag identified himasMr. Collins | (Humanoid). "Allow usto offer
our sympathiesto you in your time of obvious bereavement.”

"Y eah, that goesfor metoo," said Mr. Callins: 11 (Android).
"It'sreally tough tiddy when somebody you know croaks.”

"Please” Collins | nudged Callins: 1. "I'mredly afraid my
colleague and sometime stand-in here at Wee Kirk number seventeeniis
overduefor avist to our NecroPlex repair shop.”

"Too busy for that, chum,” said Mr. Callins: I1.

Jake produced a plasticard and handed it over to the human menber of
the duo. "We're hereto put these flowers at the buria site of my
lateuncle” heexplained. "Thisismy Mourner Permit.”

The android Mr. Collins reached over to grab the card before his
asociate got hold of it. "I check dl thiskind of stuff.” "Poor old

Uncle Ethan." Gomez eased closer to thetwins. "Those are,” commented
the human Collins, "lovely fake roses.”

"Wdl, hisunclewas adear friend of mine and--"

"Hold it, folks. Something's not quite kosher here" The android
Collins had placed the permit card against hisforehead and that,
gpparently, was causing hisleft eyeto blink and send out abright
cimsonglare.

"What'sthetrouble?' Mr. Callins: | began, unobtrusively, to dide
his hand into hisjacket.

"Wedidn't havetimeto get aredly sate-of-the-art fake permit,”
explained Jake. "But we were hoping this one would pass muster.”

"Loaento," gpologized Gomez as he plucked his stun gun from out of
his bouquet and fired a the human Collins.



Mr. Callins: | caught the beam in his midsection, made a brief
gulping noise, sat down on the plaztile floor.

"The security camsare drinking dl thisin, jerks" the android
Coallins pointed ouit.

"Not for about another ten minutes, perrillo.” Gomez used the stun gun
again.

Mr. Coallins: Il made much more noise than histwin faling over and
hitting thefloor.

The Reverend Pearly Owlen was waiting for them around the next bend in
the underground passway The android stood motionlessin an acove,
tall, pink-cheeked, clad in ayellow suit.

When Gomez and Jake came within range, something inside the andy
produced afaint click. "Good morning to you, brothers" he said,
coming diveand smiling. "I'm the Reverend Pearly OMen, founder and
chief preacher of the Nondenominationa Church of the Nonspecific
Entity."

"Pleased to meet you again,” said Gomez, not dowing.
"If you'd drop alittle something in the cup, which is électrified and
robber-proof, it will do aworld of good for .. ." The partners

hurried on.

"That's the fourth Reverend Pearly OMen we've encountered thusfar,”
mentioned Jake.

"Supposedly he hasforty-seven smsof himsdf down here” "Herésthe
crosstunnel we want coming up.”

A litetube sgn on thewall announced: Rustic Cemetery # 7. This
way->.

At the end of the next tunndl lay what appeared to be asmal
old-fashioned country burying ground. It covered awiderolling



'104 hillside that climbed up to awoodland area. 1t was smulated
midday in#17. Birdswerewarbling in the treetops and flocks of
ydlow butterflies were flickering amidst the wegethered tombstones.

When Gomez stepped, inadvertently, on agraY e, harp music started
coming out of its headstone.

"Welcometo the grave site of the late Fredric Dil]ford,” said a
voxhox. "Injust four and ahaf minuteswell show' you the
highlightsof Fred'sexemplary life"

A pane on the face of the stone did open to reveal asmall
vidscreen.

"Bornin Bristol, Rhode Idand, in 2065, he .. ."

"Top of the hill," said Jeke, starting to climb. "That'swherethe
hidden entry's supposed to be."

"Pity we don't have the timeto find out more about Fred."
Beneath a bolo oak tree was atombstone that had the name
Eldon Barkerage printed on it in gloletters.

Knedling on one knee, Jake touched akey on the pandl at the stone's
top.

we come, wayfarers, to the grave Site of Eldon Barkerage,

rest hissoul," droned avoxbox. "Pressonefor agtirring and
heartwarming docudramadetailing Eldon'searly lifein Alaska. Press
two to see him at his office in the Electro Trivia Corporation's Rio
headquartersfrom 2113 to 2117."

Jake touched 5, 3, 5 and 6.

The gravestone started to dide back and gradually an opening in the
hillside appeared.

"Down this ramp to the old warehouse," said Jake.

"ClimDing into agrave," complained Gomez, "isnot thejolliest way to
commence ajourney.”



he sat up, shivering, rubbing a her left arm.

They'd used an injection gun on her, savera times since sheld been
brought here, and there were several sore red splotches on her skin.

Although JlI Bernardino was aware that they'd used some sort of truth
drug on her, she had no recollection of what questions she'd been asked
or the answers she was compelled to give. The questions, aswell as
the brain scan they'd done, al had to do with what sheld found out

from Ernie Shiboo.

She hadn't been too very smart, sheredlized, to investigate the tip

the Japanese had passed dong. Not especidly bright to get Jeff
Monkwood involved either. Still, heéd done some digging on hisown and
for reasons that had nothing much to do with her.

These people had probably caught up with Jeff by now. Had him stashed
someplace and were questioning him about what he knew.

Thinking about the professor, Jil became aware that she wasn't feding
much concern over him. Well, that was to be expected. They'd been
loversfor severa months and she was never ableto Say interested in
anyone much beyond that. Already Jeff didn't mean ahdll of alot to
her.



"Aweake dready, areyou?' A husky young man was standing near her
cot, looking down on her with concern. "Was| making too much
noiss?'

Jll told her guard, "No, Buzz. | smply woke up. Nothing to do with
you." Sherubbed at her arm again.

He pointed. "Arm bothering you, huh, JII?'

"A little, yes" She swung her feet over and sat on the edge of the
cot. Shewas still wearing the clothes shed had on when they ran her
to ground.

"Therewon't be any more shots.”

lld.]?l

"Mindif | St hereand wetalk for awhile?!

"No, go ahead."

"Okay, I'll fetch my chair." Buzz went walking back acrossthe vast
dim-lit room to the open doorway. Just outside it wasthe ding chair
he occupied during hisal-night guard shift. He picked up the chair,

carrying it back to her cot sde

"What did you mean about no moreinjections?’ she asked the young man
as he sttled into the chair.

Thisroom was part of the old warehouse system. There were ill
twenty or so big neo wood crates stacked over in one shadowy corner.

Buzz glanced around, taking in the whole room and the open doorway.
Hunching his broad shoulders, he said, " Since we've become friends,
Jll, 1 guessit'sokay totdl you. They'refinished questioning

you."

"Am | going to be moved out of here?"

"Nope, not until after .. ." He stopped talking, looked away again.



"After what,uzz." " "Therésa... Wdl, an event iscoming up
and you're going to be kept here until after it'sover."

"And then?"

"Oh, they're going to let you go,” he assured her. "That was part of
the origind ded, see”

"What ded isthis, Buzz?"

"l can't tell you much more," he said, glancing once more toward the
doorway. "But | think somebody was promised that you weren't going to

get hurt or anything."

She touched her fingertipsto one of the red blotches on her arm. "Who
would that somebody be?!

Shaking his head, Buzz asked her, "Can we talk about my problems now?
Theway we usudly do."

"Sure, go ahead," Jll said. "More troubles with Rhonda?"

"The way you say her name--1 get the ideayou think it's a pretty
dupid name."

"No, Rhondaisfineasaname,” shesaid. "But from what you've been
telling me about your Rhonda, | don't fed that she's the most
warmhearted and thoughtful woman in Greater LA."

Resting his hands on his knees, the husky young man leaned forward.
"She was different lagt night--didn't razz me, you know, didn't tell me

| wasalunk," he confided. "We went to that new underwater casino off
shorein the Venice Sector. She dmost treated me decently, Jill."

" She's been sweet to you before,” she reminded him. "Usualy when she
wanted something.”

"Y ou don't think that she'sredly changing, feding sorry about the
way she--" Buzz jumped to hisfeet and yanked hislazgun out of his
shoulder holster. "What the hell do you want, buddy?*



Gomez, bouquet in hand, had appeared in the lighted doorway. Hewas
swaying dightly from sdeto sde. "Trying to find thefind

wrestling place," he called out loudly in adurred voice. "No, make

that trying to find thefinal resting place of .. ." Hisvoicetrailed

off and hetook afew staggering stepsinto the warehouse. "What the
dickensishisname? Oh, yeah, Earl S. Grosse, my best friend and--"

"Jerk, thisisn't part of the NecroPlex setup,” Buzz told him, starting
to walk toward Gomez. "Get your ass elsewhere, quick.”

JIl left the cot, ran, caught him by hisgunarm. "Takeit easy,
relax," sheadvised. "He'sjust aharmless mourner who's had a bit too
much to drink."

With afiery roar the silvery shuttlecraft rose up into the grey NorCdl
dawn, accelerating away from Marriner Mansion #5.

In his private cabin Marriner was saying, "I'm gill waiting for those
figures Miles"

The chair next to his was occupied by ahighly polished chrome robot.
"Coming in now, boss" replied Miles/26 as he tapped at the small
computer screen built into the left Sde of his chest.

"Thesearethered ' 9,

num,)ers, inquired the media tycoon.

"Nobody's cooked them?'

"Absolutely accurate.”

"Thirteen percent fewer people are usng the Marriner electronic home
therapy service than are using the Reisberson Group's shitty

svice"

"Appearsto be so, boss."



"Get meWenzdl." "Wenzdl'sdead." "Sincewhen?'

"Day before yesterday." On the vidscreen built into the right Sde of
the robot's chest appeared footage of a plump woman scattering ashes
over the Pacific from the cabin of alow-flying black sky car

"What'd he die from?"

"Stress-induced suicide.”

"Wenzd| had achickenshit streek,” said Marriner as his private

shuttle climbed higher. "That should've been spotted early on. Who
ran the last Suitability Scan on the bastard?’

A tri op photo of aleathery little man replaced the last rites of

Wenzdl. "Thisgonzo--Dr. Watterman." "Unload him." "You got it."
"And dump everybody in his department,” added Marriner. "Overhaul the
screening processwe use. Have that asshole in Zurich revise our

Suitability procedures.”

"Which asshole, boss? Dr. Helfant or Professor Gunderson?' "The one
withthe moleright here "Oh, that's Dr. Spruill, Ph.D."

"He'sthe one | want to work on thejob," said Martinet. "Set up an
interview for twenty-five minutes from now."

"Right you are."

"Where are those damned attendance figures for our Movie Paace
sadlite?'

"On the screen.”

"Shit, what the hell iswrong? We're gill eeven point two



percent behind our chief rivd, that lousy New Hollywood satllite.”
"Up from being fourteen point eight the previous week."

"Not good enough, and haven't | told you | don't like excessive
optimismin arobot?'

"You have. Sorry, boss"

"Rodriguez can't ssem to run the Movie Pdaceright. Toss him out
on--"

"Be better to wait," advised Miles. "Since Rodriguez isthe onewho's
measterminding your upcoming meeting with Anzehno on the saidlite”

"Another thing, Miles--don't keep telling me stuff | already know,"
warned Marriner. "I'm heading up to the Movie Palace now to talk to
him"

"Y ou can fire the bozo after your confab with Anzelmo and histhugs.”
"l canjunk you at any time, too," he reminded.

"That'syour privilege, sure. But you'll never find another multibot
likeme"

"Bullshit, the showrooms are overloaded with them,” Marriner countered.
"How're our software kiosksin Cubadoing?' "Onthe-Hold it, boss.
Priority call coming through." The right-hand screen turned red. "Who
thehdl isit?" "Thdma"

"Jesus, | only |left her lessthan ahaf hour ago.” "Thishasto do
with Jll Bernardino." "Tak to me, Thd."



The thickset woman appeared on the screen. "One of Anl11l zelmo's
toadies--that obsequious Julie--just contacted us," shesaid. "They've
tracked the Bernardino woman to the NecroPlex down in the Glendae
Sector of Greater LA."

"And taken care of her?'

"They'll be doing that as soon as they--"

"Don't contact me until she's dead and gone,” Marriner told her. "Let's
seethat Cubamaterid, Miles"

"Here you go, boss."



omez and Jake had eased to ahat just around the corridor corner from
the entry to the underground warehouse complex.

The curly-haired detective had activated his sniffer gadget and was, as
near to dlently as possible, getting areading on the nearest
warehouse.

After the gadget spoke to him through an ear bug Gomez leaned close to
his partner and whispered, "A goon, armed with alazgun, issitting in

the corridor guarding the door. Door's open and there's nobody in the
warehouse proper but one woman. And she could well be Jill."

Nodding, Jake didn't speak.
Gomez dipped the gadget away in aside pocket, retrieved his bouquet
from the floor and concedled his stun gun back among the fake yellow

roses. "Asplanned,” hesaid. "Back meup."

Jake nodded again as Gomez, his steps becoming waobbly, headed for the
bend.

By the time he reached the open doorway there was nobody guarding it.
Gomez, walking like a drunken mourner, made his way to the entrance.

Therewas Jll, dive, stting on the edge of acot far acrossthe



shadowy warehouse. And therewas ahulky lout in achair talking to
her. "That mujer can charm just about anybody," he thought as he
paused on the threshold.

The guard sensed him, about then. He popped to hisfeet, soun and
pulled out a snub-nosed lazgun. "What the hell do you want, buddy?"

Fingers closing on the stun gun hidden in hisflowers, Gomez raised his
voice. "Trying to find thefind wrestling place,”" he began. "No,

make that thefind restiag place of .. ." Heleft the sentence
unfinished, taking in the room through narrowed eyes.

JIl moved her right hand dightly and gave him avery quick nod of
recognition behind the guard's back.

Gomez came wobbling into the big room. "What the dickensis his name?
Oh, yeah, Earl S. Grosse, my best friend and--"

"Jerk, thisisn't part of the NecroPlex," the angered guard said,
pointing the lazgun a him. "Get your ass e sewhere, quick.”

Gomez kept on moving further into the warehouse.

Jumping up from the narrow cot, Jil tagged after the husky young man.
"Takeit easy, rdlax," shetold him, getting hold of the arm that held

the gun. "He'sjust aharmless mourner who's had a bit too much to
drink."

"That's absolutely true," asserted the detective.

"Turn around and scram. Otherwise I'll cut you in haf with this
lazgun.”

"Hey, no need to get dl balligerent. Soon as you show mewheremy pa
Earl is-" Gomez seemed to trip over hisown feet at this point.

Hefdl forward, did aong the neo wood floor. "Didract him," he
sadto Jll.



She obliged by ddivering aseries of hard punchesto Buzz
kidney area.

"Jll, what the hdll areyou doing?' The guard started to turnto
shove her away.

That was when Gomez jerked his stun gun free of the fake blossoms,
rolled twiceto the left and then sat up shooting.

Buzz huffed. Hishands started risng up toward his chest,
where the stun gun beam had hit him.
Then hisfingers spread wide and he dropped the lazgun.

JIl sprinted, put afoot in front of hisand gave him ahelpful push
with her hand across his broad back.

The guard tumbled, sprawled, passed out.

"Very hdpful," acknowledged Gomez, risng and dusting himself off.
"Any morelouts or goonsin the vicinity, chiquita?'

"We gtill make apretty good team, don't we?' She moved closeto him,
kissed hizn once on the cheek. "Two new guardswill come on duty in
about fifteen minutesto replace Buzz." "Y ou and this dumbering oaf
areon afirs-namebasis?' "He never told me hisfull and entire

name, Sid. Don't tell meyou'rejea ous?

Hetook her hand. "Let's vacate our present location,” he suggested,
pulling her toward the doorway .

"Thanksfor rescuing me," shesad. "'l knew you would."
"&," hesad. "It'sahobby of mine"

They were, with Jeke leading and Gomez and Jill following, heading for
an exit from the underground cemetery network.

"We should be about five minutes from this particular way out,” said
Jake.



Thiswas another forma burying ground the three of them were passing
through. The windblown grass, the immense weeping willows and the
stately angelswho presided over many of the graveswere dl
holographic projections.

Jill shuddered as she hurried dong an imitation gravel peth.

" dmost ended up being buried down here someplace mysdlf.”

Moving up to trot along beside her, Gomez asked, "Isthat what they
were threstening you wnn.

"I'm not actualy certain, Sid," she answered. "Buzz--the only guard,
by theway, | ever had any conversations with--implied they had
specific orders not to kill me. I'm not sure, though, that | believe
him."

"Who gave thoseoroers” 7'

"Thet | couldn't find out."

Jake passed a six-foot-high angel whose wings gently flapped.

The path forked just beyond that grave and he took the |eft-hand
turn.

Following, Gomez asked hisformer wife, Y ou ever hear them mention
Johnny Trocadero?'

"Trocadero heads up the San Diego Tek cartel, doesn’ the " "That'sthe
very hombre, yes. Apparently he's eager to expand his holdings,”
amplified Gomez. "He'slikely the pendg o who ordered your-Oops.”

The sniffer gadget in his pocket had begun to make afaint chirping
sound.

"Momedtito, Jake," he called to his partner, dowing his pace and then
stopping next to asmulated black marble tomb.

Jake came back to join him. "Trouble?"

Gomez, head tilted dightly forward, waslistening to the



ear bug from the gadget. "Esver dad hereplied glumly. "Seemswe
now have asmal parade on our tail."

"How many?'

"Thisthing is picking up emanations from five humans, two an dies
and---caramba. A full haf-dozen robot tracking dogs."

"Trocadero's crew must've found out Jill's gone from the warehouse."

Frowning, Gomez said, "If these are local goons, Jake, they're all of
them toting British-made wegponry.”

"How far behind arethey?"

He checked with the sniffer. "Little less than three cemeteries back
and catching up fast.”

Jake pointed southward. "We know of two other waysto get clear of the
NecroPlex," hesaid. "I'll take one, you and Jill usethe other.
That'll split up our posse and maybe give us an advantage.”

"Bueno. "

"Get her to the agency,” said Jake. "I'll meet you there soon as|
can." Pivoting on hished, he Sarted away.



is cemetery that they were racing through looked hundreds of years
old. Thesmal, low tombstones seemed westhered and |eaned at odd
angles. Atitscenter stood an old church, made of wood and painted
white

Gomez and Jll were running hard now, zigzagging between the tumbledown
gravestones.

When they passed the front steps of the little New England-style
church, JlI suddenly stopped, gasping. "Got to rest, Sid,” shetold
him, one hand moving dowly up and down. "Catch my breath, only a
minute, please.”

"A minute, but nadamé&. Wedon't want thisto be our fina resting
place." He paused near her, looking back the way they'd come. Then he
tugged out the sniffer gadget and checked it. "C'mon, cara, the

pursuit group did split up when Jake took the lesstraveled road. But

we dtill have three humans, an andy and four robot hounds on our hedls
and they're closing the gap.”

"Let'sgothen." Her face was flushed, speckled with perspiration.
Her dark hair wastangled. "Damnit, | thought we'd gotten away
Clear.”

"Wewill, but it'sgoing to take abit more effort.” Hetook her am
and urged her into motion.



They ran. Out of thislatest cemetery, then dong ametal-walled
tunnd,

then up adanting ramp that led them to along imitation marble
corridor that was rich with shelves holding hundreds of gilded burid
urns.

"l bet if you spent enough time down here," speculated Gomez asthey
ran, "you'd end up thinking morbid thoughts.”

After they entered yet another long metallic tunnd, Jill said,
"l hear an odd noise behind us."

"&; that'sthe patter of metal feet,” hesaid. "At least one of those
damned robot tracking dogsis catching up."

"Sounds like more than one."
Gomez kicked up his pace, sprinting ahead.

Heran around abend inthetunnd. After running for nearly aminute,
he looked back and found that Jill wasn't there anymore.

"Dios," he muttered as he stopped and went back.

She was on her hands and knees on the ribbed flooring.
Bresthing shdlowly, shaking her head dowly from sdeto Sde.
"l sumbled, Sid. Nothing mgor."

Helooked beyond her and then yanked his stun gun frozn its shoulder
holser. "Rall over againgt thewadl, Jll."

Coming through the shadows, not more than ahundred yards from them,
was alarge robot hound. It wasagunmeta color and its plazeyes
glowed afiercered. The mechanica creature'sjaw wasfilled,

crowded, with sharp-edged silvery metal teeth.

The metal paws made hollow clattering sounds as, galoping, it narrowed
the distance between them. A tiny slver knob protruding fromits
skull was giving out a continua reedy beeping.

Gomez kndlt, kneeswide, and siwung up hisgun. "Stay hunkered,” he
told the woman.



The robot hound left the floor of the tunnd and launched itsdlf into
thear, aming draight for thefalen Jll.

The beam from Gomez' sunner took it in the chest.

The metdlic dog gave atinny yelp, quivered, dropped to thefloor. It
got up, though, and starting heading for Jill again.

"Hey, perro, thisis supposed to stop you in your damned tracks.” Gomez
fired the stun gun once more.

The dog was nearly to Jill, teeth starting to snap. The second beam
caused it to swerve, dam into thewall asit lost its balance.

Leaping up, Gomez ran over and shot athird time, standing right above
the dowed mechanism.

The hound'steeth made afind try to bite at Jill beforeit
collapsad.

"That'savery strong little madre," observed Gomez as he helped her to
rise. "Usualy you can disable them with one shot from astun gun

"Thanksagain, Sd."

Hisarm around her, they arted away.

The second dog that found them had two men withiit.

Gomez was crouched before a narrow meta door at the end of alow
tunnd. "I'll get thislock device jobbed in afew more seconds,
chiquita," he assured her.

"Sid, I think | hear footstepsagain.” Jill wasleaning againgt the

wall, aamsfolded under her breasts, breathing dowly in and out. "Not
just ahot dog either. And coming up fast.”

"I hear them, t00," he admitted. "But once we get this door open,
well bein the outside world once more.”



The lock gave off aclick and then awhir.

"Bueno." Gomez nudged the door with his ebow.

It didn't budge for afew seconds, then, with arusty cresking,
it swung open outward. Grey daylight showed.

Jll took hishand and they ran out of thefina tunnd and upinto a
small battered kiosk.

Gomez shut the door behind them.

They stepped out into alarge circular public plaza. Three sky vans

were parked near its edge and another van was dropping down through the
early morning. Copper-plated robots, most of them wearing bright blue
overdlsand yellow straw hats, were in the process of setting up

outdoor food stands and counters. A pretty blonde android in an

imitation gingham dresswas arranging adisplay of flowerpotswith

atificd plantsinthem.

A pair of robots was sending doft afloating lite sgn that
proclaimed: Welcome to the Pasadeaa Sector Farmers Market.

"That's not too bad,” commented Gomez as they jogged away from the
NecroPlex exit. "To come back from the dead in Pasadena.”

"How do we get to the Cosmos Agency?!

They stopped and Gomez scanned the area. "I'm sure one of these rustic
ladswould alow usto borrow asky van

Back across the plaza the exit door flew free of its hinges, went

hopping across the flagstones and smacked over with aclang. Sooty
smoke gushed out into the morning and then aheavyset black man hefting
alazriflelunged into view. Another got hound, red eyesflashing,
followed.

"Thebluevan," said Gomez, Sarting to run.



They dodged an overaled robot who was setting plazcartons of
hydroponic produce out on aneo wood stand. Acrossthe bib of his
trousers were the words Naturally Yoursl From Worldwide Drugs &
Food.

A second man, ashort blond fellow wearing a checked suit, came up from
below ground to join in the pursuit.

Gomez and Jill reached the door of the blue sky van It had the
familiar Farmland Eaterprises |ateraatioad 1ogo emblazoned onitssde
inydlow liteletters

"In, bonita" He gave the woman aboost and then joined her in the
cabin.

"Hey there, feller,” called arustic robot. "That there's my buggy.”

Paying him no mind, Gomez pulled out asmal black tube. He bounded
into the pilot seat and touched the tube to the start button.

The sky van enginecamedive.

At that sameingtant the door of the cabin was cut clean in haf, from
top to bottom, by the beam of alazrifle. Theright-hand haf fell

away.
"WEell rdocate,” said Gomez, rapidly punching out atakeoff pattern.
The van shook, then began to rise up from the plaza.

The robot hound leaped, caught the bottom edge of the door-frame with
itsmeta paws.

Gomez passed hisstun gunto Jil. "Take care of that perrito whilel
concentrate on seding thisvehicle”

She |eft the passenger seat, walked closer to the doorway of the cabin
and amed the sun gun



The dog had nearly succeeded in pulling itsdf into the van.
Jill fired. '

The beam hit the robot hound in the forehead. The color faded from its
gleaming red eyes. The eyes snapped shut, afaint disappointed whir
cameout of itsskull and it let go. It fell three hundred feet into a
whedbarrow full of amulated corn.



omez, once again, left his chair to crossto one of the windows of
Bascom'stower office and gaze out into the brightening morning. "Muy
malo," he said, mogtly to himsdlf. "Jake should've been herelong
since--or contacted us."

Bascom was behind hisdesk. "Sid, your partner may be unorthodox, but
he's capable as hell," hetold the uneasy operative. "Jake can take
careof himsdif."

Jll, who was occupying aclient chair, reminded, "It'sonly been a
little more than an hour.”

"Too long." Gomez headed for the door. "Jefe, you can find out what
JIl knowsandfill usinlater.”

"If you're going back to the NecroPlex," said the agency chief, "you
maybe want to take a couple of other--"

"Right now I'll try it lone." Gomez opened the door. "Y ou can trust
Bascom, Jill. Moreor less”

After hed departed, Jill said, "Y ou know, Wdlt, he was probably the
best husband I've had so far. Too bad | futzed that up."

"l quit giving adviceto thelovelorn severd years back,” Bascom told
her. "Suppose you tell me what you know. That should help uskeep you
dive and aboveground.”



Nodding, JlI sad, "By theway, | don't especialy want to go home
just yet. Isthere someplace you can put me up--some place safe?”

"Sure, safety isagpeciaty of Cosmoes.”

She turned to glance again at the doorway Gomez had gone through. "And
can you notify my husbhand? Tdl him I'm okay but won't be coming home

foraspdl.”
"Later today I'll be sending Reinman afull report plusour bill,"

Bascom said. "Your husband isour client.” "Erngt actudly hired you
tofind me?' "Hedid indeed.”

"I wouldn't have thought | was that important to him anymore.”

"Did you happen to discuss what you found out from Ernie

Shiboo with your husband?'

Her eyebrowsrose alittle. "Oh, you know about Ernie, huh?”
shesad. "Yes | didtell Erngt about some of what | wasfinding out.
It helps givetheilluson that we il give a shit about each other

and what we'reup to."

Bascom said, "Here'swhat | know about Shiboo. He once held an
important position with the now defunct Hokori Tek carte. Hewent
into the android supplying business and has had frequent dedlings with
Leon Marriner, the mediaand communications tycoon from NorCa." He
paused. "I'm aso pretty certain Shiboo's disappeared.”

"Kidnapped like me, you mean?'

"Maybe kidnapped," he answered. "Maybekilled."

Shetook adeep breath. "I've gotten into alot of messesin my life,
Walt," shesaid.

"| was aware of that, JlIl."



"But, Jesus, thisistheworst one yet. People are getting killed
goparently.”

"So tell mewhat you know about what's going on,” he urged,

leaning forward and resting both elbows on his desktop. "You can,” she
sad, "record what I'm going to say." Bascom smiled anarrow amile.
"Weve been recording, filming and taping ever snce you and Gomez
droppedinonme.”

Shelooked up at the ceiling, as though trying to spot concedled

cameras and mikes. "Okay, thishasto do with Leon Marriner,”" she
began, putting her hands together in her lap. "Hewdl, Marriner and a
group of his best technicians have been working for over two yearson a
system for ddivering the same sort of addictive fantasies and escapes
that Tek does™ Jill twisted her fingerstogether, frowning. "They
gpparently perfected this method and they can now do everything Tek
doesfor itsaddicts, but without any of the paraphernalia. No

Brainbox, no headgear and, most importantly, no Tek chips.”

"How does he ddiver the suff then?"

"By way of computers,” Jll answered. "They cal their systems, among
then selves TekNet. | wastrying to get more detailswhen | was
grabbed--but what Marriner seemsto have come up withisasimple
attachment for your computer. 'Y ou hook that up and you get your Tek
fix thet way."

"What about sde effects?"

"Far as| know, Walt, they're about the same as with Tek chips,” said
Jll. "Addicts-and you're aware that I'm areformed Tekhead
myself---who use any sort of brainstim eectronic drug run the risk of
suffering some pretty scary side effects. Anytimeyou ddiver a
powerful stimulant directly to your brain, you're going to become an



eventua candidate for brain damage, flash'126 backs, fits and
seizures and, in some cases, a complete shutdown of your neurd system.
That happens and you're dead and done

"If they plan to send their Tek dreams by way of computer networks,”
speculated Bascom, "they're going to be traced and put out of

Jll laughed. "C'mon, Walt, we're talking about Leon Marriner here. He
used to bethe boy genius of computers,” shesaid. "TekNet isgoing to
set up an extremely sophisticated system of' defense and diversions.
They'refiguring itll take authoritieslike the Internationa Drug

Control Agency at least ayear or more to even come anywhere near
them."

"l suppose Marriner can do that if anybody can.”
"And in two years, consdering that there area hdl of alot of

Tek addictsal over the world--hell, Marriner and his group can pull
inbillionsof dollars

The agency head murmured agreement. Then hesaid, "Apparently, to
cover hisbacksde, Marriner is planning to go into business with some
of the Teklords themsdlves”

"Heis yes" Jll shifted in her chair, crossing her legs, then

uncrossing them. "According to what Ernie Shiboo origindly told
me--and adding what | was able to dig up on my ownMarriner formed a
partnership with Anzemo."

"Thetop Teklord in England.”

"Anzelmo formed agroup of other imprint Tek cartel heads and they went
inon TekNet," Jill continued. "Anzelmo's group took care of about

haf the financing of the research.”

"If TekNet actually works and getsrolling,” speculated Bascom, "it
could put most of the ladswho dedl in the traditiona

Tek chipsout of business. Or at least cut their profits way down.”



"I suspect that the people who grabbed me may' ye been rivas of the
Marriner/Anzemo combine.

"Johnny Trocadero is probably the fellow who had you kidnapped,” said
the Cosmos chief. "Not to slence you, which iswhat the Anzelmo
faction would want, but to find out al you know about the TekNet
operation.”

"Anzelmo's people must be the oneswho came after usdown in the
NecroPlex," shesad. "l got thefeding they weren't chasing me just
to ask questions.” She rubbed, dowly, at the red splotches on her
barearm. "I'm till in awhole stewpot of trouble, Walt."

After afew dlent seconds, Jill said, "On my own, following up on
Shiboo'stip, | found out that Marriner and Anzelmo are going to have a
mesting soon. They plan to get-together to work out thefinal details
for launching TekNet."

"Any specifics on that get-together?'

"l only know it's scheduled to take place within afew days," Jll
replied. "The reason | was stupid enough to let myself get lured to
the old Hollywood Starwalk Park the other night was because an
informant had promised me more information on the damned mest."

Bascom leaned back in hischair. "In addition to your husband-you aso
told Professor Monkwood about TekNet, didn't you?"

"Y es, and Jeff decided to do some digging on hisown." "A dangerous
idea"

"He'samost dwaysin need of money,” she explained. "I think hewas



hoping to find out something he could sdll to somel28 "Nobody is clear
asyet what the professor'sfateis,” he said.

"But he was grabbed while he was shacking up with one of hislady
sudents.”

"Poor Jeff."

Bascom eyed her. "Doesn't sound as though you're too concerned. |
note a certain lack of sympathy and empathy both."

"| tend to get tired of peoplefairly fast, Walt, and lose interest in
them,” JlIl admitted. "Didn't Sd tell you thet?*



When he was il three paces from the metal door marked Background 8:
ID, it whispered open.

"Cmonin, kiddo." The large, wide copper-plated robot who managed the
setup was rising up out of hiswicker rocker. "Got some degp dish
trouble, hun?" "How'd you know about--"

"l told him." Mally Fine was standing just to therear of the big
robot's chair. Shewasadim, dark-haired girl, ayear older than
Dan.

"So you're cutting our Field Forensics 6B class, too?" The door hissed
shut behind him. "Thisismoreimportant,” shetold him. "Andyou
keep forgetting that were ateam.”

"Sofar | haven't been able to come up with anything useful about your
pop,” said Rex/GK30. Onewall of the big room wasfilled with rows of
info screens and the coppery got gestured at it now. "Nothing's come
up from any of the conventional sources asto where the heck he might
mll

"We don't want just conventiona sources, Rex," the young man told him.
"Something's happened to my dad and--"

"Why not contact Bascom a Cosmos ™



again, suggested Moally. "Did that on my pam phone ten minutes
ago," hetold her,

shaking hishead. "Theres till no word."

"It could be," she said, putting a hand on his shoulder, "that
Jake'sjust following up on something and--"

"Nope, we've dready gone over that possibility, Molly,” said

Dan. "It'stwo-eleven in the afternoon. He would've gotten in touch

with somebody by now."

"Jake Cardigan is one tough bozo," reminded the got. "He can take care
of himself. Maybe you ought to relax and--"

"I want to try Gomez again," said Dan, impatient. "I haven't been able
to contact him dl day."

"He's supposed to be out hunting for your father, isn't he?"

asked Moally.

"Yeah, and if anybody can find him, itl be Gomez."

The robot lumbered over to abank of vidphones, punched out anumber on
one of them with athick coppery forefinger. The phone screen remained
blank for nearly half aminute. Then Gomez'sface appeared. "S?'

Dan ran over to the phone. "Sid, it'sme."

"Buenosdias" said the curly-haired detective. Behind him you could
see adretch of bright-afternoon Pecific and the tops of afew

imitation palm trees.

"Have you found my dad?'

"Not yet, nifo," answered Gomez. "However, | did manage to unearth
some information on my return trip to the NecroPlex. I'minthe

process of following up on that.”

"Ishedive? Isheokay?'

"Let'sassumeheis” said Gomez. "What | found out is how those

pende os got into that underground complex. Unlike Jake and me, they
bribed their way inside. | located the guard they



utilized and persuaded him to provide me the name of the cabr(fn who
sent them to him with cash in hand.”

"Whoisit?"

"A gordito who calshimsdf Sr DenisRowley," replied the detective.
"Took methislong to track him down to his current hangout--a ragtag
bistro here in the Hermosa Beach Sector of Greater LA. Dump known as
the Khyber Pass Pub and Dance Pavilion.”

"I could come down there and help you to--"

"No." Gomez held up hishand, shaking it negatively. "We're dedling
with some very dangerous hombres, Dan.”

Reluctantly, Dan said, "Okay, I'll stay on the Sidelinesfor now. B,
Sid, please--let me know what you find out.”

"Pot supuesto. Of course," promised Gomez, and signed off.

When the android stepped on his|eft foot for the third time, Gomez
muttered, "Caramba."

"Nix," whispered the pretty platinum-blonde andy the detective was
waltzing with. "If you draw attention to my clumsiness,

it'sgoing to be the scrap hegp for yourstruly, mister.”
"Isit okay if | grimace?'
"l suppose, solong asyou do it subtly.”

There were only seven or eight coupleswaltzing around the large ova
dancefloor of the Khyber Pass Pub and Dance Pavilion.

Gomez was scanning the swirling clientele and a so watching the arched
open doorway that led into the public house section. "Let'sreturnto
my earlier inquiry, Mitz."

"About Sr Denis, you mean?'



"Thevery hombre I'm interested in.”
"Well, he---" She ceased moving, eyes going blank.
The music had stopped and with it al the female dancing androids.

Sighing, Gomez fished out his Bam card and inserted it into the thin
dot between the pretty android's breasts.

"Wherewas|?' She blinked as another waltz came blaring out of the
array of celing speakers.

"Sr Denis" prompted Gomez.

"Oh, sure. He'shere every afternoon.” Mitzi nodded in the direction
of the arched doorway. "So he'shere now?' "Funny." Shefrowned.
"What'sfunny, chiquita?' "Oh, that he'sredly late.”

"Usudly comesin at acertain time, doeshe?'

"Right, dways at one-thirty p.m. Prompt."

Nodding, Gomez asked her, "Any notion where he resides or-Ouch.”
"Oops, sorry."

"Where does Sr Denislive?'

"Near here"

"Buesn," he said. "How about afew more details-street address and
thelike?'

"Far as| know, he--" The music stopped, Mitzi froze again. Gomez
whipped out the Bam card and thrust it into the dot. "What say we it
thisoneout?' shesuggested. "My dogsare aching." The pretty
blonde android took his hand and led him over to one of the small
rickety tablesin a shadowy corner.

"About Sir Denis present location?”

|33



"Well, thelast time | danced with him--and if you redlly want to get
your tootsies somped on, try waltzing with afat man,” shesaid,
elbows on the tabletop. "Anyway, thelast time | talked with the guy,
he told me he had rooms down at the Chesterton Hotel." "Gracias."
Gomez started to stand up.

A heavy hand grabbed his shoulder from behind and shoved him back down.
"What's the rush, Sherlock?’



lightly hunched, handsin histrouser pockets, Marfiner stcood at a
wide viewindow in hissuitein the Movie Pdace Casno Hotd. The
number of wrinkles on his black forehead kept increasing as he gazed
down at the main street of the smulated city that existed within the
orbiting satellite. "Get Swanson,” he said without turning from the
window.

Miles/26, his chrome chest glittering in the artificia sunlight that

was coming in through the multiple windows, was reclining on alow
ebony sofa. Feet up, metallic hands locked behind his chrome-plated
skull. "Can't do, boss." "Don't tell me he's dead, too?" "Nope,
Swanson did aflit.” "Whereto?'

"He's now working on the New Hollywood satellite.” Marriner said, "See
that Swanson has an accident.” "How serious?’ "Y our choice, Miles."
"Righto, boss"

"So who's responsible for the palm trees down there on Mar-finer
Drive?'

"A lady named Rosebud Semovich."



"Tdl her thefronds aren't green enough.” "You got it.”
Marriner left thewindow. "Wherethe hdll is Rodriguez?'
"Ascending in Elevator number five."

"Héeslate"

"By three minutes and seventeen seconds, yes."

Marriner's handsfisted. "Rodriguez better handle our Tuesday meet
with Anzelmo and his toadies better than he manages histime."

"l wouldn't, boss, alude to Anzelmo's associates as toadies.”

"What you call them isyour own damn business, but don't--" "They are
al, eachin hisown way, important Teklords. Cretan of the European
crop,” reminded the mechanicd man. "And,

more to the point, they're your business partners on the TekNet
venture."

Marriner laughed avery quick laugh. "For now," hetold the robot.

The pretty blonde android pressed her fingertips to the dot between
her breasts. "Gee, Leo, what are you doing to my date?'

The big, wide man who'd come up behind Gomez told her,

"Go away now, Mitz."

"He'sanice guy, Leo, and apaying customer to--"

"Leaveus.

"No need to spesk to thelady in such atone," said Gomez in avoice he
hoped sounded timid. Hewas being held in his chair by the pressure

Leo was exerting on his shoulder.

"Well, | guess" said the mechanica blonde, getting up from the waobbly
littletable, I'll leave you boys. Nice meeting you,

miger."



Leo leaned closer. "What you didn't know, Gomez," he said,
"isthat we got al our andy dancers bugged.”

"I an merdy trying, S, to locate my old school chum, Sir

Denis Rowley, who---"

"We aso got agreat monitoring system,” continued the dance hall
manager. "When | spotted you whirling about the floor with Mitzi, |
exclamed, "Why, | do believe that's that son of abitch from the
goddamned Cosmos Detective Agency.™

"Tha isone of my diases, s

"Wedon't like private dicks hanging around here," Leo explained,
bending closer. "Nor are we fond of snoopswho'veinterested in Sir
Denis”

Gomez suddenly went dack and dumped in hischair. That caused Leoto
go lurching forward, loosening hisgrip. Straightening up, Gomez
brought up both booted feet and kicked the underside of the little
table.

The table | eft the floor, went looping upward and then smacked into
Leo's head.

Gomez had, meantime, thrown himsalf to thefloor. Herolled twiceto
his right, executed a reverse somersault that brought him to hisfeet
with hisstun gunin hishand. "Adios, cabron," he said to the
manager as he squeezed the trigger.

The beam smacked Leo inthe groin. He yowled, haf turned,
crouched, fell to one knee and passed out.

By the time the big, wide man had smacked the dance floor,

Gomez was hdfway to the exit.

"Seeyou again sometime, maybe?' caled Mitzi when he went diving out
into the afternoon sireet.

Gomez holstered his gun and kept running for a good two blocks.



usting Quadrill dlowed himsdf to smile.

"Much better," he murmured, crouching to pick the silver kitten up from
hisworkshop floor.

Thelittle clockwork anima began purring as he lifted it up closeto
hisface. With one glittering metalic paw it poked at hischinashe

inspected it.

"Jesus, that's damn touching,” observed adisdainful voice behind
him.

He spun around, set the clockwork kitten on aworktable. "Why are you
here, Y edra?’

The crew-cut young woman laughed. "Aren't you more interested in the
how of it, usun.

"l assume somebody betrayed me. Gave you my location,” he said,
scowling at her. "It won't be difficult to find out who."

"And | had to get by your security sysemtoo." Y edralaughed again,
moving nearer to him. "I told you I'd find you, asshole,

"Yes, you can't seemto resst achalengelikethat,” he commented.
IIA F]'tylll

She started to reach out to pat the clockwork kitten. "That's damned
cute. You ought--"

"I don't want you here." Quadrill caught her wrist before her
fingertips reached the kitten. "1 don't want anybody here.”

She pulled free of him, backed off. "C'mon, pendego, admit that you're
impressed by me," she coaxed. "Y ou aso, maybe, ought to be alittle
bit scared, Augtin. If you wereto screw up on ajob for me--hell, I'd
come and find you no matter where you were holed up.”



Head dightly tilted to the | eft, he eyed her. "Where'sthe meeting
between Marriner and Anzelmo's crew going to take place? That iswhat
you cameto tell me, isntit?'

Smiling, she nodded and ran the flat of her hand over her close-cropped
dark hair. "You sill want to work for me? Y ou're not offended that |
invaded your privacy?"

"I'm working for Johnny Trocadero aar/you,” he corrected.

"Soon as you put another third of my fee into my undercover account,
Il get ralling.”

"It'stheredready,” she assured him. "The placeis so obvious, we
shouldve guessed it."  She made an upward jabbing motion with her
right thumb. "UpintheMovie Pdace.

"And it'sgill Tuesday?'

"Tueday, just after dinner--satellitetime.”

"All right." He turned hisback on her, tapped the kitten's shiny back
with hisforefinger. "I'll take care of it."

"You sureyou can? Therésahell of alot of security to get
through."

Facing her, Quadrill said, "I'll do it."

"Keepin mind, Audtin, that | got in here. Maybe you're dipping and
we need--"

"l was too complacent about my security,” hetold her. ™Y our bregk-in
wasjust the stimulus | needed.”

Sheran her hand over her hair again. "Okay," shesaid,

dowly. "If anything changes, youll hear fromme" "Not in person,”
hesad.

Yedrasmiled a him. "l won't scareyou again,” she said.

Hetook her arm and guided her toward the doorway. "Y ou've got one of
those foolish skull-mail implants, don't you?"

"Yes-anditign't foolish."



Reaching out, he tapped the door and it did aside. "Causesyou alot
of' headaches, doesn't it?"

"No, nothing likethat." 'Y edra stepped out into the hallway. "I never
fed any panfromitat al.”

The door shut on her and Quadrill returned to hisworktable. "You
will," he promised quietly.



This particular aley, narrow and unkempt, ran aong the backside of
the three-story Hotel Chesterton.

The detective was approaching the rear entrance to the tumbledown neo
stucco building.

Sir Denis Rowley was aflabby man of middie years. Hisshaggy hair was
acarroty orange, his puffy face of agreyish hue. Everything he owned
at the moment, he was carrying in one modest-sized suitcase.

He came hurrying, puffing, out of the rear doorway of the

Chesterton about ten seconds before Gomez reached it. "Momentito, Sir
Denis," Gomez cdlled.

Thefat man was waddling off in the opposite direction. "Ina
frightful hurry, old man," he said over his shoulder.

Sprinting, Gomez caught up with him, grabbed one flabby arm and hated
hisretreat. "I want to haveasmal little talk with you.”

"Afraid | don't know you, old boy," he said, trying to break avay. "No
timeto chitchat with anyone actualy."

"Y ou know me, Denny." Gomez yanked him around so that they were facing
each other. "I knew you even before your knighthood."



Sir Denis eyesnarrowed. "Jove, | do believeit's Sidney Gomez," he
sad. "Forgive me, Sidney, old fellow, but I've amost urgent
appointment elsewhere.”

"No, actudly you're going to tell me where they took Jake."

Sir Denisinquired, "Which Jeke would thisbe?!

From his shoulder holster Gomez yanked his stun gun Hejabbed it into
the flabby man'smiddle. "Explain to mewho hired you to arrange their
entry, into the NecroPlex," he suggested, "or you'l suffer from numb
cohortesfor the foreseeable future.”

"Sidney, you know my code of ethics won't--"

"Who paid you?' hesaid. "And whereis Jaket, amgan™ ".

The flabby man was perspiring. "English chaps, they were" hesad
findlly.

Gomez prodded with the gun barrd. "And?"

"These are powerful people, Sidney. Mean-minded too, and'

they aren't awfully fond of asnitch.”

"Who?'

Sr Denis swallowed twice, glancing around the dley, uneasy. "They
work for the Anzelmo cartel. The only name know isthat of the head
chap--Edmond Y ates.”

"Why did they go into that underground setup?*

"To fetch your wife-that is, your onetime wife," the fat man told
him.

"What were they supposed to do with her?”
"Don't know, Sidney.” He shook his head vigoroudly.
"And what were their orders concerning Jake and me?"

Sir Denisglanced around again. "Beadtly hot in thisdley, don't you
think?"



"What werether orders?' "Thisthey didn't confidein me,” hesad.
"However, old man, | heard--and thisis only hearsay, mind you--they
grabbed your partner down there. Took him to Doc Sears."

Pulling back his gun hand, Gomez stepped backwards. "That old quack
over inthe Venice Sector?'

"Fancieshimsdlf atherapist,” answered the flabby man. " Specidizes
in mind wipes brain scans and other shady practices. Used to bea Tek
runner, | do believe."

"Okay, Sir Denis," said Gomez, starting to put his stun gun away. "You
can trot along and--"

"Bloody hdll." Thefat man waslooking up into the hot, hazy sky
overhead. "It'stoo damned late."

"... Wise decison, Jake, to have yoursdf committed here. Don't
you?'

Jake suddenly became aware of himsalf again.
"Is something wrong, jace.

Hewas sitting in a comfortable chair on asun-bright patio. Beyond
the oval of amulated red brick stretched abroad danting lawn. Then
came woods, tall trees and deep shadows.

Far off, down near the edge of the forest, there were people. Five or
gx of them, smdll in the distance, blurred. Waking some of them, one
sitting dumped in an dectronic whed chair. " Jake?!

Thewoman was stting afew feet awvay from him, in aless comfortable
chair. Shewasthin, pae blonde, wearing a buff-colored skirt suit
Jake had never seen her before.



"I'm sorry, Dr. Weatherford, | didn't quite catch your question,” he
sad to her.

She smiled. "Nothing to be sorry about.” Shewas Sitting very
draight in the metd chair, handsfolded in her lap. "'l wassmply
complimenting you on your decison to cometo The

| nstitute--voluntarily--and begin to work on your prob

Far downhill one of thetiny figures|eft the group and went running
toward theforest. He suddenly hit someinvisble bar rier, ssemed to
hang in the air for afew seconds before dropping

;, to hisknees on the bright green grass.

Jake nodded. "Yes, | redlized, doctor, that it wastimeto do
something. My obsession with the death of Beth Kittridge was
interfering with my work."

"With your entirelife," added the doctor.

"Exactly, yeah. And, | fed, inthetimel'vebeen hereat The,
Ingtitute I've started to make progress.” Jake couldn't seem to

.1 remember exactly how long he'd actualy been here. He wasnt,

, he now redlized, sure where here was.

Dr. Westherford leaned forward, resting her hands on her knees. "I
know you have very strong fedings about Tek," shesaid. "Strongly
negetive attitudes.”

"Getting hooked on Tek screwed up my life.”

She nodded with sympathy. "I can understand that, Jake," she said.
"However, | think atechnique weve developed here a The Indtitute
might very well help you to distance yoursdf from

Beth's death.”

Hefrowned. "Thisnew technique--it involves Tek?'



"It does," replied the thin doctor. "Y ou have my word, however, that
weonly useit in awell-controlled and completely safe manner.”

"Il don't," he said, "know."

"Dr. Allensky has had agrest dedl of success recently with Tek
therapy.”

Jake couldn't remember who Dr. Allensky was. "Well, if he saysit
works, | supposeit's okay."

"That's the sort of pogitive attitude I'm pleased to see you adopting,
Jake"

"I came hereto work on my problem,” hetold the therapist. "I'll go
aong with whatever you and Dr. Allensky suggest.”

Smiling, sherosefrom her chair. "That ends our session for this
afternoon,” sheinformed him. "If we can arrangeit, I'd very much
liketo have your firgt Tek thergpy session this evening after the
shift one dinner hour.”

"That would be fine." He eased up out of hischair and turned away
from the doctor.

Thiswing of The Ingtitute was constructed chiefly of opague
plastiglass pands and Slvery meta struts.

He said goodbyeto Dr. Wesatherford and went walking toward adoor
marked Patients Entrance 6.

Jake felt that he shouldn't have any notion where hisroom was. But he
did seem to know.

He crossed over to Ramp 3, let it carry him up to Leve 5. Hisroom was
#5R, and as soon asit scanned hishand print, it let himin.

He crossed the threshold, entering the blue and white room. The door
shut behind him.



A conceded voxbox announced, "Thisisyour mantrafor this afternoon,
Jake."

He sat down in acomfortable blue chair.

The voxbox continued, " Say this one hundred times, Jake. "I

am not responsible for the desth of Beth Kittridge.""

Jake nodded. "I am rot responsible for the death of Beth Kittridge. |

run aot responsible for the death of Beth Kittridge. | am not
responsblefor .. ."



ir Denis pointed afat finger skyward. "Blimey, it'sthem,”
he cried, turning apaler shade of grey.

"Vdmonos," suggested Gomez, eyes on the dark blue sky-car that was
dropping down through the smog-heavy after Boon.

Pivoting, Gomez went running adong the alley toward the rear entrance
to the Hotel Chesterton.

"Bloody hdl! They must know you made me shoot off my mouth." The
flabby man began awaddling run toward the safety of the hotel.

But he moved much too dowly to escape what the men in the rapidly
descending sky car had in mind for him.

The beam of alazgun came szzling down. It found him easlly, swiftly
dicing him clean in haf, from left to right, acrossthe middle.

Sir Denis had been ableto cry out afew wordsto express the brief,
intense pain hefelt. He used hisown voice, dl trace of British
accent gone.

"Dios" Gomez dived into the hotd as the remains of thefat man
dapped and spilled dl acrossthe narrow alleyway.

The detective wasin asmdl, dingy foyer. He spotted adown ramp and



ranfor it. At the bottom of that he found the entry waysto
threeforking corridors. Hetook the middie one, jogging into dim
light and borders of deep shadow.

"Let'sseeif wecan," he urged himsdlf, "avoid getting dismantled.”
"Well, it'sthegreaser.” Sitting dumped in an acove, with a dented
Brainbox resting on her narrow lap, was askinny red haired girl in her
teens.

He recognized the emerald and crimson snakes tattooed on her thin bare
ams. "Chiquita," he said, sopping. "We met the

, other evening at the Hollywood Starwalk Park. What are you doing in
this-"

"Hey, thisisanother one of my hangouts.”
He pointed histhumb in the direction from which hed come.

"Y ou know another way out of thisjoint?"

"Sure”

She made a chuckling sound and, swaying dightly, started to stand.
"Hell, sure, you saved my assthe other night," she said.

"Who's after you?"
"Some homicidd hombres™
She quickly stowed her Tek gear in the raggedy backpack

" gtrapped to her narrow back. "C'mon, greaser,” sheinvited. I'll
get your buitt clear of here.”

A lot of unsettling noise was starting to come from above,

"You some kind of cop?' she asked him asthey ran, side by side, dong
the twisting corridor.

"Private." Helooked back over his shoulder, saw that, thusfar,
nobody was following.



"My nameis Snooky."



"| doubt that."

"No, asshole, | mean it'smy nickname." "Pleased to meet you, Snooky."
"So who thefrig areyou?' "gomez."

"Typica grease bal name.”

"Itisthat, 5" he admitted. "Still, to me, it hasmore zing than
Snooky."

"Up yoursthen."

"Gracias." Hetook another backwardslook. "Damn, one of themis
tailing usnow."

About two hundred yards back in the shadowy corridor abig bald man was
trotting. Heswung alazriflein hisright figt. "Reax, Gomez,"

advised Snooky. "We'redmost safe” "Stop right there,” called the

bald man. "Else you're both dead and donefor."

There were seven other patients seated around the dinner tablein
Patients Commissary 6. Jake had no recollection of ever having seen
any of them before.

But they dl, gpparently, knew him and as he seated himsdlf in his
assigned chair, they nodded or voiced greetings.

"Hi, Bob," he said to the big grey-haired man on hisright. "Better,"
Bob said. "How'sthat?' "Better," repeated Bob.

"Hemeans," explained the lean blond man on Jake's | eft, "that he's
feding alot better. 1'm not hearing that, but why argue? Even
though Bob seemsworse."



"Noworse."

One of the two women in the group was athin redhead in her late

fifties. "I looked up your first name, Jake, and do you know what it
origindly--"

"Holy Jesus, not that what-your-name-means crap,” complained the
heavyset black man opposite her. "She doesthat with every new guy who
comes dong the pike,"

"I Imply fed," said Arm, "that people like to know stuff like that.
It'sinteresting.”

"Itis" Jake assured her.

"Here comesthe first two courses,” observed Mike.

A pair of servo bots had comeralling into the small, yellow-waled
dining room. One was pushing a cart that held alarge plastiglass soup
tureen, the other carried atray with eight small bowls of sdlad upon

it.

"Bet it's cream of tofu tonight,” said the black man.

"Naw, thisis Sunday,” reminded Mike. "Sunday isaways, eterndly,
mestless chowder."

The black man frowned. ™Y ou sure, absolutely, that thisis Sunday?*
"Didn't we begin the day with ™

enuren. Mike reminded asthey got ladled out abowl of soup. "Yep,
it'schowder."

"Chowder's awayslousy,” mentioned Bob, picking up his soup spoon.

"Your salad, sir." The other robot was bent closeto Jake. "You'll be
having avigtor right after dinner,” itinformed himinathin

whisper.

Not acknowledging the message, Jake tried his salad.



/ faint humming began coming from the bluewall of Jekeé'sroom.

He stopped repeating his evening mantraand moved free of hischair.
Very quietly, apand inthewall did asde.

Therewasamiddie-szed manin hisearly sixties standing inthe
recess behind the pand. "Don't worry, Cardigan,” the visitor said as
he stepped out of thewall. "I'verigged the sec system Nobody' I
know about thislittle vigt."

He came closer, walking with adight limp.

Jakeeyed him. "You | don't know," hetold him.

"Right, because they didn't rig your brain to recognize me and think
you've known me for awhile." Sitting on the edge of Jake's cot, he
tugged up hisleft trouser leg to rub at the polished chromeleg
beneath. "Souvenir of the Brazil Wars. I'm Andrew Smmonds.”
Jake frowned, rubbed at the spot between his eyebrows. "Most of
today," he said dowly, "I've been getting the fedling that my memories

of thisplace are--wdll, fdse.”

"They did arush job on you, Cardigan. And it doesn't seemto be
taking that well."

Jake said, "Andrew Simmonds. Sure, | never met you but | know you're
with the Office of Clandestine Operations. Y ou are, aren't you?"

Hisvisitor answered, "Very good, Cardigan. Y ou weren't supposed to
remember that ether.”

"They did somekind of mind wipe on me, huh? To makeme



forget what | was working on--to convince me | was avoluntary patient
me.ll

Simmondstold him, "As| say, they did it in ahurry--in thefield. I'd
guessitll wear off beforetoo long."

"Why did they--"

"They want you out of theway for aweek or s0," he said, massaging his
metd leg. "But Snce you're an important Cosmos operative, they don't
want torisk killing you.”

"Who are we talking about, Smmonds?'

"A combine of extremdy influentid people. I'll giveyou the details
when we have moretime," he said. "Oh, and I'm not with the 0CO any
longer. Infact, I'm supposed to be a patient here.”

Hesmiled. "But I've been able to modify my Stuation some.”
"Where exactly is The Indtitute?!

"Connecticut. That forest you may' ye noticed outside is Wilderness
Preserve number saventeen.”

Jake eyed him for afew dlent seconds. "And why thisvisit?' The
former government agent held hisvoxwatch to hisear. "They'll be
coming to take you to your Tek therapy session any minute now,
Cardigan," hesaid. "What | want to know issmple. If | help spring
you--will Bascom pay me afat fee?' He swung off the bed, limped
toward the opening in thewal. "Enough for meto buy mysdf anew
identity and lifdong sefety?!

"Sure," said Jake. "When can--"

"Later." Simmonds stepped back into the wall and the panel did
shut.



152 j Standing wide-legged, he brought up the gun and aimed it at the
running detective,

"C'mon, well leave now." Thered-haired girl gave Gomez asudden
shove with shoulder and hip.

"Chihuahua," he said as he dammed into aneo meta pand.

Snooky threw hersdf againgt the same wide pand, dso dapping it high
up with the pam of her hand.

Thewadl clicked, the pandl flapped open inward.
Behind them the | azrifte crackled.
Gomez, the girl clinging now to hisarm, tumbled into darkness.

Heregained his bdance asthewall shut behind them. "Hold it asec,
greaser," the girl advised.

Her backpack made some rattling noises and then asmall literod
clicked onin her skinny right hand.

Therewas adirty ramp twisting downward just in front of them.

"Well scoot dong here" she explained, tugging at him. "1 know a
place we can come up about two frigging blocks from here.”



They ran. 1t wasacold grey morning in Berlin and Beth Kittridge
wasdiveagan.

Slim, pretty, she stepped out of the land car near the Side entrance of

the World Drug Court on Potsdamerplatz. She was accompanied by Agents
Ned and Griggs of the Internationa Drug Control Agency.

There were ten armed guards, human and robot, lining each sde of the

long passway from the curb to the narrow entry gate. All around them,
huddling under dark umbrellas, asmdl crowd of curious onlookers had
gathered.

Beth was only afew steps from the car when she saw Jake.

He was pushing hisway through the bystanders, waving, tk'y-ing to
attract her attention.

"Beth!" hecdled, grinning hisfamiliar grin. "Thought for awhilel
wasn't going to makeit."

jaKe. Her smileturned into apleased laugh. She pulled free of the
grip of Agent Griggs, ran the fifteen feet to where he stood.

"My God, what happened to you?'
"Long gory."

A uniformed Berlin policeman was standing between Jake and the young
woman, warning him back with hisdrawn stun gun

"It'sdl right, Officer,” shesaid. "He'sokay. | know him. Please
dand aside.”

"I'm sorry, MissKittridge." Hehdd out hisfree hand and gently
pushed her back.

"Jake, | was so damned worried,” she said around the cop. "Where were
you?'



"Gomez and | ran into some extratrouble. Tell you about it later.
Y ou okay?'

"I'm fine--now.” Using her elbow, she started to nudge the officer out
of theway.

"Beth, wait aninute.” Agent Ned had cometrotting over. He reached
out to grab her.

"Oh, redly, Emmett." She euded him, pushed around the policeman. She
put her arms around Jake. "I'm so glad--" There was an enormous
explosion.

Then everything froze, Just asthe explosvesthat had been ingdethe
android smulacrum of Jake started to rip the body of the young woman
to pieces. Animmensesilencefilled the grey-morning strest, therain
ceased falling.

Jake was there now. Himsdlf, not agoddamned kamikaze android sent by
the Teklords to destroy the woman heloved. They had to kill her, to

keep her from testifying.

But maybe he had a chance to stop that.

Hewalked up to the two of them, to Beth and the sm.

"Oh, Jesus," hesaid, sarting to cry. "I'mtoo late. Too late
agan.”

Then everything started up again and he had to stand there and watch
what happened to Beth. Blood splashed dl over him.

Screaming. Criesof pain. Noise camerolling over him, therain was
fdling again. But it didn't wash the blood off.

Jake dropped to his knees on the dark, wet sidewalk. After amoment he
stood up.

"Y ou weren't redly there," said a soothing voice.

Jake sat up on the white cot, tugged off the Tek headgear. He didn't



say anything to Dr. Weatherford. "1 want you to go back again
now," shesaid. "Thistimeredizetha you were nowhere near Berlin
when Beth Kittridge was murdered.”

The Tek session had taken him to Berlin, convinced his brain that he
was an on-the-spot witness to events heldd only seen on avidwall
newscast.

But it had done something e se, something no one a The Ingtitute had
anticipated.

He had his memory back. He remembered now what had happened to him
downinthe NecroPlex. Jake aso knew what he was supposed to be
doing.

Leaning, he deposited the Brainbox on thefloor. "I think maybe one

sessionisenough for tonight, doctor,” he said quietly.

She studied hisface for amoment. "Perhapsyoureright, Jake," she
sadfindly. "Well wait until tomorrow night to try Tek therapy

agan."

"Thanks," hesaid. But he knew damned wdll he wouldn't still be here
by tomorrow night.



water init. The pam trees and the flowering shrubs surrounding it
were dl holographic projections. The bright sunlight also wasn't
red.

Marriner, wearing athree-piece white suit, was Stting inading
chair beside the shdlow end of the pool. "I'm wondering,

Lana, if | made the right decision about Jeke Cardigan.”

Lana Chen was a chubby Chinese woman. Wrapped in alarge flowered
plyotowd, she was sprawled in alounge chair afew feet from him.
"Shouldvekilled him," shesaid in alazy murmur.

"No, that wouldn't be smart,” he said. "I don't want to annoy

Walt Bascom and the whole damned Cosmos Detective Agency.”

"Y ou exaggerae thar astuteness and their abilities,” shetold him,

gtting up and rearranging thetowel. "They'd never associate you with
hisdesth.”

"What I'm talking about is planting the guy a The Inditute,”

hesaid. "Therewere other options that might--"

"I didn't come up hereto thisrinky-dink satellite to talk strategy
withyou,” said Lana. "I'm atechnician and, redly,

interested only in getting ready for the TekNet demonstration day after
tomorrow."

"Then why areyou lolling around out here?'



"Therésatimetowork and atimeto relax,” sheexplained. "You
damn well better be ready when Anzelmo and those other Teklords arrive

Tueday.”

"I'm just about set now," she assured him. "They'll dl be
impress=d.”

He rubbed hislean black hands together. "Well be ableto grab at
least forty percent of the entire Tek trade with this, Lang," he said
quietly.

"And you'l tick off just about every Tek cartd intheworld." He
shrugged. "That doesn't bother me."

"Y et you're afraid of Bascom and the Cosmos Agency?' "Weretdking
about somebody with tremendous influence on the one hand and the threat
of physicd violence on the other," hetold the technician. "I trust

my security setup, but with Bascom you never know if--"

"A moment of your time, boss." Miles’26 had come trotting out of the
villaand into the bright sun of the satdlliteésendless

1100I11.

Marriner left his chair, frowning, moving toward the chrome robot.
"Wha?'

"| keep tabs, asyou know, on everybody who visitsthe Movie
Palace--tourigts, tradesmen, thelot.”

Marriner eyed him. "Somebody suspicious show up today?' Therobot's
chrome-plated head flashed sunlight as he nodded. "A young lady
checked into the Hotel Cyrano alittle over an hour ago,” he reported.
"Her name is Natalie Dent and she's areporter with Newz, Inc.”

"I don't think | know her. s she dangerous for somereason?' Miles
sad, "Her cover story isthat she's hereto do atravel report for the
vidwall. But Miss Dent isone of Newz' crackerjack investigative
reporters.”



"She can't know anything about our meeting with Anzelmo,”
Marriner assured him.

" She knows about something,” said the robot. "And--1 just
double-checked on thiswhen | spotted her name--thiswoman'savery
closepd of Sid Gomez. And Gomez is, inturn, the--"

"Partner of Jake Cardigan.” Marriner sat down again. "All right,
Miles, put awatch on her."

"They've used Natalie Dent and Newz in the past to break a story and
put pressure on somebody," added Miles/26.

"We know where Cardigan is a the moment,” the black man said. "Better
get meafix on Gomez' wheregbouts."

"Already working on that, boss." The robot's chrome head made afaint
clanging noise when he gave hisemployer alazy sdute. Heturned
away, heading back to the villa.

Johnny Trocadero stared up at the ceiling of the nightclub. "How about
that?' heremarked.

A gentle artificid snow wasfalling down from above. It spotted the
jungle foliage of the main room with freckles of white, dropped
snowflakes on the smal man's platinum hair.

"It doesn't," Y edra Cortez pointed out, "snow in thefrigging jungle,
midget.”

"Not usudly, no," the Teklord admitted. "Still and all, you know,
itsaninteregting effect.”

"In thewrong place.”

"I'll tell my technical people about it," Trocadero promised ashe
walked over to atable and sat down. "How's Quadrill doing?’

She, unhappy, brushed snow off her crew-cut head. "Can't you turn the
damn thing off2."



"It'sonly snow." He beckoned to her, nodding at the chair opposite
him.

Very reluctantly, Y edrawent over and took the seat. "I don't like
that asshole.”

"Quedrill?"

"He's the asshole we're talking about, isn't he?!
"Nobody likeshim," Trocadero told her.

"I'dfed ahdl of alot better if weweren't usng him."

Looking up &t the ceiling again, the Teklord said, "Nobody much likes
the guy, but he'sefficient. Hetook care of the Hotel

SantaClara, ' "

remember.

"But Gomez got away."

"Wedidnt hirehim to kill that Cosmosop,” the smal man reminded
her. "Hewas supposed to take care of Glendenny." "They found Jill
Bernardino anyway."

He spread hislittle handswide. "That'sfate, Y edra, not some fault
of Quadrill's" hesaid. "Don't worry, helll remove Marriner and

Anzelmo and the rest of them."

"I want some backup on this," she said, wiping snow off her bosom. "In
casefate dipsit to usagain and Quadrill fails.”

"Uptoyou," said Trocadero. "But let me know what you decide to
do."

"Maybe," shesaid.

Smiling, Trocadero reached across and took hold of her hand. "Maybe
doesn't work with me," he said.

Sheyanked her hand free. "I'm getting damned tired of--Shit."
The snow had turned to rain.

il

Trocadero stood up. "We better,” he suggested, "get outsidei I:

whereit'snot raining.”






The young woman roseto follow him. But instead she stopped dead,
brought her hand up to her temple, grimaced. Jesus, she murmured.

Trocadero turned, came back to her side. "What the heck's wrong?"

Gritting her teeth, Y edrabent at the middle, fisted her hands, groaned
inpan.

He put an arm around her shoulders. "Hey, what isit?' After a
moment, she straightened up and jerked away from the little Teklord.
"I don't know. Some sort of headache | guess,” she said in a choked
voice. "Gone now."

"It'sthat ssmail dingusyou got planted in your sconce.” "No, the
skull-mail implant is guaranteed not to cause any pain whatsoever." She
looked up, briefly, into thefdling rain. "It's probably an dlergic
reaction to this stupid artificial weather contraption. Let's get out

of here, huh?'

"Y ou sureyou're okay.

"I'mfine. Forget aboutit." Shewent running through the smulated
jungle toward the nearest doorway.



Bascom said, "Nothing. Not athing.”
"Not even from Gomez?' asked Dan.

On the phone screen the chief of the Cosmos Detective Agency shook his
head. "Sid hasn't reported in for severd hours.”

Dan took a step back from the deck phone. "We haven't been ableto
find out anything about what's happened to my dad either,” he admitted
forlornly.

"Be of good cheer," advised Bascom. "I'll get back to you soon as|
hear anything."

Signing off, Dan waked across the deck to join Molly at therailing.
The day was fading, the Pacific was darkening.

"No news, huh?'

"Nothing beyond what we aready know, nope.”

"It'l be okay." Shetook hishand.

"| keep fedling that there ought to be something else | can do to--"

A slver landcyc]e was coming, loudly, dong the beach. It roaredto a
stop afew yards from the deck and alean Chinesein along flapping
overcoat hopped clear of the rear seat. "Seeyou in twenty-nine

minutes and elghteen seconds, kid."

The young woman in the drive seat gave him a casua wave and then sped



off into the gathering dusk. "Thisisthe Cardigan residence,
isntit?" inquired Timecheck as he came trudging through the sand
toward them.

"Sure, but my father isn't--"

"I know Jake's not here." Herolled up his coat deeveto consult the
array of watch diadsbuilt into hisznetd arm. "I've got an
gppointment with another client in twenty-eight minutes and thirteen
seconds, Daniel, so what say we get down to"

"Y ou must be Timecheck," redized Dan. "My dad has told me about--"

"I'm world-renowned as an informant and tipster,” admitted the Chinese.
"The point is-Oh, good evening, Miss Fine. Excuse mefor seeming to
ignoreyou." He consulted hiswatches again. "Twenty-saven minutes
and nine secondsto go.”

"Do you know something about where my father is?" Timecheck gave an
affirmative nod. "Y es, and I've been trying to contact Gomez to pass
theinformation dong, but he's not returning my cals" he explained.
"Bascom's not too kindly disposed toward me. So | decided to cometo
you. Three hundred dollars."

"Youretrying to sdl usinformation?' asked Mally.

Theinformant climbed up onto the deck. "That's my profession,
remember?’

"Seemstome," shesaid, "if you're such agood friend of Jake
Cardigan's, that you wouldn't--"

"Jake'sapa and acustomer,” he amplified.

Dansad, "That'sdl right, Mally. Well pay you, Timecheck. You
may, though, have to wait until--"

"| trust you, Dan." He held out hisflesh hand and they shook.



Timecheck boosted himsalf up onto the railing and sat with hisback to
the twilight ocean.

"Wd|?' said Dan.
"In the course of digging up some information for your father,"

he began, pausing to consult hisarm, "' came across something about
his current wheresbouts.”

"Y ou know where heis?'
Timecheck replied, "Let us say, rather, that | know where
Jakeis supposed to be."

'he skinny red-haired girl shook her head. "Naw, | don't need adamn
thing, greaser," she assured Gomez.

They were standing beside his sky car and the day was ending al around
them. "Y ou helped me get clear of those goons,

chiquita, and--"

"Hey, | was saving my assaswell asyours."

Gomez nodded. "Maybeyou'd like to shake the Tek habit and--"
"Y ou're not cut out to be apreacher.” Snooky laughed.

"Shbut it's ashame to see you tangled up with--"

"My life, not yours."

"Esver dad Gomez reached out, put ahand on her thin shoulder. "My
name's Sid Gomez and | work for the Cosmos

Detective Agency. If you ever need any--"
"Y ou redly think, Gomez, that I'd turn to aprivate cop for help?’

"Someday, sometime. It'spossble” Smiling, he climbed into his sky
car



Thegirl smiled back, then went hurrying off into the new night.
'he cambot said, "That makesthree, Nat."

Natalie Dent paused in the center of the living room carpet of her

suitein the Hotel Cyrano. She dropped the hand holding the small
bug-detector to her side, wrinkled her freckled nose and told the

robot, "Although I'm noted for being an exceptiondly calm and
even-tempered person, Sidebar, even when working on some horrendoudy
dangerous assgnmentsfor Newz, Inc." | must mention that | get amite
annoyed when you address me as Nat. My name--the name, | might add, by
which billions of loya vidwall viewers know and respect me as one of

the top investigative reporters on, or off, the planet--is Natalie. Not

Nat, a nickname that only vulgar rowdies and hooligans and that
disreputable and quick-tongued private eye Sd Gomez address me by."

"Maybe," suggested the robot from the sofawhere he was sitting and
gazing out at the sunny private patio, "you ought to keep your lip
buttoned, Natdie, until you locate and disarm dl the listening and
viewing devicesthat have been planted in our suite.”

The auburn-haired vidwall reporter said, "Far beit from meto complain
about doing my fair share of thework. However, if you'd lend ahand
instead of merdly reclining there on your rusty wusty, Sidebar, then

the task would be completed a heck of alot--"

"Rusty dusty,” the camerarobot corrected, turning both



his head and the lens mounted in hismetdlic chest in her
direction.

She began pacing the room again, swinging the detecting device, dowly,
fromsdeto dde. "It doesn't seem especidly apt,” said Natdie,
"for amechanism to be questioning the proper usage of aOops.”

The smdl gadget in her hand had commenced blinking the tiny bead of
red light on itstopside.

Nataie knelt on astretch of carpeting near the arched doorway to her
bedroom. She moved the detector over the surface of the carpet. "There
itis, an extremdy teeny one." The gadget had plucked avery small
audiovisud bug fromthepile.

"Four sofar," observed Sidebar.

It took Natalie, working unaided, another hour and a half to sweep the
entiresuite. "I'mwondering,” she said as shereturned to theliving
room, "why anyone would go to thetrouble of ingtaling nine spying
devicesinmy quarters.” She sat on the edge of an armchair, jingling
the bugson her palm. "I don't imaginethat every suiteinthis
establishment isthis profusdy packed with eavesdropping gear.”

"It might just be," suggested the camerarobot, “that somebody
hereabouts suspects the red reason we've come up to the Movie
Pdace”



Gomez directed his sky car eestward into the night.

Hunching dightly in his seet, he punched out anumber on the dash
vidphone.

An answering robot appeared on the screen. "Cosmos Detective Agency,
office of Walt Bascom. Who shdl | say is-Oh, it'syou, Gomez. Where
the dickens have you been?' "Otherwise occupied. Isthe jefe--"

"Weve been trying to contact you." "What's afoot?"

“['Il'et himtell you."

The screen displayed the Cosmos logo for ten seconds and then Bascom,
scowling, appeared.

"We have alead on Jake's possible location, Sid. Dan Cardigan just
came hereto passit along to me," said Bascom. "What have you been up
to?"

Gomez replied, "1've been finding out where they shipped Jde."

Dan moved into view behind the agency chief. "Doesthisinvolve Doc
Sears?'

"Buenas noches," he said to Jake's son. "How'd you find out about
Sears?'

"Timecheck stopped by the condo. Said he couldn't get in touch with



you, 0 he--" "'l was concentrating on saving my butt and then
tracking down Doc Sears.”

"Have you found him yet? We were just about to Sart a-"

"Doc isrumored to be gone to ground somewhere in the vastness of
Mexico."

"But you do know where my father is?"

"Your padreis, dmost certainly, being held at a private fecility
cdlingitsdf The Inditute. it'slocated--"

"Near the New Haven Enclavein Connecticut,” supplied Bascom, il
scowling. "It's supposed to be alegit psych center for very rich
nutcases. But they've been known to help certain influential customers
keep people out of circulation.”

"S; and that's-"

"Ksthat where Dad is?" asked Dan. "How can you be sure, if you
couldn't find Doc Sears?"

'qwas able," answered Gomez as his sky car sped east, "to contact the
gent who assisted the dusive Doc Searsin processing

Jake after those Limey louts turned him over.”

"Wheat did they do to him?"

"A ample mind wipe--it was a rush job--and then they planted some
fasememories” saild Gomez. "Nothing too serious, nothing that can't
be reversed.”

"What'stheir game?' asked Bascon. "Why dump Jake back there?"
"According to the information | was able to persuade this pendgo to
pass aong, the Anzelmo/Marriner combo wants to keep Jake out of the

way for aweek or so."

Bascom nodded. "Until after they have their secret meeting.” "That's
theidesa, &."



"Y ou're on your way to Connecticut?’
"Even aswe spek.”

"l can arrange to have some ops there to back you up when--" "No, por
favor. | think I'll do better more or lesson my own."

The agency head said, "Okay, Sid. But contact meif anything comes up
that--"

"You're certain hesdive?' cutin Dan.

"Jakésdive" Gomez assured him, "and he's going to continue in that
condition."

| t waswindy in Connecticut.

A harsh, strong wind blew acrossthe gravel path that went twisting up

to the porch of the rustic cabin that the long, lean man with the
double-barreled lazrifle was leading Gomez toward. "Hereyou are, Mr.
Gomez." The caretaker hated. "Gracias" Gomez went double-timing up
the real wood steps. The door of the cabin opened inward. "C'monin,
Sid," invited the woman who stood there. "I've been doing some nosing
around since | got your cdl." Shewasjust over four feet tal and

her |eft shoe was built up.

Bowing, the detective took her hand, bent lower to kissit. "Good to
seeyou again, Maggie."

"Sure, | imagine I'm apleasant relief after dl your beautiful
ex-wives" Limping, Maggie Pennoyer crossed her living room. "At
least, | giveyou alot lesstrouble.”

"Actudly, cara, only two of the set have given me excessve
trouble”



"I don't think you'll ever beinterested in anorma everyday woman
who didn't heap grief on you," suggested Maggie. "Not that I'm
anywhere near being anormd everyday woman myself.”

Gomez sad, "I got in touch with you, Maggie, because you're the
leading fred ance expert on brain wiping and on reversing its effects.
And it lookslike Jakeis presently areuctant resdent of ajoint
cdled The Ingtitute, which liesjust over fifty miles north of your

little hideaway.” " So you mentioned on the vidphone." Making a
follow-me gesture, she hobbled across the rustic room to a doorway.

Gomez followed. "Dan Cardigan was aguest of yours afew months

"He'sanice, decent young man,” she said asthey waked aong the
halway. "Hard to believe he'sturned out so well, considering he's
got Jake for afather and aneer-do-wdll lothario like you asan
honorary uncle.”

"Chiquita, I'm so virtuous al sorts of high-ranking clericscometo me
to ask advice on how to be more pious," he assured her. "Despite your
lack of perception when it comesto afdlow's character, you did a
good jab of untangling the damage those louts had tried to do his
mind."

"Hey, that'swhat I'm dedicated to," she reminded. "Undoing the work
of dl the do inks-—-government loons and criminal schmucks--who try to
use mind bending as one of the tools of their trade.”

Inasmal room off the hall Maggie had one of her offices. Next to
the real wood desk stood asmall, low holostage. On it now wasa
cutaway projection of agprawling building.

Shelimped over to the stage, pointing. "Thisisasmulation,



in perfect scae, of thewing of The Inditute where they're holding
Jake."

"Buesn. Then heisdefinitdy there?"

"Yep, sure. | have aconnection at that dump and | confirmed it right
after you phoned me from the Coadt."

Bending hisknees, Gomez took a closer look at the projection. "That
Jake'sroom there--where the little red dot of light is blinking?"

"That'sit." Maggie used her finger asapointer. "Now, Sid, you

ought to be able to get in by way of thisentrance here. It'swhere
suppliesfor this poor man's Bedlam are deliY ered,” ™Y our contact can
arangetha?'

"My contact and me. I'll fix it so you can hitch aride on a produce
sky van that's due to--" Her wristphone had started to pulse. "Hold on
asec.”

He noticed that when Maggie pressed the answer button, the tiny screen
remained blank.

"Newsfor you," announced a blurred voice.

"About him?'

"Not there anymore.”

"Wheréd he go?'

"Not sure. But was sprung from room.” "Who took him?* "Not sure.”
"Any ideawhere?'

"Probably into the Wilderness Preserve.”

"Thanks" Maggie ended the call and let her arm swing down to her
sde

"| takeit," said Gomez, "that your conversation pertainsto Jake."



Maggie nodded, frowning. "Hell and damnation,” she observed. "Who
the devil broke him out of there?' "Maybe he escgped on hisown.”
"Doubtful.”

"Okay, and what's this Wilderness Preserve your chum mentioned?”

"It can be adamn dangerous place," answered Maggie.



ndrew Simmonds sighed out a breath. He dowed, then stopped till on
the forest path they werefollowing. "Damn leg's botheringme,”" he
explained to Jake as he leaned, crouched and took a dap at what
appeared to be afalenlog.

When his hand went through the projection, Jake told him, "If you're
looking for something to St on, that big grey rock yonder isred.”

The former OCO agent straightened up. ™Y ou can tell from here?"
"I'm good &t differentiating the red from thefake."

"The trouble with this Wilderness Preserve, too much of itis
holographic or smulated.” Simmonds prodded the rock with his
forefinger. "Red sure enough. You wereright, Cardigan." He seated
himsdlf.

Jake glanced back the way they'd come. "Were about five milesfrom
TheInditute," he said, "with no sign of pursuit yet. But ill, I'd

liketo kegp moving.”

Carefully, the older man rolled up histrouser leg. "I'll beokay ina
couple minutes more," he assured Jake, rubbing at the metallic leg.
"Thisthing givesmealot of pain some nights.”

"Y ou can St heretill morning, Smmonds. But | want to---"

"I helped you bresk out of that place,” reminded Smmonds. "Y ou ought



not to abandon meinthewilds." "Thisisapreserve, not the
forest primevd.”

"Besides," the other man added, "we had adedl. | get you clear of The
Ingtitute and you put in agood word for mewith Bascom. Seeif

he--"

"That escape you arranged,” put in Jake, "went very smoothly.”

"S0? I'm good at this sort of thing."

"But you never tried it until | was dumped here.”

Simmonds said, "Wdll, Cardigan, | guessit'stimeto admit that |
haven't been completdly truthful with you."

"Who've you working for?"

Theformer government agent spread hishandswide. "Not the Office of
Clandegtine Operations,” heingsted. "No, I'm doing what you might
cal fredance work now."

"Who for?' Jake eased closer to the seated man. Thefalen leaves
underfoot made redlistic crackling noises.

"'Some people who are interested in talking to you,” Simmonds answered.
Herested hishand on thesde of hisslvery atificid leg. "l was
never actudly apatient in there. 1 smply bribed my way inand

"What asurprise,” said Jake quietly. ™Y ou haven't identified your
employers”

"Let'sjust say they're sone people who are interested in why Leon
Marriner is collaborating with the likes of Anzelmo and hisbunch.”

Jake grinned. "I don't think I much want to meet these folks."
"Y ou don't have any choice, Cardigan.” Simmonds moved his hand afew

incheslower on hismetd leg. "Because 'm going to ddliver you to
them. Infact--"



"Nope." Jake dived forward just as the onetime OCO man clicked open a
pand in the chromeleg.

Inside the panel rested asmall stun gun Simmonds clutched it and
darted to tug it out.

But Jake straightened up, took a step back and kicked out. His booted
foot caught the seated man square on the chin.

Gasping, head jerking back, Smmonds was lifted up. He haf turned,
swayed, fdl to hisleft.

Jake followed him, grabbing the hand that was clutching the gun.
Simmonds cried out in pain and dropped the weapon.

Jake hit him twice, hard, in the scomach.

The other man stumbled, fell back against the trunk of an oak tree.
Thiswasared tree and hishead hit it. He groaned, sighed, fell

toward aclump of brush.

The brush was holographic and he dropped into it and was surrounded by
green.

Scooping up the stun gun Jake glanced around.

He pointed the gun at the sprawled Simmonds and fired. "That'll keep
you unconsciousfor afew hours," he sad.

Tucking the weapon into a pocket, Jake kndlt beside the fallen man. He
searched him, his clothes and the other compartmentsin the metdl leg.
He didn't find anything he could use--no other wegpons, no palm phone
and nothing about who might've hired him to deliver Jake to them.

A moment later he was moving dong the dark night trail.

There were dark trees and deep shadows all around Jake as he traveled
through the forest.



Hefigured he had to get clear of the Wilderness Preserve by dawn.
Then held head for someplace where he could contact Gomez or Bascom.

Thefolkswho'd had him brain wiped and dumped in storage a The
Ingtitute hadn't done avery efficient job.

Mogt of hismemory was coming back to him.

Jake wondered who'd sent Smmonds to break him out. "Got to be
careful,”" hewarned himsdf.

The erstwhile Office of Clandestine Operations agent had been intending
to turn Jake over to hisemployers.

Which meant held probably arranged arendezvous spot herein this
snulated wilderness.

Jake didn't want to run into the people sent to pick him up.
Off to hisright now he became aware of the faint sound of movement.

It sounded as though something, or someone, was moving through the dark
woodlands pardld to the path Jake was following.

Eyes narrowed, he scanned the forest as he kept striding along the
trall.

Hedidn't see anything.

He covered another quarter of amile, listening carefully.
Therewas gill something following aong beside him to hisright.
Jake eased oOff thetrail, stepping around areal mapletree on his

left. He pushed further into the woodlands, making hisway around
authentic oaks and maples and right through projected pines.



Hekept going in the direction that the trail was heading, hunched and
watchful.

Then he heard afaint crackling noise behind him.
Before he could turn, the barrel of agun was poked into his back.

"Stop right there, Cardigan,” suggested athin nasal voice,



asudden strange bonging noise. Itswingsfolded in at itssdesand
it came plummeting down to land afew feet from Natdie Dent on the
samulated yellow sand of Surf Beach.

" Shoddy workmanship,” commented Sidebar, aming hisbuilt-in videam
down at the falen mechanicd bird.

"Concentrate on the people out there frolicking in the fake ocean,”

urged the reporter. "We don't want to give the impression that we're

up herein the Movie Pa]ace satdllite preparing some sort of muckraking
documentary.”

Ignoring her, the robot cameraman booted the gull with hismeta foot.
"Muckrakers don't waste their time on sweatshop bots," he pointed
out.

"Nevertheless, I've been feding extremely uneasy ever sincel
discovered, with absolutely no help from you, Sidebar, those very
sophisticated eavesdropping devicesin my suite," shetold him, taking
hold of hismeta ebow and tugging him aong the imitation beach.
"What impressed me the most, and keep in mind that I'm noted for not
going to pieces under pressure, was the quantity of the darn bugs. They
must be deeply suspicious of meif they went through the trouble of
conceding awhole stewpot of the things heether and yon in--"



"Hither," corrected therobot. "Y ou may not remember this,

Sidebar, but only last year | won a Congenidity Award from the Vidwall
Reporters of the World Association,” said Natalie. "So, when |
criticizeyou, as| fed obliged to do now, it isn't becauseI'ma

habitual nag or have an inflated opinion of my worth. No, it's because

| redly think you're becoming increasingly uppity, and dl these
corrections of my vocabulary and use of the language are redly not
contributing to my morae."

"A tin cup with your name scratched on it doesn't make you apillar of
virtue, Nat."

Natalie concentrated on her breathing for aslent moment. Then she
pointed at the very believable wavesthat were coming in from the
imitation stretch of ocean. "Get me some footage of that big handsome
chap on the surfboard.”

"Lad with the blue hair?"

She nodded, walking afew steps away from him and digging her bare toes
into the sand. "He seemsto be the most innocuous person hereabouts
and that should convince them we're on acompletely innocent

misson.

Ashiscamerawhirred, Sidebar said, "It's probable, Nat, that Marriner
and his crew have dready tumbled onto your red purpose. Inwhich
case, our wisest course would be to scram.”

"Natdie Dent never scrams,” shetold thegot. "Couragerunsinthe
Dent family and .. . What isit?'

The robot had brought ametal hand up to his chest, pressng it to the
lens of thecamera. "I'mfeding ... feding .. ."

Sidebar's|eft leg gave way under him. He sagged, sat down hard on the
yellow beach. Natalie ran back to his side and reached down toward
him. He camefdling Sdeways, the weight of historso brushing her



hand aside. The robot dropped down on the imitation sand and ceased
to function.

"Sidebar, you just had atune-up,” she said, knedling beside the
gprawled mechanical man.

"How unfortunate." Someone put a hand on the young woman's shoul der.
"Y ou and your stricken robot better come along with us, Miss Dent."

Turning to face the heavyset black man, Jake inquired, "Who you working
for?'

"An organization you don't want to messwith, Cardigan,” he responded,
noving the hand that held the gun afew inchesfrom sdeto sde.

"Y ou're not from The Ingtitute, come to fetch me back?" "Those jerks,
no." He shook his head.

"Then you must be with the gang Simmonds was planning to ddiver me
to."

"I'm with agang, Cardigan, that you damn well better start showing
some respect for," hetold him. "Using astunner on SSimmondsisn't
going to make anybody too happy--and you'll regret it."

Grinning, Jake said, "'I'm awed and impressed. How many of your cohorts
arein the woods here with you?'

"Y ou've been agumshoe too long," suggested the black man. "It makes
you way too inquisitive.” He gestured with the gun. "Now get your ass
back onthetrail."

"Heres another inquiry. Where are we heading?'

"To meet my cohorts. Move."



Jake shrugged and took afew stepsin the direction of the pathway.
The man with the gun suddenly grunted in pain.

Stumbling over nothing, he sank to his knees and then went toppling
over into a patch of real moss.

Jake lunged to grab up the falen stun gun

"Leaveitlay, miger.” A thin boy, not more than € even from the ook
of him, stepped into view. He held astun rifleaimed at Jake.



0 more ragged boys came drifting out of the dark woods. The onewho
wastdler and about fifteen carried alazrifle and the other, thin and
not more than thirteen, clutched astun gun in his skinny left hand.

"Stand back some, migter," suggested the eleven-year-old who held his
sunrifleamed at Jakeés middle.

"Who areyou lads?' he asked them.
The oldest boy sgquatted beside the unconscious man and conmenced
searching him. "Some Bam chits" he answered as he pulled awad of the

yellow money chits from one coat pocket.

"He had that stun gun too, Rufe," mentioned the boy who was guarding
Jake.

Rufe continued with his searching of the sprawled man. "Takeit,
Tunney."

The thirteen-year-old bent and caught up the fallen weagpon. " Got
it"

Jake grinned. "Bandits. That what you guys are?"
Rufe said, "Search him too, Tunney.”

Thethin boy approached Jake and poked the stun gunin hisside. "You
escape from the bin back there?"

"Yesh"



"Shit," he complained as he began searching. "That meansthat soon as
they notice youre missng, they'll come hunting."

"Youliveinthe preserve?'

"Naw, in one of the Welfare Compounds over near the Bridgeport
Redoubt.”

"We come over here oncein awhileto prowl around,” explained the boy
with therifle. " Sometimeswe run into somebody who's wandering around
like you and that other guy. But mainly it's because there arelots of
animasroaming thewoods. Y ou know, you can sdll theminthe
compounds.

"Poachers," said Jake. "Have you run into anybody €l se hereabouts
tonight?"

"Three assholes over near the main control station." Rufe stood up and
away from the black man. "Part of thisdo ink crew

I'd guess. They looking for you?' "Apparently so, yeah." "Why?' "He
was about to explain that when oblivion caught up with him.”

llTh%/ Copsl?l
"No, more likdly either government agents or just plain mercenaries.”
"Y ou important then”?"

"Tothem," answered Jake. "How far from here did you spot this
trio?'

"Couple milesa mog."
Tunney made a disgusted noise and moved back from him, holding the

borrowed stun gunin hishand. "He's got nothing on him but this" he
reported to Rufe.



"Sure, they must've teken dl his stuff away from him back a The
Indtitute.”

"That they did," confirmed Jake.

Rule said, "We better decide what to Christ.”

The trees had started to vanish, shimmering for afew seconds before
they were gone. Everything that was a holographic projection went avay

at once.

They were now in the middle of awidefield that contained only two oak
trees and afew scatterings of low rea scrub.

Then the ground started to glow. Litepanelsthat had been hidden by

the pastoral projections cameto life and an intense yellow brightness
rose up and went spreading across acre after acre of blank ground.

"Jesus,” said Tunney, "they're going to come hunting you, migter.”

"They turned off thewilderness" added Rufe. Hethrust thethings

held taken from the unconscious man into atattered pocket, spun and
garted running from there,

The other two boysfollowed, losing dl interest in Jake.

[ascom, legs dangling, was sitting on the edge of hisdesk in his tower
office. Hewas playing atwentieth-century bebop tune, "Un Poco Loco,"”

on hissax.

The vidphone atop his desk spoke. "Important cal." "Pertaining to
what?'

"A largefee. And possibly the case Gomez and Cardigan are engaged
with."

"Who'scaling?'



TEI(DIET
"Maddine McHambrick of Newz, Inc."
"Well tak." Abandoning his saxophone and dropping to the floor, the

chief of the Cosmos Detective Agency went scooting around to settle
into hisdesk chair.

Madeline McHambrick was a blonde woman in her or ties " Sorry to bother
you at this hour, Bascom, but--"

"We never deep,” he assured her. "Y ou're the associate CEO at Newz,
Inc." areyou not?'

"Hell, I run the whole damn shebang. In spite of what our half-assed
publicity s&ff says”

Bascom asked, "Why do you want to hire Cosmos?' Shesad, "I've heard
you're something of ascoundrel.”

"Not something ok | am a dyed-in-the-wool, certified one hundred
percent scoundre.”

"Good. That'swhat we need," said McHambrick. "Y ou know Nataie Dent,
don't you?'

"Not well. Sheis, however, the dear and revered chum of one of my
most admirable operatives, Sid Gomez, and he--"

"Spare me the bullshit, Bascom. | know all about Gomez," cut in the
Newz executive. "Now, hereswhat | want you to do." "Proceed.”

"Natalie, dong with that odious cambot of hers, has disappeared.”
"Giveme some details," he requested.

"| assume you won't go blabbing any of thisto our vidwall news
rivas”

"Not unlessthey o ferme more money then you're going to pay us."

Shetold him, "Nataie had atip, from one of her most reliable



informants, that an important meeting between certain important
European Teklords and avery influentid dectronics tycoon was going
to take place on--"

"Anzedmo and Marriner."
McHambrick blinked. ™Y ou know about that?"
"Pretty much, sure.”

"Then you aso know that Marriner and those Tek thugs are meeting
tomorrow evening up in the Movie Palace satdlite?' "Knew that, yes,"
lied Bascom.

"Wdl, we shipped Natalie and her camerarobot up there yesterday. Her
cover wasthat she was smply doing atravel report on the Movie
Pdace," continued the blonde woman. "But when one of our producers
tried to phone Nataie today, she wastold that Natalie wasn't there.
Wasn't registered at any of the hotels, had never arrived.”

"How come you just don't send more of your own people up there to hunt
around for her?"

"l don't want to risk losing any more of my staff, Bascom." The agency
head smiled. "WEell accept the assgnment.” "What'sthefee?' He
told her.

She sad, "That's outrageous.”

"It does border on the outrageous,” he agreed. "But, according to you,
my operativeswill probably be risking death up there."

"All right, very well," shesaid. "I accept your onerousterms.”

"WEell vidfax you acontract,” he promised. "I'll put some of my best
opsonit a once.



"Will one of them bethat rascd Gomez?' "It just,” answered Bascom,
"might be"

Flying at an dtitude of 10,000 feet, Gomez was |eaning back in the
drive seat of hissky car and, with tongue pressed to the back of his
teeth, whigtling faintly.

The voxbox below the scanner screen mounted on the dash said, "Were
gpproaching the Wilderness Preserve in question.” Animage blossomed
on the smdll rectangular screen.

"Qudpasa? What's going on down there?" inquired the detective.

The screen showed flat empty fields that held only afew treesand were
glaingly illuminated from below.

"They've shut down al the holographic projections,” said the voxbox.

Gomez touched the controls and the sky car began descending. "Find me
some human beings down below," he requested of the scanner.

"Threeraggedy boys, running like blazes" said the voxbox.

He glanced at the screen. "'I'm looking for somebody more closdaly
resembling Jeke."

"Think wegot him."
Jake, crouched low and surrounded by light, appeared on the screen.

"Sg that'shim,” said Gomez, smiling. "Let'scometo earth on that

"Landing pattern arranged,” said the voxbox after afew seconds.



Asthe sky car dropped down through the night, Gomez kept hiseyeson
the screen most of thetime.

"Here's something else you ought to take notice of." The screen showed
him two men, armed with lazrifles, moving rapidly dong a path between
fiddsof light. "How far from Jeke?' "Hdf amile”

Gomez touched akey on the control pad and the speed of the descending
car increased. "We haveto get to him muy pronto.”



suppose complaining about the accommodationsin what is, for dl
practical purposes, adetention cell is somewhat on the ludicrous

gde" Natdie Dent was saying in the direction of the spreadeagled
camerarobot. "Still and dl, thisisan awfully tacky room they've
dumped usinto and thereisn't even awindow, let doneaview. You'd
expect that a satellite that boasts of being both aposh resort and a
firg-rate production facility would toss even abject prisonersinto
better quartersthan ths.

Shejiggled afew timesin the metdlic chair sheld been tied to with
plazrope.

Sprawled on the stained carpeting, Sidebar now made aratcheting,
groaning noise. "Wheream 17" he asked, eyes clicking open.

"Hat on your back in a shabby hotel room."

Thegot, eyesblinking rapidly, sat up. "Some phud used adisabler on
rre.ll

"Yes," the reporter confirmed. "Then alarge brutish man forced me
here, while two unkempt goons hauled you dong.”

Sidebar rubbed at hisside. "Lookslikethey let me drag onthe
pavement for awhile. I'mall scuffed.”

"I'll have you burnished soon as we get out of this."



"Oh? And when do you plan to depart thishole, Nat?' Giving a
sad shrug, she answered, "Wdl, Sidebar, I'm not exactly certain.”

"I warned you that we were bound to annoy Marriner. Tycoonsare very
touchy people.”

"That well may be, but | have avery pervasive reputation around the
globe--and Newz, Inc." isn't an organization even tycoonswant to dare
messng with."

"Not exactly s0." Part of thewall had did aside and LanaChen

stepped into theroom. As she passed the seated robot on her way over
to the bound reporter, the heavyset Chinese woman kicked himin the
backside and said, ™Y ou can be disabled again in aflash, big boy. So
maintain something gpproaching good behavior.”

The robot rubbed again at his scratched metal side.

Natalie said, "Just who might you be, miss, and why in the world have |
been treated so badly? Freedom of the pressis, after al, abasic
right that is guaranteed by--"

"If you'll, please, shut the hell up for amoment, Miss Dent," said
Lana, "I'll be ableto explain to you what'sgoing on."

"I'm fully aware of what'sgoing on. I've been abducted in broad
daylight--well, | suppose that's redundant, sinceit's always broad
daylight up hereinthe Movie Pdace. Let'ssmply say that | have
been kidnapped againgt my will and shoved in thisdisma--"

"Quiet, please" Lanamade her right hand into afist and hit Natdie
inthe upper arm, hard. "Listentome. That'sall you haveto do,
Miss Dent. We don't require, at the moment, any commentary."”
"Physicd abuse just addsto the offense.”

Lanahit her again and leaned closer. "What we want to know



iswhat prompted you to come nosing around up here a the Movie
Pdace"

"That's quite smple," answered Natdie. "Infact, your publicity
office already has afully executed request for permissontodo a
travel report on--"

"Who told you about the meeting?' Lanaput her face even nearer to the
reporter's.

"What megting?'

"The mesting, dear, that you're here to spy on.”

Natdie cleared her throat. ™Y ou obvioudy have very little notion as
to what sort of code reporters operate under,” shesaid. "I can't
possibly revea my sourcesto you or anyone. | smply will not do

thet."

Lanastepped back and smiled. "Oh, youwill. Trust me, you redly
will."

Looking up, Jake recognized the sky car that was speeding down through
thenight in hisdirection.

Theflying vehicleleveed off afew feet above the bright-lit ground
and hovered. "Hop aboard, amigo,” invited Gomez.

The door on the passenger side popped open and swung out. Sprinting,
Jakeranfor it.

"Not yet, Cardigan." A big man carrying alazgun wastrotting across
theflat glaring fiddd on theright.

Paying him no mind, Jake jumped for the Sky car
Helanded in the cabin and the door snapped shut just as the beam of
the lazgun went crackling across the space Jake had been occupying

outside.

"Who'sthat cabrdn?' inquired his partner.



The sky car roserapidly up.

Jake answered, "'I'm not certain. He's probably affiliated with a
onetime OCO agent named Simmonds.”

Gomez turned the sky car to the south. "Would that be Andrew
Simmonds?'

"Yep. Know him?'

"Heworksfor, last time | heard--"

"Hold onaminute, Sid. Something | want to check on.”

Toward the dash scanner Jake said, " Seen three kids down there
anyplace.

" Spotted them afew minutes back. Hold on-Y eah, herethey are again.
"I

The screen showed the three ragged boys running. The small’
est tripped, fell, landed flat out. Rufe stopped, came back and
helped him up.

"Liketo givethem alift out of here" said Jake. "If nobody

l;

minds?'

"&; we can do that," agreed his partner.

The sky car started to drop down again.

"Who are these three aigos?

"Poachers who tried to hold me up.”

i

"Oh0?'

"Don't want to see them picked up by Simmonds cronies or any goons
from The Inditute."



Gomez nodded. "Asfor the defrocked OCO agent--my i '

, ; sources say heis now employed by aDC ouitfit that cdlsitself the
Friends of Electronic Research.”

“Lobbyigts?

"Among other things," answered Gomez. "They're abit more active than
that in the palitica life of our greet nation.”



"And they might beinterested in what Marriner isupto?' "The
dues-paying membersaredl rivasof that bright lad." "Ragamuffins
directly below," announced the voxbox. "Set us down afew yards ahead
of them," ingtructed Jake. When the sky car was hovering directly in

the running boys path, Jake leaned out the open door and called, "Care
for alift, fellas?"

"Screw you," said Tunney. "Youll turn usover tothelaw.”

"Nope, you have my word," Jake assured him. "C'mon. We want to get
clear of here”

Rufe said, "Okay, we accept. But no lectures, no sermons.” "Not even
arequest for an gpology,” Jake promised.

Rufe nodded and the three of them came scrambling aboard.



Who could see the flames and the black smoke spiraling up into the
greying night sky from along way off.

Rufe said, "Better land on the outskirts of our Welfare Compound.”

"What'sthat burning?' inquired Gomez, guiding the sky car ground
ward

"Nothing specid,” answered Tunney, who was hunched near awindow at
the rear of the compartment. "We have lots of fires down there."

"No use" said Rufe, "you getting too close.”

It was an apartment building, one which looked to be over acentury
old, that was burning in the coming dawn.

"Can you guys get back into the compound’

okay. asked Jake asthe car landed in aweedy lot agood half-mile
from the high neo wood fence surrounding the compound.

The sky car bounced twice, swerved dightly to theleft. "Oops,”
remarked Gomez. "I think | hit something.”

"Just adead dog,” said Tunney. "Nothing to worry about.”

When the door on the passenger side flapped open, the mingled smells of



burning, decay and offa camerushing insde. Jake passed Rulea
handful of Bam chits. "Thanksfor taking care of that lout who was

trying to waylay me."

"We would've taken care of you too, probably, if they hadn't shut down
the forest and come hunting." Rufe took the money and dropped clear of
the sky car

The other two boys, saying nothing, followed him.

"Adios, muchachos,”" cdled Gomez.

The door shut, the sky car climbed up into the beginning day.

"Have you noticed," asked Jake, "that there are till severa problems
of our society that don't seem to have gotten solved?’

"Sz; that very thought occurred to methelast timel went dumming,”
replied his partner.

The voxbox under the phone screen said, "It's the boss man, fellas.”

"He's probably anxious to know your fate, Jake," said Gomez. "Let's
havethecdl."

"What's your current work schedule, Sd?' asked Bascom three seconds
after hislined face showed up on the screen. "What | mean is--do you
only report into me every other day? Or isit--"

"It'sdifficult to report promptly, jefe, when oneis being pursued by
crazed killers, socid misfits, women who wereill treated in their
youth and thus seek--"

"Y ou got Jake out of that joint?"
"We collaborated on that," put in Jake, leaning toward the dash phone.

"Good," said the head of the Cosmos Detective Agency. "Get over to the
Stamford Enclave therein Connecticut. Check in



with our specid field operative Paul Moonjohn. Hell have your phony
passport cards and hell work on your mugs until they--"

"Whoa," requested Jake. "Where are we going that we need fake IDs and
new faces?'

"I wish | had time to make the smartass remark that you've just set
yourself up for," lamented Bascom. "However, you two are traveling up
to the Movie Pdace satdlite. You'll leave from the Westchester
spaceport in--let's see--three hours and forty-seven minutes.”

"Marriner ownsthat satdllite” said Jake. "So isthat wherethe
famous get-together istakingpmee." 7'

"Itis. Ontop of which--Sid'sold ladyfriend the notorious Natalie
Dent has gone missing up there and her bosses--and Lord knows why they
want her back, but they do--have hired Cosmosto locate her.”

"Dios," muttered Gomez, dumping inthe drive seat "That mujer isback
to blight my life"

Bascom made an impatient noise before giving them what detailshed
obtained from the client and his own researches. He concluded, "Since
Marriner and severd of his people know what you gentslook like--a
mild disguise and achange of identificationisin order.”

"IsNewz, Inc." paying an enormousfeefor thiscaper?' inquired
Gomez.

Not only enormous, but outrageous.”

"Bueno,” sad Gomez. "Then my sacrificein having to en counter
Natalie again won't beentirdly invain."

"Y ou damn well better encounter her,”" said Bascom. "And



while you're up there on the Movie Paace, find out everything there
istolearn about TekNet."

"That won't give us any time to buy souvenirs,” complained Gomez,
ending thecdl.

Paul Moonjohn said, "'l can't do al that much in the short amount of
time you and Bascom are alowing." He was alarge grey-bearded man,
pale and wide.

"All we haveto do, Pablo,” Gomez told him, "is resembl e the people on
our passport cards atrifle more.”

"The smartest way to have donethis" complained Moonjohn, shuffling
across hisgrey-walled little 1ab, "would've been to let me remodel you
first. Then we take the damned tri op photos.” "Bascom,” reminded
Jake, "worksin mysteriousways." "Okay, Sid, I'll do your face

first." Thebig man pulled on apair of plyogloves as he approached
the chair the curly-haired detective was occupying. "That'salousy
nose whoever whipped up these passport pics stuck on you."

"S. it'snowhere near as handsome asthe onel now possess.” "Only
thing | can use on you issin flesh said Moonjohn. "It'snot as
convincing as some of the materials available, but because of thetime
factor--"

"Bascom's got us booked to catch the Movie Palace shuttlein less than
three hours," reminded Jake, who was sitting in the chair next to his

partner.

"Okay, fine, I'll do arush job," said Moonjohn. "But if anybody spots
that either one of you guysisafraud--well, don't blame me."



"If somebody spotsus,” said Jake, "we aren't going to have timeto
fileacomplant.”

The dderly Anzelmo spat on the golden carpeting. "And they got the
frap ping nerveto cal thisthe Imperid Suite?' hesadinaloud,
angry voice. "Thisshithole?'

Acrossthe wide living room Julie was making nervous be-quiet gestures
and waving the bug-detector he held in hisleft hand. "Mr. Anzelmo,
remember what we discussed earlier aout not having any conversations
until--"

"Do | carewho hearsme?' asked the old Teklord. "I drag my weary ass
from England al the way up to this goddamn Movie Pdace so | can
attend this hush-hush meeting and Marriner icks mein aroom that'd
make a peanut fed cramped.”

"It is, they assured me at the desk, the largest and most lavish suite
in the entire Chateau Hollywood Hotd, sir.”

"Who assured you? Some fag robot.”

"I don't think robots can have sexua preferences, Mr. An-zelmo, and
besides, there's no reason why Mr. Marriner would house you in asuite
that's anything lessthan--"

"And what kind of lousy view isthis?' Anzemo went shuffling over to
thewide window. "Pam trees, for Christ sake. Pam trees and abunch
of skinny broadswith ther little bitty asses hanging out of their
svimtogs”

"It'swhat you cal aHollywood ambiance, gir."

Pointing at the control pand next to the window, Anzelmo said, "What
elsecanyou did upintheway of aview.

Juliesquinted. "Well, it'smodtly just variations, Sr. Morepadm
trees, more starlets, more sand on the beach. Oh, and



seagullls. Would you like to see adozen more seagulls swooping in the

midday sun?'

"Sheep,” said Anzelmo, turning hisback on theview. "Beg pardon?’

"l want," said the Teklord evenly, "to seefrigging sheep. Lotsof

them out in agreen meadow with abunch of cute little goddamn thatched
cottagesin the background.”

"We don't seem to havethat option, gr."

Very iffly, the older man sat suddenly down on the edge of afat grey
armchair. "Well, shit can arrange it so that we do.”

"Don't you want meto get rid of al the eavesdropping devices
firg?"

"I want," Anzelmo repesated, "to see sheep out the window."



Gomez both hands sunk deep in histrouser pockets, was dumped in the
least comfortable chair in their shuttle compartment. "This nariz that
Moonjohn stuck on me," he complained, gingerly touching at his new
nose, "will betheruin of me."

"It'sonly temporary,” reminded Jeke. He was standing at the small
circular viewindow

"Did you notice the disdainful look our lovely blonde attendant gave me
when she served our complimentary snack?' "She'san android, Sid."

"You'reingnuating I'mincapable of charming amechanism any
longer?'

"Not with that schnoz gpparently.”

Gomez touched it again. "Thisthing is sapping my self-esteem.”
"Y ou've got an ample supply,” Jake assured him, "so don't fret.”
"No more disguises after this. From hence, I'll risk recognition.”

"I don't think you want Marriner's crew or any of Anzelmo's bunch--to
spot you and redlize who you are.”

"l suppose not.” Hetouched the noseyet again. "Attention,” spoke



the voxbox inthe metd celling. "Wewill be docking next at the
Movie Pdace satellite. All passengersfor that destination will
assemblein fiveminutes at Exit 1214. Repesting. Well .. ."

Sighing, Gomez rose. "Wdll, let'sdink to Exit 12-14." He extracted
hissingle suitcase from the shelf. "Aren't you at al chagrined by

the present stage of your own looks?"

Jake grinned. "Not particularly,” hesaid. "Infact, | think |

look splendid with grey hair. Splendid and distinguished.”

"l wasdluding to that extrachin.”

"I have such agtrong faith in my inner goodness that the state of ny
outward self doesn't affect me at al.”

"I don't think you've fully recovered from your stay a The
Inditute.”

Jake moved to the door. "Probably not," he agreed.

They'd just eft the Security Check Section of the docking areaand
entered the Arriving Passengers Concourse, when Jake said, quietly,
"Very unobtrusvely, Sid, glance over at thelad in the shuttle
atendant uniform to our right.”

Gomez rubbed at hisnew nose. "The hombre who emerged from the door
marked Staff Arrivals?'

"Him, yesh."
"Not an especidly amiable-looking chap. Why arewe ogling him?"

"I think," said Jake, "'l better tail him and find out where he's
daying."

"Okay, I'll go check in and gtart contacting informantsfor news of
Nat," said his partner, frowning. "But who exactly isthis pendego and
why's he worth tagging?'



"| thought he was gtill up in the Freezer prison,” answered Jake. "But
that's Augtin Quadrill."

"Al, hewas an expert a arranging explosions, wasn't he?"

"I'm betting he il is" said Jake. "Fact, he might be the fellow
who sent the Santa ClaraHotel on to glory.”

As Jake turned to move away, Gomez said, "Be sureto ask him if he has
anything planned for this satellite.”

When Wolfe Bosco scowled, amultitude of new wrinklesjoined those
aready crowded together on hislined littleface. "What gives, pd?"
heinquired of the disguised Gomez. "Y ou act like you're auditioning
for Gdactic G-Men."

The detective, paying him little heed, continued using the bug-detector
on the smdl office. "One can't betoo careful about spy deviceswhen
oneisabout to discuss an important vidwall production,” hetold the
wrinkled little talent agent.

From behind his small desk Bosco asked, ™Y ou ever do any voice work,
pa? | got this hunch I've heard your voice someplace before.”

Satisfied there were no eavesdropping gadgets in the room, Gomez
dropped the detector into apocket. "S( Wolfe, you've often heard the
mellow tones of my voice" hetold him. "Weve been doing business
ever since the days when | was acop down in Greater LA and--"

"Holy Hannah." Thelittle agent dumped. "It'smy old nemesis, my
jinx. Sd Gomez."

"Verdad, but don't go howling my name around.” "Why the fake honker,
pd?' "Diggui"



"What sort of god-awful mess are you in now, Sid? No, don't tell me,
don't impart any details. Just amply teke ahikefor yourself."

"Wolfe, besides being one of the great talent agents on or off the
planet, you--"

"Great, an 1? You, Sid, aswell asthat carrot-topped Newz, Inc."

broad you hang around with--and to whom you are probably dipping the
old sdlami unless| missmy guess--the pair of you arethe main
contributorsto my fdl from grace." Standing up, Bosco pointed an
accusing finger. "I've sunk so low that | have to peddie android

talent up on this second-rate satellite and--"

"What acoincidence,”" cut in the detective. "It's Natalie Dent I've
dropped in to talk to you about.”

"Amscray,” invited theforlorn agent. "Hit the road, check out.

That skirt ispoison and--" "A thousand dollars” "How'sthat
agan?'

Gomez moved closer to the desk. "That'stheinitia feeI'm offering
you, Wolfe," he answered. "As| wastrying to say--in addition to
being atop-seeded agent, you're dso aterrific informant. Y ou've
hel ped me on severa cases over the years, and soon as | learned you
werein resdence on the Movie Pdace, why, |--"

"Informant? Say rather stool pigeon,” said the wrinkled little man. "A
Judas™

"A Judaswholl add at least athousand dollarsto hisincomefor
today."

"Tweve hundred.”

"Too much, Wolfe"



"I won't have anything to do with Natalie Dent unless you can sweeten
the--"

"Okay, deven hundred.” "Split the diff, Sid." "Eleven-fifty."

Very dowly, very rdluctantly, Bosco invited, "Sit down, Sd." Gomez
sat down.



n the pain caught her thistime, Y edra Cortez was crossing the main
dining room of theclub. Shelurched, cried out. Her skull felt as
thought it had suddenly burst into flame and she saw zigzags of
intensdly bright colored light go circling around her head.

The young woman staggered, dropping to her knees amidst a stand of
ydlow holographic bamboo. She kndlt there, surrounded by ghostly
images of the danting bamboo reeds, bent in on hersdlf.

"Mierda," she muttered through clenched teeth. "Mierda.”

She brought up both hands and pulled at her short-cropped dark hair.

"What'swrong, kid?" Trocadero came hurrying over to her, stlepping
right through a projected bananatree.

"It'smy damned head again, Johnny." Her voice wasthin, uneven.
"We got to get you to amedic,” said the Teklord.

"No, I'll be okay." The hand she reached out to catch hold of hisarm
was shaking.

"It'sthat gadget in your coco." He helped her to stand, then guided
her over to atable and put her in achair.

"No, itisnt that. Forgetit." She was hunched, both elbows on the



tabletop. "Listen, Quadrill is on the vidphone and he wantsto
talk toyou. Butif you fed--"

"That bastard is supposed to be up on the satellite by now. Why the
hdl is-"

"Yeah, heisup there. He'scaling fromthe Movie Pdace” "Why'she
doing thet? He'sliableto tip them off."

"The guy claims he's using atap-proof phone. A specid one he cooked
up himsdf."

She straightened. "I better tak to him."
"You uptoit, sure?'

"I'm feding dl right now." Y edradipped apam phone out of her
pocket. "Put that asshole on.”

"Y ou're not looking especialy well--even for you, dear,” said
Queadrill. "How areyou feding?"

"Y ou're cdling me from the kigging Movie Pdace just to ask how | am,
Audin?'

"In point of fact, that is one of the reasons," hereplied. "I wanted
to find out how you're enjoying your headaches.”

She exhded sharply. "What the hell do you know about that?"

Hesmiled thinly. "Y ou're not as bright asyou clamto be," he said.
"I'm responsible for what you've been experiencing.”

"What's that son of abitch telling you?' asked Trocadero, leaning
closer.

"Hello, Johnny," said Quadrill from the little phone screen
"Stand aside, would you, until | finish with Y edra?'
"Stand aside, my ass. What's the big idea of --"

"Let him spesk,” cut in the young woman. "Go on, Austin. What'sthis
al about?'

"I've come up with alittle device that alows meto manipulate the
skull-phone you saw fit to have ingtaled inside your head,"



continued Queadrill. "Simplelittle gadget, but it dlows meto send
you fairly severe spasms of pain whenever | want to."

"WEelIl get the damn thing removed,” said Trocadero. ™Y ou're not going
to hurt--"

"Come on, Johnny," said Quadrill. "I'vetaken care of that too. If
anybody startsto operate on Y edras lovely little skull--well, you
don't want to try that.”

"Ligten, youreworking for me," said the Teklord, angry. "What the
hell you up to?"

"l want to make sure | get paid dl I'm owed,” he said quietly. "I
aways pay off."

"And I'm equaly interested in making sure | survive after my job has
been successfully completed.”

Yedrasaid, Y ou're not going to stop this shit until you've collected
and gotten away clear?’

"It bothered me when you found my workshop, dear," hetold her. "This
isto make sure nothing like that happens again.”

Trocadero sad, "Y ou have my word that nothing isgoing to"

"l aso have my gadget, Johnny," he said. "Oh, and by theway. | want
abonusfor thisjob up here."

"Why the hell for?' asked Y edra.

"Because somebody wastailing me--I don't know if it's somebody who's
working for you or some kind of cop,” Quadrill told her. "Pudgy guy,
around fifty, with acouple of chins”

"Y ou're the only one we sent up to the Movie Pdace, Audtin,” she
assured him.

"Thisgentleman arrived shortly after | did,” said Quadrill, smiling
another smdl, narrow smile. "But | didn't have any trouble euding
him. 1t meant extrawork though, hence extramoney."



"Forget about your damn money," said Trocadero. "I don't want Y edra
to suffer any more pain from--"

"Lay off, Johnny," shetold him. "Youwin, Augtin."

Quadrill held up asmadl slvery control pand. "Jugt alittle
reminder,” he said, and touched one of the keys.

"Oh, Jesud" The young woman bent over, her head nearly hitting the
table.

"Start getting my noney ready.” Quadrill'simage | eft the phone
screen

The big blonde woman in the dark blue uniform asked Gomez, "Wdll, which
one?'

He shifted dightly intherail car seet beside her. "Thewide brimmed
het," he said with very little enthusiasm.

"Instead of this cap with the tassel ?*

"If you prefer that one," he said, someimpatiencein hisvoice, "then
go ahead and wear it."

"What I'd gppreciate knowing, Mr. Gomez, isyour preference.” She
removed the cap with the tassdl and replaced it with the wide-brimmed
het.

"My preference, SegoritaKording, isthat we get rolling through the
innards of the satellite, muy pronto.”

The smdl rail car was Sitting on the narrow left-hand track at the
mouth of one of the many long dim-lit tunnelsthat crisscrossed the
interior of the orbiting Movie Palace.

"Since you're bribing me an impressive amount to do this-and | do
appreciate Wolfe Bosco's recommending me for the job | want to make
sure there's nothing about my appearance and attire that rubs you the
wrong way."



"Okay, wear the cap.”

"It'ssmply that all of uswho work in Interior Maintenance have the
option of wearing either the cap or the hat. Whichiswhy [--"

"Okay, wear the hat."
Nodding, Maybelle Kording tugged down on the brim of the hat, rubbed
her gloved hands together and started the closed little car. "I've got

all the two-way windows blanked so nobody can seeinsde,”" shetold the
detective. "If you stay scrunched low in your sest, well be okay.”

The car rolled ahundred yards and then Maybelle stopped it. Shedid
her 1eft hand out through anarrow flap in her side window, pressed her
pam againg aglowing pand onthewal. Thewal voxbox said,
"Cleared, proceed."

Shortly, Gomez inquired, "Y ou're certain that Natdie Dent isbeing
held in aroom off Tunnd 307"

"I confirmed that right after Wolfe Bosco contacted me," she
answered.

"Youll be &leto get meinsdethere?'

"Not aprob len Mr. Gomez," assured Maybelle with a postive nod.
"Hold onasec.”

Therail car stopped again, she pressed her palm against another
identification panel. "Cleared, proceed.”

"All the highest-ranking Interior Maintenance people can get into any
of the rooms down here.”

"l haveto getinand out,” he reminded.

"Wdll, | wouldn't have accepted the bribe, Mr. Gomez, if | wasn't sure
| could ddliver,” shesaid.

She stopped again, held out her hand.



"Cleared, proceed.”
Maybelle sad, "Have you known Wolfe Bosco long?' "Many ayear, s
"The poor man doesn't seem to enjoy his current job."

"I'm not enjoying my current job al that much,” admitted Gomez,
gnking lower in his sedt.



floor as he went striding across the big room, accompanied by Lana
Chen and lamon lodriguez.

Far below in the huge oval holostage area the towers and pedramps of
Manhattan's Times Square section showed. Snaking through the center of
the smulated section of the metropolis was anarrow see-through
plagtiglass tunnd, filled at the moment by more than two hundred

tourists moving dowly, sngle-file, and gawking.

Hying in low between the towering buildings came ahdf-dozen slvery
saucer craft. Crackling crimson beams came shooting from their
underbellies. They diced through the bodies of the civilianswho
seemed to be running aong the ramps seeking shelter. Chunks of the
buildings were bitten away, too, and went falling and tumbling.

"Hokum." Marriner stopped, hands on hips, and frowned downward.

"It'sone of our most popular attractions.” Ftodriguez was aglossy,
handsome man with considerable dark wavy hair.

"Just watch thishit now." Marriner pointed with hisboot toe at a
saucer that waslanding in the street. A slvery side door flapped



open and a sguat greenish creature with a huge top-heavy head and four
arms came hopping clear,

brandishing severd odd-looking lazrifles.
"God-awful," observed Marriner.
"It's supposed,” explained Rodriguez, "to be aMartian invader.”

"I know what it's supposed to be, Ramon. But it'strite, much too
closeto the Martiansthey're using in the Invasion of Gregater

Los Angeles concession up on New Hollywood."
"Ramon'sright, though," Lanasaid. "Peoplelovethisone,

much more than that crappy smulation on New Hollywood. 1 think it has
to do with the fact that they can see New Y ork City get devastated.
Everybody--even rubes up from New Y ork it-self--enjoys that.”

"It'sgot to start being more sophisticated.” Marriner resumed walking
toward adistant doorway.

"l have," admitted Rodriguez, dropping to his hands and knees and
staring down as more Martians started disembarking from the saucers,
"been serioudy thinking about upgrading them.”

Marriner asked Lana, "How much does that bitch know?' "Nataie Dent,
after some physica persuasion and anudge from some powerful bio
chemicas confided that she knowsone hdll of alot.”

Rodriguez had caught up with them. "Somebody iswiseto tonight's
medting?'

"Worry about the Martians,”" advised Marriner. "Goon, Lana" They
entered atwigting, down-danting halway. "She got her tip from a
fellow associated with Anzelmo's London branch,”" the Chinese woman
continued. "1 sent his name aong to somebody in England.”



"How much doesNewz, Inc." know?'

"They know that you and Anzelmo and therest are meeting,” she said.
"They have afair ideaof what it'sdl about.”

Marriner went rgpidly down another curving ramp. "Canwe arrangeto
have them forget about it?'

"I'm dready looking into that,” said Lana.

He pressed hishand to an ID plate next to agrey door. "What about
Dent?'

Thedoor did silently open and she followed him into alarge domed
meeting room. "Weeither haveto kill her or do avery effective brain

wipe

Stopping at the head of the big ova mesting table, Marriner rested a
fist atop it and leaned forward. "Easier to kill her," he concluded.

flifler he stepped through the wall, Gomez announced, "'I'm wearing a
fase nose, but it'sme, Gomez. The sec system isturned off for
approximately five minutes, Nat. Let's get you loose from that catedra
and depart for someplace dse.”

"I can't imagine, with dl the nosesto pick from, you chosethat one."
The auburn-haired reporter straightened in the meta chair, straining
againg her bonds. "Even though you do seem to make a habit of
rescuing me from messy scrapesin some of the most unlikely spots, |
wasn't expecting you to come save methistime.”

Severing the cords that bound her, he said, "Actualy, cara, Cosmoswas
hired by your bosses to come fetch you out of this latest mess.”

Sidebar came creaking to hisfeet. "Five minutesisn't that



long atime," he pointed out. "Suppose we savetherest of this
tearful reunion till we get the hell clear of here."

"Bueno,” agreed the detective, rubbing at Natalieslegs. "Think you
can navigate yoursdlf over to that opening in yonder wall?'

"Y ou don't have to massage my limbsthat high up, Gomez." She pulled
clear, tried afew hobbling stepsin the direction of thewall, and
then her legsfailed, crumpled.

Gomez lunged and caught her around thewaist. "Excusethisfurther
untoward intimacy, Nat," he said, pulling her upright and guiding her
toward the escape opening.

"l guess, which isn't al that odd, considering what I've been through
inthe past few hours, that I'm alittle fuzzy in my thinking," she
told him. "So forgive me, Gomez, if | sound unusualy cranky or--"

"Y ou don't sound unusudly cranky at al, Nat," he assured her.

"l just happened to notice those awful inflamed red marks on my ams,”
she said, holding onto him. "They must've given me more than one shot
then."

"Atleast five" hesad. "Now, I've hired arail car for this
excursgon. Thething's parked right outside and down the ramp.”

"Canweadll fitintoit?' asked the cambot as he followed them out
through the pand inthewall.

"Y ou and Nat will hunker in the storage areain the back," he
ingtructed, helping Natalie to make her way down ramp toward the
left-hand track.

"Areyou going to drive this contrgption?" she asked.



"I hired the driver along with it, apersonable mujer name of Maybelle
Kording."

When they werelessthan five feet from thewaiting rail car the
driver's-side door snapped open.

Gomez gave Natdie ahard shove that sent her fdling. "Duck, gang,”
hewarned. "That ain't Maybellein there."



"Makethat after he ditched me," Jake reminded himself as he made his
away adong acorridor in Shuttle Crew Dorm 3.

Jake was near certain Quadrill hadn't recognized him. Meaning the
demoalition man was being careful to ditch anyone who attempted to trail
him.

It seemed highly likely that Quadrill was up hereto plant some sort of
bomb.

In fact, he may have planted it aready in the time Jeke had wasted
trying to locate him again.

"I've got to find the guy damn quick,” Jeke said. "Before he gets away
from this satellite and leaves the whole damn thing to blow up.”

He dowed, stopped at the door marked 3/5. He stepped forward to touch
the vigtor button below the spy hole.

There was no response. The eyein the door wasn't activated. He gave
the button another, more aggressive push. Nothing happened.

Getting out hislock-picking gadget, Jake set it to match the make of
door mechanism and clicked it on.
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After avery faint murmur of protest the door whirred, sivung open
inward.

He drew his stun gun out of his shoulder holster and paused, listening,
to one side of the now open doorway.

Then he, carefully, crossed into the small shadowy parlor. "Damn.”

Reaching back, Jake shut the door behind him before walking over to the
dead man.

(omez missed with hisfirgt shot.

"Maddito," he observed asthe sllent beam of his stun gun passed an
inch to the right of the shoulder of the large, red-cheeked gunman
who'd replaced Maybd lein the drive seat of thewaliting rail car

Immediately, even as he was muttering his disappointment, Gomez went
rolling aong the trackside passway

The red-faced man lurched out of the compartment, laz-gun gripped in
both thick hands. Hefired at the scooting detective the ingtant his
wide feet dapped down on the pass way surface.

The szzling beam from the lazgun went flashing by agood yard or soto
Gomez |€ft.

But the beam caught the sprawled camerarobot, lopping off hisleft leg
acouple inches below the knee.

"Fight back," the crouching Natalie urged theinjured got. “They
disarmed me, if youll recdl.”

"Wdll, at least take some pictures, Sidebar. | can use some good
action footage."



Gomez, meantime, had gone dodging in another direction. Heflipped to
hisfeet and fired again.

This shot proved considerably more effective.

It hit the red-faced man in the lower rib cage. Doing ahdf spin, he
performed awobbly curtsy before smacking down flat out.

Gomez leaped over the settling body, taking hold of Natali€'s hand.
"We're going to have to come up with an dternative escape plan,
chiquita," hetold her while helping her to arise. "Somebody seemsto
be aware of my advent.”

The waobbly reporter was glancing around her. "How far would we be from
Tunnd 297"

Pointing back aong the tracks, he answered, "Entrance is back that way
about ahdf-mile. Why?'

Sidebar opened alarge compartment in hismetalic chest. “I'm
supposed to have a spare leg stowed in here someplace,” he said,
darting to probeingde himsdlf. "Unlessthey confiscated that
too."

"l have amap--purchased for aconsiderable fee, | might mention--that
lays out most of theinterior setup aboard the satellite,”" continued
Natdie, letting go of Gomez and attempting to remain standing unaided.
She swayed considerably, yet managed to continue upright. "If we can
get to Tunne 29, | may yet be able to complete my assgnment.”

"Y ou're dluding to getting a scoop about the Marriner/ Anzelmo
conference?’

Natdiesad, "I shouldve redized that agumshoe of your proven
abilitieswould've found out about even--"

"Hold it, be quiet for amoment, bonita." Heleft her to ease nearer
the parked rail car "I think | heard something.”



"Thisthing'starnished badly, but otherwise usable." The cambot
stood up, having replaced his damaged leg with the spare he'd been
carrying within. "We better be up and doing, folks."

Gomez leaned forward and thrust his upper body in through the open
doorway of thecar. "Ay, it'sMaybdlle, groaning as she returnsto
consciousness,” he said in the reporter's direction. "Her colleague
apparently bopped her on the cabeza and stowed her in back prior to
attempting totrap us.”

Natdie, unsteadily, made her way over to hisside. "Can you trust
her?'

" find that bump on her head to be sufficiently convincing,” he
answered. "If she'sin any shapeto run this car, she can get us back
through the security checksalot easier than | can.”

Natalie nodded. "Then let's get everybody |oaded aboard and get the
heck avay."

"Spronto.”

is Jake waked closer, the small golden kitten that was lying on the
carpeting came briefly to life. It took three tottering stepsin the
direction of the corpse of Austin Quadrill before giving out atiny,
forlorn meow and faling over.

It splashed in the blood and other things that had come spilling out of
the dead man when the beam of alazgun had gone knifing across his
lower abdomen.

"What the hell led up to Quadrill's getting knocked off?" Jake asked
himsdf, frowning.

If it wasto stop him from planting abomb, why closshimup in his
room again and leave the body there?



2'19 Taking out a sniffer gadget from his jacket pocket, Jake began
exploring the parlor of the smal gpartment.

A man other than Quadrill had been in here with him ahaf hour ago.
"Wait now." Jake touched the keypad of the detecting device.

"Y eah, the other lad wasin here before Quadrill came back.” Meaning
somebody had been waiting there for him.

He crossed over to the smdll silvery suitcase that sat afew feet from
the body.

It lay open, only partidly splattered.

There was nothing inside except another tiny clockwork kitten.

Jake knelt besdethe case. "Thismust be what he was carrying his
bomb materidsin,” hereflected. "How the hdl, though, did he get

anything past their security system up here?"

Except that that was Quadrill's specidty. Y eah, even back when Jake
firgt encountered him, Quadrill had areputation for being ableto dip
by just about any kind of security.

"Okay, let's say he smuggled his bomb aboard the Movie Palace and got
it planted someplace before hewaskilled." Jake leaned back against
the arm of arubberoid lounging chair. "So whereisit?'

Knedling again, he ran the gadget over the open suitcase. Therewasno
trace of abomb.

Did that mean Quadrill hadn't actualy smuggled an explosive device
aboard?

Or had he concocted something that was undetectable and untracesble?



"L et's assume he came here with abomb that can't be spot220 ted,”
said Jake thoughtfully. "Okay, so | don't follow the bomb--1 follow
him."

He stood, aimed the sniffer at the carpeting.
"Y eah, Quadrill forgot to make himsdlf untraceable,” he said.

Hed be ableto follow thetrall Quadrill had |eft earlier, and that
would take Jake right to where the bomb was planted.

"What exactly I'll do after | find the damn thing--wdll, I'll figure
that out later."

With the gadget held in hisright hand, he moved to the door. It

opened ten seconds before he reached it, and adick, handsome man with
alazgun was standing out thereinthe hdl. "Just Say right there,

friend," he advised.



talie sumbled. "They certainly don't keep these supply tunnels very
well illuminated," she complained.

Catching her and helping her maintain her balance, Gomez said,
"Tourigtsdon't usudly dray into this part of the satellite”

They werewalking dong acatwalk that bordered a gradudly ascending
ramp. A sngletrack ran dong the center of theramp. Small floating
globes every few feet provided athin yellowish light.

The reporter again brought her pocket talk pad up to her ear to listen
to her notes. "Were till going in the--"

"Back, caritawarned Gomez, putting hisarm in front of the young
woman and pushing her back againg the tunnd wall.

A gring of five mono whed supply carts went rattling and chugging by,
loaded down with ‘ponic produce.

"Yikes," said the camerarobot asthe edge of ametd crate protruding
over the edge of the last wagon in line scraped at his metal chest.
"Wouldn't you know it, more damage to my surface.”

"It would really be helpful, and don't think I'm trying to be overly
critical, Sidebar, but adopting an attitude of looking on the bright
sde, would certainly be hdpful on amisson like thisonewere
embarked on, because--"

"What bright Sde, Nat?' the got inquired. "Thusfar I've been



disabled with a stunner, had my favorite leg lopped off, been scraped,
scratched and--"

"Porfavor, let's continue on our way," suggested the detective.

"Oh, and thanks for pulling me out of the way of those overloaded
wagons, Gomez."

"Deaada." He patted her on the backside, urging her to move along.

Natalie frowned over her shoulder at him, but said nothing. She put

the talk pad to her ear. Nodding, she dropped it into her pocket and
garted climbing dong the narrow catwak. After afew moments,

Sidebar re, harked "L ettuce.” Gomez frowned back at him. "Now what?'
"| stepped in some lettuce.”

After afew more moments, Natdie listened to her notesagain. "Okay,"
shesaid. "Around this next bend there's supposed to be some sort of
safety ladder. We have to shinny up that for quite aways and then
there's supposed to be an unlocked metal door.” "How far," asked the
got, "isquite aways, Nat?"

"A thousand feet," she answered. "And forgive meif | givethe
impression that I'm continually and congtantly nagging everybody, but |
believe | have, on more than one previous occasion, mentioned that |
don't really favor being addressed congtantly asNat. My nameis
Natdie and, whilel don't insst that employees of mine address me any
more formaly than that--although it wouldn't hurt you, Sidebar, to use
the gppd lation Miss Dent now and then, especidly when werein public
Stuations, why--"

"We're crawling through asewer basically,” put in therobot. "It's
not my ideaof apublic occasion.”



"Vdmonos," prompted Gomez. "Let'skeep moving." "Theresthe
ladder." Natdie hurried aong the catwalk to gaze up into the
shadows.

Gomez walked over to the base of the metal-rung ladder, reached up to
test the lowest rung with hishand. "I'll lead the parade, Miss Dent,"
hetold her, and pulled himsdlf up until hisfeet were resting on the
bottom rung.

Natalie did her talk pad into her skirt pocket and stretched up both
hands. "I'd appreciate alittle assstance, Gomez," she said.

He climbed afew rungs higher, twisted and dangled down hisright arm.
"Catch hald, chiquita," he offered.

On her second try she managed to grab hiswrist and was lifted up onto
the narrow ladder. "Okay, I've got a perch on the darn thing.
Thanks"

"Don't worry about me," called the cameragot. I'll just climb up the
wal somehow.”

"Y ou're extraordinarily dexterous,” Natalie reminded him from above.
"After dl, being able to cover every sort of news story, to shoot,
redly, vidfootage that's dmost always, at the very leadt, passable,
you haveto be able to get yoursdlf into al sorts of odd and unusud
places and positions. So catching hold of asmplelittle ladder ought
not to present too much of achalenge.”

"I didntimply it wasachdlenge," answered Sidebar.

Gomez pointed athumb at the darkness above. "I'll meet you guys
updtairs,”" he said, and commenced climbing.

Pearing histhroat, Marriner rose a the head of the large oval
plastiglass meeting table. He glanced around at the eleven other
places and asked, "Where's Maurice Pettifaux?”



Lana Chen, clad in acrisp off-white lab coat and seated next to him,
sad, "An accident, so I'm told, prevents his attending.” "What sort

of accident?" Anzelmo, at the opposite end of the table, answered,
"Maurice got himsdf ambushed in agoddamned quaint little dley inthe
Left Bank Enclavein Paris.”

The plump, crimson-haired Mrs. Dooley said, "They used a least a
half-dozen lazrifles on poor Maury."

"Yeah," confirmed Anzelmo. "Thefrog cops never wereabletofind dl
of him."

From mid table Roger Giford said, "This sounds like areprisal to me,
Marriner."

"Exactly," added Mrs. Dooley. "Our lessfortunate Tek brothers
getting back at us because they've heard we're throwing in with you.”

"Nobody," Marriner assured them, "nobody whatsoever knows anything of
thisplan.”

"Oh, yeah? Thenwhat about .. ." Anzelmo began patting his various
pockets with hisgnarled hands. "What thefrig isthat name?' Theold
Teklord kept frisking himsdlf until he located, in an inner coat

pocket, asmall yellow fax memo "Okay, hereitis. What about Natalie
Dent?'

"A minor nuisance," said Marriner. "Nothing more. Certainly not
anyone to worry about.”

Anzelmo leaned forward, both elbows smacking the tabletop. "Does she
happen to be aboard this flapping satdllite now?"

Marriner held up his hand in akeep-cadm gesture. "Natdie Dent was
apprehended soon after she arrived on the Movie Palace,” hetold the
angry Teklord. "She'snot going to tell anyone



22sever." Mrs. Dooley frowned deeply. "That's the broad who
worksfor Newz, Inc." isn'tit? Always poking her noseinto

things"

"That sure as hdl iswho weretaking about,” said Anzemo. "Areyou
trying to con us, Marriner, into believing that her bosses at Newz
don't have africking ideawhy she came up here?!

"The few people a Newz who have any hint of thisare being
neutrdized," Marriner said. "Trust me. Asfor Natdie Dent hersdlf,
we have her safely locked away. After this meeting, stepswill be
takento..." Hed become aware that Lanawastugging on hisdeeve.
Leaning down closer, he asked her, "What?'

Lanaput her lips closeto his ear to whisper, "Just before |
camein | learned she'snot in her room anymore.”
"Then wherethe hell isshe?"

"We don't know, but she's being hunted,” replied Lana. "Changethe
subject, Leon."

He straightened up. "Now that we've got this minor stuff out of the
way," he said, "we can moveto theredl business of thismeeting. My
gifted colleague Lana Chen will give you ademondration of thejust
perfected TekNet system.”
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he looked from the lazgun to the face of the handsome man who stood
pointing it at him, and grinned. "Ramon Rodriguez,” he said,
recognizing him. "Thislookslike astep up for you from being
assistant manager at the Boardwalk Teenage Android

Bordello down in the San Pedro Sector of Greater LA."
"Do | know you?'
"Under these fal se trgppings I'm Jake Cardigan.”

Rodriguez took a surprised step backwards. "When | got the call about
trouble down here," he said, "1 didn't expect to find Jake Cardigan,
ex-con turned private eye."

"You'vefound ahdl of alot morethan that, Ramon," Jaketold him.
"Takealook insdewhilel get on the track of--"

"Y ou're not going much of anyplace, Cardigan." He made ashooing
motion with hisgun hand. "Back insde so | can have alook around. |
understand something pretty serioustook placein thisjoint.”

Jake preceded him back into the room. ™Y ou must know thislad,” he
said, stepping aside and nodding toward the sprawled corpse. "There's
astrong possibility that--"

"Holy Chrigt, isthat--what the hell is his name?--Quadrill? Y eah,
Audtin Quadrill.”

"That'sexactly who it is, yeah," confirmed Jake. "I'm near certain he



brought abomb aboard.” Rodriguez took afew reluctant steps
nearer the body. "I never can get used to the smell," he admitted.
"What's that about a bomb?"’

"It's Quadrill's specidty, snegking explosivesinto---"

"Naw, he couldn't have," inssted Rodriguez. "We got too good asec
system Héll, | supervisethat mysdf.”

"Even 0, Ramon'--Jake jerked athumb in the direction of the
corpse---"the odds are Quadrill was hired to take care of Martinet
and---"

"What are you talking about, Cardigan? Marriner's nowhere near the
Movie Pdace."

"It was mogt likely Johnny Trocadero who hired Quadrill to take care of
everybody attending Marriner's meeting with An-zelmo and company
tonight.”

"Y ou're not supposed to know about that."

"Paintis, | do," Jakesaid. "I dso know Quadrill was scheduled to
take off from the Movie Paace just under three hours from now. That
means hisbomb can go off anytime after that.”

"Thisisal bullshit," said Rodriguez. "Y ou more than likely killed
this poor bastard and now you're trying to con me with some"

"Three hoursisn't an especidly’ long stretch of time, Ramon,” he cut
in. "I think | can backtrack aong Quadrill'strail and find out where
he stowed the bomb. After that we're going to have to----"

"No, what you're going to have to do is get your assinto adetention
areauntil | can-- Oofi"

Not betraying hisintention, Jake had dl a once feinted to the right
and then sidestepped and kicked out at Rodriguez. His boot took the
surprised man in the crotch and he howled.



Jake dived forward, caught the gun arm and snapped it down.

The lazgun went off and dug adeep smoky zigzag rut across nearly two
square feet of carpeting.

A firewarning darm started hooting.

Two punchesto the aready groggy Rodriguez' chin and the handsome man
lost consciousness. He stayed upright for about ten seconds before
fdling over and landing flat out next to the dead man.

Skirting the newly splashed blood, Jake headed for the way ouit.

Y edra Cortez was wa king aong the ocean side when twilight started to
arive.

Gulls, dark shadows acrossthe greying sky, camegliding in low over
the seato land on the damp sand.

They began to look strange to the young woman, distorted. With immense
wings and thin eongated bodies, and dl of them colored apulsing,
glittering black.

A moment later the pain exploded in her head again. It wasworsethis
time, throbbing in her skull and then shooting through her body. A cry
came spilling out of her and sheféll, kneesjabbing hard into the
darkening sand.

The gullscried out like giant crows as they changed colors and started
to whed and whirl overhead, circling ever closer to her. They changed
colors, too. Crimson, gold, dead white, silver, yellow, crimson,

gold.

Then they went swirling away and night suddenly hit. She was aware of
nothing but the pain. Gasping, whimpering, she yanked her pam phone
out of her



trouser pocket. Y edrahad to bring the damn thing right up to her
eyesto seeit. Bracing hersdlf againgt the pain, she managed to punch
out anumber.

The phone couldn't have taken aslong to answer as she thought it
did.

Finally theface of atired-looking, pale man showed on thetiny
screen. "Jesus, Y edra, what the hell'swrong with you?" "Nick?'

"Yesah, it'sme. Whereareyou? I'll send somebody to--" "I'm okay.
Okay," shesaid. "I thought you. Told methat the guy you sent up. To
the Movie Pdaceto take. Care of Quadrill and. Kill him soon asthe
bomb. Was planted succeeded?’

"| did, honey. Hetook care of it for you, just like you asked me."

"But the damned. Gadget that Quadrill had and. Wasusing to giveme
these. Damned headaches, you said hegot. That and was bringing it
back here. Nick."

"He did get what you wanted, Y edra, right after he took care of the
guy," said Nick, concern showing on hispaeface. "Thetroubleis..

"What? Tdl me"

"He can't seem to figure out how it works exactly. Y ou know, how to
turnit off like you said to do."

"l saw Qudrill. Useit. Nick. It'sonnow. Giving mealot of
pan."

"I know, I'm sorry, honey," gpologized Nick. "But my guy wascdling
me from the shuttle on hisway home here. Maybe, you know, it could be
| didn't hear him dl that good."

"When'she Going to bein GLA. Nick? Hesgot to bringitto. Meso
| can stop. These goddamn headaches.”



"Ligten, Yedra. Tell mewhereyou are.”

"At the beach. Becausel liketowak. Along here" "Where, honey,
which beach?' "By Johnny's new club.”

"I'll contact Johnny and tell him to come down there and get you. Can
you hold on?"

The pain took her over and she couldn't talk anymore.



"Go over that again, lady," he requested of Lana Chen.

"All right, thisdisc isthe only headgesar our customerswill need.”
Shewas standing &t the front of the meeting room with asmdl grey
disc held between thumb and forefinger. This 1l give you a better
look atit."

Lanaplaced the disc on asmall projection stage, and alarge
holographic image of it formed over the center of the meeting table.

Mrs. Dooley, frowning and with her head cocked to the right, studied
the projection. "What about the Brainbox every Tekkie has to hook the
headgear to?"

"Weve succeeded in making that superfluous,” put in Marriner,
amiling.

Lanacontinued, "Y ou'll notice atiny clip at the back of the disc.
That alowsyou to----"

"Where?' asked Macri. "l don't see any--"

"That little Slvery dingus, schmuck," said Anzemo, pointing a the
floating hologram.

"Oh, yeah, thereitis"

"Y ou atach the disc to your hair,” explained Lana, placing the
demonstration disc over her ear, "and that provides sufficient contact



withyour brain." Mrs. Dooley asked, "And, | believe you told us
earlier, there are no Tek chips needed either?”

"They're no longer necessary,” answered Marriner, hissmile
broadening.

"I cameinto this project late,” said Macri, "and | guess|'m not too
bright in some areas. But it seemsto methat thisisgoing to put Tek
cartdslike mine out of busness”

"It puts," Giford corrected, "our magor competitors out of business,
oldman."

On asmal table next to the projection stage rested asmal portable
computer. "From now on," said Lana, moving closer toit, "anyone who
has access to one of these can have accessto Tek."

"Solong as," added Marriner, "they ded with our consortium.”

Anzelmo turned his chair to get abetter view, resting one hand on his
knee. "How does that headgear connect with the computer?”

"Anytime yourewithin five fegt of atermina, you can become
connected,”" answered the Chinese woman. "Y ou activate the whole
operation verbaly, reciting a series of pass codes and then ordering
whatever kind of Tek illusion you want to enjoy."

Macri was frowning. "I don't quite comprehend how the money getsfrom
themto us" he admitted. "Can you, dow, explain exactly--"

"Emergency! Security emergency!" announced thetrio of voxboxes
floating up near the ceiling.

Marriner jumped up, glancing a Lana. "Any ideawhat the hel is-"



"Rodriguez ison hisway here," shereplied, tapping at the voxbug in
her left ear. "Hesays-No, I'm losing him."

A different voice from adifferent voxbox said, "Ramon Rodriguez
requesting entry."

Anzelmo pushed back further in his chair and, with considerable effort,
stood up. "Y ou promised us complete security for this mesting,
Marriner,” he said, upset. "But instead we get bitchesfrom Newz and
now--"

"Rodriguez can enter," said Marriner toward the ceiling.

A wall pand did asde and the dick, handsome man came hurrying in.
He moved to Marriner's side and reported in alow voice, "There may be
some kind of bomb aboard the Movie Paace."

"May be--or is?'

"Well, we better assume thereis.”

"And how the hdll did it get past our security checks?'

"l don't know that yet," admitted Rodriguez. "But | think we better
assumeit is here--because Austin Quadrill has areputation for being
ableto plant abomb just about anywhere."

"Augtin Quadrill?* said Anzelmo, shuffling over to them. "Isthat son
of abitch here?’

"Wedll, heis-hewas," answered Rodriguez.
"Whichisit, asshole?"

Rodriguez took a deep breath before answering, "He got aboard somehow
and we think he planted abomb before he waskilled."

"Shit," said Marfiner, taking hold of the handsome man by both
shoulders. "What the hell are you telling me now?"

"It'sasort of screwed up chain of events," he admitted, and



ran histongue over hisupper lip. "Jake Cardigan isonthe Movie
Pdace, too, and it's his notion that--"

"That'swonderful," said Anzelmo, dropping both handsto hissides. "We
got aflapping mad bomber who does most of hiswork for my bitter
enemies--assholeslike Johnny Trocadero and--"

"That'swho Cardigan suspectsis behind thiswhole mess," offered the
unessy Rodriguez.

"And asthefrosting on the whole mess" the old Teklord went on, "we
got operatives from the frigging Cosmos Detective Agency crawling dl
over the damn satdlite”

Marriner let go of Rodriguez and stood back. "I want to talk to
Cardigan,” he said quietly.

"We haveto find him first," answered Rodriguez even more quietly.

"Y ou had anicelittle chat with the bastard,” suggested Marriner,
"then let him go on about hisbusiness.”

"He says he can find the bomb Quadrill planted,” explained Rodriguez.
"And we only have about two and a half hoursto---"

"Why did you let him get away fromyou?' said Marriner. "Weve got
our own bomb experts. | don't need--"

"I didn't have that much choice. He knocked me flat on my ass and when
| awoke---he wasn't there."

Mrs. Dooley had joined them. "Forget about Cardigan,” shetold them.
"What are your people doing about this bomb?*

"I've derted the entire security force,” answered Rodriguez, and
licked hislip again. "They're combing every nook and cranny of the
entire satellite looking for the explosive device."

"Tdl them ds0," said Marriner, "to look for Cardigan.”
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Not much of an accomplishment, since al he had to do waswalk around
the bend in acorridor down near the center of the orbiting satdllite
and there was Jake.

Grinning, griding right toward him.

"You'l haveto come with me, Cardigan,” he ordered, pointing his
lazgun. "Marriner wantsto seeyou.”

"I wouldn't mind seeing him," said Jeke.

Rodriguez noticed the smdl grey metd box in Jakesright hand. "Is
thet it?"

"Itis, yeah."

Rodriguez ran histongue over his upper lip and then hislower lip
while he moved, rapidly, over againg the strutted metd wall of the
corridor. "What'sthe .. . What's the status of the damn thing, for
Chrigt sske?!

"l inectivated it."

"Y ou know how to do stuff like that, Cardigan? What | meanis, youre
sureit won't explode anymore?”

"Oh, itll explode again,” said Jake. "1 learned ahell of alot about
bombswhile | waswith the SoCa State Police, Ramon. Quadrill wasa
pretty clever lad, but there's amost no bomb that can't be



controlled.” "Oughtn't you to hand it over to menow? Then| can
have our demolition experts make absolutely--"

"Here's how thingswork," said Jake, speaking dowly and patiently.
"Unless Marriner guarantees me and certain friends of mine safe passage
off the Movie Pdace--I'll rig thisto blow again.”

"That would be suicide for you," said Rodriguez. "And you'd aso kill
off hundreds of innocent people.”

ll&?l
"C'mon, Cardigan, you're not that--"

"Think about it, Ramon," he said evenly. "The Teklords framed me and
got me sent up to the Freezer for four years. Four yearsin suspended
animation and when | came out | didn't have awife anymore and pretty
nearly lost my son, too. Sure, I'd liketo stay dive--but if | cant,

then let's get rid of Anzelmo and his buddies and your boss

Marriner."

"Yourebluffing."
"Better seewhat Marriner hasto say.”

After amoment, Rodriguez nodded hisdeek head. "Okay, well go talk
tohim."

"Y ou're bluffing, Cardigan,” accused Marriner.

"Sureheis," seconded Anzelmo, who was back Sitting in hismeeting
room chair, breathing dowly and with a considerable wheeze.

"I'm not sure of that," said Mrs. Dooley. "I've heard alot about
Cardigan and he's supposed to be mean and--well, not exactly
rationd.”



"That'sagood gppraisa of my character,” said Jake, grinning over at
her. "Now, bring Natalie Dent here and then I'll get in touch with my
partner, Sid Gomez, and welll--"

"Don't do anythingirrationd, Cardigan,” said Rodriguez, holding out a
placating hand to him and eyeing the little grey box. "But, see, we're
going to have aproblem here. We sort of logt track of the Dent woman
and--"

"W, | supposethisisas good adramatic spot as any to make an
entrance, dthough, if you want the absolute truth, | don't goinfor
flamboyant behavior,” said Natalie. A panel in the meeting roomwall
did open and she stepped into the big room, followed by Gomez and the
cameragot.

Sdgave hispartner alazy salute. "Weve been eavesdropping for a
spell, amigo,” he announced.

"Got some terrific footage on the mesting,” added Sidebar, tapping his
chest.

"That'stoo bad,” said Marriner. "We're going to haveto cal
Cardigan's bluff and werre going to haveto get rid of every damned one
of you."

"Thet redly is, and | hope youll forgive my usng acliche, sncel'm
known throughout the world, and even in pest holeslikethis, for my
clever and origind turns of phrase, mostly academic,” said Natalie,
folding her arms under her breasts. "Y ou see, the truth of the matter
isthat it redly doesn't matter if--"

"Inthe name of God," said Anzelmo, "get to the flgpping point,
lady."

The reporter scowled at him for afew seconds. Then she said, "Okay,
al right, well do it your way, Mr. Anzelmo. For the past twenty-Sx
minutes your little gathering has been going out to each and every
Newz, Inc." client on Earth. Soin every mgor



city of thisgiddy globe, and in every little hamlet and rurd

village, in the caves beneath the ground and in the deep dark
jungles--the few that are left--people now know what you've been up to
and what you were plotting. Before the day istoo much older, I'd
imagineyoull dl, each and every one of you, be up to your, if you'l
pardon my inddlicate expression, fanniesin law enforcement agents.”

Anzemo narrowed hisleft eye and glared at Marriner. "Y ou asshole,”
he remarked.

"| agree completely,” said Marriner, and sat down.



Bascom said, "I'm pleased.”

From the chair he was straddling, Jake asked, "Pleased enough to okay
that bonus you mentioned earlier?’

"Sure" said the chief of the Cosmos Detective Agency. "I put infor
that before Natalie Dent's special Newz broadcast from up there’--he
jabbed athumb in the direction of the calling--"had been on the air

for morethan afew minutes." Heturned to gazein Gomez' direction.

He was standing by one of the high, wide vie windows watching dusk
ettle down.

"Sid, I just aluded to your bonus?'

"l heard. Gracias."

"I was expecting amite more enthusasm.”

Gomez came away from the window and leaned againgt one of the
worktables. "I'm wondering about some of theloose endsin this
cae"

"What about Jll's husband, Erngt Reinman?”

"Paid us the handsome fee he agreed to pay if we found hismissing
wife," answered Bascom.

"He'stangled up in thiswhole mess. He could end up in the hoosegow



himsdf." Bascom said, " The fee agreed upon moved from his
account to ours. | have no further interest inthe fellow.”

"l imagine the policedo.”
"That'strue, Sid," agreed Bascom.
Gomez sad, "Does anybody know who killed Austin Quadrill?!

"Somebody hired by thelate Y edra Cortez," said the agency chief.
"Lieutenant Drexler ison histrail even aswe spesk.”

Gomez frowned. "Late? Isthat nasty mujer dead and done for?"

"She had avery strange accident,” Bascom told them. "Part of her
skull exploded.”

Jake said, "Quadrill no doubt. Something he arranged before she had
him donein."

"I'm glad I'm not on the other side of the fence," said Bascom, leaning
back in hisdesk chair. "Over thereyou can't trust anybody.”

Gomez eased over toward the door. "What say we take our leave,
Jake?'

"If that's okay with our employer.” Jakewas untangling himsalf from
the chair.

"Beoff, lads," Bascom said, waving in the direction of the doorway.

(omez was perched on the deck rail at Jake's beach side condo, his back
to thefoggy night Pacific. "S. the handsome bonus Bascomis
promising to bestow on usfor our work on the TekNet case will be
gratifying,”" he admitted.



"But?' "Jake, amug of ancaf hddin hisleft hand, wassttingina
deck chair.

"The prospect of additiond wealth, at the moment, failsto cheer me”
hesaid. "Even thefact that, because of Natalie's worldwide

blathering by way of Newt, | am once again, momentarily, afamous and
celebrated deuth doesn't do much to cheer my heart, amigo.”

Jaketook asip of hissincaf. "The aging process sours some people,”
he suggested. "Fortunately, I've been able to remain my chearful sdf
over the years, but you, Sid, seem to--"

"Oh, ver dad everybody hastaken to calling you Jolly Jake."

Jake leaned forward. "Y ou il brooding about Jill's part in dl
this?"

"I shouldn't be," hesaid. "We parted along time ago.”
"But you are?"

Gomez glanced back over his shoulder at the misty ocean. "That's
probably part of why I'm feding glum, yeah,” hesaid. "Y ou probably
don't remember when | first met her--but, Dios, shewas very special to
me, Jake. | redlly believed that .. ." He shrugged one shoulder. "I
guess| wasn't near as perceptive as | should've been. You'd think a
world-famous detective would've tumbled to the fact hiswifewas .. .
well, what shewas." "Still, the samething--" The deck vidphone
buzzed. Jake asked, "What?' "Important call for Mr. Gomez."
"Who?'

"Jll Bernardino."

Jake looked over a his partner.



Gomez nodded. "I'll takeit." Heleft therail and picked up the
phone. "Gomez agua'

"Sid, | hope I'm not interrupting anything too important,” Hisonetime
wifésimage was on the tiny phone screen "But when heard you were
over there, | figured Jake wouldn't mind

"It'sokay. But hold on aminute, chiquita” After nodding at Jake,
he carried the phone off the deck and a dozen or so yards dong the
beach. "Swhat's happening, Jill?'

"I've been making somedecisons,” shetold him. "I'll beleaving this
hideaway that Bascom arranged for me in acouple moredays. But |
don't want to go back to my husband.” "That's probably agood idea.”

Sheasked, "Ernst wasinvolved in dl thismess, waan't he?' "There's
astrong posshility hewas."

"He did set me up with Johnny Trocadero, didn't he?' Gomez stopped
just out of reach of the foamy surf and gazed seaward. "We didn't

redly go into that too much, Jil," heanswered findly. "But there's
adamned good chance that Lieutenant Drexler and the SoCa State cops
are going to keep poking around."

She asked, "Would you, working as an officiad Cosmos Agency operétive,
digintoit for me? When| divorce Erngt, | want to have every bit of

damaging--"

"Jll," heinterrupted. "No, | won't be able to handle that for
you."

"But you--"
"I came and saved you when you werein trouble, s; | know," hetold

her. "But that'sal | can do for you, card. | won't be part of your
lifeanymore.”



After along silence, shesaid, "Yes, | see” And then: "Goodbye,
Sd”

"Adids”

Climbing back on the deck, Gomez returned the phone. Jake asked,
"Something?'



"Nothing," he answered, and turned away.



