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Chapter 1

He didn’t know he was about to come back to life.

Up in the orbiting penal colony he slept, unawdrarything. Time had passed, days and
weeks and then months and years, and he keptaietait long sleep. Suspended in a coffin-like
plastic cubicle in the great orbiting prison thasged endlessly around the Earth, passing over
Greater Los Angeles again and again.

Today that was all going to change, but Jake Cardaidn't know anything about it. Not yet.

The gleaming, broad-shouldered robot was wearsgpdless white suit, and his chrome face
and skull were freshly polished. He came stridingopsefully through the crowds of wayfarers on
the clear-plas colored ramps that interlaced witheawvast seethru domes of the Greater Los
Angeles Spaceport.

It was a hot, hazy morning in the spring of thery&B0 and the sectors of GLA that rose up
around the port already had a blurred, sooty-oréwge The fuzzy sky was full of motion. Aircabs,
skycruisers, airvans and skybuses all flickeredubh the blur, sleek monorail trains went
whizzing silently by at a dozen different leveladéoth the crisscrossing pedestrian ramps and the
sharply curving motorways were crowded. All therdr@nd roar of it was kept out of the domes of
the spaceport.

A sudden barking broke out two ramps above theyingmrobot. One of the small mechanical
sensor-dogs had spotted some sort of smugglemalatk young man, and started to chase him.
They went zigzagging along a green-tinted rampt roglerhead, toppling some travelers and
leaving assorted sounds of surprise and outratfeinwake.

The robot ignored the chase, pushing his way arthmdpacetourists who'd paused to gaze
upward and rubberneck.

A skinny ten-year-old Japanese boy, just home fadvoon camp according to his pullover
shirt, bumped into the white-suited robot and sezhtimself with candy-smudged fingers.

The robot lifted him out of his way with both chrerhands, then brushed the small sticky
smears from his breast pocket.

Gradually the crowds thinned and the colors ofwlaéls and ramps dimmed and eventually
everything was gray and the robot was in a lespugated section of the port. A human porter, a
fake-legged veteran of the Brazil Wars, recogntbedrobot as they passed each other on a gray
ramp. "Going up to the Freezer again, huh?"

"Obviously," answered the mechanical man in higdeetallic voice.
"Hell of a place to visit."
"Yet better to visit it than remain there."

"Yeah, | guess.” The porter gave a shivering shgoga fresh grip on the handle of the luggage
cart he was guiding and continued on.
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The access door the robot wanted had a pale goddrstreen suspended over it. The screen
blanked as the white-suited robot approached. Words appeared-SHUTTLE FLIGHT16 TO
PENAL COLONY NOW READY FOR BOARDINGALL PRISONERS SAFELY LOADEDNO DANGER TO
PASSENGERS

The robot brushed again at the place where thehbdytouched him, made a sound in his metal
throat that resembled, slightly, a laugh. Spreatiiegchrome palm of his left hand open wide, he
touched the thumb with his right forefinger. Thénpaummed faintly for exactly four seconds,
then a slip of bright yellow paper came whirring otia thin slot in his hand.

Jerking it free, the robot handed it to the grayfarmed young woman who'd appeared in the
open access doorway.

She took the special ticket a bit gingerly, scanhetDh, you're Winger (M6)/SCPS-31PB,"
she said, checking his name off the short passdisger

"We met on a shuttle flight up to the Freezer glsven months ago," he reminded her. "You
ought to make a better effort to memorize passendgspecially those who work for the Southern
California Parole Authority."

The shuttle attendant said, "Yes, | should've rebmpd the suit."

Winger brushed at his coat yet again. "If youdrgt aside,” he suggested, "I'll see about getting
aboard."

She pushed herself back against the wall, gesttnimgnto the boarding tunnel.

The prison bound shuttle roared and vibrated aeiitt climbing up through the blurred orange
morning and away from Greater Los Angeles.

Winger recrossed his metal legs and glanced cgsaralnd the gray cabin. There were only
three other passengers sharing this section with All going up to visit prisoners, judging from
the forlorn look of them. "Very one-sided experiefidie remarked to himself inside his metal
skull.

Back in the rear section, safely locked behindrasineared sheet of tough plastiglass, sat five
new prisoners heading up to the Freezer. Among thiera a cyborg veteran of the Brazil Wars
who'd been rated an incurable thief and senter@éflyt years in suspended animation; a lank
black man convicted of smuggling the illegal elenic brain stimulant called Tek and given a
twenty-five-year sentence; a twice-convicted Hispaapist set to do five years; a plump thirty-
one-year-old blonde woman convicted of unlicensedtiution and given four years; a youthful
telekinetic thief arrested for a series of shoiplfs at the Malibu Sector Underwater Mall and
sentenced to seven.

Winger had data on the whole lot, but none of tlespecially interested him. Making that
sound that wasn't exactly a laugh, he turned away the prisoners.

One of the visitors had brushed against Wingehag were disembarking and gotten tears and
some sort of magenta eyelid stain on the rightvsled his coat. He was still rubbing at it as he
entered the A-C section of the Administration G#8af the prison colony.
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He walked rapidly across the gray, ribbed flootiaghe large half-circle gunmetal desk at the
oval room's center. He seated himself in the stegbrs' chair and waited, drumming chrome
fingers on both chair arms, while the recog carntiemawas mounted on the desk looked him over.

"Winger (M6)/SCPS-30 PB," said the desk's voxbdgrdfie'd been recognized. "What can we
do for—"

"My name is Winger (M6)/SCPS81 PB," he corrected as he unzipped his jacket agxl th
unzipped his paisley shirt.

"Noted. And what can we do for you today?"

"I have a Special Parole Release order plus aktéedard Parole Forms required.” He touched
three spots on his bare chrome chest and formarafus shades and shapes started whirring out of
a thin slot. When he had the sufficient amount rti®t spread them out atop the desk and closed
his shirt and coat. "I'm requesting the releasredoner #19,587: Cardigan, Jake."

The recog camera read the assortment of officrah$p voxbox muttering slightly. "All seem to
be in order."

"As always," said Winger, allowing some impatiengeshow. "Now will you, please, initiate
the Resurrect Processing?"

"Cardigan, Jake," said the desk. "His sentencédte&h years wasn't supposed to be up for
another eleven years, was it?"

"It's up today, right now," said the robot. "Therned, I'd appreciate your acting on my request
for his immediate reactivation.”

"Of course, Winger (M6)/SCPS-30 PB." The desk nthdee low chime sounds. "Resurrection
Processing for Prisoner # 19,587 has been formadjyested and will begin shortly.”

Winger didn't bother to correct the desk aboutaisie the second time. "I'll go wait in the
Resurrect Wing," he said and rose.

The robot left the room and entered a long, curvgrgy corridor. Before he'd covered even
half its length a side door came hissing open.

A frail, dark-haired man whose skin was nearlyshme shade as the gray walls came rolling
into the corridor, riding in a dark metal servochai want to talk to you, Winger," he said. "About
why you're taking Jake Cardigan away from here."
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Chapter 2

Winger watched the chair come rolling quietly todvéarm. "Dr. Goodhill," he said. "You're
looking well."

Goodhill touched a control panel at the side ofdmigir, causing it to brake to a halt. "Spare me
the bullshit,” he said in his thin, weary voiceénfldying and that's obvious. | won't even be is thi
hole much longer."

"One more example of the folly of using inferior tesaals to build with." Tapping his metal
chest, the big gleaming robot squatted beside g aloctor. "How long before you retire?"

"Fairly soon. This began as a sort of retirementearhe up to the Freezer as an Admissions
Therapist when | realized | couldn't hold down mlg with the Southern California State Police
any—"

"l have access to your bio, Doc," cut in Wingef tHat's all you wanted to chat about."”

Wheezing slightly, the frail psychiatrist touchdx tcontrols again. A jointed metal auxiliary
arm snaked up from the side of his chair to daaglbeet of pale blue paper in front of the
crouching robot's face. "Why's Jake being reledsasked Goodhill.

"I happen to be, as you well know, only a functioriareplied Winger. "I deliver special
prisoners up here. | also come to spring certagsavho've been granted an early resurrect.”

"Does this mean he's been cleared?"

The robot didn't immediately reply. Instead he ghistchrome eyelids and a faint murmuring
hum came spilling out of his skull. "Ah, yes. YowaPrisoner #19,587 were once colleagues," he
said fourteen seconds later. Letting his eyes spap, he looked into the therapist's gray face. "In
better times you were both dedicated lawmen togethed now look what you've both come to."

"I've always been certain that Jake was framedoset Tek-dealing charges.”

"You're really starting to sound like your patieréach and every one of whom swears he's
innocent as a lamb."

"He was a good cop—for a hell of a long time. | eebelieved any of that crap about his being
tied in with the Tek runners.”

"Remind me to print you up a transcript of hisltsametime." The robot rose up to his full
height and frowned down at Goodhill. "After readmger that with an open mind, you won't have
any doubts about his guilt."

"I've already read the damn transcript. Once ddwend, twice since I've been working up here
in the Freezer. And it still doesn't convince nsgld the doctor. "When | was alerted that you'd
come to revive Jake Cardigan, | thought maybe sigeened SoCal law system had finally gotten
its head out of its—"

"That hasn't happened, Doc. To the best of my kedgé his premature release has nothing to
do with any new findings having to do with his guit innocence." The robot shrugged his wide
shoulders. "But, say, since you're so interestddnr—why not come along with me? That way
you can be right there on the spot when Prisori, 587 returns to the world of the living, Doc.
He'd certainly like to see a friendly face upon—"
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"I know what I look like now," said Dr. Goodhillnger giving strength to his voice. "l wouldn't
want Jake to see me."

The robot nodded. "Then if that's all . . . ?"
"Yeah—thanks for the information."

"l was built to serve." The robot remained, unmagyiwaiting until the chair had taken the frail
man out of the corridor and away. Then he madéhighing noise and continued on his way.
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Chapter 3

Light replaced darkness. Very gradually at firsgrt with an almost explosive brightness.

He felt pain. It throbbed in his head, went shaptimrough his entire body. Air, rasping and
raw, came rushing into his lungs.

Jake Cardigan gave a convulsive jerk, groped otlt s left hand. Everything turned cold all
around him and he began to shiver.

A chill metal hand slid under his buttocks. The d¢héweld a rough sponge.
"Mess," croaked a metallic voice. "You made a niess.
Jake got his eyes all the way open and the hayehdverhead made him flinch.

"Sorry," he mumbled to the gunmetal robot that sxabbing the white metal table Jake found
himself sprawled on. All sorts of wires and tubeevdangling down over him, and Jake had the
feeling that most of them had recently been atté¢bédnim.

"Mess," croaked the robot again as it finisheatliggning of the table.

"Voiding of whatever may be left in the bowels djiddder is a common resurrection
phenomenon, Cardigan," explained someone backfdus cange of vision. "No need to be
embarrassed at all."

Jake didn't yet have much curiosity to spare, sdidhe't even try to look around and identify
the speaker. He had several other things to coraterdn. He was having trouble breathing—the
process didn't seem to be automatic anymore. Hedhiace himself to breathe in and out. He
continued to experience a great deal of pain, éslbet his head and across his chest. There was
cold, too. This small metal-walled room where reihkened was chill. He couldn't get control of
his shivering or make it stop.

The big dark robot took hold of his arm, yanked hijpnto a sitting position. He sprayed Jake
up and down with some harsh-smelling medicinal tiiat came squirting out of his right
forefinger. "Stand up,” he suggested.

"Give me . . . give me a minute." Being pulled adilyito this new position had made him
dizzy. The gray walls were flickering and the flaeas swaying.

Jake sat hunched forward, elbows resting on his kiages, and watched his naked feet for a
few seconds.

"Schedule," said the big robot. "Sufficient time&en devoted to this reanimation.”

"That's all right," said the other speaker. "l t@ok after the prisoner now—forgive me, the
former prisoner."

Frowning, Jake struggled to remember somethingahy éhey say you're not supposed to
dream in the Freezer," he said, mostly to himsEkcept . . . I'm pretty sure | did have dreams."
The gunmetal robot was moving away from him, lurmgeby a plastiglass coffin that sat empty
on the chill floor. That must be the box Jake Hag@tsn for fifteen years. The robot left the room.
"l dreamt about—what? My childhood . . . yeah, @hér especially. Police work. Women . . .
several of them. But there was one . . . dark-Hajceing woman. Now who the hell was she?"
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Behind him someone made a metallic throat-cleamwige. "If you're completely finished with
your reveries, Cardigan, you can get yourself dr@sSs

Jake got his head to turn. There was a chrome rdboked out in a fresh white suit, sitting in
the small room's only chair. A black chair. Legsssed, the robot was watching him. "Winger?"
he said.

"None other." Nodding his head slightly, the robot up. "Garments." He stepped closer,
holding out a large seethru plyosack.

"That they are," agreed Jake, making no move te th& sack of clothing.

"We have a shuttle to catch,” urged the robot, taohention considerable paperwork to get
through before we can leave. | suggest you commerressing."

"Okay, sure, I'll give it a try." Jake looked dowanthe floor. After taking a deep breath, he
boosted himself off the metal cot. About a seconsglooafter his bare feet touched the floor he
became woozy again. The floor teetered and flipfzka over. He hit it with both knees, put out a
hand to keep from toppling over completely. Hisxsach made rude noises.

The white-suited robot offered no help. "It wilkeayou perhaps as long as an hour to regain
full control of your body again."

Gritting his teeth, Jake pushed with the palmsaththands. He closed his eyes for a few
seconds, shoved, succeeded in getting himselfhipiite was a man in his late forties, of middle
height, with sandy hair. He was close to being kantk, but in a weather-beaten sort of way.
Right now he was pale and the various scars ancheiglie'd collected stood out on his body. "I'm
remembering you now, Winger," he said. "We nevecimgot along when | was a cop."

"Chiefly because you have an unreasoning bias sfgaiechanical beings—from servos to
androids," said the robot. "That accounts for it."

"You're also a mean, uncaring son of a bitch," dakk. "That accounts for it, too."

Winger made his laughing noise. "Exactly. WhiclvIsy I'm the one who's here to greet you on
awakening and you're the one who's been nappiagnson coffin."

Jake opened the sack of clothes. "So it's fiftezarylater, huh?"
"Not exactly, no. Actually it's only been four."

Jake was getting into a pair of shorts. He stopbaldncing on one foot. "Only four—why the
hell is that?" he asked the robot. "Did they realizvas innocent after all?"

"I have no hard information as to why you've besanted a Special Parole."”

"Special Parole," he said, resuming his dressifigat means somebody intervened—pulled
strings, used influence. You must know who did tkédinger."

"I have no data whatsoever," said Winger. "As sa®you finish, Cardigan, we can go see
about checking out."

"Checking out?" Jake laughed. It was the first tme&l done that in a while—well, in four
years apparently—and the laugh sounded rusty toBirhit was laughter and basically he felt
good about being up and around and able to d€litetking out has a pleasant civilized sound.
Makes me feel like I've been staying in a hotel aoda prison."
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The computer terminal sounded very sympathetic. b€malf of Warden Niewenhaus," it was
saying to Jake, "we wish you well in your immineetiurn to society. The warden regrets not being
here in person, Former Prisoner #19,587, to sendgosonally back into the world of 2120.
Unfortunately some unexpected quake damage to fome aboveground condos in the Bel Air
Sector of Greater Los Angeles requires him to bevethere. He has, however, authorized me to
pass along his good wishes. Even though you haserved your full sentence, Warden
Niewenhaus is confident you've learned your lessahwill never return here to the Southern
California Cryobiotic Penal Institute. Or, for thattter, to any of the fifty-three other prisonglan
correctional facilities in the State of Southerrifenia . . ."

The chrome Winger leaned in his chair, which wasHlnext to the one Jake was occupying.
"You're not paying close attention to this farevagtress," he admonished in a tinny whisper.
"This is meant to be uplifting."

Jake had been concentrating on trying to fill iwet &assorted release forms he'd been handed on
entering this gray oval room. He had them all anedal clipboard that rested on his lap, but the
pen kept shaking in his hand. "Having a slight pobwriting," he admitted to the robot.

"...you once were a law-abiding, nay, a law-etifgy citizen of GLA. Therefore, it seems that
you ought to be able to returnto . . ."

Winger said, "The shakes are a common aftereffieitteoreanimation process."
"How long do they last?"

"Not more than an hour usually."

"Usually?"

"Relax, Cardigan. There's nothing at all wrong wilu, nothing serious,” Winger assured him.
"The medics have already determined that."

"l don't recall consulting with any medics recenitly

"It was all done when you were being hooked ugénreanimation room. The whole exam was
carried out while you still slumbered."

"Very efficient." Jake gave writing another try.i$hime he could control his hand well enough
to scribble a fuzzy approximation of his signatonethe various forms where it was required.

". .. any questions that | may answer for youlanlirink of your departure, Former Prisoner
#19,587?"

Jake looked up at the voxbox of the terminal thatos a plastand a few feet in front of him.
"Yeah, as a matter of fact," he said. "I'd likekteow exactly why I'm being turned loose eleven
years early?"

There was a silent wait of thirty-one seconds. 'Wdee no information on that," replied the
voice of the computer. "The warden suggests thatsymply enjoy your newfound freedom and
not worry about—"

"Has it got something to do with a review of myeas
"No."
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"Who interceded to get me—"

"We have three more departing prisoners to prateasg] the terminal, allowing a shade of
impatience to sound in its voice. "Permit me taimetyour belongings to you."

A two-foot-square slot whirred open in the flooandake's booted feet and a plasbox popped
up into the room.

The box contained Jake's ID packet, his Banx cartbr@gtime expired—a wad of plazpaper
money and his lazgun. Jake distributed the stuttfienpockets of his new, and not exactly well-
fitting, suit. He saved the weapon for last, haddihup toward Winger. "How come the gun?" he
inquired as he tucked it in his waistband.

"Your particular parole allows you to carry weapdns
"That's unusual. It means somebody has had to—"

"Have you finished scrawling your name on all thpapers?"
Jake nodded. "Each and every one."

Winger stood, took the forms from Jake's hand. @t@p he tossed them into the slot that had
produced Jake's belongings. "We can take our leawe unless you have some reason for
lingering."

"Nope," Jake assured him, "none at all."
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Chapter 4

When the shuttle was five minutes out of the depararea, Jake took one quick look back at
the Freezer. "Sky Academy," he murmured. He stoppeking at the great dark prison colony and
looked instead toward Earth.

There were only two other passengers on the ftightn to the Greater Los Angeles Spaceport,
a large blonde woman of forty and a thin boy ofesggen. They were sitting five rows behind Jake
and the robot.

"He's dying," the woman said, starting to cry geyiet

"Cork it, Maw."

"You can tell by looking at him in that patheti@gliglass box. He's dying, wasting away."
"Jeez, Maw, he looks exactly the fucking same adidhevhen we visited him at Xmas."
"No, he's getting a lot thinner, Ogden."

"He was always thin, Maw. | ought to know, since Kids at school were always razzing me
on account of | had such a skinny fucking father."

"Do you think he knows we visit him?"

"Oh, sure, yeah. Didn't you notice his little skyrmouth breaking out into a big grin when
those robot bastards wheeled in his coffin?"

"I'm being serious, Ogden. Fifteen years is suchwinl long time to be asleep.”
"Maw, sometimes you act like you been asleep ydwleventire life yourself."

Winger nudged Jake in the side. "The tragedy dfeeh-year sentence,” he commented
quietly.

Jake said, "Now that we're clear of the Freezer-y @dn't you tell me what's really going on?"
The robot shrugged. "You've been granted a SpPBeialle. There are no further details."

"But somebody has to have changed his mind. Thest nealize | wasn't involved in any Tek
dealing."

Shaking his gleaming head, Winger replied, "Thismucan tell you. There is no one, not a
single soul, in the SoCal legal system—that incdudeges, cops, attorneys—who still doesn't
firmly believe that you are guilty as charged fgears ago."

He tapped the gun at his waist. "But someone wilhence had to arrange this parole,”
persisted Jake. "Did my wife have anything to dthwP"

"She's not an especially influential person, isXhe
"She knows some influential people.”

"Yes, so my files show. Her one-time employer wasiiett Sands, for example, and he's a
very important man in worldwide business circlélhé robot steepled his chrome fingers against
his chrome nose. "Neither your wife nor Sands hadhang to do with your resurrection,
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Cardigan. In fact, | doubt if Sands would be espiycanxious to have you— Ah, but that's none of
my business."

Jake eyed him. "What are you hinting at?"

"Nothing," answered the robot. "I must say, byweg, that it's somewhat strange to see you
turning to a robot for help. According to your resi®—and I've studied the lot—you always
preferred to work, back in the days when you wélegadly an honest cop, with human officers
rather than androids and robots."

"I've worked with plenty of mechs, too. But, surerefer—"
"We consider the term mech an insult."

"So do |," said Jake evenly. "It's always seemethéahat since mechanisms have no real
feelings, they can't have hunches. That's why tloeyt make the best cops—or the best
companions.”

"Hunches and emotions don't have anything to db patice work," said Winger. "And it
seems to me that all your troubles, culminatingaar stay up in the Freezer"—he pointed
ceilingward with one gleaming thumb—"all those totas grew out of your emotional problems.
First you became dependent on electronic brainusiition by way of Tek and the Brainbox. Next
you got yourself mixed up in the activities of thig-money Tek runners. You sold out your
colleagues for dough in order to—"

"No, | didn't,” broke in Jake. "l was a tekkie, fled used the stuff and | don't deny that. But |
never worked for any of those bastards and | neabotaged a single police investigation that |
was involved with."

"Sounds very convincing," observed the robot. "Argbunded pretty good at your trial, too,
when your lawyer put you on the stand. But, alas,judge, the jury and even the Judicial Review
Computer never believed you. Their mutual concluswas, to put it in layman's terms—horse-
shit."

Jake laughed, shaking his head. "I guess I've beece too long," he said, leaning back in his
seat. "Sitting here arguing with a robot."

"You're a lot likelier to get a straight story frame than you are from any of your human
friends," the robot told him. He unzipped his jacked his shirt. "Here now is something I'm
required to pass out to all returnees.”

The robot's chest whirred and hummed for nearlglarhinute. Then a small booklet emerged
from the slot in his chrome chest.

Jake asked, "Do you ever run out of paper?"

"This is a brief review of the major changes thatehtaken place in the world since you left it,"
Winger said, handing the yellow booklet to him. "\ever politics, entertainment, sports and
several other topics."

Accepting it, Jake thrust the booklet in a jackatket. "I guess | do have some catching up to
do."

"You'll discover that all the important changesréren there, for reasons of space,” said the
robot. "So for some things, Cardigan, you'll simpawve to live and learn.”
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Twilight was spilling rapidly across Greater Losgites. Beyond the domes of the spaceport
the oncoming darkness was filling in the spacewéen the buildings, towers and spires of the
various sectors. Windows of a hundred hues wergsbiming with light. The flitting skycraft
glowed and glittered and the floating billboardsrstd flashing on with multicolored intensity.

Jake came down the disembark ramp from the shaitively. He found he could walk pretty
well now, but he didn't want to push his luck.

"This is as far as I'm obliged to escort you." TWete-suited robot was walking two paces to
the rear of Jake. "You'll hear from me once a menfbr the time being at any rate. And, of
course, should you have any problems, feel frembbact me by vidphone at any hour."

"I'm not anticipating any problems that you'd beddor.” Jake spoke without turning. They'd
entered the reception area and he was scanning it.

There were no people around at all. The dozengralen plaschairs were empty, and in a
shadowy corner a dented servobot was moppingdbe Wery slowly. On the far wall a cluster of
adscreens were playing to nobody. Naked girls vaoad at a Brazilian spa on one picscreen, on
another a skyball star was extolling a popular raihmarihuana cigarettes, on another a beautiful
red-haired woman was holding up a model of a Mamdo.

"l thought," said Jake, stopping in front of a rof\empty chairs, "that relatives had to be
notified about a release from the Freezer. It tgdzk the law."

"It still is.”

"What about my wife and son? Weren't they—"

"My duties don't include the handling of such detas that."
Jake started walking again. "Do we still live i ttame place?"
"Yes, you do."

"There's nothing wrong—with Kate or Dan?"

"Not a thing, far as my records show."

"l was expecting they'd be . . ." He let the seceetie. There was no need to share what he felt
with the robot.

Winger made his laughing sound. "Well, welcome ho@erdigan." He patted him on the back
with his metal hand, then turned and started wgllaway. "Try not to do anything that'll get you
back in the Freezer."

Jake hesitated, then crossed the threshold anpestequt into the night street. The spaceport
door whispered shut behind him and he started ngtaward an aircab stand up the block.

He coughed once, twice again. The air felt evetefatan it had four years ago.

"Maybe that's because I've been away," he remihdasgelf, "and out of the habit of breathing
this stuff.”
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Coughing once more, he increased his pace. Heidetkto head for home without vidphoning
his wife. Better just to walk in on her—and Katelpably had a good reason for not meeting him.

Jake stopped next to the aircab at the front ofitleeof three, a battered orange one. "Can you
take me to the Pasadena Sector?"

A roundheaded robot was slouched in the pilot sSéath?" he asked, sitting up, rattling a bit
internally and then gazing out at Jake.

Jake leaned closer to the open window. "Pasadestar3e

"Sure, sure. Hop in, buddy.” The rear door histigely came flapping open. "Is there any blood
still back there?"

Jake had one foot into the cabin. "Don't see any."

"Sometimes the servos do a lousy job of cleaninghapses like that. | guess it's okay now, so
climb aboard."

Sitting on the backseat, Jake asked, "Why was thlecal back here?"

"Huh?" The robot cabbie whacked himself on the sitidne head with the heel of a coppery
fist. "All that shooting thi\.M. must've futzed up my hearing. That happens somestl’

"Shooting?"
"Where to, by the way?"

Jake gave him the address to their undergroundocaedlizing this was the first time he'd said
that in four years. "Did you get involved with tpelice?"

"No, just minor Tek wars." The robot muttered sansructions to the dash controls. The cab
shook, rattled, went rising straight up into thghti "See, there's this guy who turns out to be a
Tek-chip pusher riding back there—that was thismimay around fivea.m. All at once we get
forced down. These bastards used a disabler bears and there's a bigutt! and we drop about
five hundred feet and smack the sand. It was,se®,the Malibu SectoFutt! and we drop. Then,
| swear, six Japs pile out of an airvan, come ahgrgcross the beach with lazguns waving. One of
them, a big hefty guy, he's using one of those mesdle guns. You know, it shodsap! BAP!
BAP!and fifty or sixty little steel needles dippedniarve poison come shooting out. Almost all of
them hit this rival pusher who's riding in my cratéey just about stitch the poor guy to the seat.
Blood starts splashing all over and the poor gtakts going into spasms and then convulsions.
Made one hell of a mess. You ever see anythingth&e?"

"Few times." Jake looked down through the seetlor bf the aircab at the Greater Los
Angeles they were flying over.

He noticed that there were the usual fires buroigin the canyons. Passing over the
sprawling city where he used to work, Jake becantieasingly unsettled by the view. Hundreds
of changes had taken place since he'd been pleeip, some of them major. Another tower had
been added to the Southern California State Poboaplex in the LA Heart Sector and the Military
Veterans Hospice in the Old Hollywood Sector, whasefather had spent his last months, wasn't
down there at all anymore. Another string of briihfloating restaurants had been added at the
1500-foot level of pedramps out at the edge ofNeey Hollywood Sector. There'd apparently been
a serious monorail accident within the past hourtao burn-gutted passenger cars were still
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dangling high in the air near the Beverly Glen sfan A crew of workmen in hoverpacks were
working on the tangle with laztorches while a cogrt@ne came rising up to go to work.

A lot more aboveground housing had been built et the Pacific shoreline, too. Jake found
the whole experience was like looking at a pictuoe thought you were familiar with, but that
now seemed subtly altered.

Jake shut his eyes, trying to relax. "Kate is $adenow what's going on," he told himself.
"About why | was let out early. Sure, more tharehkshe's had something to do with this."

Jake had married fairly late, when he was getteugml close to thirty-five. He'd come near
marrying a couple of times before, but hadn't. Vidte, though, he'd been absolutely sure. And
she had told him she was equally certain she lavedwanted him.

"That was true, wasn't it?" Jake asked himselhayg flew home across the deepening night.
"Sure, Kate always loved me—and she was faithfaly &f my doubts must just be because—"

"l didn't catch what you just said, buddy," apoksgl the robot cabbie. "Because of my hearing
problem, you know."

"Nothing, sorry. Thinking out loud."

"It's one of those days. That's how | been feedingr since those damn Japs started swarming
all over us."

Toward the last few months there, just before Jeke arrested, he'd started wondering about
Kate. Sometimes it was tough to turn off being p.c6ou tend to see clues and evidence
everywhere.

They had one child, a son named Dan. Jake of ctadéntended to bring up Dan a good deal
differently from the way he'd been raised. With moloseness and a lot more affection shown. But
that hadn't exactly worked out. The police life hasay of taking your time and—well, it just
never worked out as well as he'd hoped. He andvizaea close, though, Jake had made sure of
that. He'd seen to it they spent time together.d$anhuch as he wished, but some. Dan grew into a
good kid, bright and honest.

"...place, isn't it, buddy?"
Straightening up, Jake looked around him.

The aircab was settling down to a landing in thalsittuminated sylvan park area that masked
the entrance to the underground building wheraveel lwith his wife and eleven-year-old— No,
wait—Dan would be fifteen now.

"Yes, this is it. Thanks." He paid the fare frore ttash they'd returned to him up in the Freezer.
"Hope you don't have any further trouble."

"You and me both, buddy."” The aircab climbed up waedt chugging away, passing over
dozens of similar small parks.

The plaslites planted in the faketurf of Jake'kpaade the leaves of the trees—all of which
were real—glow bright green. The mechanical birésenstill twittering the same song they'd sung
four years ago.
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"At least one thing hasn't changed while | was alwdgke started for the stairway that led
down to the elevator room.

A very handsome android butler, dressed in graryivwas walking a platinum-haired poodle
along a hedge-lined path. He looked human, exceti$ eyes, which, in obvious need of repair,
were blinking much too rapidly. "Evening, gov," é&d in a very realistic voice.

"Good evening." At the entry door Jake pressegd#im of his right hand to the IDscan. Six
seconds went by and then the tiny voxbox mountstdgalow the scanner barked, "Cardigan—
22C—enter."

The metal door quivered and slid aside.

Jake crossed into the elevator area. The dooreatdge on the far right in the row of three
opened and he stepped in. "Twenty-two," he reqdeste

The elevator recognized him. "Good evening, Mr.diggn," it said amiably from its overhead
voxbox. "l trust you had a nice day."

"Matter of fact,” answered Jake, grinning, "todag bbeen quite a bit better than most of them
lately."

"Glad to hear that."

The cage dropped swiftly down to the twenty-seclendl of the underground condo complex.
It opened its door, cautioning, "Watch your step, @ardigan. Good evening."

As Jake neared his door, he heard odd noises angisg sounds from inside. Drawing his
lazgun, he opened the door and dived inside.
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Chapter 5

A squat silvery servomech was vacuuming the rugller round one with a half dozen long
spidery arms was dusting the cassette shelves.

There was no one in the living room.

Jake entered, scanning the place and wonderinglvehservos had picked this particular time
to tidy up. "Kate?" he said tentatively, then rapdat more loudly. "Kate?"

Gun still in his hand, Jake shut the door behimd &hd crossed the carpet. Things looked just
about the same as they had four years ago, exeeppartment computer terminal sat on a new
stand. The carpeting in the hall was new, too,asdimmering shade of blue.

"Kate? It's me—Jake." He moved slowly along théwea}.
No response.

Behind him in the living room the servomechs fiidhup their chores, put themselves away in
their wall compartments.

The master bedroom hadn't changed much eitherwideecircular bed was neatly made. New
spread, some glittery kind of cloth Jake wasn'tifiamwith. "Probably one of those new synthetics
from the Moon Colony mills," he decided.

He touched the palm of his hand to a yellow-tintatch of wall across from the bed. The
IDpanel gave a ping of recognition and a portiothefwall slid aside. The interior light squares
turned on. All of Jake's clothes—the civilian staiffyway, since his uniforms had been turned in
after his conviction—were hanging there on two Idungjte rods.

"But Kate's things are gone." Unless she was gjdreér wardrobe someplace else these days.
"That's possible, | guess. In four years peopleatemge their habits."”

But down in his son's room there was nothing. N, @ clothes, no clutter. A blank, white-
walled room, the carpeting smelling faintly of seléaning chemicals.

"Mr. Cardigan, Mr. Cardigan." It was the voice bétcondo computer calling him from the
living room.

"Yes, what?"

"Mr. Cardigan, | have an important message fronr yaite—Mrs. Kathleen McRobb
Cardigan."

"That wife, huh?" He went striding down the hattlad you finally remembered.” Jake
perched on a sofa arm, eyeing the small black teximi

"Mrs. Kathleen McRobb Cardigan regrets to infornu ybat she has divorced you, Mr.
Jonathan Cardigan, Jr.," said the terminal. It dedrlike it had the same voice as the terminal
who'd given him the farewell pep talk up in thedzer. "That occurred exactly two years and
sixteen days ago in the Civil Court of the Stat&otithern California, Pasadena Sector Annex,
Robojudge XX-30F-227 presiding. Divorce grantedamtthe Absent Criminal Act of 2107."

Jake had started to stand, but he sat back downotited the gun in his hand, leaned and
placed it carefully on the plastiglass coffee tablevo years ago—why didn't anybody tell me?"



TEKWAR 17

"It is not possible to convey information of any&ito a comatose prisoner incarcerated in
the—"

"Why didn't somebody tell me today? That silvert@thWinger, for instance."

"That | do not know," replied the voxbox. "Your foer wife further wishes you to be informed
that she no longer resides in the State of Sout@afifornia or in the United States of America as a
whole. She and your former son, Daniel JonathadiGan, have resettled in Mexico and—"

"Former son?"

"—are both in the best of health. They do not,heiof them, at this point in time wish to
communicate directly with you. At some later dateyuld their feelings about the suitability of
contact with you change to any degree, you shatidiied by an authorized legal representative
of the former Mrs. Cardigan."

"That's fine, great."

"This condo was transferred entirely to your namha time of the divorce decree and is now
yours to do with as you wish, Mr. Cardigan. Halfyolir joint savings remain in the Banx system,
and once you have reactivated your Banx card, uhgeterms set forth in the Resurrected
Criminals, Returned Lunatics and Pardoned RapistfA2097, you will have access to
$41,684.87. That amount includes interest accumdlaver four years plus half the amount
realized from the sale of your aircar as well aatwias realized from your adjusted Police
Employee Retirement Plan. This message was setdelivered to you upon your return to—"

"You said four years," cut in Jake, "meaning Katestive known | was coming out today.
How'd she find out?"

"I do not know. This latest version of the messtgem Mrs. Cardigan was fed into our system
at fourp.M. today, SoCal time."

"From where?"

"The place of origin is logged in simply as 'Somewehin Mexico.""

"Zero in on that, if you can, and get me more dietai

After a few seconds the computer told him, "I amahla to obtain any further information."
"You don't have an address or vidphone number fowife—excuse it, former wife?"
"Such information is unavailable at this time. Ggmovide you any further service or—"
"The phone." Jake was looking around the livingmnoWhere's it stored these days?"
"The same place. | will activate it."

A panel in the far wall slid silently open, reveglithe phone alcove. It was furnished with a
padded metal chair, a stand and a vidphone.

"Pink?" Jake crossed to it.
"The former Mrs. Cardigan switched from black phom@ink phone three years ago."

Shrugging one shoulder, Jake stepped into the @land seated himself facing the small
rectangular screen.
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The heavyset black woman shook her head againh'Wisuld, Jake," she said apologetically.
Frowning at the image on the phonescreen, he $ide, | understand, Onita."

"When you were with the SCSP it was different," thiedle-aged woman explained. "But
now—well, now your status ain't exactly fragranym@wore. Besides which, Pacific Videocom is a
lot tougher than it was back in your law and omiiys about giving out restricted numbers."

"Il get Kate's number some other way, thanks."
She smiled. "Hey, anyway, I'm glad you're out, J&da figuring to stay out?"

"That's one of my major goals in life," he assuned, grinning and killing the call. Jake sank
back in the stiff chair for a few seconds, massagire bridge of his nose. "Not going to be as easy
as | thought."

"Beg pardon?" said the condo computer terminal.

"Wasn't talking to you."

"Perhaps | might summon a house medic for you?"

"No need, nope." He straightened, punched out anatinmber.

A large dented robot, his bare metal torso scriblléh an assortment of lewd graffiti in
various basic colors, appeared on the screen. Byatre Vampire's Bar & Grill, Santa Monica
Sector. Yeah, what?"

"l want to contact Newsboy O'Hearn."
"Where you been, asshole?"
"Away."

"Well, so is O'Hearn. The asshole vanished witteofitgging trace three years ago," said the
bartender robot. "Theory at the time was he mayltégnself teleported to an especially faraway
place by some competitor or a disgruntled hoodlnything else?"

"How about Cyborg Slim?"

"You could maybe try Mom's Café down in the ManaatBeach Sector. Say, you're Cardigan,
aren't you?"

"l am."

"Some go in, some come out. That's the way ofriggihg world when you come to think of
it. See you." He broke the connection.

After sighing slightly, Jake tried another number.

Mom herself, a frail woman of fifty, answered. "G@man! Welcome back to the living," she
said. "You look great, just the same—but thatsa@xpected, seeing as you been in suspended
animation. Myself, I'm not looking so good."

"l won't lie to you, Mom, you're not. What's wrorig?
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"I'm not sure, but about two years ago | took argjrand violent dislike to the kind of food |
serve in this joint and | don't seem to be ableabmuch any longer."”

"Try dining out."
"Naw, | can't do that, Jake. I'm much too busy ¢oglkere to have time to go out anywhere."
"I'm looking for Cyborg Slim."

"He's not in his old line of work any longer," Mosaid. "Cops picked Slim up for info
siphoning about six months back. He got sentermédgénty-five years of amnesia. They did that
to him up at the state rehab in the Oxnard Sectdmaw the poor bastard doesn't remember a
damn thing about his former trade—and Slim wasafribe best computer tappers in the business.
He's driving a skytruck for a hydroponic tomatoataim the San Diego Sector and has this half-
assed smile on his face all the time."

"Maybe | can use Suicide Smith."

"Oh, you haven't heard about him either, have ydwiRide committed suicide last Xmas,"
Mom told him. "Here we always thought the guy wakling about wanting to do himself in. |
mean, you wouldn't nickname a guy Suicide if yoewrhe was really going to do it someday.
Well, he did it."

"That's too bad," said Jake. "l need a phone nutfiagmay be fairly well protected. Anybody
else you can suggest, Mom?"

"Wiz Robinson's still around, Jake."

Jake considered that. "I don't know, he's not kshie as—"

"True, but on the other hand Wiz is above the gdoaumd his brains haven't been frazzled."
"There is that about him. Okay, where can | finchPl

"Let me do that for you," she volunteered. "Youname?"

"Same place." He gave her his number. "I'd likggbthe number soon as | can.”

"I'll track Wiz down and have him contact you," gfremised. "Try to relax and don't get
excited. That's the secret of a successful life."

"I've been doing more than my share of relaxinghjat He hung up.
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Chapter 6

The vidphone screen remained blank. "You're lookjogd, Jake, looking very good all things
considered."

"Wish | could say the same for you, Wiz. Why thadiout?"

"Reasons, | got my reasons,” came the whisperinge\af the tapper. "Let us simply say, Jake,
that Wiz Robinson is lying low."

"Okay by me. Now listen, Wiz, what | need is—"

"Your opinion of my abilities hasn't been very higlot high at all. Tonight, however, it's going
to change. | have anticipated, making some clegductions from the hints that Mom dropped,
your request and gone to work."

"What are you telling me, Wiz—that you have theplhidne number | want?"

"Exactly, Jake, that's exactly what | am tellingiyahe blank screen informed him. "You want
the phone number of your erstwhile missus—isnt $b&"

"Yeah, | do. Have you got it?"

"Of course | do, of course. The little lady—quitéaker from all accounts—is residing in
Mexico, across the border in the state of Quinfaoa. Do you need the exact spelling of this
unusual and musical name?"

"No, I've been there."

"Spent your youth across the border, yes, it cdmaek to me now," continued Wiz. "The little
lady—who continues to call herself Kathleen Cardiday the way, if you want to take that as a
sign of anything, although most of my exes stillayound dubbed Mrs. Robinson and they, all and
sundry, hate me like vile poison. The little ladytesent phone number and address are as
follows." He provided Jake with a Mexican vidphanember and the address of the small villa
where Kate was living.

"l appreciate this, Wiz."

"Think nothing of it, Jake. It's merely another exade of the sort of first-class service | provide
my customers, even customers who have been gamaisaying I'm a second-rater."

"What about my son—is he living there, too?"
"The lad is away at school, but | don't as yet Halledetails. Do you want that stuff, too?"

"Want all the information | can get on them," Jaddel the blank screen. "Now, how much do |
owe you, Wiz?"

"Nothing, not a peso," replied the informant. "Thas been a free sample, Jake, a demo of my
exceptional gifts in the area of unauthorized-infation retrieval. Should you want all | can gather
on the kid, it'll cost you two hundred dollars."

Jake said, "Okay, it's a deal.”
"Might there be, Jake, anything else | could urteéot you?"
"l can use anything on why | was paroled from theeger."
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"Noted, noted and jotted down in my infallible memb said Wiz. "I bid you now a fond good
evening."

"Good night, Wiz, and thanks." Jake clicked off gene. He pushed back in the chair and
stood.

He slowly circled the living room, first with hisahds in his pockets and then with them behind
his back. "Go ahead and call her," he urged hinagtdf five minutes of pacing.

Jake took a deep breath, returned to the alcov@urdehed out the number Wiz had given him.
The zigzag rainbow patterns indicating an out-eHtbbuntry call flashed briefly across the phone-
screen. Then a face appeared. It was the nearik bietallic face of an inexpensive answering
'‘bot—one eye and a voxbox. "Cardigan residence,tabot said.

"Kate Cardigan, please." Maybe the fact that she st using the name was a good sign.
Meaning she still felt a link with him. "Identifyoyrself, if you will."

"I'm Jake Cardigan."

The single white eye glowed, briefly, green. "Pé&atand by, Mr. Cardigan.”
The robot faded, its image replaced by blacknelsgtylseconds went by.
"Kate," Jake said when she appeared. "Listen, I—"

"Hi, Jake. | figured you'd be able to track me dawventually and so I'm making this tape for
when you call," his wife—make that former wife—w&esying.

He leaned forward, frowning, watching the pictunetbe phonescreen. Kate had changed in
four years. She was thinner for one thing, at leaspounds lighter. Her auburn hair was cut
differently, much shorter, and she appeared to beatwTired. Uneasy. Yeah, a little of both. She
also looked as though she might be recuperating fomething, a virus maybe.

"Have you been sick?" he asked, before remembéengas trying to question a recording.
". .. want you to know I'm fine," Kate was saying.

She sat in a wingback white rattan chair out inadled redstone and adobe patio. There was
sunlight and a lot of bright foliage and flowersrswnding her. The tape had apparently been made
this afternoon.

"Dan is doing very well. He was accepted by a y&rg prep school down here and he's getting
good grades in his major subjects.”

"What are they?" Jake didn't even know what hiswas studying, what he wanted to be. Dan
had always said he was going to be a cop. Buwthatfour years ago, when he was eleven, and
before Jake had been sent up to the Freezer.

". .. best that right now we don't see you. Wehpas you must know, wish you only the best
in life, Jake. And perhaps sometime in the futuedhall be able to get together.” Kate paused,
glancing down at her folded hands. "I'm not sayimg to hurt you—please understand that—but
Danny was terribly upset by what happened. He'diradihyou so much and then—well, it took a
long time for him to get over that, to accept thet fhis father was in prison. Seeing you just now,
I'm afraid, would only—"

"I was innocent!" shouted Jake at the screen. "Mwmw that, Kate—so does Dan."
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". .. if you'd remained up in the Freezer for tififteen years, it might be different. But four
years, Jake, simply hasn't been long enough fonpamadjust to all that's happened.”

"If | stayed the whole sentence, he'd be twentyagien | got loose. Probably married and with
kids of his own and only a vague idea of who thélhgas."”

". .. please keep in mind that | have no bad rigsltoward you. | did, after all, love you once.
I'm sure that now you're free you'll be able tddsome sort of very satisfying life for yourself.
But that life can't have anything to do with Damlanyself. You're a good man, Jake—good luck."

She was gone. The screen was blank.
Angry, he punched out her number again. "I've gaalk to her directly.”

A different robot appeared. A polished chrome otiite & vaguely humanoid face. "Good
evening, I'm WC/1587, your Pacific Vidphone operatih said. "How may | be of service?"

"I'm trying to reach this number."
"That particular phone is no longer in service,"sir
"l was just talking to it."

The gleaming robot replied, "That's possible, big presently out of service. In fact, vidphone
communication will not be resumed on that numbetHe immediate future."

"Is there an alternate number?"

"None whatsoever, sir," answered the robot operdide can, however, send you a faxgram
notification if and when the number does go bat& service. Would you care to have us do that?"

"You might as well."

"The standard charge for faxgram notification igmiy-five dollars, Mr. Cardigan. That will
automatically be billed to your account.”

Nodding and ending the call, he left the alcove.

Jake paced again. "Okay, it sounds like the magrisglefinitely over and done," he said. "The
best thing for me to—"

"Is there something I can do for you, sir?" askezldcomputer terminal.

"Yep, you can quit asking me if there's somethiag gan do."

"Keep in mind that it's my duty to—"

"Just shut up for now."

Jake went over and sat on the sofa. He got upde. pfe sat in an armchair. He got up to pace.

"What you're going to have to do is leave her albhe told himself finally. "At least for a
while. Eventually you'll have to work out somethisgthat you can see Dan—and since when did
she call him Danny?"

He wandered down the hall and into the bedroomeKmg, he shouldered the wide round bed
aside. There was the same small worn patch inatgeting.

"No, you're through with this damn stuff. Eventifd still there."
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He got up, sat on the edge of the bed.
"But who would it hurt?"

It would hurt Jake. And he'd given his word to hethshat he wasn't going to use the stuff
anymore.

"Hell, it's probably not even there. Kate mustessed it all out years ago."
Except the little hidden compartment wouldn't ofmanyone but him.
"Even so, some of the SCSP investigators mustiwg ¢ince found it and confiscated it."

If they had, how come it hadn't shown up as evidaidis trial? They'd showed plenty of
other evidence pointing to his involvement with Tek

"Okay, all right. Let's find out."

Back on his knees, he pressed his palm flat omwtre spot. The recognition ping sounded and
the expertly concealed panel in the rug poppedhdpgen to reveal a small compartment hidden
in the bedroom floor.

And everything was there. He saw his spare Braintiexplastiglass vial that still held three
good usable Tek chips and the electrodes to attelis head.

Remaining in the kneeling position, Jake staredrdmto the hole.
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Chapter 7

Jake had shoved the bed back into place and wam sitop it, boots off and feet up, leaning
back against the wall. Arranged alongside him wad bk gear, which he hadn't used in several
weeks—

"It's been four years," he reminded himself.

Intellectually he knew he'd been up in the Freedidhat time, but he still didn't feel as though
he'd been away at all. He'd said goodbye to Katigeaspaceport that morning—Dan had been left
at home—and boarded the prisonbound shuttle. Tipey'thim to sleep about two hours after he
got up there, pausing only for a quick physical arguick psychiatric evaluation. Then he was
awakened and told it was four years later.

And, yeah, it really was April 3, 2120. He'd confed that from the vidnews a little while ago.

He scowled. "There was something | dreamed abouotething important.” He tried again to
remember, but couldn't retrieve it.

Jake picked up his Brainbox. It was black and sjlfiging comfortably in his hand, and was
shaped something like an old-fashioned pocket &dlou The headset, which Jake picked up next,
consisted of a ring of flexible alloy and three tamt-electrodes. You just plugged the headset cord
into the side of the box. Jake did that now, thearg the trio of electrodes back and forth a few
times in his left hand.

"What difference would it really make?" There wasame here, and the apartment wasn't
bugged. He'd determined that before taking the getof its hole. He had enough chips, three of
them, for at least three hours on the box. "I'lyato one, though." One would be enough. He'd do
an hour of Tek and then quit. Quit for good prolgalbhat would prove he could handle the stuff
and wasn't dependent on it anymore.

"l think | can state, without fear of contradictjdhat this has been one hell of an exceptional
day."

If you only used Tek once in a while—at times lik@w, when the stress level started rising—
then you weren't actually hooked at all.

"Bullshit." He dropped the gear to the bed. "Youa't&et yourself start again at all.”
He was breathing more rapidly now, starting to swea
A single Tek chip wasn't going to do him any harm.

"Besides, you've only got three in all. Once thaseused up, that'll be it. You sure as hell
aren't going to buy any Tek after that."

Picking up the small plastiglass vial between thiamd forefinger, Jake held it up and gave it a
gentle shake.

"Just three."
He opened the vial, extracted a chip, shut it angged it onto the bed.
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The silicon chip was roughly the size of an averemgekroach and had two rows of five tiny
spikes along its underbelly. You inserted it irtite thip-socket on the top side of the Brainbox.
That powered the box, providing you with the oppoity for any sort of fantasy you desired.

Casually Jake picked up the Brainbox. He clickeddhip into place and rested the box on his
lap.

"Everything should still fit." He slipped the heatl®n, adjusting it so the electrodes touched
the three spots on his head that would allow foximam brain stimulation.

Looking down at the Brainbox, he let his right hdraver over it. There was a key pad just
below the socket. You ordered your specific fantasy way.

A fairly simple gadget really. Most law officialgeeed that the first Tek chips had surfaced
about thirty years ago, but they didn't agree oo wkiented the Brainbox system. The consensus
was that the earliest ones had showed up nearyii Knstitute of Technology in Japan. But
several of the anti-Tek agents Jake had knowntetihat Tek and the box were a product—a
bootleg product, of course—of a military reseamdhthat had existed for a time on the outskirts of
Sweetwater, Texas.

Didn't really matter. The stuff worked.

Suddenly, rapidly, Jake pushed the activate switielxt he tapped out a specific brainstim
fantasy on the key pad.

Just after he did that someone called him fromivineg room. "Jake—are you here?"

He snatched the headset off, dumped the wholenkihe bed, dropped a pillow over it and
jumped up. He tugged on his boots and went runtdawgn the hall. "Kate, is that you?"

"Well, of course." She was standing in the centéheir living room, wearing the same pale
green fakesilk dress she'd had on in the vidtape.l&ked fine now, though, not weary or ill.

"After | got your message, | didn't expect to sea ggain for a while." He stood smiling at her.

"I know, and I'm really sorry about that." Very hastly his wife moved closer and put her
arms around him. "That was all just a mistake. 8edided I'd better fly back home. | was really
hoping I'd get here before you'd seen the damn'tape

Jake didn't speak, just held on to her, tight, thieth kissed her. Finally he said, "Then you don't
want to stay divorced?"

Pushing gently back from him, she shook her heldd, the divorce was a mistake, too," Kate
admitted. "You know how lawyers can be. After yoloken away nearly two years—well, one of
them convinced me there was no chance at all ymarite back before the fifteen years was up. |
really had done everything | could think of to toyget you a parole, but nothing worked. And
fifteen years seemed like such a long time." Haxdhewered and she started, very quietly, to cry.
"I gave up on you, Jake, and I'm sorry."

"It's okay, Kate, it's okay." He took hold of hisfevagain.

"The important thing is—I've decided | don't wamtgo through with it, don't want to be away
from you any longer."

"Yeah, that's what matters."
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"You haven't said anything to Dan."
"Dan? | didn't even notice that he—"

"Hi, Dad. Welcome home." There was a lean young,rhain lighter than Jake's, standing just
behind Kate. He was taller than Jake, by aboutoa gach.

"Dan! My God, you're—Hell, you're just about groWwn.

"Four years'll do that, Dad." He held out somethmgard his father. "Here's a present for you,
sort of a welcome-home gift."

Jake narrowed his eyes, but he still couldn't quiéde out what it was his son was offering
him. He couldn't seem to get it in focus. "Whait,i&id?"

"I made it for you in one of my classes at schoexplained Dan. "I really hope you like it."
"What class was that?"
"Metalcraft."

"Oh, sure, metalcraft.” He could see it more cleadw. It was a small bronze statue of a
rearing stallion. "It's terrific, Dan."

"We have a very gifted son." Kate put one arm adalake's waist and one around Dan's. "Now
that we're all back together again we can start—wkiae matter, Jake?"

"Dan's hair. It looks darker now than when [ first—

"It's been a lot darker than yours for nearly fgears now."
"Do you really like the matador, Dad?"

"Matador?"

Dan laughed, pointing at the statue his father hehds left hand. "My gift. | go, you know, to
the bullfights a lot since we moved across the &orillom thinks they're brutal but | like them.
That's why | made the statue of a matador for you."

"It's great. Very nicely done." Reaching over, Jagethe small statue on the coffee table.
"How about your luggage—where did you leave it?"

"It's all here, Dad. Didn't you notice?"

Two large plastileather trunks and six assortettases—including the tan one Kate had taken
along on their honeymoon—were piled on the carpat the door.

"Didn't see them before." Jake shook his head higwgg "Too many distractions, | guess."
Kate asked, "Are you two ready for dinner?"
"We can go out someplace," suggested Jake.

"No, no—it's cooked already," said his wife. "I pteal the computer from the airport as soon as
we arrived and told it what to prepare. | know y&a Mexican food, Jake, so that's what | ordered

up"
"Don't both of you get enough of that every day?"
"This is your party, Jake."



TEKWAR 27

He picked up his fork. "It looks fine, my complinterio the computer.”

Smiling, Kate reached across the kitchen tablewch her husband's hand. "I'm really glad
we're together again,” she said. "You don't know hauch I've missed you."

"I've missed you, too, Dad."
Jake frowned at him. "I can't get over your hdig"said. "I thought it was much darker."

"Sometimes it is, Dad. But, you know, you havee&rsme for a long time and you can't be
expected to know exactly what shade it is now."

"That makes sense, sure." Jake refilled his wirssglaeld it up. "Here's to our family."

"Guess what I'm feeling at this moment in tiramigo? asked the compact, dark, curly-haired
man who was sitting patiently on the far end oflibd and watching Jake. "I'll supply the answer,
since you look like your brains—what few you possesre still addled.” He stood up. "l feel like
a schmuck, Jake. Yes, indeed, because I've beéindusy ass for months telling people you were
a guy who could be trusted and that you really wegetekkie at all.”

Removing the headset, Jake said, "You're a ldtle for the homecoming party, Gomez."
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Chapter 8

As he sat on the living room sofa Jake asked, "Hgwou get in?"

Sid Gomez settled into an armchair. "We used tpaseners, remember?" He held up his right
hand, palm outward. "I'm one of the happy few ycamdo lets in."

"I'm not really back on Tek," he said. "But thissvay first day home and the way things . . .
Never mind, you've already heard all the excuses."

Gomez was about ten years younger than Jake, anigthi-curling black hair seemed to have
a life of its own, jiggling now as he gave a disaipped shake of his head. "Lately my current wife
has taken to alluding to me as an idealistic puie,5aid. "And that is chiefly because I've been
harboring the halfwit notion that you're savablet,Blesus, before you're even thawed out from
your little siesta in the Freezer, you start zagpiour brains with that—"

"Are you the one who got me paroled?"

After watching his friend for a few seconds Gomeylied, "l was instrumental in getting you
out."

"Thanks then, even if you do think I'm an asshole."

"You're still about two or three grades from quatfy as an asshole,” said his ex-partner. "But
a couple more sessions with the Brainbox and—"

"How come you didn't contact me earlier?"
"l wanted to give you a little time to adjust twitan life."

Jake smiled faintly. "And you wanted to test mes ¢ was still hooked," he said. "Doesn't
look like | passed the test."

"This wasn't the final exanamiga"

"You're still optimistic. Don't see how you canddeer all your years with the Southern
California State Police."

"I'm not a cop anymore, Jake."

"You're not? Then my getting out really doesn'tdhanything to do with SCSP changing their
mind about me and pressuring the Parole Authority?"

Gomez chuckled. "Nope, narrow-minded bastardstheat are, they still think you sometimes
clamp electrodes on yosabezaand have brainstim wet dreams," he said. "Youraedof course,
know how wrong they are."

"Goddamn it, Gomez, you know | use the stuff somes§," he said, his voice rising. "You
knew that before | ever got picked up. But you &sow | never sold Tek or worked for the GLA
dealers. And | sure as hell didn't sabotage thesitiyation of that Laguna Sector connection. | was
trying to bust them."

"That much we agree on." Gomez scratched his H€ad.a while there, Jake, while | was still
a minion of the law, | kept digging into your casea-my own time."

"Is that why you're not with SCSP anymore—did thdeynp you for trying to help me?"
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"Actually, no. It's more complicated than that,ids&@omez. "I thought | was getting close,
even had a guy ready to confide in me. Then heenlgdvent on to glory, helped along by a blast
from a lazrifle."

"Who was this guy?"

"One of our fellow officers—Brian Jessup."
"Jessup." Jake stood and began to pace. "Thatiy.fun
"Share the humor of it with mamiga"

"Funny as in odd." Jake halted, shrugged. "Nopitly that I've been brooding about Kate
and—well, Brian Jessup was interested in her. k&g at parties he paid a little more attention to
her than I thought was necessary. She didn't rétigrimterest—far as | know—and | was probably
just being your typical old coot with a wife tenaye younger than he is.”

Gomez was studying his booted feet. "We can tatkuaipour wife at some future get-
together," he said. "Right now, though—"

"Is there something about Kate | ought to know?"
"Nada nothing, not a damn thing. Just sit yourself dand attend to what I'm saying."
Frowning, Jake returned to the sofa. "What did je$sve to say?"

"Whatever the lad knew, he took to the grave with-kor rather the urn, since his wife had
him microwave-cremated,"” explained Gomez. "But lbe'dn hinting he knew something that
might just help prove you'd been set up. Jessupatet he'd be willing to confide for a suitable
financial consideration. Two days before we wermgdo chat, a mall sniper down in the Apple
Valley Sector did him in, along with four shopparsl a show dog."

"Coincidence?"

"It does seem a mite extravagant way of gettingfithe gent, killing four others and a dog
worth more than the whole lot of them just to cotrer shutting up of Jessup.”

"Tek runners aren't noted for being sentimental.”

"That is true," admitted his friend. "At any ragemnigq that was about the time | came to the
conclusion that a cop's life was no longer for W@h my sterling record, plus my innate and
undeniable Latino charm, | had no trouble whatsp&mling a position with the respected
Cosmos Detective Agency right here in GLA."

Jake grinned at him. "You mean you're a privatereyg?"
"I have been for the past year. Later in the egghimay even show you my badge."
"As | recall, Cosmos is a pretty good outfit."

"Walt Bascom runs it and he's—if you bend yourmins some—honest and reliable," said
Gomez. "The pay is much better than a cop's ané tre considerably more fringe benefits."”

"Was Cosmos involved in getting me out?"

"It took me a long time, Jake, to realize thatwdnted justice for you, I'd have to get it the way
most people do," he answered. "By using money afigeince. | don't have quite sufficient of
either, but Bascom and the Cosmos oultfit do. Aad'$hhow your Special Parole got arranged.”
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Jake said, "Does Bascom do favors like that fohigllemployees—or just for the ones with
Latino charm?"

Gomez consulted his feet again. "Actually, Jakead to promise the detective agency a favor
in return.”

"A favor that you do—or one that we both have takwan?"

"Both of us, as a team. And—trust naenigo—it's damn lucky for us that this particular case
came up just when it did. Otherwise you might &llanguishing in the Freezer."

Jake leaned forward, resting his palms on his kri€¥sy, give me the details on this favor,
Gomez."

"First off—you don't, do you, have any major or sias objections to working for Cosmos as
an operative yourself?"

Jake shook his head. "Nope."
"Even if you had to, say, travel across the bordete-the Borderland and Mexico itself?"
"Nope."

"Even if you might have to enter a war zone thatipresent controlled by hot-blooded and
wild-eyed rebels?"

"That wouldn't bother me, no."

Gomez nodded, his hair swaying sontuéno That's gratifying,” he said. "Oh, and one other
item. | assume you'd have no serious objectioretdinnly directly with a former ladyfriend of
yours? She is, according to all reports, stilly bonitaand—"

"Whoa, now." Jake got to his feet. "You're talkegput Warbride, aren't you?"

"Well, yes," admitted his friend. "That quaintlyckhamed lady revolutionary is who | am
alluding to."

"Why's the Cosmos Detective Agency interestedsmall-time guerrilla leader who does a
little smuggling on the side?"

"Things have changed considerably down there wirdstve been away. Warbride has upped
her status a good deal,” Gomez told him. "She neads a substantial rebel army, and only last
month they took over control of the whole bloomstgte of Chihuahua."

"And this case—it involves Chihuahua?"
"Yep, it does."

"C'mon, Gomez, Cosmos must have ops on staff wbavkheir way around that part of
Mexico."

"We had several who thought they did." Gomez shuslead and his hair seemed to bounce.
"Three of our operatives thus far have venturedhsotithe border. None has gotten around to
reporting back or even to leaving a clue as togmewhereabouts. Bascom now believes, thanks in
good measure to my powers of persuasion, that smeand Warbride were once close buddies,
you are the man who can get safely into—"
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"We weren't friends. We just slept together,” Js&igl. "That woman is mean-minded, foul-
tempered—"

"Let me, Jake, hasten to explain to you that msh®sot exactly as enthusiastic about you as |
am. Were you to turn this little chore down, he Imigell regret he used his considerable influence
to get you out of the icebox."

Jake pointed a thumb at the ceiling. "Meaning Ihignd up back at the Freezer if | don't take
this job?"

"It's, amigq a possibility worth mentioning."

Sitting, Jake said, "I tell you, Gomez, the way t&aling just now—maybe | wouldn't mind
going back up there."

"You're merely suffering from post-Tek depressibhat'll pass.”

"I'd like to think about it." Jake leaned back. 'Alh whether | want to work for Cosmos or not.
But you might as well give me the rest of the dstan this case."”

Brightening, Gomez extracted three triop photosfiem inner pocket of his orange sport
jacket.

"Here are some visuals for you to contemplatefwzecentral figures in this business.” He
handed the pictures across. "Two shots of Dr. Lletindge, age fifty-six. One of his daughter
Beth Kittridge, age twenty-six. She's somewhattpréiuh? Too slim for my taste and | favor
blondes, since they're usually more capable oitchirify the sort of nastiness | require seemingly in
my dealings with members of the . . . Jake, whattsg?"

Jake was studying one of the photos, a disturbpresgion on his face. The young woman in
the three-dimensional photo was dark-haired, shich@etty. She wore a simple suit-dress and was
standing on a sunbright stretch of afternoon beswiijng in a quiet way. "Nothing really, |
guess," he said slowly. "Beth Kittridge looks faanland—I had the impression I'd seen her
recently." He turned his attention again to the paures of Dr. Kittridge, a lean, tanned man with
short-cropped graying hair. "Obviously | couldrétve seen Beth Kittridge lately, her or anyone
else."

"You could have seen both of them before you wergyd' suggested Gomez. "Kittridge is a
well-known electronics expert, worked in industngdaaught at universities around here. What you
call a prominent member of the scientific communiitys daughter is something of an electronics
wizard, too, and she's been helping the old bdysnesearches of late.”

Jake said, "Hey, fifty-six isn't that old. I'm létmore than a half dozen years from there myself,
Gomez."

"And when you arrive there, I'll call you 'old bbigo," he said. "Speaking the truth is one of
my specialties."”

Jake looked again at Beth. "How do the Kittridgedrt with this assignment?"

"They are the assignmengmigqg" he replied. "Don't, by the way, get too inteeekin the
young lady. It may well turn out that both she &ed pop are dead and gone."

Jake dropped all three photos to the table. "W killed down in Mexico?"
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"That's one of the questions we're going to hawemswer," said Gomez. "It seems Dr.
Kittridge and his daughter were traveling in Mexiast week in their skycruiser. While they were
flying over a Great Forest area the ship maybehedsThis particulaBelva Grandenow happens
to be deep in the territory your pal Warbride aedthoops control. All that's come out thus faa is
highly suspect report made by some louts who ctaitme the local law. They say the ship was
apparently wrecked and that both the doctor anti Bet probably dead.”

"That's all pretty damn vague."

"Yeah, exactly. One of the big insurance outfits—avibase-Hartford actually—that retains
Cosmos issued a large life-policy on both the doatal his daughter. So they want definite proof
as to whether either or both of them is dead—oulshthat be 'are’' dead? Either way, that's
basically what the job is. We've got to get doweréh find out the fate of the Kittridges and liee t
file a report. Be nice if along the way we alsorfdwut what happened to our own ops whom
we've lost touch with."

"That forest is part of the worldwide project tontm| the greenhouse effect,” said Jake. "Don't
the United Nations forces have ranger stationken-t"

"Nobody can get any word out of that particidatva There are supposed to be two ranger
stations devoted to the policing of that milliomesof giant trees. But they're simply not repartin
in any longer and can't be reached by any traditioreans of communication."

Picking up the photos, Jake shuffled them and tneaght Beth's to the top. "Be a shame if
she's dead," he said.

"Both of them could be dead, both could be alivesi@os has to find out which it is." He sat
quietly for a few seconds. "Bascom wants to seenyafiana by early afternoon at the latest.
We're obliged to move fast on this—and the Moon¥daeford folks are growing, with some
justification, a bit impatient."

"You and | will be working together?"

"If you don't mind. We weren't a bad team."

"No, we weren't," agreed Jake. "Okay, I'll thinloabit and let you know tomorrow."
"Early."

"Early," promised Jake. "Do you have any informatin Kate?"

Gomez eased up out of the chair. "I know she dewrgou a couple years back. Once you were
gone, Jake, she and | didn't see much of each. ditier get an Xmasfax from her last year."

"Any idea where Dan's going to school down there?"
"None, but we can find out easy enough.”

"I've already got somebody working on that." Gomemved in the direction of the door. "You
might be better off not trying to see her," he fggd. "Of course, coming from a man who's had
three wives thus far, this advice may not strika gs that of an expert on how to get along with the
ladies."

"Three?"
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"Amy and | parted while you were away. | have a m&& now. Another blonde—maost of my
relatives claim they can't tell her from the lased he said. "Jake, | really hope you'll take this
Cosmos thing."

"Early tomorrow—I'll phone you."
Gomez pulled the door open, took a step into tieday. "About the stuff—go easgmiga”
"I will. And thanks for getting me out." They shobknds.

"Keep in mind that you've still got a way to go.itvfag him a grin and a lazy salute, he took
his leave.

Jake returned to the bedroom. He gathered up kig@&ar and stood looking at it. Finally he
pushed the bed aside and stashed it all away.
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Chapter 9

Jake woke up.

It was an interesting, and basically pleasant, eepee. And something Jake hadn't done
recently.

Yawning, he sat up in bed and stretched.

"It's exactly 9:14 a.m.," announced the voxbox mmpéd in the side of the bed.
"Thanks for the information."

"Since you didn't leave a wake-up call, the apantndecided to let you sleep until—"
"A wise decision." Jake swung free of the big B&bw hush."”

"As you wish."

Grinning, Jake barefooted across the room and &alittie door of the shower stall.
Recognizing his palm print, it slid aside.

"Good morning, Mr. Cardigan. It's April 4, 212018:a.m. The outside temperature in the
Pasadena Sector of Greater Los Angeles is 67 degrek—"

"Do something for me," he requested of the stedi¥dox.

"Anything you wish, sir."

"Don't talk to me."

"We're simply doing our best to get you ready sheerful way for another stressful day in—"
"Even so." Shedding the pajama top he'd sleptaike &ntered the stall and shut the door.

He scanned the choices on the control panel, décdea sixty-second warm-water shower and
pushed the correct button.

After leaving the alcove, he crossed to his clo$éast of this stuff is probably out of style by
now," he said to himself as the door opened tdalshis four-year-old-and-more wardrobe. "I
should've asked Gomez what's fashionable nowadagsfefget that. His notions tend to include
materials that glow in the dark or cause severddnd®es to look at for more than a few seconds.”

The bed voxbox said, "Uh . . . hum."
"What?" Jake picked a quiet blue suit.

"We were thinking about preparing your breakfaist, it if you're going to continue in this
grouchy mood, perhaps you'd rather skip the whole—"

"Tell you what," Jake said. "Put the kitchen on oan
"Beg pardon?"
"I'll fix my own breakfast. We do have groceries?"

"Of course, sir. They were supplied to the pantoyrfthe condo complex's food warehouse
within minutes of your return home."
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"Good."

"Uh...hum."

"What?"

"Do you mean you want to do everything?"

"Sure."

"Including cleaning up afterwards?"

Jake laughed. "I guess you guys can take careatf th
"Thank you, sir."

Dressed, he went down the hall to the small yebbow white kitchen. He was enjoying all the
simple rituals of getting up in the morning, herdduAlthough Jake's life wasn't at one of its high
points right now, he basically liked it. "And isgveral notches above the Freezer." He opened the
yellow pantry door, grabbed two of the square g@mges that they produced up at the Fresno
Sector biotech farms.

"I'm going to take the Cosmos job," he said, crangland looking on the lower kitchen
shelves for a plasglass. "First place, | owe Btonez for helping to get me out. And it'll be good
to work with him again. Until he showed up lasthiig wasn't even certain he hadn't decided | was
as crooked as everyone else thinks | am."”

"Phone, phone," called the voice of the computeniteal in the living room.
Setting the glass and the cubic oranges on the,tablhurried in to the phone alcove. "Yes?"
"Buenos dias,'said Gomez, whose curly hair was looking especiafély this morning.

"I've made up my mind," said Jake, sitting and nioglét the phonescreen. "I'm going to take
the—"

"l figured you wouldamigq" cut in his partner. "Which is why I'm calling yoThere's a new
development in the Kittridge business and you nsawall tag along with me when—"

"Gomez, what is that you're decked out in?"
He glanced down at himself. "A nightshirt."
"Black's a strange color for—"

"Black with orangespots. The spots keep it from being morbid. Noyoii're all finished
heckling my sartorial state—listen to what | hasenmpart."

"Go ahead, I'm sorry. It's just that I'm not usedeeing things like this so early in the—"

"Late last night,” resumed Gomez in a very sertoug, "the Cosmos Agency was contacted
by someone who claims to have information aboutiitridge." He glanced to his right, pushed
something that was offscreen. "You should now lengea still pic of this very person.”

The image of a plump, blonde woman of about fortg-Bppeared on the screen. Her hair was
pulled back and she wore a pale blue lab coat. "Wikbe?" asked Jake.

"Her name is Dr. Hilda Danenberg and she's a aplleaf Dr. Kittridge's at SoCal Tech,"
answered Gomez, replacing the woman on the scféba.lady would like to meet at a quiet, out-
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of-the-way spot. Therefore I've set up a rendez¥ousoon today at the Malibu Sector
Boardwalk, which has fallen on hard times of latd doesn't attract hordes of patrons. You
remember that Brazilian café where we used to haveh?"

"Sure. Is that still there? Lots of the old plaseem to be gone."

"It's still there, except it's a biotech sandwiblog now. The doctor'll be meeting us there in a
back booth at the stroke of twelve," he said. dlispick you up at the stroke of eleven. Okay?"

"Il be here and waiting."

"Muy bien,"said Gomez. "And I'm tickled beyond measure tloatwe decided to join up with
Cosmos." He paused, glancing offscreen. "Did ygayea good night's sleep?"

"I'm not going to use the stuff again. Okay?"
"Okay."

Jake stayed sitting in the alcove for several neigutGoing to take awhile before even Gomez
trusts me completely,” he said finally.

It was exactly 10:00 a.m. and Jake was in the @bic2olony of GLA when the earthquake
struck. The cobblestone street began quiveringivibestory imitation-adobe buildings started to
shake. A low, angry rumbling went passing undergifzeind.

Sprinting, Jake got himself positioned in the doaywf Cheena's Mexican Automat. Two red
tiles, made of tough plas, came falling down o #tanting roof of the restaurant to land near his
feet with a clacking noise.

Someone laughed.

A dark-haired girl of about eleven was riding cairhy on a small electrocycle, grinning at him
and shaking her head pityingly. "What apuelg" she observed, laughing at him again and then
whizzing off down the bright morning street.

The quake was over and Jake realized that the Wwind&l been singing in the decorative trees
in the nearby courtyard hadn't even stopped sindurgng the tremors.

"Apparently," he said to himself as he went on ifit® restaurant, "I'm overreacting."

The scent of strong spices was thick in the aingtedd with the smells of coffee and chocolate.
All along two walls were cubicles covered by plasgl panels, and behind each sat a dish of
Mexican food.

A blonde young woman was inserting her Banx caitthénslot beneath a cubicle offering a
pastry when Jake crossed the threshold.

And a small, dark, chubby man of fifty-six was jungpout of his chair at one of the small
round tables across the big room.

Running a zigzag course between the mostly emptgsaJake reached him before his
departure had progressed very far. "Rio," Jake sisdppointment showing in his voice, "l get the
impression you want to avoid me."

Rio allowed Jake to urge him back into his chdiavoid all minions of the law, Jake."
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"I'm not a cop anymore," reminded Jake, sitting amiling evenly at the plump man. "I'm a
convicted felon, remember?"

"Oh, si, that's right." Rio picked up the mug of cocoalhmen about to abandon and gazed
briefly up at the low, stuccoed ceiling. "You'veebelormida"

"Want to ask you a few questions," said Jake. tiffs though—why the hell was | the only
one who got upset by that earthquake just nowAc&iled me a grandmother."

Chuckling, Rio said, "While you were awalyanitg the government of Greater Los Angeles
introduced something new—been going on for ne&wtoyears. It's a controlled quake plan. Once
a week, at tea.™m. in the morning, they let off some pressure andyetea mild quake." He
shrugged. "l don't know exactly how they do it, tuet haven't had a big one since they started
this."

"l better study that booklet Winger gave me."
"Well, it's certainly been great seeing—"

Jake caught Rio's arm, guided him down into angifgosition again. "Only a few more
guestions.”

"Very well. For old time's sake | can— You got tbap it,sefiorita” He'd noticed the pretty
blonde wasn't getting her pastry. "The quakesudptthe mechanism sometimes. Here, allow me
to—"

"She'll get it, Rio." Reaching out, Jake caught.him

The blonde dealt the plas door a smack with thédfager hand and it popped open.
"Gracias," she said, smiling over at Rio.

"De nada."
Jake said, "The Cosmos Detective Agency sent—"
"You're working for them now?" He started to rigmn.

Jake brought him down with a tug on the sleeveeYyNe sent some operatives down into
Chihuahua."

"Not a good location to visit just now."

"What happened to them?"

Rio produced a sad sound in his thréstuerto.”

"All three of them are dead?"

Rio held up three fingers, noddingi'"it's very sad."

"Who killed them?"

Rio watched the blonde carry her plate to a taMeu don't want to know."
"l do."

"Well, | hear that in two of the deaths it was samportant Tekhombreswvho ordered it. I've
got no names, so save the next question, Jake."
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"Who killed the third one?"
"It was probably Vargas."
"Who's Vargas?"

Rio answered, "He's her present lover, and he ddésnguys, especially gringos, trying to get
too close to her."

"You're talking about Warbride?"

Rio made a hush motion with his left hand. "It's simart to talk openly about her hereabouts—
or even about Rafe Vargas, for that matter.”

Jake said, "A Professor Kittridge and his daugtitesppeared down there. Any idea where
they are?"

"None." Shaking his head, Rio stood up once mdat she'd know."
"Warbride?"
After nodding carefully, he started for the door.

A sooty sea gull coughed once, took three lurckiegs along the Boardwalk railing, teetered,
fell over. Dingy wings flapping awkwardly, it weptummeting straight down to the rubbish-
strewn beach twenty feet below. There was a thadkaarattling when it hit.

Gomez said, "l refuse to take that as an omen.&rdieJake were occupying a rusty, green-
metal bench about a block away from their upcomérgiezvous spot.

Jake was scanning the area, eyes narrowed slighthe hazy midday sunlight. "Everything's
run down quite a bit hereabouts in the past fewsy/éa

The wide, once bright-yellow boardwalk curved alding Malibu Sector coastline for over a
mile. On its right side was the Pacific and orafs stood rows of shops, restaurants and saloons.
Everywhere paint was peeling, plas-shingles wepppd loose, plastiglass windows and doors
were streaked with wind-carried beach dirt. Modthef colored pennants that hung on poles along
the walkway railing were faded and tattered.

"This Boardwalk got to be quite a tekkie hangout oy so years ago." Gomez checked his
watch and then leaned back on the bench. "Thableaids by the GLA cops, our own SCSP, as
well as various and sundry anti-Tek agencies. thteh the rival dealers and distributors fought a
series of skirmishes—which pitted the Japanesenagtie Mexicans against the Central
Americans against the South Americans against fheafs against the Swiss against the
Moonbasers against whoever else was left who wagtto get rich peddling Tek. It was often
livelier around here than at a Gomez family reuriion

"Things have been getting worse with Tek?"

Gomez shrugged his left shoulder and grimacedmtst ways, yes," he said. "There are more
rival dealers hustling the stuff, more entrepreadtying to manufacture the chips. Use of Tek is
up in GLA. Estimates put it at about eighteen petrcd the total pop.”

"That's up—what?—about five percent?"
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Gomez nodded, consulting his watch again. "We'lggst near ten minutes before Dr.
Danenberg," he announced. "I'm not trying to sgarg Jake, but they've done a lot more research
into the stuff while you were away. Did you alredawpw about the possibility of seizures with
tekkies? Been more and more of that showing uptef [They call that effect 'kindling,' the
formation of a seizure focus. Too frequent usestome poor bastards anyway, causes them to
develop a pretty good imitation of epilepsy. You gt partial complex seizures, which
sometimes take the form of flashbacks. Or you mogime down with the 'grand mal' version.
That's where you shake all over, bite your ton¢pse bladder and bowel control and, if anyone
happens to be watching, generally scare the bejalolog of all and sundry."

"No, most of that wasn't suspected at the timeritw to the Freezer," said Jake. "You've
been studying, huh?"

"It was part of my job as a cop," reminded Goménd'then, too, since one of my best
buddies has Tek for a hobby, why, | figured | oughlearn as much about the stuff as | could.
That way we'd have something we could talk aboutadd wintry evenings in front of the—"

"l won't be using Tek again."”

"Yeah. Seventy-six percent of tekkies promise #taine point or another in their addiction.
The percentage that keeps the promise is consigdoater."

Jake started along the Boardwalk. "Time for ourtmgeisn't it?"

Gomez paused to button the jacket of his pale yedloit and took off after him. "Hegmigqg
I'm not trying to lecture you," he said, catching (But | am concerned."”

"I know."

They walked along in silence for a moment. Themwslg, Gomez said, "That looks like Dr.
Danenberg herself up yonder trying to enter thelwah shop. Who's that lout blocking her way?"

"Panhandler."

About five hundred yards up ahead the doctor wakibg away from a ragged man in an old
battle jacket that had BrazVet written in neon hgbacross its back. He was rattling a plascup
close to her plump face.

"I'll go dissuade the lad." Gomez started runnahaylging the few other strollers on the
Boardwalk.

The blonde doctor had retreated to the sea sitleeofalkway, halting finally with her back
against the railing. She was making a go-away maitathe persistent beggar with her right hand.
He reached out, grabbing for her. She dodged tieldinge, but not the second. Gomez was just a
few hundred feet away from them when the beggarencadtact with Dr. Danenberg.

There was all at once an enormous whamming exploBioe and swirling black smoke
blossomed all around the two figures. The concussfdhe blast lifted Gomez right off the
planking.

It knocked Jake over, toppling him down hard onldaiskside.

As he hit, he saw his partner go cartwheeling thhotlne noonday air. Gomez sailed clean over
the rail and went falling toward the beach belodesus." Jake jammed an elbow against the
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planking, shoved and got himself upright. Stumbbigne, he started running for the place where
Gomez had gone over.
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Chapter 10

Jakes foot hit a smear of blackish liquid and gpseld, sliding, nearly falling. He regained his
balance, continued running. He noticed there wasatter of chunks and shards of jagged metal on
the walkway, as well as blackened twists of wird arelted scraps of colored plas. But nothing
that looked like human remains.

He reached the place where Gomez had gone ovepakiiser was lying down below on the
gritty beach, in a huddled position with his kneed elbows nearly touching. He'd landed on a
clear stretch of sand, near the rusted, guttedinsned an old skycar and the innards of an
abandoned sofa. Swinging over the railing, Jakalsd down the understructure of the
Boardwalk. There was a dead cat, stiff and grinnatghe spot where he landed. Two lanky boys
of about ten were coming, cautiously, up the beéaatard Gomez. Walking close together, both
curious and frightened.

Jake sprinted, skirting the debris on the beaath,gar to his partner's side. He dropped to one
knee, touched his fingertips to Gomez's neck.|"8ltite," he said, relieved.

"Some fireworksamigq" muttered Gomez, eyelids fluttering.

"That they were," agreed Jake. "Just take it eabgretought to be an ambulance here any
minute."

Alarm sirens had been hooting up on the Boardwallséveral minutes now. And, far off, the
sirens of a medical van could be heard.

Jake looked up and motioned to the boys, who'eétdabout five feet away. "Go on up to the
Boardwalk and make sure a medibot gets down hbeesaid.

The two boys didn't move. Finally the blond on&lsdHow much?"
"For what?"

"To run an errand for you, mister."

"A dollar."

The dark-haired boy shook his head. "Five buckgoaorcan forget it."

Jake stood up, rapidly, and pointed at them. "@et @ss up there right now and get help.
You'll get your money when you get back here."

The dark-haired one seemed on the brink of arguoaghis companion clutched his arm and
yanked him into a run. They started scramblinghgBoardwalk supports.

"l think," said Gomez in a weak, faraway voice, \finea my leg . . . left one, huh? . . . it's
broken."

Jake crouched near him. "It could be—legs don'allgbend this way."
"Muy tonto."

"Who's stupid—me or you?"

"I'm the one . . . should've suspected that um lwas a kamikaze."
"He was awhat?'
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Gomez sighed but didn't answer.
Jake leaned closer to his partner. Gomez wasbt#, but he'd passed out.
Two white-enameled medibots came down for him arf@nutes later.

The black plainclothes cop didn't think much ofedkVell, it sure didn't take you long to start
something, Cardigan," he was saying. "Only youosdaay off the ice and already you—"

"C'mon, Captain Hambrick. You know damn well | didmave anything to do with what
happened.”

"What | know is that Gomez, who was dumb enouginust you again, is here in the
emergency ward." The captain was tall and widerasidoice tended to rumble.

He and Jake were standing in the waiting room @fEmergency Wing of the Pacific Coast
Hospital. The green-tinted seethru plastiglasssanlathked down on a wide landing/parking area
and beyond that a new tract of stilthouses wabkamtocess of being built out over the ocean.

"What's important is Gomez right now." Jake wasnigdis former Southern California State
Police boss. "Our standing here yelling at eackrogn't much going to help him."

Outside another skyambulance came chuffing dowoutin the afternoon to the landing area.
The rear doors popped open seconds after it tougtoechd and two medibots eased out carrying a
stretcher.

There was a gaunt young woman, her skin pale anshbdnd her eyes staring and deeply
underscored with shadows, strapped to the stretcher

"Tekkie," muttered Hambrick, watching them rush imside the hospital. "Seizure, I'd guess.
We can't blame this one on you, though, since yeh't been out long enough to get back into
Tek dealing.”

The android doctor Jake had talked to fifteen n@swgarlier came back into the waiting room
through a white swingdoor. He was believably hundnonly the AND-MD tag he was required
by law to wear on his medjacket gave him away.

Jake crossed over to him. "Anything new on Gomez?"

"He's conscious and our robot brainscanners arggnier him, Mr. Cardigan. It looks as
though Mr. Gomez isn't as seriously injured asmigaily estimated."

"That's great. Can | see him?"

"Not just yet, no," said the android doctor, shgkiris handsome head. "We have to run quite a
few more tests before we can be absolutely ceataamut your friend's condition.”

"What about the head injuries?"

"It will probably turn out to be no more than a caassion." Nodding at Jake and the captain, he
went back in to Gomez.

"So you didn't succeed," said Captain Hambrick kiling Gomez this time."
Walking away from him, Jake sat on the edge ofairtibe crimson plastiglass visitors' chairs.
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Hambrick sat, grunting some, in the next chair. iId/tve're waiting for more news, | want to
talk to you," he said. "Tell me your version of whappened."

"Tell me something first. That panhandler was asiraxd—but how'd they rig him to kill off
Dr. Danenberg?"

"Hell, your Tek-running buddies can explain alltbmyou. That beggar andy was what they
call a kamikaze."

Frowning, Jake said, "So that's what Gomez wagsdro tell me—something new to me."
"That's right, you guys don't get to see the vidhewread a faxpaper up in the Freezer."
"What exactly is the thing?"

"It's a very high class andy," said Hambrick. "W gur first kamikaze killing in GLA just
about a year ago. Japan's where they first turpedhey're very expensive, but then Tek runners
rarely worry about budgets. These damn andies aas for humans, as can most of the more
expensive andies these days. But the kamikazealsarool just about any security system—even
the most sophisticated ones." He stared out irg@fternoon. "Okay, so a kamikaze is instructed to
go after a specific target, somebody that one ottem of the Tek kingpins wants out of the way.
The kamikaze locates his target, quite often iroavd—which means we're usually likely to get
some fringe deaths along with the main hit. Theraidg which can be a male or female, will just
walk right up to the target. Sometimes it pretetadise an old friend, or maybe a tourist who's lost
or, as today in the Malibu Sector, a bum lookingéb a handout. Then the andy touches the
victim—could be a handshake, a pat on a back ar ameembrace. Soon as that contact is made
there's an explosion. It blows up the victim, theyaand whatever's in the vicinity. Expensive, but
impressive."

"Kiss of death," murmured Jake.
"Huh?"
"Reminded me of an old underworld custom | hea@btbnce."

"We've had twenty-seven kamikaze deaths in GLAas@ Hambrick told Jake. "Across the
whole country the total is around 264. Over in Jgpénere they really love the things, there have
been 467 kamikaze murders to date."

"Okay, | know what it is now," said Jake. "But wiige it on Dr. Danenberg? Far as | know,
she hasn't a damn thing to do with the Tek trade."

Leaning, Hambrick tapped Jake's chest with hisfifeger. "Well now, Cardigan, that's just one
of the questions I'm hoping you'll answer for mé, @nd that wasn't actually Dr. Danenberg."

"Another android, wasn't it?"
"Yeah, it was."
"That explains why | didn't see any human remains."

"From what we can determine from the descriptioith® passersby who saw the lady before
the blowup—the thing was a simulacrum of the Dareglvoman."

Jake watched a flock of powergliders drifting fait over the ocean, paralleling the hazy
horizon. "Why would she have a sim?"
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"People use them for lots of reasons. Around helebs use andy replicas of themselves to
stand in at public events, to take their place patantially dangerous event or even to handle
lectures.”

"But this sounds like Dr. Danenberg was expectimgt@éempt on her life."
"That's one of the assumptions.”
"Have you talked to Dr. Danenberg—the real one?"

"We'll certainly do that, soon as we find the la8fe's not at SoCal Tech, not at home and not
at several other obvious locations. We're lookmghier."

"So what really happened at the Boardwalk was @mahez risked his life trying to keep one
gadget from destroying another gadget.”

"That's about it," agreed the captain. "Why wera gad Gomez meeting with her?"
"You're going to have to ask the Cosmos Agency attad."”

The captain grabbed Jake's arm. "I'm asking you."

Jake took Hambrick's hand from off his sleeve @&odda "I don't work for you anymore."

"Just keep this in mind. As far as I'm concerned sbll ought to be on ice," said Captain
Hambirick, rising. "You give me too much crap, Cgati, and I'll do everything | can to see you
get sent back to the Freezer."

"I'd figured that out before you even told me."

"l also think you ought to forget about working f6osmos. You'd be better off trying to find a
nice quiet security guard job someplace.”

Jake gave him a bleak grin. "This morning maybéndde considered quitting. Not now,
though—now I'm going to find out who sent that kieazie."

"That noble bullshit doesn't impress me," said Hackb"You've always been a cold,
calculating son of a bitch—that's why they all edllyou the Android. Listen, if Gomez was lying
in there dead now, you really wouldn't give a daBmdon't pretend—"

"You bastard!" Jake's fist went back and he staxdtdrow a punch. But then he stopped.
Shaking his head, he dropped his hands to his aigtstepped back. "No, nope. I'm not going to
let you goad me into hitting you, Captain. You'o¢ going to get me back up to the Freezer that
easy."

Hambrick laughed without opening his mouth. Giviiake a disdainful look, he turned and
walked away.

Jake stood watching him until Hambrick was outskde worked hard to get his anger under
control. That took several minutes.
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Chapter 11

The beautiful silver-skinned and platinum-hairedeqgionist said, "I'm not an android."

"I'll keep that in mind." Jake was sitting in adrice-colored plastiglass chair in the Tower Il
reception room of the Cosmos Detective Agency Bugjd

"What I'm getting at is, I'm a human being," shdext] tapping a finger against her silvery
cheek. "I've been going through some what you mighitchanges in my life lately and | decided
to experiment with my baslook."

"It's striking."

"This is only my second day with the new makeupragph,” she said. "But so far three clients
have confused me with the servomechs and a newrbthte custodial staff tried to dust and polish
me."

"There is a sort of mechanical aura."

"The trouble is, see, you can't just take the siffffYou have to go have it done at the same
salon where they slapped it on in the first place."

"You considering doing that already?"

"l am, except right now | can't afford having ikéa off, since | haven't even finished paying
for having it put on," she explained. "You're theeavho's a friend of Gomez, aren't you?"

"We're friends, yes."

"How is he? | just heard about his getting himbeiit."

"He's doing fine—except for the broken leg."

"That's good news."

"Send him in, Marny," said the emerald-green voxbittkng atop her stark white desk.

Marny pointed at the box and mouthed the wordsat§Bascom." She next pointed at a white
door across the room. "You can go in now, Mr. Ggadi"

Grinning, Jake left the chair and crossed to thar.do

Walt Bascom's office was large and cluttered. kiswwere made of blind plastiglass that
showed nothing of the Laguna Sector outside.

Bascom was a small, compact man of fifty-five, somn and clad in an expensive and
considerably rumpled suit. He was seated on taplocite desk in the middle of the office, cross-
legged, noodling on a wheezy alto saxophone. Tiere piles of faxcopies, files, memos of many
colors, printout sheets, summonses and assortent pppemera surrounding him on the clear
desktop. Steepled over a stack of final-noticesvilas a yellowed booklet titldgeBop Favorites
of the 20th Century

Jake wended his way through the sprawl of foldeusdles of papers, weapons, discarded
clothes and abandoned dishware that lay betweemihahhis new employer.

"l did," said Bascom as he set aside the saxophone.
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"Did what?"
"Slept in my clothes—you were probably wonderinghad."

"l already knew you had. It's one of your trademsdrldake took a plascarton of old lazguns off
a tinchair, brushed off the accumulated dust withpair of paisley panties that were beneath the
carton and sat down, uninvited. "Did some researciiou earlier in the day."

"That's only fair—since I've been researching ymuskveral weeks." Bascom wore his graying
hair close cropped. After knuckling the top of hesad, he commenced rummaging the piles of
material on his desk. "How's Gomez doing?"

"Well."

Bascom opened the folder. "Jonathan Cardigan,hi.read from the topmost sheet of
faxpaper. "You've been described as—insubordirsateastic, irreverent, cynical, unpatriotic,
disrespectf—"

"Maybe you shouldn't have sprung me."

"l trust Gomez. He says you're okay." Jake learaa In the chair. "And besides you don't
have anybody else who can get safely through Waelsrterritory,” he said. "You've already had
three Cosmos operatives killed down there."

"One killed." The agency chief held up his foreang'Other two are simply missing."
"All three of them are dead and gone. That's amdtteg | found out this morning."

Bascom scratched his head. "Gomez mentioned yogdad sources of information,” he said.
"Seems you really do—either that or you're conmmeg"

"l quit lying at job interviews my second year ollege," Jake assured him. "I'm fairly sure |
can handle this assignment alone, since Gomemisifa I'll get through to the crash site in the
Selva Grandand I'll determine if the Kittridges are dead tivea If you still want to hire me, now
that Gomez can't team up with me, then fine. Buttdecture me about my many failings. I've
already got Captain Hambrick to take care of that."

"Hold off, Cardigan." Bascom held up one hand. "Yawen't allowed me to get to the part
where | inform you that | actually, within reasdike fellows who're insubordinate, sarcastic,
irreverent and the rest. Particularly fellows daditilk who know their way around down across the
border." Hopping free of his desk, he stood faciake. "If you want the job, it's yours."

"Yeah, | do want it."

Bascom, smoothing at some wrinkles in his trouseosked his way over to a four-foot-wide
hologram projection stage. He sidearmed the folgexsked there off onto the rug. "Can you see
from where you're perched?"

Jake raised off his chair, moved aside the disatdetbnder robot that had been in his line of
vision and sat again. "Just fine."

On all fours, the head of the Cosmos Detective Ageearched around on the floor. "Ah, here
she is." He'd located the hologram cartridge he aftes and, smiling, held it up toward Jake before
inserting it in the base slot.
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Upon the stage there appeared a life-size, fulledisional image of Beth Kittridge. She was
sitting in a lemon-yellow rattan chair, smilingsaimeone to her left and carrying on an unheard
conversation. Her dress was of dark green neorayon.

Jake stood, moving closer to the projection sthigewas feeling an odd constriction across his
chest.

"Something?" inquired Bascom, glancing over at him.
"Nothing, no." He returned to the chair, tryingréanember where he'd seen her before.

"This is Beth Kittridge," explained Bascom. "Ouptfage was taken three months ago during a
reception at SoCal Tech for a few scientific gemt® were visiting from the Moon Colony." He
circled the platform. "According to our sourcesg shill wears her hair like this—Ilong, down to the
shoulders. A pretty young woman, if you like themtbe slender side. You obviously find her
attractive."

"Do 1?"

"Well, Cardigan, when a fellow jumps up, clicks hesels together and lets his tongue unfurl a
foot or two—an astute detective such as myself deslthere's an interest."

Jake grinned. "Okay, she's attractive."

"Agreed. But don't let that foul up your investigat And keep in mind that all you may find
down there is the young lady's corpse."

"Yeah, | know."

Beth was suddenly gone from the stage, replacdwbfather. He was standing, leaning
against a section of neosteel railing and apparenthversing with someone out of camera range.

"Same reception,” said Bascom as he made anotbeit@f the hologram stage. "Supposedly
Dr. Kittridge has lost approximately ten poundsceithen and will appear even leaner than—"

"Why the weight loss?"

"We don't know." Bascom sat on the edge of theestagrging with part of the image.
"Could've been ill-health, worry or something edgmin."

"Any of which might tie in with what happened torhdown in Mexico."

"Dr. Danenberg might know, but she remains amoegissing.” He rose up and away from
the stage. "Another fellow | want you to observe" Kittridge vanished and was replaced by the
image of a good-looking blond man of about fort4ete we have-—"

"Bennett Sands," supplied Jake.
"You know him?"

Jake replied, "My wife—my former wife—worked for 18#s for a while as a sort of private
secretary and girl Friday. That was right befoveeht up to the Freezer. And for a while thereatfter,
| think."

"She worked for him fourteen months all told."
Jake said, "Then you knew | knew who he was."



48 WILLIAM SHATNER

"Forgive me for being tricky when | don't even hawde." Bascom started another slow circle
of the stage. "Sands remains a multimillionaire eeddirector of BioFoods, Inc. His late father it
was who came up with the exclusive tissue-cultimepbocess system that allows BioFoods to
manufacture what | still think of as artificial tdaod— meat, vegetables, whatever. They have
plants and headquarters all over the world—andermoon."

"When Kate—when my ex-wife—worked for Sands he based in GLA."

"He operates out of Mexico nowadays," said the @asahief. "We believe that Kittridge was
involved with Sands in some way and may even haes len route to visit him in one of his
Mexican hideaways when the crash occurred.”

"What does Sands say?"

"We haven't been able to locate him since theilggs, father and daughter, disappeared.”
The stage made a clicking sound and Sands was gone.

"This case," said Jake. "We're really not talkingt jabout a simple insurance claim, are we?"

Bascom busied himself with extracting the cartridgd then hunting for a place to set it.
"What makes you say that?"

"For one thing, someone just tried to kill Dr. Daberg when they suspected she was going to
pass information on to us," he said. "It could et the Kittridge heirs are a violent bunch and/the
want to make sure they collect the insurance moBet/] somehow doubt that.”

"The beneficiaries under the Moonbase-Hartfordgyaodire Kittridge's two sisters. One's
married and lives in Seattle; one's divorced asdies in Paris. Neither one is in need of money,
and their activities over the past two weeks dienthem in with Dr. Kittridge or his daughter in
any way."

"Okay, then who is it who's taking such an intened(ittridge?"

Putting both hands behind his back, Bascom stgpeat bhis off-white ceiling. "Well, there are
a few others who may be interested in the presaateabouts of the doctor."

"Such as who?"

"l can't provide a complete list of names just'ysaid Bascom. "Though I'd certainly include
Sonny Hokori."

Jake stood. "Hokori—what's a small-time Tek degtdrto do with Kittridge?"

"Hokori's come a long way since you tangled witim fiour years ago, Cardigan. Fact is, he's
just about the top man in the business right now."

Jake made his way over to the agency chief. "Iswing you're really hiring me—because you
think | was working for Hokori back then? That Itgbe investigation of him and his bosses
killed?"

"No, | agree with Gomez that you never worked foni$y Hokori—and that you were framed."
"Hokori doesn't owe me any favors, if that's—"
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"You're not paying attention. Calm down and listexdvised the compact detective. "I
mentioned Hokori because he's maybe involved irKitiedge case. And also | figure you might
want another chance at the fellow. Okay?"

Jake took a deep breath, let it out slowly. "Yeztay," he said. "How do they tie together?"

"Supposedly Dr. Kittridge has been doing researchroanti-Tek device," said Bascom.
"Details on its exact nature are fuzzy, but quifteva people seem to believe that he's succeeded in
coming up with a gadget that can—well, neutralie& Thips and render them useless. That would
have a very negative effect on the future fortusféSonny Hokori and his colleagues.”

"How's his system work?"

Bascom shook his head. "We're still digging intat thspect of this business," he said. "But the
fact that Kittridge has apparently perfected thiag means we're not the only ones who're
interested in what's become of him."

"It could be that Sonny had him killed—and that th@sh wasn't an accident.”

"There's also the possibility that Dr. Kittridgedhais anti-Tek device and his notes on it with
him," said Bascom. "Giving several folks a motiee bcating that wreckage."

"Did Gomez know about the Tek angle?"

"Not yet. | was intending to brief both of you tlaigernoon."

"Maybe if you'd briefed him yesterday he wouldr@tib the hospital now."
"Maybe," admitted Bascom.

"Any other items you've held back?"

"Nary a one," swore Bascom, working his way bachtigh the clutter to his desk. "I've
worked out a sort of an itinerary for you—for thestf part of your investigation, anyway." He had
to search through only three folders before findimg sheet of yellow paper he wanted. "You can',
obviously, go directly to the crash site. So wenating you into Mexico by way of the Borderland.
You'll stop there and contact the Mexican FededditP. Get from them whatever they have on the
Kittridge crash.”

"Won't be much more than you already have."

"True, but it's a formality we have to go through-akas the cops on both sides of the border
happy," said the Cosmos chief. "After that, Cardjggu're going to be pretty much on your own.
I'll supply you with your contacts down there, gat're going to want to use your own, too. What
you have to do is arrange yourself safe condutttdscene of the Kittridge accident. Keep in mind
that we're not supposed to be interested in theTahkt aspects of the case. We get our fee for
establishing whether the Kittridges are dead eeali hat's all.”

Nodding, Jake said, "Finding Kittridge's anti-Tedvate might earn a bonus from someplace,
though."

"That's very true, but just don't get yourselfédlltrying for it. In fact, officially | can't
encourage you in the anti-Tek direction at all."lelned across his desk and held out his hand.
"The starting salary, by the way, is seventy-fiveusand dollars a year. Is that satisfactory?"

"For a start." Jake shook hands and left the affice
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The day was ending when he reached the street ldgelalked across to an aircab stand and
got into the only one there, a fairly new scarie¢ .0

"Where to?" inquired the robot cabbie.

"Pasadena Sector." Jake gave him his condo address.

"Here we go." The cab shuddered once, then rosetaiphe gathering twilight.

But instead of heading inland for the Pasadenao§atturned southward and down the coast.
"You're flying the wrong direction,” warned Jake.

"That's only your opinion."
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Chapter 12

Jake eased out his lazgun. "Land this thing ridplatiud now," he suggested to the robot cabbie.
"Otherwise I'll disable you and take over myself."

"l got to warn you," said the robot as the airdalwfsouthward through the dusk, "that I'm not
your usual mechanical cabbie. You use that gun @r-nr even make a jab at me with a
screwdriver— and we're both in the soup.”

With the barrel of his weapon pointing at the batkhe mechanical man's skull, Jake asked,
"How so?"

"They got me rigged to explode—and | mean withgadaing—if | get diddled with in any
way."

"Drastic."
"Whoever it is wants to see you, they want to saehad."
"Who might that be?"

The cabbie's head rattled slightly when he gaaenggative shake. "That information | don't
possess."

"What's our destination?"

"The Anaheim Sector."

Off to the right the Pacific was growing darkertlas sun dropped further below the horizon.
Jake moved the gun down to rest on his knee.

After a moment the robot inquired, "You going tteatpt any violence?"

"Not just yet."

The wreck of a huge interplanetary spaceship wiag lyn its side in a stretch of pocked
wasteland directly below in the deepening twilight.

The aircab dropped down through the dusk, skimmimger a high, wide, rust-spattered arch
that the wordsPACELAND PARKSpelled out across it in dead lighttubing. The walthed ground,
skimmed and skittered for several hundred feety Hettled down about a quarter of a mile from
the wrecked ship.

"I'm not used to landing on a Martian desert," ag@ed the robot cabbie.

"This amusement park's been out of business ferteake that fourteen years."
"Nevertheless this is where they rigged me to delyou."

The passenger door popped open.

Gun in hand, Jake climbed out into the new night.
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"No hard feelings.” The cab huffed a few timespghied, went climbing up and away across
the fresh darkness. A tumbled-over metal sign ke'3aight read-SPEND15MINUTES ON MARS
IUST 3 TICKETS!

Far across the simulated Martian landscape Jakeeda pack of about a half dozen wild dogs
foraging and fighting.

"Only sign of life," he remarked to himself andrsta hiking in the direction of the fallen
spacecraft a quarter of a mile away.

Dust swirled up around his boots as he walked.

When he was still several hundred yards from theckyrlights went on inside the sprung-open
doorway.

Jake slowed, brought up his gun.
A faint electric buzzing started up inside thedalspaceship.

There was a faint wind and it came blowing acrbssnight desert, scattering dust and tatters
of paper. One of the wild dogs howled.

"Come on in, Jake. This isn't an ambush," invitediae from inside the ship.

Jake kept his gun raised and ready as he climisadieinThere were two floating globe lights in
the rusted husk of what had once been the shiptsat@abin.

Seated in a canvas chair was a handsome tannedfrfaaty-five. He was wearing a sky-blue
fakesilk suit and was completely bald. Tattooedhenleft side of his polished scalp was one
bright-crimson rosebud. "Did you have a pleasaptuyain the Freezer, my boy?" he asked.

"You're coming in a bit blurred, Winterguild," olvged Jake. "Your hologram remote projector
needs tuning."

"You're the first to complain,” said Kurt Winterdplii smiling faintly.
"Still in business, huh?"

"As a matter of fact, my boy, I've risen in thedmtational Drug Control Agency since you
went into hibernation," said the tattooed man. 'hoav Field Director for the Western United
States."

"We always knew you'd rise in your chosen profassi@ongratulations.” Jake tucked his
lazgun into his waistband. "Did you invite me oatdato help you celebrate your promotion?"

"I was anxious for a private talk," said the IDCgeat, crossing his legs. "What I'd really like
to see you do, Jake, is forget all about Dr. Kiga."

"Oh, so?"

"My agency is handling the matter and—"

"Handling it how? You hunting for the doctor?"

"Even as we speak, Jake, I'm here in Mexico, hgadmnthe search.”
"Meaning you don't know where he and his daughte?"a
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"We're not actually that interested in Beth Kitgyg—only insofar as she might be able to tell
us where her father is if we found her."

"Did he have it with him?"

"Did he have what, my boy?"

"His anti-Tek device?"

Winterguild laughed. "Not exactly."

"But he has something you want."

"We want Dr. Kittridge himself, Jake."
"Before Sonny Hokori gets him."

"Before anyone, you included, locates him."
"So the crash was real?"

Winterguild laughed again, recrossed his legs. 'fAbr years on ice hasn't modified you much,
my boy. You still try to get more than give." Hested his elbow on his knee, leaned toward Jake
and gave him a searching gaze. "I'm requestingythatrop the Kittridge investigation."

"Walt Bascom'd be the one I'd take that sort obiest) up with—were | you."
"Our feelings have already been conveyed to him."
"Yeah, and | can guess what he told you. Which sawe from telling you."

"Reflect on my suggestions, Jake. | really dontwa have to worry about your intruding in
my investigation,” Winterguild said. "Keep in mintdp, my boy, that there can be a lot worse
things than a stay in the Freezer."

"And you keep in mind that if | ever meet up witdmsething other than a projection of you—
watch out.”

Laughing once again, the drug agent vanished dnhddke alone in the dark.
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Chapter 13

The slim, deeply tanned man took a pack of mariawagarettes out of his jacket pocket.
"Smoke, Jake?"

Jake shook his head. "No thanks, Jerry."

It was a few minutes after six in the evening dme/twere sitting in candy-striped plaschairs
beside a large oval swimming pool. Beyond the posé an impressive Moroccan-style mansion,
rich with wrought-iron and bright red tiles, surrmed with thick foliage and bright flowers. This
was in the exclusive Watts Sector.

"You implied on the phone | might be able to heduy said Jerry Sundell. "Is it about a job?
Because, much as I'd like to honor our old, deemdiship, Jake buddy, Sundell Productions isn't
as vast as it was before you—"

"I'm not looking for a job in the porno industry."

Sundell lit his cigarette and then laughed. "Héw, dut of porno, Jake. Have been for three
years, ever since the Supreme Court /West Coasiivruled that showing sexual intercourse
between lifelike androids was as filthy and obscang/hen humans screw.” He sighed out smoke.
"It ruined pornography as we know it."

"What are you producing now?"

"Legitimate vidwall movies. In fact, | may be altteuse you as a consultant on one of them.
It's going to be about the Tek Wars."

"Tek Wars?"

"You know, the battles between the various Tekreges, the battles with the various anti-Tek
government agencies. It's, I'm telling you, Jakddyy the stuff of high drama and excitement." He
leaned forward in his chair. "The movie will alsavie romance, a terrific subplot and lots of
bimbos with impressive tits."

"During that earlier phase of your career, you kisme important people in the Tek trade."”
"Only casually."
"And you still have some contacts."

"Not really, no. | mean, I'm making an importamtrfiattacking the bastards. | couldn't still
be—"

"Camouflage," said Jake quietly. "What do you krelwout Leon Kittridge?"
"Not much."”
"If you're producing this Tek epic, you have to wnabout—"

"Jake, I'm commencing to be a bit offended.” Surgtebd up, tossed his marihuana cigarette
into the pool. After its sizzle had faded, he add¥dhat | mean is, I'm a movie exec of substance
now, a major vidwall producer. To come here andlytipat—Oh, shit!"

Jake turned to look at what the producer was gfain
The entire impressive mansion was starting to sl@mand shake.
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"Another quake?" asked Jake.
"Shit, goddamn it, shit."

The wrought-iron trim faded, grew dim and was gadwext the thick, cream-colored stucco
walls blurred and disappeared.

In less than three minutes the entire vast houdevldinished. A foundation and the floors and
some furniture was all that remained. In what hegincthe master bedroom a naked redheaded
young woman sat up in the oval bed and scowled atv8undell.

"You putz," she accused.

"Honey, | swear to God | paid the bill to Habitéxg."

"Schlep,"” she yelled. "This is really frigging emizssing."

"Honey, I'll phone them right now to complain. Tin@use'll be back in less than an hour."
"What was the house?" asked Jake. "A hologram gtioj&?"

"Yeah, yeah. It's a hell of a lot cheaper thanalttibuilding. This part of the Watts Sector is
very much sought after and the lot alone set m& bauillion, four hundred thousand," the
unsettled producer explained. "So when Habitex, Buggested a big socko house for just three
thousand a month, | took it."

"You behind on the rent?"

"Naw, not really. Only four months."

"The epics aren't paying?"

"Not as well as porno did," Sundell admitted. "Naake, | really have to—"

"Tell me what you know about Kittridge first,” suggjed Jake, getting a persuasive grip on his
nearest arm. "Tell me what you've heard from yauntacts in the Tek trade."”

"All right. What | know is this, Jake buddy—thistiidge was onto something, something that
can foul up the business. A lot of them wantedrlitfe to give up what he was working on."

"So they killed him?"

"I'm not sure, some of them only wanted to talkitn. Maybe negotiate something, you
know."

"Was Sonny Hokori one of those involved?"

"Him especially,” said Sundell. "Now, Jake, | rgdiave to get—oh, shit!" He was staring up
into the twilight sky, deepening sadness showingisrevenly tanned face.

A skyvan was chuffing down, obviously intendinglaad on his property. Emblazoned across
its underbelly in glowing neon wag8ANDIES/RENTALS & REPAIRS

"You schlub," called the naked redhead. "You hawarén kept up the payments me!
"Jake, can we continue this another time maybe?"
"Sure, Jerry, and thanks." Jake started for theeplehere the gate to the street had been.
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Jake double-timed up the steps of the Library/Sdaamtre that rose up in the exact middle of
the SoCal Tech college campus. The wide plasdoocsked open for him and he entered the
multi-floored lobby.

Students and a scattering of teachers were molamg @éhe various walkramps, some aiming
upward toward the voxbooks floor, others makingrtheay down to the VidEd levels. Just to the
right of the information desk a Prof Smartz rolaitia a plas armchair. Chrome-plated—his
humanoid face reminding Jake of Winger—and hudhg,'lbot wore a tweedy jacket and gray
slacks. He was smoking a pipe and gazing intentiigeaslim young woman student who'd just
inserted her Banx card in the slot in his pedestat below the slot a plas placque announced—
This is a licensed Prof Smartz (C)2118 by EdAid,Ode of 162,000 serving universities and
colleges around the world. For Service call Arcdttg,Oxnard Sector,GLA.

"Still researching the Greenhouse Effect, Lana@'rtibot asked her in his warm, avuncular
voice.

"Yes, Prof, | need some more stuff on the Greaestoplan and how it's policed,” she told the
seated robot. "But, listen, | can't afford morenthahundred dollars of info this week."

Prof Smartz winked. "Well, we can slip you a litdetra on the side, dear."
Jake reminded himself he had a date and moved on.

An upslanting ramp had an arrow and the W@TDENTFACULTY DRINKING AREA imbedded
in its slick surface.

He started up the ramp.

Jake stopped just inside the silver-beaded cutttainmasked the entryway to the High
Technology Saloon. It was a few minutes past teherevening, and every light in the New
Hollywood Sector of Greater Los Angeles could bensglittering far below the curving viewalls
of the crowded tower bar.

Down at the far end of the long chrome and ivonyJake spotted the pretty young Chinese
woman he'd come here to meet.

A pudgy man in a candystriped suit was sitting ¢tmse to her, swaying on his ebony stool and
steadying himself by clutching at her nearest knee.

Smiling in a seemingly cordial way, she touchedteémple with the ring finger of her right
hand.

The pudgy man sat suddenly upright, looking suegris the few seconds before he toppled
over facefirst into the bowl of soypretzels in ftaf him on the ivory bar.

"What'd you do to him, Patricia?" asked Jake astbpped at her side.

Continuing to smile, Pat Wong showed him the singlleer ring. "Low-grade stunner. |
worked it up myself. It won't keep him out for mahan an hour or so," she explained. "It's good
to see you again, Jake."

"Remind me not to fondle you."
She eased off the stool. "There's a table oveetlogrus."
"Leaving him here?"
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"Good a place as any. | don't like to be approadfyestrangers," Pat said. "How are you
doing?"

Following her to a chrome and ebony table, Jakevared, "I'm actually feeling not bad."
She smiled. "That sounds a trifle better than rotte

He sat opposite her. "l need some information."

"So | figured from your call. What sort of inforn@h do you need?"

"You're still writing for Electronics Weelknd teaching part-time at SoCal Tech."

"I'm in the same rut, yes. I've changed less timyo@e while you were away."

"I'm working for the Cosmos Agency now and—"

"With Gomez—you make a good team."

"Except he's sidelined."

"l heard about that. You weren't hurt?"

"A few bruises," he replied. "We were assignednd Dr. Kittridge and his daughter, Beth.
Any idea about what happened to them?"

"They crashed, down in Mexico. Week or so ago."

"What information do you have about that?"

"Only what came into the magazine by way of AP/MEX.

Jake rested an elbow on the table. "What about teasons for traveling down—"

"Each guest is required to order a drink withirefminutes of arrival,” reminded the table's
vox-box in a cultured and polite voice.

Jake looked across at Pat. "Still drinking the sameg?"

"The rut is all-encompassing.”

"Two dark ales," he told the table.

It whirred and two compartments opened in its dagk Two glasses of ale popped up.
Jake ignored his. "About Kittridge?"

"About eleven months ago Leon took a leave from&d@ch,” Pat said, running a fingertip
along the frosted side of her glass. "He starterking in the lab he had in their home in the
Woodland Hills Sector. | heard, though, that tlea¢so a laboratory someplace down across the
border. I'm not sure where that one is. Beth has beorking at home with him on his private
project. | can't confirm this next, but supposd8ignnett Sands is financing him—in part at least.”

"Sands again," said Jake. "What are the Kittridgesing on?"

"Kittridge has had two major interests. Robotics-egsfically the building of superandroids,
ones that can pass for human in every way. Hig atberest, a more recent one, has been to come
up with a way to stop Tek. A brother of his, théenelo-well that most families have at least one
of—I'm the one in the local Wong clan. This brotdexd from using the stuff three years ago—a
seizure."
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Jake tapped his fingers on the tabletop. "Theystigdge has succeeded.”
"Who says?"
"My boss for one," he replied. "This anti-Tek de#Aeany notion what it is?"

"It involves RF waves—radio frequency waves emited high oscillation rate,” said Pat. "At
least, that's what | suspect—based on various amdsclues I've pieced together. As yet | don't
have enough to try a piece for the magazine.”

"How'd you use that on Tek chips?"

She smiled at him. "Well, Jake, if you could sefjusi the right oscillation rate—you could
shatter the chip.”

"How many of them at once?"

"If you worked it right—if you, say, broadcast yagpecial high-frequency RF by way of a
satellite setup—you ought to be able to access/esmegle Tek chip on the globe at once. Maybe
those on the Moon and in the various orbiting cigletoo."

"Access and destroy them?"
"That's it."

"Christ." He picked up his glass of dark ale anah#irsome. "It's easy to see why several
people are interested in finding Dr. Kittridge."

"Somebody you really ought to talk to is Hilda Dahberg."

"That's what Gomez and | tried to do earlier indlag, Pat."

"I know, Jake."

"That simulacrum android of Dr. Danenberg—was tra of Kittridge's?"

"A joint effort. He and Hilda worked together oretandies," answered Pat. "And, initially, she
helped him on the anti-Tek work, too. But once fdtje got close to achieving his goal, he and
Hilda parted company. That happened about a marsh ago."

"Was there a romance, too?"
Nodding, she drank some of her ale. "More on e than his, however."
"Would she be likely to try to kill him? Out of aegat being—"

"No, Hilda doesn't work that way. She'd be mucherikely to consult a team of good
attorneys and sue the man."

"Any idea where she might be hiding out?"

"Across the border. She went down there a lot, Wittridge and alone."

Jake sipped his ale. "If Bennett Sands is finantieganti-Tek research—what's he get out of

it?"
"He sells it to the government when it's perfecta@dn't even bother about the possibility of his

planning to donate it to the world. Your wife didi@ll you much about Sands, did she?"

"Not a lot, no. Mostly because | never asked."
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"You should've, Jake."
"Why?"

"Because he isn't exactly a decent man. He's snsimply out of greed, which is never a very
admirable motive."

"Do you know where he is?"

"He has places all over—even a villa on the Modimishing her ale, she leaned back. "Be
very careful," Pat cautioned. "Something could leapip you—even worse than what happened to
Gomez."

"So I've been told."

Jake sat straddling the white chair. He'd justgi@&®mez a concise account of what he'd found
out during the day. "A lot more than insurance se&rbe involved," he concluded.

His injured partner was propped up in the wide &/bied. His left leg was uncovered and in a
white plasticast for about two-thirds of its length

"Okay, there's another obvious possibility thainse¢o be lurking behind the facts here."
Gomez's curly hair was somewhat subdued tonighimtkt've occurred to you."

"The possibility that Dr. Kittridge and his daught&gen't dead—and didn't even crash.”
"Yeah, that the crash is a fake."

"Rigged by who?"

"Could be the Kittridges themselves."

Jake nodded. "To throw off the Tek kingpins who amgious to halt their researches."”

"Or, amigq they may want to elude Bennett Sands. He conggbmillions to the perfecting of
the anti-Tek gimmick. Then Dr. Kittridge appearsiie. A few months later another scientist
entirely introduces his anti-Tek gimmick and reafishe profits. He's a front for Kittridge, but
Sands doesn't know that. You're making forlorn $ad®u don't like this scenario?"

"l don't, even though it's plausible.”

"You object because it would mean Beth Kittridga isarty to a fraud—and you don't want to
believe she's capable of anything like that."

"Her father could've faked the crash without tejlimer about it in advance."

"She's supposed to be smart. Wouldn't she be likelyquire—'Gloriosky, Daddy, whyever
are we landing here in the middle of this greatdiijforest instead of at the goddamn airport?' "

Jake said, "Another obvious possibility, with Somihykori involved, is that they were shot
down deliberately. And are dead.”

"Just as likely that he waylaid their skycruised gmabbed them," suggested his partner.
"Because there's another interesting possibilithi®electronic Passover the doctor and his
daughter have been planning. If that comes off) eilethe Tek in the universe is going to go
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blooey." He held up a forefinger. "But maybe noh®g@s. Not Sonny's if he gets Dr. Kittridge to
provide his Tek chips with a defense against tigh4frequency stuff.”

"Sure—that way Hokori would have a global monopmiyTek," said Jake. "In a way, | hope
he is involved in this. I'd like to meet him again.

"Revenge can be tricky," cautioned his partner.

"You've got to depart, Mr. Cardigan," the nurselsand withdrew.

Jake stood up and said, "I'll be leaving for thedg@oland early tomorrow."
"Good luck,amigq" said Gomez. "I hope you find them alive."
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Chapter 14

The borderland was a vast, miles-wide strip of ldral ran between the United States and
Mexico and stretched along the border from Calibas far as Texas. A wide-open territory, it
was governed by Mexico and attracted tourists fatlimcross the world.

Las Cruces was as freewheeling as any of the Bardktowns, and when Jake arrived there
early in the afternoon all its many streetlightgevieill on, glaring, blinking, flashing and offegn
hundreds of bright-colored invitations and temtagi There were also dozens of huge vidscreens,
animated adwalls, triop billboards and hologransées.

Through the dust-streaked plaswindows of the landheed taken from the airport he saw a
succession of hotels, cafés, cantinas, gamblimggosports pavilions, bordellos and souvenir
Shops—PACOS POKER PALACE CRAPSHOOTERSCLUB DELUXE, MOVIE MUSEUM BORDELLO—SLEEP
WITH ANDY REPLICAS OF YOUR FAVORITE STARS PAS& PRESENT, ROOSTER FIGHT STADIUM CASA
DEL BINGO, MAMA LAVIDA 'S NATURAL BORDELLO—LIVE HOOKERS ONLY!, WRESTLING HALL—
STRONGMEN VS ROBOTY

"Here's something that hasn't changed much inyears," he said to himself.

"Caramba!" exclaimed the robot cabbie. "We are arrs&fjor" He was copper colored and his
costume consisted of just a multicolored serapeaatadseled sombrero.

The landcab rattled, gave out a few moderate ex@@®unds and thunked to a stop in front of
the Paloma Hotel, a narrow ten-story structureladg silvery metal and adobe.

Jake dropped the proper amount of pesos into therbex in front of him and picked up his
single suitcase'Gracias," he said.

"Allow me, sefior to ask of you a questiopor favor:'

Jake halted halfway out. "Sure."

"Have | struck you as sufficiently picturesque catrful enough?"

"More than enough."

"I'm one of the new models the company is tryingj 8d like to get the tourist reaction."

Jake climbed all the way out of the cab. "Wellythest might want to run a few more tests.
Adiés! He made his way into the hotel and checked in.

Captain Ernest Manzano was not in uniform. A ldegn and sad-faced man of forty, he was
wearing a faded blue warm-up suit. His office, me@f the underground wings of the Mexican
Federal Police Building, was large and smelledtkaiof damp earth. He was sitting behind his
carved wood desk in a slumped position, and he'tdigsome any more animated when he noticed
that Jake had entered. "Tell me this, Jake," lek S&rhy waste your time over a couple of missing
tourists? Down on this side of the border peoptevanishing all the time. It's easier just to let
them stay that way."

Sitting in a rattan chair facing the desk, Jakd,sdi's comforting to see you're as enthusiastic
as ever, Ernie."
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"Detective work is only a job. | can never conviryoai of that.”

"My job right now is to find out what happened to. Bittridge and his daughter.”
"I know, | know—and you're obliged to pay me a tokesit."

"Actually, Ernie, despite what you pretend, youict a bad cop.”

"My one flaw is that | keep letting myself get irested in some of these cases and some of
these people,” the captain admitted. "It's a vexy lhabit."

"What do you know about the Kittridges?"

Sighing, Manzano lifted himself up. Both he and ¢heir creaked. "You're not the only one
looking for them, Jake."

"Winterguild is hunting—who else?"

"Winterguild." Manzano chuckled. He drifted overa@omputer terminal, slouching down into
the chair that faced its stand. "I know some ofr§oHokori's men were trying to slip across the
border into the state of Chihuahua recently. AndiR8artinez's goons are interested in the
whereabouts of the good doctor as well."

"Martinez still in Tek?"

"Very much so. We just closed down—closed down loyving the damn thing sky-high—a
maquiladorahe had off in the wilds near here aquiladorais a small factory that once—"

"I know, Ernie. | can also count up to ten in Sgarii

"Por supuestol forgot that you're not gringo," said Manzano as he languidly touched the
computer key pad.

A three-dimensional simulation formed on the scrs&owing a stretch of forestland. The trees
were huge, trunks thick and wide, and the topma@atdhes were hundreds of feet above the
ground.

"Is this theSelva Grandavhere the skycruiser went down?" Jake went ovetand behind the
captain and look down at the screen.

Manzano touched a few more keys. "This is whereKitieidges allegedly crashed. You'll
notice that the spot is conveniently close to dint@® main roadways cutting through the forest.
And not far from this . . ."

A ranger station appeared on the computer screeansisted of a spacious adobe and red-tile
ranchhouse and a metal-fretted tower of severaltmahfeet.

"Still no word from this place?"
"Nothing from either station since yoqueridaWarbride took over."
"Sweetheart isn't the word I'd use to describe—"

"Nor I actually, but I'm striving to maintain my (ite public-relations persona, Jake. So | stay
clear of words likguta!

"How strong is she?"
"You mean would it be better to wait until the stédlls again into federal hands?"
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"Yeah. I'm curious as to how long you think shiedld on to control.”

"Quite a while." Manzano raised his left hand albst®ulder high and fluttered it. "The
Mexican government is not in great shape just ridvey won't be able to come up with troops or
funds to combat her—and your own government isingldff on commiting any kind of support.
Chihuahua is going to be run by Warbride for a tiamed the lady may even branch out. She's
popular and she's smart. So, Jake, if you wanisibtiie woods—you've got to do it with her
blessing."

"Do you think Warbride's directly involved with wieaer happened to the Kittridges?"

The captain leaned back in his chair. "I don'tklanything could 've happened to them over
there without her knowing about it."

"Even an accident?"

"An arranged accidensj.

"Where do you think they were heading?"

"Probably to see gringo named Bennett Sands. You know of him, don't you?"
Jake laughed. "C'mon, Ernie. You know my wife usedork for Sands."

"Naturalmente—it slipped my mind for a moment. Dr. Kittridge ahts daughter have visited
Sands several times over the past year. He owitla @and plantation at the far border of
Chihuahua."

"Is he tied up with what happened?"”

"Most people consider him to be an honest and radolehombre’
"And you?"

He fluttered his hand again. "I have no proof & tbntrary."
"But?"

"I've met Sands twice." He rubbed his palm acrassridsection. "Instinct, which won't hold
up in court, tells me he's somebody | ought natust."

"That was my impression, but Kate liked him andted him."
"You're no longer married, | hear?"

"Apparently | got a divorce during my stay in thee€zer. She's living down in Mexico now, in
Quintana Roo."

"So | heard."

"Have you heard about Dan, about my son?"

"Nothing, no."

"I'd like to see him while I'm across the bordevo8 as | run down Dr. Kittridge and—"

A faint hooting sound commenced, and then a panibla far wall slid open. There was a
vidphone alcove behind it.
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"That's my tapfree phone. Excuse me." Captain Mamzmt up gradually and went over to the
phone."Si?"

Walt Bascom of the Cosmos Detective Agency appeanetie screen, dressed in a different
rumpled suit. "Ernie, how are you? Good. You looka. Is Jake there?"

"He is. And I'm glad we've had a chance to havetbinversation, Walt."
Taking the captain's place in the alcove, Jake §8mmething important?"
"Dr. Danenberg seems to have resurfaced. She watdlk to you."
"Where is she? Up in GLA?"

"Down there, specifically in the town of Casas Glas That's about one hundred fifty miles
south of you, isn't it?"

"About. How do | contact—"

"Tonight at eight she says she'll be in Sefior Bl@gfé. Can you make that?"
"Sure, but is this going to be the doctor or anotha?"

Bascom shrugged. "Go find out, Jake," he said amng lup.

There was yet another pungent and unpleasant ndake's fifth-floor hotel room when he
returned to it late in the afternoon. Halting a fwps beyond the threshold, he dropped his
cardkey into his jacket pocket.

Things in the living room appeared to be even naiserderly than when he'd left.

Jake was reaching for the lazgun in his waistbahenahe door of the bathroom came
whipping open.

A large, wide, Mexican cyborg charged out at himplace of a right hand he had a whirring
electric knife.
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Chapter 15

Feeling somewhat like a matador, Jake pivoted katibhed back against the wall.

The charging cyborg, knifehand buzzing loudly, gadld on by and stopped himself just short
of careening out into the corridor through thd stilen hotel-room doorway.

As the big man started to turn, Jake lunged. Hé# dewa three sharp blows to the kidneys.
"Mierda!" grunted the cyborg, staggering forward, comingeltm dropping to his knees.
Jake booted him in the backside.

The cyborg went tumbling into the corridor and leddlat-out on the orange, yellow and red
carpeting.

Jake dived toward him.
The man made a growling, muttering noise and lashavith the blade.
Dodging, Jake kicked out with his booted foot.

The hard toe of the boot struck the cyborg jusbwehe elbow. He cried out in pain and his
arm the knife still flickering at its end, fell lipnto his side.

Catching hold of the metal base of the knife, Jag&d the man's arm as a lever to snap it away
from him. He watched the assailant go staggeringya@ancing backward until he slammed into a
wall. Then Jake realized the knife and its baseldnaklen completely free of the man's arm.

Blood splashed, along with broken twists of wirel @&wisted nuts and bolts.

Jake pointed the knife at the man, who was crouoineithe floor. "I don't like surprises," he
said in Spanish, easing closer. "Now tell me whd geu."

"Screw you," muttered the big man, "and your mather
"You're going to need a doctor. The sooner you ansay—"
Suddenly the man jerked upward, butting Jake hatde stomach.

Jake went stumbling back, sideswiping the wall #ash dropping to one knee on the worn
carpeting of the hallway.

The big man scrambled to his feet, started runrigghit the fifth-floor fire-exit doorway,
lopsidedly, with one shoulder. The door bumped auahhe headed downstairs.

On one knee Jake was gasping in air. "Let him suckg" he said, "damn it."
By the time he was upright and able to breathelaelyut was too late to chase the assailant.

Back in his room he checked to make certain no Jbexysosives or other trinkets had been
planted. Then he repacked his suitcase, tossitigeiknife-hand wrapped inRaloma Hotekowel.
He phoned the desk and arranged to check out.fH®ldorwarding address.
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It was raining in Casas Grandes. A hard, warmttaan fell straight down through the night.
Dodging puddles and potholes, Jake jogged alonguthang back street that led to Sefior Blue's
Café. About a thousand feet up above, a plasbottdmeist skybus was drifting slowly over.

"Now I'll be part of everybody's vacation memorlagflected Jake, glancing briefly up and
getting smacked in the face with the heavy nigint ra

Just short of the main entrance to the narrow, #teommed café, he ducked into a thin, quirky
alley. At its end was a blue-painted metal doorning up his collar again, Jake rapped three longs
and two shorts.

"Quien es?'inquired a voxbox.

"It's Jake, P.J."

"Quien?"

"Jake Cardigan, damn it!"

"The voice sounds somewhat like yours."

After another thirty seconds the door opened inwdaéte followed it into a shadowy adobe
brick corridor. "Wasn't the secret knock we arrahgeough?" he asked.

"I'm being cautiousjuanito:' At the end of the corridor appeared a small, shan in a gray
suit. "You implied during our recent phone convéosathat your rendezvous in my establishment
this evening was of an especially secret naturelafore—"

"Okay, | appreciate the concern, P.J."

P. J. Ramirez was dark, balding and about fifty.ndeowed his left eye, scanning Jake as he
approached. "You look very much like my old frietake Cardigan.”

"So I've been told."

"Con permiso."The small man reached up to tap Jake on the fadehBlo, you don't sound
like an android simulacrum.” He tapped Jake's skude again. "You don't have that distinctive
android echo."

Grinning, Jake said, "Has Dr. Danenberg arrived,P.
"But moments ago." He escorted Jake into his offigkra."”

A wall of the office was of seethru one-way plastss. It showed the main dining area of the
small restaurant.

"l thought you told me business was thriving," nieméd Jake, moving close to the spywall.
"Naturally on a rainy night it slacks off a littl@ake."

There were ten tables and five booths in Sefior'8[afé, plus a small wooden stage. There
were seven customers to be seen, and a chromekpiaiitar-playing robot perched on a stool on
the stage.

"What do you think of my new guitar player?"
"Get rid of the sombrero."
"It adds color for theuristas.'
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"At least get rid of the tassels." Sitting alonghe middle booth against the café wall was Dr.
Danenberg. Or at least someone who greatly reseiniele "She come in alone?"

"Si,and nobody followed her in here." Ramirez strothe@r to his large silver desk. He flipped
a switch and a screen mounted on the desk carfe to bive a view of the rain-swept street out in
front of the place. "There is no one lurking oug¢s@lther."

Looking from the screen back to Dr. Danenberg, Zsked, "Anybody inside paying special
attention to her?"

"Nadie—not a soul."

Jake stood watching. Dr. Danenberg was, carefstilidying the few other patrons of the café.
She put her voxwatch to her ear, glanced at the pwryway.

Ramirez asked, "Jake, how was—how was your tintedrFreezer?"
"Sorry, P.J., | slept through it. So there's naghmuch to tell.”
"Be serious. Was it painful, terrifying, anguishitig

"It wasn't anything." He turned away from the wdking a paper-wrapped package from
under his jacket. "One further favor." Dropping ffackage on the silver desk, he unwrapped it.
"The gent who used to wear this tried to do ménis afternoon.”

Ramirez bent to look at the knifehand, then quidthaightened.Dios! That belongs, | am
most nearly certain, to Frankie Torres."

"Who does Torres belong to?"

After backing a few steps farther away from thekgédse café proprietor answered, "Torres is a
free-lance, Jake. A very nasty man whom one canfbirodd jobs ranging from debt collecting to
murder. He usually hangs out in the Borderland."

"Any idea who might have hired him to slow me doivn?

"None," said Ramirez, "but | can—in my usual digtr&ay—try to find out. This happened in
Las Cruces?"

"Just before | took my leave of the Paloma."”

"Jake, you oughtn't to stay at places like th&t.béneath you."

"The agency booked it," he said. "Find out, tooyH®rres knew | was in town."

"Si." Ramirez's forehead added wrinkles. "This is as@rbusiness you're involved in."

"l was commencing to suspect that myself. I'll g @and meet the docto@raciasfor your
help."

"De nada."He whipped a plyochief out of his trouser pockBefore you go meet a lady, wipe
that mud off your jacket."

"Can you guarantee that?" Dr. Danenberg was ledoingard on her seat, plump elbows
resting on the booth table, stubby fingers intareaito produce a lump of clutched fists.
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"l can't guarantee anything—but | can make arramygsito get you taken safely out of Casas
Grandes. After that we just hope."

"Your stay in that penal colony seems to have s&spene of your confidence and . . . why are
you staring at me so intently?"

"Could be because | want to make sure I'm notriglko a sim," he said. "Don't let it distract
you, doctor."

"l explained why | sent the android dupe, Cardig&ter fingers unlocked, formed a new
pattern. "l was—I still am afraid I'm a target fmssassins. Obviously, as was proved at the
Boardwalk, my fears are well founded."

"If you'd shared those fears in advance insteagnfling a decoy, my partner—"
"l didn't come here to make apologies."
"Okay. Who sent the kamikaze?"

Her stubby fingers parted, she put one hand at @defof the green table. "l suspect several
people.”

"For instance?"

"Do you know Sonny Hokori?"

"We're old buddies. Do you?"

"Only by reputation. We were aware that he wastty@sterested in our researches.”
"Anyone else?"

"Several Tek lords, since they all apparently belieam still actively engaged in anti-Tek
research,” she said. "And also, though | hesitatetuse . . ." Her head bowed and the rest of the
sentence was lost in a mumble.

"Didn't catch that."
Still not looking up, Dr. Danenberg said, "It's pitde that Leon wants me dead."
Jake sat up. "Leon Kittridge?"

She nodded slowly. "For a . . . for a combinatibreasons.” She raised her head, looking
around the café. "Do you think | might have sommgito drink—a beer perhaps?"

Jake signaled Ramirez, who'd been leaning agdiadtdr, and pantomimed the bringing of two
beers. "What would be some of Dr. Kittridge's rewssfor wanting you dead?"

"We weren't just colleagues,” she said. "There avisie when we were somewhat closer than
that." She paused, watching his face. "l know, gssume a man with a daughter as lovely as Beth
must have had a lovely wife and would prefer lowgbmen rather than—"

"Nope, | was wondering why | think you're more attive than you do."
She said, annoyed, "I'm not in any need of chestfefly, Cardigan."

Jake waited until Ramirez himself had brought tiexm bottles of Mexican beer and two
chilled glasses, until he'd bowed to the doctor emded at Jake and gone politely away. Then he
asked, "Kittridge doesn't seem like the kind of gtho resorts to murder to get rid of old loves."
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"l wasn't an especially good loser and | gave hiot af trouble after we parted,” she said.
"And, too, | know a good deal about his anti-Tekqgass. He wouldn't want that knowledge to get
out, especially if he may intend to sell it."

"Obviously he always meant to sell it—to one goveent agency or another.”
"I mean sell it to someone like Sonny Hokori."

"You have any evidence that Kittridge is planniognething like that?"

"No, | have only suspicions."

"What about Bennett Sands—would he be in on angtlike that?"

She shook her head. "No, Bennett has always bebarast man—well, as honest as one can
be at his level of success. Certainly, though, B&nmould never get involved in any deal with a
man like Hokori."

"But he was financing Dr. Kittridge."
"He was a partner, yes, in the development of #we crystal.”
"New crystal?"

"l haven't time—nor have you the knowledge probabiy explain the entire process. Suffice it
to say that part of Leon's system depends on bgodery of a new synthetic crystal. The crystal is
essential in producing the high-frequency oscolathneeded to destroy the Tek chips,” Danenberg
told him a bit impatiently.

"Has he reached the point where he can actuallyaethe chips?"

"Leon was nearly there at the time we parted comp@ardigan, and that was some weeks
ago. I'm certain that he, especially with Beth lr@ghim, has everything ready for the final testing
by now."

"Could that be what he came down here for?"
"l assume so."
"So his notes, his equipment—all that would've be@&h him in the skycruiser that crashed?"

"If it crashed. It's also possible that it was diymghiverted,” Dr. Danenberg suggested. "Either
with Leon's cooperation or without it."

"And if it was without it, you figure Sonny Hokamight be the one?"
"He or his many competitors.”" Jake asked, "You kiawt Winterguild?"
"Yes, much better actually than | care to."

"He knows what Kittridge is doing?"

"Initially Leon took both Winterguild and his aggniaito his confidence."

Jake poured his beer into his glass, watchingdaeffor a few seconds. "You know Beth well,
too," he said finally.

"l do."
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"If Kittridge is selling out his system to Sonny ktwi or any of the Tek kingpins, would she be
likely to go along?"

The doctor took a long swallow of her beer, ding@tbm the bottle. "Do you know her
yourself?"
"Not actually, no."

"But you've—of course, as an operative for the GusDetective Agency, you would have—
you've seen her picture and possibly vidfootagke' &ank again. "Many men tend to become
quite taken with her and, possibly to their misfiog, they idealize Beth some."

"That could be, but do you think she'd be in cabaath her father in anything illegal?"

"I'd say it was possible." She finished her bedrydu'd be so kind as to order me another. |
have something else to mention to you."

Jake signaled Ramirez again, holding up one fingdrout Beth?"

Her laugh was thin and nasal. "No, about them kaxttyally,” she said. "Decades ago a great
many American and European companies—especialethoelectronics—had modest-sized
assembly plants all over Mexico. The wages here-are

"They call themmaquiladoras.

"Yes, exactly, Cardigan, and the Tek runners hakert over many of them to produce Tek
chips and assemble Brainboxes." She smiled as Rais@t down her second beer. "Something like
two years ago Leon bought himself one of those rtedtpras in this area, not more than fifty
miles to the west of us here. He turned it inteellflaboratory and, | believe—though | haven't
visited it in over a year—that he was doing somte Bek work there as well."

"Be a good place to visit then. Can you guide me'to

"No, but I've drawn you a map." She reached ind@a pocket of her jacket, producing a
folded sheet of tan paper and an electro key. 'Won't have any trouble finding it—and you may
indeed learn something of value, Cardigan.” Shepkd the map and the key next to his glass.



TEKWAR 71

Chapter 16

The aircar, rented from a cousin of P. J. Ramsgated to sputter. Jake was, according to the
instruments that were still working on the confrahel, approximately twenty miles from his
destination and two thousand feet from the ground.

The rain was hitting at the windshield and the whmbin was echoing from the drumming of
the raindrops. Down below him, from what Jake cauéke out through the nightvision, seethru
bottom of the cabin, there was nothing but darkktiungle.

The sputtering accelerated to a loud series ofestnt) pops.

Jake leaned, scanned the panel and located thes $taton. He jabbed it with his forefinger.
The voxbox blurted something in slurred Spanish.

Jake didn't catch itOtra vez,"he requested.

"The engine," said the Status voxbox in Englisk thme, "having reached the guaranteed two
hundred thousand airmiles, is about to give upytiest."”

"Install a replacement," he instructed the car.
"In this model aircar, that has to be done manuallyhe driver or a qualified mechanic.”
"Where are the spare engines housed?"

"There is an emergency engine, good for at leastit@usand airmiles, stored in the handy
compartment beneath the driveseat."

After punching out an automatic flight pattern, dgot himself free of the seat and slid open
the drawer beneath it. There was nothing in thatealpicnic hamper.

He pried it open and found only the remains ofaaigilunch from some months ago.
"Where do we store the food?"
"Compartment to your rear, opening now."

That was where the engine had been stored. It wasaact one, about the size of a brick.
Jake carried it, listening uneasily to the explegropping of the current engine, over to the floor
compartment marked motor.

He opened the lid, studied the dying engine fava$econds and then, gingerly, removed it.
The aircar fell silent.

He connected the emergency engine.

The aircar remained silent.

Jake gave the newly installed device a moderatelpwith the left fist.

It took hold and started working; the aircar bouht®ice in the rain-swept air.

Back in the driveseat, he took over the contraghefcratft.

He looked below him again and saw the factory BraKittridge had converted to a
laboratory. It was coming up directly below.
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There were no lights showing, no sign that anyoas i or around the place.

Jake flew on to a small clearing about a quarter wile beyond and punched out a landing
pattern.

The descent was relatively smooth, although a feetdps got clipped. The landing was only
minimally jarring.

Jake sat there for a moment. "Nothing as comforgain on a metal roof." He got out of the
driveseat and went to the door.

He took his handlight out of'his trouser pockegmgd the door and stood listening. He heard
nothing but rain, rain hitting the treetops, raittitng the tree trunks, rain hitting the brushprai
hitting the muddy ground circling his landed car.

He decided, after a bit more than three minutet, ttfere was no one around and that his
advent had gone unnoticed.

Taking a deep breath, Jake clicked on his lightlaoked down. "That's mud all right," he
observed and dropped clear of the cabin.

He stayed crouched in the brush some hundred jranasthemaquiladorafor five minutes
after he located the place. He was already prettiyseaked, so the extra five minutes didn't
appreciably add to his dampness.

The factory consisted of three long, low, metal platiglass buildings linked together and
looking like a row of greenhouses. There was raihgle light showing. In the soggy minutes of
his vigil Jake hadn't spotted or sensed the presehanyone at all in the vicinity.

"So this is probably not an ambush arranged fobynBr. Danenberg." Standing, he took a
final look around and then went running acrossninel and gravel that surrounded the old factory
site.

The electrokey that the doctor had provided himk&dron the rear door of the nearest glass
and metal building.

The door whirred, clicked and swung open inward.
Jake hesitated on the threshold.

A smell that mixed damp ground, burned plas andescinemicals he couldn't identify came
pouring out at him.

He waited another minute, then stepped into thiendass.

Nothing happened.

Carefully and quietly Jake shut the door behind. Ailre darkness swallowed him up.
He stayed still, slightly hunched, for another ntébefore turning on his light.

This big room of the old factory had never beenadeted or refurbished. It was filled with
dusty workbenches and a few rusty, defunct worklseseral plaswood cartons were stacked in a
corner, festooned with cobwebs and splotched wabkomildew.
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Jake walked on into the second room ofrtfequiladora This had been partly converted and
subdivided into living quarters. The floors, thougleren't completed and had gaps in the planking.
Several partitions were in place, but no new ro@ih been completed.

The kitchen unit was the most nearly finished dedlarder was stocked with freezedry and
dehyde meals. There was a round metal table wigetthairs. At one of the places sat a plasmug
with a thick coating of greenish scum floating atdpvhatever liquid it contained.

The night rain was coming down enthusiasticallytipg the walls and roof of the long
building.

Leaving the kitchen, Jake moved on to enter the @md final building. The door was locked
and he had to use the electrokey again.

The door opened inward and he followed it intofthal room.

The door shut quietly behind him and soft whitdiglossomed all around him. The plastiglass
walls had been blacked out and the whole largey toom had been converted into a thoroughly
equipped electronics lab.

But what Jake paid attention to was the spotlestewdible at the exact center of the white
room. Lying faceup on the table was the naked lmidyyoung woman.

It was Beth Kittridge.
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Chapter 17

But it wasn't Beth Kittridge.
Jake knew that when he was still ten feet away ffmgrsoftly glowing white table.
"Thank God," he said. He didn't want to find headle

What was lying on the table was an impressiveljisgaandroid simulacrum of Beth
Kittridge. The mechanical replica of the missingigg woman was not quite finished.

Jake noticed now the small rectangular gap berfestleft breast. Some inner circuitry
showed, plus a few dangling and unconnected straihasricolored wire.

He stopped beside the table, staring down at teo@h Beth was very pretty and she looked
so lost and vulnerable lying there in the whitéig

Jake glanced around, seeking something to covewitier'Hey," he reminded himself, "it's
only an andy."

He was feeling even more strongly that he had ne¢th Bomewhere before. And that in the
long, enforced sleep up in the Freezer she wasbiie people he'd dreamed about.

Frowning, shivering slightly in his wet clotheskéaslowly circled the body. High above, the
rain drummed on the lab roof.

"This is a hell of a sophisticated mechanism," &id.S'As good as if not better than the one Dr.
Danenberg sent to meet me and Gomez at the Bo&rdwal

Beth's father must have intended this to servesaaral-in for his daughter. Sure, he knew there
was trouble coming from the Tek overlords and hate@to have a decoy—wanted to protect her
from the kind of danger that almost hit Dr. Danegb®ut for some reason they'd had to take off
before the android was finished.

Jake halted near the skull of the simulacrum, ldadwavn and studied the young woman's face.
"They must've downloaded a dupe of the contenBetli's mind into the brain of this thing," he
reflected. "Had to, otherwise it could never do &imgl of adequate job impersonating her."

So it was likely this replica knew just about evbiyg the actual Beth knew. At least up to the
time she and her father had left here.

"Damn—if | could just get her to talkk tome . . ."
And why couldn't he?

The sim looked to be nearly completed, only a fmalfhookups were needed. The job
shouldn't take more than a couple hours at most.

Jake knew something about electronics and robddbsiously he could never himself build
anything this complex, but he just might be ablgébthis one working. Get it functioning at least
well enough to tell him something.

"I'm not all that anxious to sit around chattinglwan android,” he said, moving back from the
body. "But | definitely need more information abdl Kittridges, and this gadget should be a
good source."
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He prowled the laboratory and in less than fifteenutes he'd gathered together enough tools
and gear for his attempt to bring the replica afBe life.

"No, that doesn't feel quite exactly right."

Straightening, Jake took a quick step back fromabeable. He was staring at the android,
who'd just spoken.

The sound of the heavy night rain seemed all a¢ emdade away.

Beth sat up on the table, touching at the gap lerea breast. "You've done just about
everything okay up to now," she said, smiling apprgly at him. "Which is why I'm functioning.
But you've put the wrong— Here, it's easier ifdtjghow you." Deftly she inserted both her
thumbs and forefingers into the hole in her chi&&u, see—have to hook this red wire to the
green one. You've got it connected to the blue whégh is not going to work too well." Smiling
more broadly, she took a look around the lab. "pieee you need to close up this rent in my chest
is sitting on that counter yonder."

"Maybe you'd like to have some clothes, too." Jakeld hear the rain again.

The pretty, dark-haired young woman swung gracgfil the table, walked across to the
counter and picked up her missing part. "Your lieastare interesting, you know," she said as she
fitted the fleshtone section in place and tappeat dDoes that look all right?"

"A perfect fit."

"What I'm getting at is—when | was dormant, youlyably thought of me as just a machine.
But now that I'm—well, let's call it alive—now yee'embarrassed."

"Not exactly. | thought you might be cold."

She brushed a strand of long dark hair back fronidrehead. "No, actually when I'm too cold
to function properly, a signal goes off inside rauls One, of course, only | can hear." She turned
to him and held out her right hand. "I'm Beth Kittre— well, you know what | mean. An android
simulacrum of Beth, containing all her memoriesglifegs and so on."

"I'm Jake Cardigan." He hesitated before going dlzea shaking hands. Her flesh felt real and
warm.

"You're a human, not an android. | can tell," shid.s
"How?"

She shrugged her naked shoulders. "I'm not exaethain, Mr. Cardigan. It's just another of
my built-in instincts. My father and Dr. Danenbd@th design androids that are considerably more
talented than anything else on the market todaytlgi sounds like I'm trying to sell you one,
doesn't it?" Laughing, she walked over to a wdtimat. "Now I'll get myself dressed—so you'll
feel more at ease." Opening the cabinet, she dtlrtding over the clothes that were shelved
there. "Father spoke highly of you, by the way,ahhis why | won't bother to use this on you." She
momentarily pointed the stunpistol she'd grabbéa@ shelf in his direction. "Your record as a cop
wasn't all that admirable toward the end, but wectaled you'd been framed."”

"l didn't realize that you and your father—that iBahd her father were aware of me," Jake told
her. "Had we met someplace or other?"
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She studied him for several silent seconds befoakisg her head. "No, | don't believe so. But
father and | are interested in the Tek trade aadawmen involved in combating it. And, after all,
you were a well-known police officer in your day."

"In my day."

"Well, it was—what? Five years ago at least thaytbent you up to the Freezer." She placed
the gun on a counter and started getting into ragfaieodenim trousers.

"Only four years actually.”

"That probably seems a longer time to me thanéisdo someone your age." Beth was pulling
a sweatertunic on over her head.

"Hey, I'm not even fifty yet."

After she finished dressing, Beth slipped the gua a belt holster. "Maybe now you can
explain why you're here, Mr. Cardigan," she sugggbstacing him. "As well as why you activated
me."

Jake studied her and then grinned slowly. "How nlikehthe actual Beth Kittridge are you?"

"Exactly like her, since Father built me to be adleinger,” she answered. "But then they had
to rush off to visit Bennett Sands before he hatlance to complete me quite." She paused,
frowning at him. "Has something happened to thesrthadt why you're here?"

"We'd better talk about it."
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Chapter 18

Beth was sitting on the edge of the lab table Wéhlong legs dangling down, watching Jake
as he paced. Outside in the night thunder rumiieétea jungle. "Then they both might be dead?"
she was asking.

"I don't know. That's what | came down here actbhsesborder to find out. Tell me where they
were heading when they left here."

The dark-haired android rubbed a hand along hghttiKeep in mind, Mr. Cardigan, that my
memories stop several days ago," she said. "Atithat my father and I—and Beth, rather—were
planning to visit Bennett Sands shortly at the hdwaédas in the state of Chihuahua.”

"You mentioned earlier that an emergency had cgmeausing them to leave ahead of
schedule.”

"That was only an assumption. Since my father rehbntending to take me and not Beth on
the trip—well, something urgent must've occurreelse I'd have gone and Beth would be safely
hiding out somewhere."

"The emergency had something to do with Sands?"

She shrugged, spreading her hands wide. "I'm guwgegsilid, judging from where they were
when the skycruiser went down."

"How exactly is Sands involved in all this busir®'ss

"He was financing my father in his development isfdnti-Tek system." A frown touched her
forehead; she rubbed at her leg again. "I've negen as fond of Bennett as my father is."

"Don't trust him?"

"Well, he always manages to sound very uprightdedicated, eager to develop an anti-Tek
system for the good of humanity and all that cr8ath shook her head slowly. "Very altruistic,
you know, and swearing he's only interested in mum profits.”

"But you think he was out for something more?"
"It's only a feeling. Although . . ."
"Although what?"

"The past few weeks my father has been gettinggasingly—well, evasive. | suspect, really,
that he's been having communications with Benhettle hasn't told me about.”

"That's unusual?"

"Oh, yes, we always discuss everything openly,'hBeld him. "No secrets—or very few—
between us."

"You've worked closely with him on this anti-Tekssym, haven't you?"
"Yes, certainly."
"Then you know all about the synthetic crystal #mel specific oscillation required to destroy—
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"l know all about it. But how come you do, Mr. Ceyain?"
"Dr. Danenberg told me quite a—"

"Oh, yes. Poor Hilda."

"Why did she and your father quit working togettier?
She leaned forward. "What is it you're actuallyedt

"l told you—my detective agency has been hiredrtd dut what happened to Dr. Kittridge and
Beth. Our client is the Moonbase-Hartford insuraoatit."

"Then it doesn't seem my father's anti-Tek systeoulsl be of any interest to you at all."

"It is, though, since it could be the reason he Beth disappeared. Plus which, I'd like to see it
put to use eventually."

"Okay, then there's one more reason why I'm vakutblou. | can duplicate just about
everything my father's done thus far.”

He nodded. "Exactly why | want to get you to a gaéze as soon as | can. After that, I'll head
for—"

"l intend to go with you—to help find my father."
Jake quit pacing and shook his head. "I'm workinghis one alone,” he told her firmly.
"But it makes more sense," she insisted, "if wekitogether."

"Nope. We'll exchange information here and nownttiesee that you get safely stored
someplace."

"Is it because you don't want to work with an amdiPt

"I'm not especially anxious to work with anyone."

"But you started off with a parther—Gomez, you daginame was."
"He's in the hospital. So for now 1—"

"l know the route my father probably took. | knowekco."

"So do I."

"Yes, but | also know Beth."

"Even so. You're not going to tag—"

Up above them near the shadowy ceiling a bankvefried bulbs of light suddenly started
flashing urgently.

Smiling at him, Beth dropped free of the table.l0liks like we're going to be forced to team
up."

"What is it?"

"Trouble." She went running to the door of anottedinet, pulling it open wide. She reached

inside and brought out two powerful stunrifles. th&x prefers to stun intruders.” She came striding
back toward him and tossed him one of the rifles.
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Jake caught it and nodded up at the flashing lightsat's a warning of intruders?"

"Yes. Someone's already inside the first buildind eoming our way." She glanced toward the
door Jake had used earlier. "We don't have aste#es security system as we ought.”

An enormous rumble of thunder sounded outsideywdiés of the old factory rattled. At that
same moment the metal entry door began to glowshhahimmering blue. In just a few seconds it
ceased to be, turning to a flickering, glowing ghdt collapsed to the floor.

Three large, rain-soaked men were framed in thevdmp They wore water-spattered plas
ponchos, and their wet hair was plastered to gheifls.

The largest of the three was Frankie Torres, tiheywho'd tried to kill Jake back at his hotel.
He had a new hand screwed into the socket of ¢ig &rm, this one a blunt-nosed lazgun.

"Cabron!" shouted when he recognized Jake. Shedding waagmaga blubbering, snarling
noise, he broke free of the other two and camegahguinto the lab.

Jake had dropped to the floor some seconds eaytiag rolling over the floor until he hit a
wall, and then come up with his stunrifle aimecdedity at the onrushing Torres.

Torres' gunhand had been swinging wildly, tryingstay focused on the fast-moving Jake.

Beth had scurried to the lab table, swung it arcamdiplanted it between herself and the armed
intruders.

The other two came in as a pair, then split anddiim opposite directions. Each held a long-
barreled lazgun. Each fired into the laboratoryeifkhots went wild.

Jake's first bolt of fierce scarlet light out o Istunrifle missed Torres by a good six inches.

Torres fired and missed, too. The blast slicedumkiout of a counter roughly three feet above
Jake.

"My turn." Beth popped to her feet and fired hemsifle at Torres. She dropped back down
behind the table.

Her sizzling scarlet stunbeam took the cyborg endide.

He made a gagging noise and his head startecktbditk and forth, as though there were
something caught in his throat that he was strnggh get rid of. He lurched sideways, striving to
raise his gunhand and get it aimed once agairkat Bat the gun seemed to weigh an enormous
amount now, seemed to be pulling him downward.

Torres followed the gun toward the floor. It weffft cutting a wobbly circle in the tiles. Dust
and jagged chips of plas came swirling up in aaldithe cyborg fell into that and hit with a great
thud. He twitched violently from head to foot, digghout a long, sad breath. After that he lay stiff
and still.

Jake meantime had moved again. And, as he scatterdded at one of the other invaders.

The man, who had a mustache that looked too bigifolean face, fired his lazgun at Jake
simultaneously.

He missed, but Jake didn't.
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The man's arms went up and he started to flap thentimp, disjointed way, like someone
who felt compelled to complete some strange ex@rcis

While the second man was dropping down into undoosaess, the third fired at Beth.
His shot sliced the lab table nearly in half.

But Beth was no longer behind it. She was runnimg, low crouch, toward the opposite wall.
Halting, she dropped to one knee, aimed the rifté faed.

The beam hit him in the exact middle of his bodga#s of water flew from his poncho and it
billowed up around him. He dropped straight toftber, sat wide-legged. The poncho settled
around his body and masked his last convulsiverspé®fore he passed out.

"Not bad," said Jake to the young woman, gettingisdeet.

Brushing back her hair, she stood up. Then shegthop at the warning lights. "They're
flashing again. That means more visitors. We'd gesbut of here."

"Agreed."

She hurried over to him and led him to the oppos@#. "There's a concealed escape door.
Let's hope | really am an exact replica." Shiftivey rifle, she pressed her right palm to the recog
panel.

It pinged; the door slid open. A corridor was rdegdaThey started along it and the door shut
swiftly at their backs.

"There's a spare skycar in the storeroom this paglwead us to," she explained as they ran
along side by side. "We can use it to get cledrené.”

"Since we don't know how many more of them theeg matreating is probably the best idea."

Beth said, "I think this means, Mr. Cardigan, tlwatre going to be partners—at least for a
while."

"Apparently so," he admitted. "And you might as healll me Jake."
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Chapter 19

The doors of the hidden shed whipped automaticgdgn. Beth guided the skycar out into the
rainy night, taxied across a stretch of clearind sent the craft climbing into the surrounding
darkness.

Glancing over at Jake, she smiled. "You're not tisedling in the passenger seat."
"I'd feel more comfortable at the controls."

"Then our partnership's going to be an especiallyable experience for you, something that'll
expand your range of experience and build youradiar,” she informed him. "That's how my
father likes to describe anything that | initiallyn my nose up at.”

"Yeah, my father handed out similar slogans." Jd&ached in his seat. "Most of them, though,
didn't turn out to be true."

"Is he still alive?"

"Nope."

"You didn't like him."

"It was, actually, the other way around."

"That's too bad," Beth said as the skycar rose alioe trees and leveled off. "What's our
destination, by the way?"

"Right now just head in the general direction & sitate of Chihuahua."”

The dark-haired young woman punched out a fligktepa on the control panel. "What was
your father?"

"Military man—professional soldier."

"Stationed where?"

"Mexico, Central America, Brazil."

"So that's how you got to know this country, travghwith him?"

"He usually didn't take us with him, my mother dnBut after she died, he allowed me,
reluctantly, to live with him here in Mexico."

"My father and | . . . Damn!" She was frowning la¢ dash panel. A tiny rectangular screen
there had come flashing to life; a bulb of red tigbneath it was flashing. "We're being chased."

Jake saw a picture of a heavy black skycruisehetittle screen. It was coming up fast on
their tail from the jungle below. "Let me take ttentrols."

Beth shook her head, her long hair brushing asheulders. "I can outfly most anybody,
Jake," she assured him. "My father taught me alfyinand there was also a professional skyracer
| used to be fond of."

"How well armed are we?"
"Just a disabler beam in the tail."
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"Nothing lethal?"
"My father doesn't believe in that."

"Okay, I'll handle the tail-gunner job." Unbucklinige left his seat and double-timed flat-footed
to the gunner chair at the rear of their skycar.

He could see the big cruiser climbing closer thtotige heavy rain.
"Hang on," advised Beth.

She gunned the skycar and it shot ahead, climbedhem started to execute a zigzagging
backward loop.

Jake found himself hanging upside down in the guseat.
They started to pass upside down over the purskpgruiser.

The bigger craft had a lazcannon mounted on eath stubby wings. Two thick, crackling
lines of purplish light came knifing through thehi rain. They converged on the spot where the
skycar would have been if Beth hadn't gone intddbe.

Jake thumbed the trigger button of the disabler. gun

"C'mon, Jake," urged the young woman, "you canettebthan that."
His first try had missed the pursuing craft entirel

"Okay," he said through clenched teeth and fireairag

The next intense burst of green light touched aifeot the black cruiser. All at once the whole
craft glowed a sputtering green. It swayed frone $@side in the rain-swept sky, its engine put out
of action by the beam of the disabler. It droppedmlin bouncing jerks, nosed over, dived toward
the dark jungle below.

The skycruiser flirted with the dark treetops faxtale, almost hitting them and then pulling up
free in time to miss. Finally it had to give up ament into a sharp downward plunge.

"Not too bad." Beth brought their skycar around antd an upright position again. "l suppose
you're rusty—which is only to be expected.”

"l hit the damn thing."
She held up two fingers on her left hand. "Second t

He saw the skycruiser crash to a rough landingenstoodlands. Nodding, he left the gunner
perch and came back to sit next to Beth. "How abdutice between you and me?"

She let her eyes go wide for a second. "Oh, donitand your other partners kid each other
good-naturedly now and then?"

"Good-naturedly."

She smiled at him, then tapped the dash panel.dtiipblse on our tail," she announced,
pleased.

"You fly pretty well."
"Yes, | do."
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"I'm wondering how those goons knew we were here."
"Mightn't they have followed you?"

"No, nobody tagged me out of Casas Grandes."

"Dr. Danenberg perhaps told someone."

"l saw her to a safe hideaway before heading fog,hée said. "Who else knows about the
lab?"

"A few others."
"Including Bennett Sands?"

"He's familiar with it, of course. He's even visites there," she said. "You don't trust him
either, do you?"

"Not especially."

For nearly five seconds after he awakened, Jakexbadka where he was. Sitting up, he
mumbled a few words.

A new day was starting; the sky outside their dngrekycar was a thin, pale blue.

"We're almost there," Beth told him, punching olarding pattern on the dash. "That's the
town of Cuidado down there?"

"It is, yes."

The skycar started dropping down through the marridirectly below was a large, domed
structure withroro PLAZA inscribed atop it in huge gloletters. "l seem &wéndozed off."

"You were tired. A man of your age can't, aftey epect to tangle with a band of louts and not
feel weary afterward."”

"Wait now." He turned, studying her profile whilebing at a spot on the back of his neck. "I
recollect that you reached over and touched mbt afjer we got through discussing our
destination. Yeah, and | felt a faint tingling and I fell asleep.”

She said, "It's just one of the built-in knacksavé."
"You stunned me?"

"Nothing so drastic, no." She glanced at him, swgilcarefully. "You looked as though you
needed some sleep, but were—"

"Don't," suggested Jake, taking hold of her armo, &dything like that again, Beth. For as long
as we're forced to be together, you let me makel¢besions."

"It's not all that important, Jake. | simply—"

"It is, though. | don't want you using any of ygadgetry on me."
"All right, okay. I'm sorry."

"How many other tricks like that can you do?"
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"I have," she admitted, "a few other knacks. Myéatdecided he might as well build the best
simulacrum possible. One that was better than aahumsome ways."

"That's fine." Jake concentrated on looking dow@@ilado, which was a medium-sized city
along the border that separated the states of S@mat Chihuahua.

"Truly, I won't do anything like that again."
"I'm just not fond of having anyone put me to sléep

"Yes, | should've realized." The skycar circledubl landing area, then settled down to a
landing. Yellow dust came swirling up as the ctaftched ground.

Activating the door release, Beth said, "Don't s@kay?"
"I'm not sulking." He got free of his seat, dropidvn to the yellow ground.

"What would you do if Gomez did something you didike," she asked, joining him, "to clear
the air?"

"Punch him."

"Oh," she said, laughing. "Well, you probably calotthat to me—at least not here in public.
Would you like to stop for breakfast?"

They were walking along a narrow street, and mb#gte@small shops and restaurants were
starting to open for the day. Already the scentsodfiee and spices were in the air.

"Might as well," said Jake. "Then we'll see about lootel rooms."

"The Flauta Restaurant up ahead has a good ratiagedenhelm's Travel Guide," she said,
nodding at the sidewalk café coming up on theinttiThree stars."

"You've been here before?"
"No, but | have several guidebooks in my memorykisan

Allowing himself to grin, Jake took her arm anddpd her to a table. "Do you . . . Shall | order
you breakfast?"

Beth smiled. "I don't require food, if that's wiyatu're asking," she said, sitting opposite him.
"But | can take in food if necessary to back upitlasion that I'm human. Right now I'll just have
a cup of coffee, for appearances' sake."

There were exactly a dozen small, round, whiteesablranged on the red-tile paving in front of
the Flauta. Only three of the others were occup@thr, each by a tourist couple.

A menu appeared on the small screen at Jake's. plaasgguagepor favor? inquired an
unseen voxbox.

"Make it English," replied Jake. The original meranished, replaced by one in English. "You
may give your orders directly to me," instructed ttoxbox.

"Gracias."
"De nada."

Beth rested an elbow on the table. "We can makaitftoone room, by the way, Jake. Since |
don't require sleep, it—"
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"Two."
"It's not a question of propriety, is it?"
"Nope, it's a question of my liking to be by mysediw and then."

"All right. | suppose it will look better, too," shsaid. "What about your contact here in
Cuidado? Will he get in touch with you or—"

"We'll have to do some scouting around. The maimgtis not to attract too much attention
while we're here."

"l can see—"

"It is! It's Jake Cardigan, none other." A tallateblack man of about thirty-five was hurrying
over to their table, smiling broadly. "And—my Gdds$ Beth Kittridge. Jake, old man, you've
found the missing Kittridge girl. Damn—what a nestsry this is going to make!"
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Chapter 20

The black man seated himself, uninvited, at theltbinair at their table. Smiling, first at Beth,
then at Jake, he removed a small recorder-mike fheninner breast pocket of his pale yellow
jacket. Placing it in the exact middle of the tabye he activated it and said, "We've met before,
Miss Kittridge. That was, if you don't quite reca¥hen | interviewed your father two years ago at
a reception at SoCal Tech. I'm Ogden Swires, Bitih Weekthe leading faxzine on the West
Coast. I'd—"

"Before we start the interview," suggested Jakaghimg over to click off the recorder, "how
about a little polite social discourse, Og?"

"Jake, hey, you're interfering with my pursuit dfig story."
"For instance, what the hell are you doing in CdmIt's not part of Greater Los Angeles."

The reporter moved his hand toward his recordeembticed Jake's face and withdrew it. "I
came down to do a story on Warbride, since ourersadre avidly interested in what goes on
across the border," he replied. "I've been sittingny toke for three days, old man, waiting for one
of her public relations people to get back to me."

"Public relations?" Jake laughed. "Sounds likesshpgraded her operations quite a lot."
Turning, slowly, to Beth, Swires inquired, "Is ydather alive?"
Beth answered, "l haven't as yet agreed to arvietgr Mr. Swires."

"GLA Weelhas a guaranteed circulation of four million, Miggridge. You really shouldn't
ignore that sort of coverage or—"

"Were you hunting for us?" Jake asked him. "Is tieat our paths happened to cross this
morning?"

The reporter shook his head. "Old man, | had na i1 were in Mexico at all, nor was |
aware | that Miss Kittridge had been located." kated to inch his left hand toward the small
recorder. "But, as you well know, | really do seenimave a knack for nosing out news."

"That's interesting." Jake grinned at him. "Miss$tidge and | were just now discussing her
knacks."

"Listen, Jake, there are at least a dozen othespesple in town, trying to insinuate
themselves across the border into Chihuahua oneowagother,” Swires told him. "Amongst
them, old man, are a couple from GLA who aren'wdmre near as sympathetic toward you as |
am. You remember how | covered your trial, donti¥® was on your side."

" 'Jake Cardigan isn't as big a scoundrel as le¢'g)lpainted,’ was one of your lines that's stuck
in my mind."

"Christ, | was practically doing PR for you," ingd Swires. "That wasn't easy, believe me,
considering who own&LA Weelkand who they're friendly with."

Jake caught his arm. "What do you mean? | thoughReisberson family controlled your
faxzine."
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Swires nodded and pulled, cautiously, free. "Theyhilit they're especially close to Bennett
Sands—who also does a great deal of advertisiny weit'

"And?"

"He put a lot of pressure on them back then, Jdkecharged that | was being much too
favorable to you, insisted he was dead certainwere deeply involved in Tek running."

"I didn't know that. You should've told me."

"Hell, by the time | found out for certain you were." He glanced toward Beth, then up into
the brightening morning sky. "You were unreachdble.

"I know where Jake's been." Beth brushed at hd¢ laair with her right hand.

"l wasn't sure." He smiled at her. "I'm a very poknd discreet interviewer, never going into
offensive or unsettling topics. At least, | canibeases such as yours, Miss Kittridge. May | ask
you a few simple questions now?"

Beth rested a hand on his shoulder. "I don't seeneh," she said. "Since you're a good friend
of Jake's, you're probably the most logical repddeme to . . . Mr. Swires, is something wrong?"

Approximately three seconds after she'd touched thenreporter slumped in his chair. Then,
starting to snore politely, he went tipping forwandtil his head was resting on the table.

Jake nodded at the plump couple at the nearesp@ettable, who had interrupted their
breakfast to stare. "We warned him about drinkin@arly in the day," he said.

Beth stood. "We'd better just leave him to sleeyfit

"Yes, that's an excellent idea." Jake got up, too.

"Are you ready to order?" asked the voxbox.

"Plenty of black coffee for our friend," said Bethking hold of Jake's hand.

Tucking her legs under her, Beth settled into tihgharmchair near Jake's bed. "I don't think
that's what you feel at all,” she was saying.

They had ground-floor rooms in the small townedgeJdake had decided to come to. Out
beyond his one-way plasglass sliding doors wadia flat was nearly overgrown with bright
flowering bushes.

Jake was pacing from the open doorway of Beth@imdp room to the sliding doors. "Nearly
noon," he remarked, halting to gaze out into thbsght patio.

"We're not discussing your contact or why he's dgting back to you," she reminded. "l was
asking why you get so damn uneasy whenever | megbar wife or Bennett Sands."

"I'm not clear what you're getting at, Beth. Andcs it doesn't seem to have anything to do
with—"

"Sure, it does. You just found out that Sands taolactive part in getting you convicted."
"Nope, all | found out is that Swires was tryingctin me into letting him interview you."
"He wasn't lying."
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"Do you have a built-in gadget to detect lying, 260
"It's only an assumption.”

"I've spent most of my life questioning people.'riiiag his back to the sunlight, he frowned
down at her.

"Well, then, you ought to be able to tell he wasamaking up a story to put you in a good
mood."

"Okay, let's suppose Sands did want to get melgetd the Freezer. What has that got to do
with Kate?"

"You're the one who seems to think it has somettordp with her.”
"She was working for Sands at the time. That's all.

"And you've been wondering why she never told ydwathe was up to."
"Sands may not have been up to anything."

"You trusted her."

"Of course, sure." Jake went to the bed and sésatge. "There's no need to talk about this
any further."

"Didn't you and Gomez talk about it at the time?"
"Not much, no."
"What did he think of Kate?"

"His opinions don't match mine, but we've never magreed about women. Or clothes. You
ought to see some of the—"

"All I'm trying to get at is this," she cut in. "fhay turn out that Kate is involved with what's
going on right now. If you're still feeling sentimtal about her, that could screw us up. | want to
find my father and we can't afford to—"

"He's not your father, he's Beth's father." He wasis feet, jabbing a forefinger in the air.
"You're nothing more than a goddamn machine. Qust,quit trying to tell me that my wife was
sleeping with Sands or that she helped set me up."

Slowly she stood. "l wasn't going to be that dirgabut it." Beth moved to the doorway that
linked their rooms. She went into hers, but le# tloor open.

The call didn't come until nearly dusk.

Jake was pacing again when the vidphone in th@waatcove across from his bed buzzed.
Dropping into the plazchair, he flipped the respswndtch. "Yeah?"

A fat, smiling man in a pale blue suit appearediensmall image screerRP&idénamdor
taking so long, Jake," he began, pausing to wigesgberspiring forehead with a cloth
handkerchief. "These are complex and troubled timed to arrange even the simplest of meetings
requires—"

"Have you set up a meeting, Globo?"
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"Sij, of course. My skills have, if anything, ripenedce last we met, Sefior Jake."
"Who do | see?"

Globo wiped his forehead again, glancing offscrékele. calls himself Sombra.”
"C'mon—the Shadow?"

"Many of these revolutionists have a melodramétieak,” explained Jake's local contact man.
"It would be best not to chide this one about bigantic illusions."

"Don't intend to," he assured the fat man. "Howselto Warbride is he?"

"Sombra has arranged several previous meetingshsithHe's the only trustworthy liaison in
Cuidado," answered Globo. "He's the one who s¢hepime/Lifefaxzine interview two months

ago."
"Missed that one. Where and when do | talk to tng?§
"Siete,seven tonight. Do you know how to get to the Telaza?"
"Sure, saw it coming in."
"You meet him in the Matador Pavilion."
"Why get together where there are going to be meamund to—"

"The Plaza, since it featured only robot bulls aratadors, did not thrive," explained his
informant. "It has been defunct and deserted dasteMay. Tonight you'll find Gate B unlocked."

"Okay, thanks for arranging this."

"You pay my fee, | do my job. All routine, Jakedid the sweating fat man. "One other thing—
Sombra specifies that you meet him entirely alone.”

"l wasn't planning to guide a gaggletofistasthere."

"It's your reporter friends he's concerned about."”

"l don't have any reporter friends."

"And police friends?"

"None hereabouts."

"Then all ismuy bienjs it not?Adiés. The screen went blank.

"This doesn't sound quite right," commented Betimfthe connecting doorway.

"Why?"

"Meeting place is too isolated."”

"I've had lots of meetings in isolated spots oweryears." He left the chair. "Don't fret while
I'm away."

"You're going alone?"

"As specified," he replied. "Fact is, I'd bettemve right about now. | want to get there in time
to look around some."

She came into the room. "Be careful."
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"Always am," he said, clearing his throat. "Bethjihk I'd better apologize for . . . for what |
said to you this afternoon."

"For calling me an android? That's okay, | am agraid," she said. "It's probably a good idea
to remind me of that every so often, so | don'tdgdtisions of humanity."

"The problem is—well, there are still some things hot exactly ready to talk about.”

"Yes, | understand.” She moved in front of himntfeaned up and kissed him on the cheek,
putting both arms around him. "Good luck."

He moved back from her after a few seconds, sayirttanks."
She smiled, asking, "First time you've been kidsed machine?"
"l guess it is," he admitted, turning away.
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Chapter 21

The big tourist landbus rolled smoothly and condbly through the bright, glowing center of
the town's nightlife section. The thousands oftBgylaring and flashing outside turned the off-
white interior of the bus into a multicolored quilt

Jake was sitting alone in a seat near the frotieonly partially filled vehicle. He was
confident he looked enough like a tourist to getyfzlose to the Toro Plaza unnoticed.

Two seats ahead of him a thin redheaded young raarauning his handheld botcamera out
the window. "Terrific, terrific," he observed, chding. "The contrast will make a nifty social
com—"

"Why in the heck do you want another picture odggedy man with no legs?" asked the thin
blonde young woman beside him.

"You don't get the point, Marcella.”
"l guess | sure don't, Rudy."

"See, that guy out there happens to be a vet. douall by his tattered Mexican Army
uniform,” explained Rudy. "Most likely he was disadbduring the recent fighting over in
Chihuahua. Now we find him begging in the midsabthis glitter, and that makes a nifty social
com—"

"He could have legs if he wanted to," the young \@amointed out. "l heard on the vidnews in
the hotel room just yesterday that they do thaefary veteran. If you lose a limb in the servite o
your country, they—"

"Maybe the poor bastard's making his own kind @falccomment. By refusing to let—"

"Showing off, wallowing in self-pity. And if you thk for a minute, Rudy, that when we get
back home to Binghamton you're going to inflict kg pictures of raggedy bums on our friends,
you are sadly—"

"Shut up, Marcella, and let me shoot this beforepags out of range."”

"The lady's right, sir," said the voxbox of the aam "You've taken more than enough
disgusting photographs since arriving in CuidadowtHabout instead snapping that jolly street
musician coming up—the roly-poly guitar player witte tassels on his sombrero?"

"Shit," commented Rudy, dropping the camera tddps

"We'll be halting for a leg-stretch and a snackhatnext corner, folks," announced the robot
driver. He was big and chrome-plated, wearing alsero.

Jake was scanning the bright-lit twilight street.

The town had changed quite a lot since he'd beentheee—make it seven—years ago.
Looming up large on the right was a multileveledding of white glass and dark metal that was
new to him. Inscribed large across its facadeanslflletters was THE ARCADE. Below that, in
letters only a foot high, appearedteME OF THE BEST IN TECHNOSEXYOU WANT IT, WE GOT IT

"Subtle," murmured Jake.
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The bus swung into a purple-tinted parking lot rtexa peach-colored restaurant and sighed
gently.

"This is it, folks," announced the sombreroed robdte're stopping at the Hometown, USA,
Café. They serve only the finest Sands BioFoodsked American Style. We'll be halting our tour
for exactly twenty-two minutes."

As soon as the doors wooshed open, Jake was she&ofidisembark.

He was leaving the tour here. The Toro Plaza taylsicks to the south and no sensible bus
went anywhere near it.

The dusk was smeared with black smoke. It camdiswiout of alley cookfires, went
scrawling up across the fading day.

Jake had walked beyond the protection of the lighitss block was dark, most of its buildings
ruined.

Propped in the doorway of a gutted apartment compées the body of a gaunt old woman
wearing the shreds of a dark overcoat. Five faiaracrows were hopping about on her slumped
corpse, pecking at her. Farther along, the bodyadad dog lay sprawled in the mouth of a sooty
alley. Scrawled in glopaint on the crumbling plasbmwall of a long defunct servo repair shop
were the WordSEWARE THE MAX!

Just beneath the inscription a one-legged marfaded Mexican Army uniform sat on a crate.
He glanced up at Jake with minimal interest.

Jake fished into his pocket for a coin. "What's Meex?"

The one-legged man said, "I'm not a fucking begggiipr.Keep your money."
"Sorry." Jake let the coin fall back.

"The Max," said the one-legged man, "is a nickndmné.as Maquinas.

"And who're they?"

The one-legged man made a dry, rasping sound tigat trave been a laugh. "Perhaps you'll
find that out tonight."”

"Gives me something to look forward to." He conéidwon his way toward the Toro Plaza,
which was still three long blocks from here.

Suddenly, overhead a white skyambulance went rgdayn bellylights flashing red, siren
hooting. In the doorway of a burned-out bodegawa-f@ar-old boy in a ten-year-old boy's trousers
stood silently bouncing a ball. His eyes didn'tse¢e see Jake at all.

Halfway up the next block, light showed in a fewtloé ground-floor windows of a ramshackle
apartment house. Just before Jake reached thededheame flapping open.

A thin, dark-haired girl of no more than thirteeurét free of the building, ran down the six
stone steps and into the twilit street. There whkeading gash across her cheek, another
zigzagging along her bare shoulder. She wore avgiitglet and faded blue shorts.

Stumbling, she went running across the rutted tstnet noticing Jake at all.
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From out of the building lunged a heavyset young.nastead of a right hand he had a silvery
knife with a ten-inch blade. "Out of the wapgbrén;' he said to Jake as he took off after the
running girl.

She darted into a shadowy alley.

The heavyset cyborg galloped across the streafgetianto the alley in her wake.
"This could be a setup,” Jake reflected. "But tdreake sure."”

Drawing his lazgun, he headed for the alley.



94 WILLIAM SHATNER

Chapter 22

Stopping at the edge of the dark alley mouth, dedeed the sound of the girl crying out in pain
and then hard metal scraping against stone.

"l won't miss againghiquita,’ came the voice of the cyborg. "You better justnecalong home
with me."

"No."
The sound of running, then another cry.

Carefully Jake entered the alley. At first he sathimg but thick darkness. Then he made out
the flash of the cyborg's knifehand as it was chlsgh.

"Just come backjonita,' he was urging. "Hey, there's only just three ®how. Rico probably
isn't in the mood anymore, after the way you kicked."

"No!"

Jake saw them now dimly. The young girl sprawledhenground, the cyborg standing
widelegged over her. They were about fifteen fetd the alley.

Moving deeper into the darkness, Jake said, "Ragbut nowamigo,you better start moving
clear of her."

The young man turned, knifehand dropping. "Didmélllyou to keep the fuck out of this,
gringo?'

"Just ease away from the girl." Jake had his lazgoed at the shadowy figure.
"You ease awayabion.This is Max business, not yours."

Halting a few feet from him, Jake ordered, "Back bow."

Instead the cyborg lunged at him, swinging his &imand up.

But Jake had moved.

The blade missed, ripping only the night air.

Jake kicked out with his booted right foot, catghihe knifer in the groin.
"Madre!" He started to double up.

Jake kicked again, his boot toe connecting withctfirg's chin.

The young man jerked completely upright, as thoughvere trying to stretch and grow taller.
His left arm slapped at his side and he produqgaakzaled, whimpering noise in his throat. Then he
began folding up. First at the knees, then in tieidia. He hit the ground hard, flattened out,
stayed there.

"Gracias," whispered the girl.
Jake dropped to one knee beside her. "Let's gebybaf here. Can you walk?"
"Si.l can—" She looked up suddenly at something alaawvkbehind JakéLas Maquinas!"
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There were two more of them, climbing down the siflthe building opposite. As big as the
one Jake had felled, and both cyborgs, they weeetinfive feet up on a plasrod fire escape.

The nearer one had a flamegun instead of a left aemother a whirring saw in place of his
right hand.

"You shouldn't of done that!" shouted the closez.on
Sliding an arm around the fallen girl, Jake scoopedup and started moving.

A fat line of sizzling orange flame left the cybsrgrm, cut across the alley and cooked a large
black circle on the wall behind where Jake andgiHéhad been.

Jake fired his lazgun.
The beam sliced into the fire escape.
He fired again, slicing more of it away.

Aware of what was happening, both cyborgs trieditab up and clear. But Jake had cut
through the rickety fire escape above and belowntihe center section gave way under their
weight. Both came falling down.

The Maquinawith the built-in flamegun hit first, landing with bone-cracking thud. He kicked
convulsively three times and ceased moving.

His arm jerked, spitting out a final spurt of flame
That cut across the chest of his sprawled compamalrset his shirt afire.
He thrashed on the ground, screaming.

"This way quickly,sefior’ The thin girl tugged at Jake's sleeve. "There b@ynore of the
gang coming."

"Okay." He allowed her to lead him farther into #ikey and then through a side door in one of
the buildings.

"Down these steps," she said. "We can go througlc#ilar and get over to the next block. It's
where | was trying to get to."

Nodding, Jake followed her down into the darkness.

He smelled damp earth and death.

The girl held his hand tightly, guiding him throutfe dark. "Sometimes people die down here.
Sick people or people the cyborg gang doesn't Tkat's why it stinks so."

"You live around here?"

"Si."

"Where?"

“I'm not supposed to tell—watch out, sefior. | thinkst stepped on someone."

His foot brushed against what felt like a body. U¥lchave to tell me where you live. Because
I'm going to see you get safely there."
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"l can't go home until after ten."

"Why's that?"

She didn't answer.

He felt cool air blowing on his face.

The girl's grip on his hand tightened. "Here, ugsthsteps.”

A door creaked open and they were out on a crasketth of sidewalk.

"We're going to have to take care of those cutké Faid. "Home might be the best place to do
that."

She stood close to him while she considered whdtduggested. "My name is Strella,” she
said finally.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Jake." He grinned at'thow, about where you live . . ."

"Well, we live at the Toro Plaza. Except that mgh&x, who is sort of a watchman there, isn't
supposed to have his family living with him. If yoansider my stupid little brother and me as a
family."

"And why can't you go back there yet?"

She touched, very gingerly, at the knife gash arbhee shoulder. "Once in a while my father
gets involved in things that are—shady. Then belllme and Janeiro, that's my stupid little
brother, to go away for a while. If | hadn't beentsoff tonight and then been dumb enough to
wander intoLas Maquinagerritory—anyway, I'm grateful to you for comintpag and helping me
get away."

"What sort of shady deal is set for the Plaza tor¥ido you have any idea, Strella?"

She looked up into the night, watching a fat tdusiss go flying over. "I overheard only part of
what he was saying on the phone this afternoomr,'asiswered. "But | know it has to do with some
kind of ambush. They're luring someone to the Plaza

"And then killing him?"

Shaking her head, the girl answered, "I don't tsiokMy father—he's not much of a father, by
the way—he said something about using a stunnekepling the man out of sight for a few
days."

"Who's going to do the job—just your father?"

"No, a son of a bitch who calls himself Sombra.udeally has two or three other assholes who
work with him on his jobs."

Nodding, Jake asked her, "You can get me into the Plaza without anyone noticing, can't
you?"

"If | want to, si"

Jake took hold of her thin hand. "I'm pretty cartiin the one this ambush tonight is being
planned for," he told her. "I'd like, instead, to@ise Sombra."”
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"And my father, too," she said, laughing. "Yesahdelp you sneak in. But try not to kill my
father—unless you absolutely have to."

The curving plasglass walls of the vast dome thattered the Toro Plaza had a multitude of
profanity—in both Spanish and English—scrawledlmemt in dozens of shades of glopaint. There
were all sorts of splatters and splashes as welirt;daeer, wine and blood. Up on the top of the
abandoned dome pigeons and doves roosted anditbppings also decorated the walls. Hundreds
of the birds were fluttering and cooing up ther¢hia darkness now.

"We're almost to the gate we wasgfior'. Strella was leading him along the edge of the €lom
her arm linked in his.

"They're expecting me to arrive in about ten miatite
"But they're not expecting you to turn the ambusiuad.” The girl laughed quietly.
"Do you have any idea who Sombra is working for?"

"No, | didn't overhear anything about that." Slogyishe let go of Jake. "Here is Gate X, an old
service entrance." Stopping, the girl pressed #tm f her right hand to the recog panel at the sid
of the wide plasglass door. "My father rigged suosit'll let me and my stupid little brother in."

Very quietly the door slid open.
Jake followed the girl into the Plaza. They wera iong, dim-lit corridor.

Strella ran silently ahead of him until she cama tdack metal door markewrog3. "We'll
go through this storeroom," she whispered. "Thiatihg us close to where Sombra ought to be
waiting for you."

"Okay, fine."
She touched her hand to the black door.

After a few seconds it slid away to the right. Teheras a large, high room, illuminated only by
a few floor-level strips of light.

Standing aside, Strella nodded at the open doorway.

Jake was one step over the threshold when thgagid him a surprisingly powerful shove in
the back.

He went staggering forward, nearly losing his be¢an
He spun around just in time to see the door snapahhim.
"Well," he observed, "this was a setup after all.”
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Chapter 23

Jake noticed the bulls about ten seconds afterdisdvered that he no longer had his lazgun.

There were four of them, standing in a neat rowrawthe far end of the big storeroom.
About three hundred feet of empty plaswood floosegarated them from Jake. Three of the robot
bulls were a sleek, glistening black and the fow#s a bright scarlet.

"They're dormant, turned off," Jake said to himsdtiér watching them for a few more seconds.

Keeping his eyes on the huge mechanical creatusegag, he moved closer to the door. There
was no way, he found, to open it from this side.

Jake next studied the walls. They were slick, nefdeted plaswood, without windows,
shelves or anything to get a handhold on. The balng was equally blank.

"Getting out of here's going to be tough. Espegiaithout my gun.”

Maybe he really was a little rusty after his stayimthe Freezer. He'd believed in Strella, let
her convince him she was nothing more than a kahimger. Not only had she lured him into a
cage, she'd somehow managed to lift his lazguoete r

"Could be there's a way out of here down at therogimd of . . . Oops!"

The robot bulls were coming to life. The crimsoredrad given an angry snort, blackish smoke
spewing out of his nostrils. His eyes were alivevnglowing a dazzling yellow, and with his right-
front hoof he was pawing at the floor.

"Pretty obvious stuff,” commented Jake, pressirgk l@@ainst the unopenable door. "Black
smoke, flashing eyes. But | guess they figuredfigill fans'd go for that."

One of the black bulls began to move. His eyes gtbved, the smoke spewing from his
nostrils was a milky white. Sparks shot up whensflieery hoof rasped at the flooring. He lowered
his massive head, thick neck wrinkling, and turteedlare at Jake.

"Seems like," said Jake, "somebody wants me tm lbaw to be a matador."

A third robot bull was active. He began making demgring noises in his broad chest. Then he
came toward Jake, in deliberate, mincing steps.

Jake scanned the walls again.

Not a damn thing to get a grip on, no way to clinbout of range. And nothing in the entire
room to convert into a weapon.

The black bull made a nasty sound, came gallopgig at Jake. His horns were made of
stainless steel, the tips knife-sharp.

Waiting until the giant robot was almost on himke@d@odged to his left.
The bull rushed by him and slammed into the walljsing it to shudder.
"Maybe with some fancy footwork," Jake reflecteldgdn avoid these guys for a while. But . .

The crimson bull was now trotting his way.
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Apparently the fourth robot bull was defunct. Aade they hadn't activated it yet. Maybe,
though, they were simply saving it.

The third one was moving nearer.
Snorting out a great spume of smoke, the red baliged Jake.

He spun suddenly, jumping back, and the bull weating by him with almost a foot of
clearance.

Jake ran to the other side of the room. The fitkobull was watching him again, about ready
to make another run at him.

"Maybe | can maneuver them into crashing into eztbler."

He stood still, wide-legged, trying to keep tra¢klee actions of all three of the dangerous
mechanisms.

The other black one came galloping suddenly for. him
Jake sprinted over to the opposite wall.
The bull missed him.

Jake pushed off the wall before the bull coulditpetif turned, then he ran straight at the
crimson bull. That one lowered its head, pawedltdw and charged.

Turning, Jake started running toward the other. bull

The red bull was getting closer behind him.

Just short of the black one, Jake dived to the #ow went rolling between its legs.
He hit a wall, got to his feet.

The red bull couldn't pull up in time. It went srhagy right into the black one. Its sharp metal
horns stabbed into the black metal side. There @mezling, ratcheting sound.

Smoke came erupting out of the black bull's sidé, its eyes started flashing erratically.
Easing along the wall, Jake allowed himself a nbshtisfaction. "One down," he muttered.

The two remaining bulls were both eyeing him. Thesiwing black one decided on another
charge.

But after covering less than a third of the diseabetween them, it stopped dead. Its eyes
clicked shut; it stood stiff and still.

The red one had also ceased to function.
A full minute passed. Then the door came whispeoipen.
"If you're through playing bullfighter," said Befftom the corridor, "let's go."

Jake frowned, then accepted the weapon Beth wdsigadut to him. It was his lazgun and he
tucked it into his waistband. "How about the réghem?" he asked her, nodding toward Strella.

The thin girl was sitting in the corridor, uncortaes, slumped against the wall.
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Beth held up three fingers. "There was a trio eftli' she said. "l stunned two, kept the third
one conscious for you to have a chat with."

Jake was looking down at Strella. "Hey, she's neathing."

"I turned her off at their central control board-meatime | shut down the bulls."
He crouched beside the frail figure. "She's an@id@r

"Sure, couldn't you tell?"

"l don't have your knack." Jake straightened up.

"C'mon this way." Beth started walking along thelecorridor.

"How'd you find me?"

"If I tell you, you'll probably get angry."

"l won't, no," he promised. "But I'm curious."

Smiling as they walked along the curving corricsre said, "When you were leaving and |
hugged you—well, it wasn't just affection.”

He started feeling at his back. "You planted akiregbug on me?"

"I don't think you'll find it, Jake. It's the sizd a flyspeck," Beth told him. "One | designed
myself—I happened to bring a few along from the labllowed me to track you, and hear
everything that was going on, toGracias,dearsefior.Oh, you have saved me from a fate worse
than death.' Boy, Jake, how could you fall for su¢h

"You had to have been there. She was very congricin

Beth glanced at him. "Maybe | shouldn't have pldntet thing on you, but | just didn't like the
sound of this meeting setup. Soon as you leftok wff in our skycar."

Jake was silent for a few seconds. "No, that wgaoal idea,” he said eventually. "We're
partners, after all. I've got to keep that in miran now on."

Beth laughed. "You're mellowing."

"A brisk workout with a few bulls tends to do thatme."

"I'm sorry | couldn't get them deactivated sooner."

"Listen, I think 1 was winning when you got herég said. "Another few minutes and—"

"You wouldn't have beaten the fourth one. He'seadytp breathe out flame." Beth stopped at an
open doorway. "In here."

On the slick white floor at the far side of the moéay two men, both unconscious. One on his
back, one on his stomach. Monitor screens ringedwtls, and at the room's center was a complex
control board. In front of it, tied in a plaschairas Jake's contact here in Cuidado.

"l guess," said the fat Globo, "you'd like an exjaaon, huh, Jake?"
"That'd be nice." Jake's grin was not a warm one.

The fat man wiped at his perspiring forehead.
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"This was strictly a monetary thing, you understame was explaining.

Jake was straddling a chair five feet from him.Ili6g somebody out usually involves money.
Go on."

"Keep in mind that you and | were never close fierSo it isn't as though I'm a Judas or—"
"What were you supposed to do?"

Globo gave his forehead another nervous swipes"iBhgoing to sound pretty awful to you."
"Tell me anyway."

The fat man mumbled something inaudible.

Beth was leaning against the wall, hands in thepbigkets of her trousers. "We didn't catch
that. Otra vez, por favor:

Looking up at her, Globo answered, "I was hire#ilichim."
"By whom?" she asked.

Starting to wad up his handkerchief, he said, "Kieemind that | was paid a considerable
sum."

"Who?" asked Jake.
"Vargas."

"Rafe Vargas."
"That onesi."

Jake studied him for a few silent seconds. "Varg&¥arbride's lover and second in command.
Why's he want me dead?"

"It's not a military thing at all, Jake." He waddie@ handkerchief up even tighter. "Vargas is
aware that you and Warbride were once . . . gaedds."

"Not exactly that."

Globo concentrated on his fat fingers as they p@tetipressed at the damp handkerchief. "The
man is very jealous. He doesn't want you gettiray tige lady again,” he said. "Once he learned |
was seeking to arrange a meeting between you amdride, he had me contacted.”

"Who did that?"
"A nobody, a go-between. His name | don't even khow

Jake rubbed at his chin. "You're telling me thatrb¥ide herself doesn't even know anything
about this?"

"Si, nada."
Jake glanced over at Beth. "What do you think?"
"He's too scared to be lying."

"Exactly, sefiorita,obviously.” He used the handkerchief again orshisating forehead. "The
truth is what I'm telling you."
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Standing, slowly, Jake crossed over to Beth. "Nawhave to find another way to arrange a
meeting with Warbride."

"l can still help you with that," offered GlobotWould be an honor to—"

"Nope. I'll make other arrangements.” Jake borroeth's stungun from her, turned and used
it on the fat man.
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Chapter 24

The robot madam greeted Jake warmly. She wasiede with an ample chrome-plated
bosom showing beneath her shimmering glogold df8gen one hell of a long time, Jake honey,"
she boomed as she gave him another enthusiasti¢leuglump chrome cheeks were decorated
with glimmering gems, her crinkly blonde hair waade of spun gold, and she smelled strongly of
a dozen different flowers. "I heard you were outhaf snoozer, but | didn't think I'd see you down
here at the Arcade."”

Extricating himself, politely, from her exuberamhlerace, Jake took two backward steps across
the ivory-colored parlor rug. "You seem to be timivdown here, Mama Reina."

Chuckling, she returned to her huge lucite rockihgir. "We got the most successful high-tech
whorehouse this side of the border," she told rematee resumed rocking. "But since when did you
go in for andyhookers?"

"I don't," he replied. "I'm looking for a friend afine who's supposed to be here."
"Aw now, honey, | hate to interrupt a customer.”
"He's not a customer. This guy's a reporter @itlA Week-Ogden Swires."

"Him, yeah. He's doing a story on the Arcade." &tingckled, slapping at one chrome knee.
"That faxzine is supposed to have a readershipoafral four million, so an article there'll be great
publicity. You just came down from GLA, didn't yot®dw many of those four million you figure
are frustrated and horny?"

"Most all of them."

"Exactly, so a story in that rag of Swires' willdst business. Local color and nookie's a great
combination." She ceased rocking, pushed downemuims of her chair and shoved to a standing
position. "I've put on a lot of weight since | kngau in GLA, honey."

"How's that?"

"Hell, I had to have lots of extra security gaddaigt in," explained Mama Reina. "Tourists
get a lot goofier than locals. But now I'm equippedtun them, tranquilize them and even perform
a little minor surgery if need be. | can also cladanx card in less than thirty seconds."

"Notice you've added some new rubies, t0o." Smilthg robot madam tapped her cheek.
"Yeah, the gift of an admirer. | got some swell ndi@monds, too, but they don't show when I'm
wearing this dress," she said, waddling towarddb@r. "Your newshound buddy's in the Voyeur
Lounge. I'll personally escort you there, lover."

There were one hundred and twenty large vidmositogens built into the milky plasglass
walls of the large, oval Voyeur Lounge. Four tiefshree-foot-square screens, each with a wide,
gilded catwalk for guests who wanted to stroll.vAtious spots along each catwalk comfortable
airchairs were placed for those who wanted to eajpgxtended view of the activity on any
particular screen.
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The blackGLA reporter was up on the second level, walking staldng and muttering into
the recorder-mike in his hand. Something like yhiistomers were enjoying the screens on the
four tiers.

"Hey, Chop Suey,"” shouted Mama Reina at a Chirmsggst who was aiming his camera at a
row of viewscreens. "You were supposed to check goddamn camera. No pictures allowed in
here—so hand it over pronto."”

"I wasn't informed of this," he replied, leaningt @ver the golden railing on the third level.
"Being an accredited sociologist and not some psevdrill-seeker, | intend to employ my camera
until—"

"Nuts."” The big robot swung up her right arm anued a chrome forefinger at his chest. A
thin, crackling beam of greenish light shot outhef tip of the metal finger, hitting the Chinese
square in the forehead. He gasped, teetered fat abwe seconds and then came falling down
toward the floor.

Mama Reina scooted swiftly over, caught the unconsccustomer before he smacked the
silvery carpeting, dumped him on the nearest stfailing at Jake, she tromped on the fallen
camera with her spiked heel. "No pictures, you siihkhe announced to the rest of the voyeurs.
They returned to their viewing. Giving the robotdaan a nod of thanks, Jake climbed up to the
second tier.

"On Screen 42 there's an overweight, pudgy marafiy fifty enjoying freefall sex with two
silver-plated nymphet androids," Swires was diogainto his recorder. "Screen 43 shows us a fat,
middle-aged lady being tied to a painbed by a nakel® android wearing a sombrero." He
glanced over at the approaching Jake. "About basaKf

"It's okay, you were tired." Jake grinned. "No née@pologize, Og, for falling asleep in the
middle of the meal.”

"l wasn't tired." He clicked off the recorder, ke hand swing down to his side. "I make it a
point to get sufficient sleep, even when I'm covgra war."

"Whatever your reasons for passing out, Miss Kige wasn't offended. So let's simply forget
it."

Swires eyed him. "I've done some checking sinceditmined me, Jake." He slumped into one
of the white airchairs. "You're working for Bascerm@osmos outfit these days. You're supposed to
be finding the missing Professor Kittridge anddasighter. Seems you've already located Beth
Kittridge, so why the hell are you hanging arounddado?"

"There's still her dad to locate."”

"Did she hypnotize me?"

"Nope, and she didn't drug you either. Neitherldiou really, simply—dozed off."
"There's something odd going on. | can sense it."

"l hear you've been cleared to cross over into @Ghloa to interview Warbride."
"How'd you find that out? | only just—"

"l want to see her, too. But my initial contact fbrough."
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Swires was distracted by one of the voyeur scré&mmancing somebody in a vat full of mud
doesn't appeal to me. But then neither does tleedfleratching somebody romancing somebody in
a vat of mud. For that matter, | don't see theifuromancing somebody in a vat full of mud and
knowing that somebody's watching me over a videaiton | tell you, Jake, if | didn't need this
story, I'd pack my gear and go back to my hotevéash my—"

"You're due to take off in the morning for the Wadle interview. I'd like to come along."

The reporter frowned at him. "How come, Jake? Yosupposed to be a former gentleman
friend of the lady's. You ought to be able to diropn her anytime you want."

"l have to see her right now. There isn't time ttvior a message to get to Warbride and
back."

"What about the Kittridge girl?" Swires narroweceaye. "Is she coming along, too?"
"She is, yeah, if that's okay with you."

"And | can interview her?"

"Sure," promised Jake, "but not until after we fimet father.”

"Maybe you'll ditch me again and | won't get a dafing."

"You'll get a story, Og. But not yet."

Swires watched another of the screens for a fewrsk "l never found fat women that
attractive. And two fat naked andies don't do ainglfor me."

"If things turn out as | expect,"” said Jake, "yewgoing to get a damn good story out of this."”

"When | knew you up in GLA a few years ago, you &vpretty honest," said Swires. "l could
trust you."

"You still can."

"Okay, be at my hotel in the morning at seven shgop and the young lady," he said, rising.
"But, Jake, if at any point along the way | find $B¥f dozing off unexpectedly for even a minute,
the deal's off."

Beth wasn't in her room when Jake returned torthe i

Standing in the open doorway between their roomgdiled her name.

After a moment the sliding door in his room opened.

He spun, reaching for the lazgun at his waist.

"Only me," said the dark-haired young woman asssépped in out of the early morning.
Jake relaxed, letting go of the gun butt. "I wasasned about you."

Smiling, she sat on the edge of his bed. "I wag oatside,” she said. "I like to do that when
I'm by myself. Sit out in the open and just thifdoat things. I've done that ever since | was a kid.
When we used to visit my uncle's chateau on thenmib—"

"Be better if you kept out of sight when I'm noband."
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"Yes, sir."

"Okay, I'm not trying to sound like your officialgrdian." He sat in the vinyl armchair. "But
we do seem to have several different groups wiile@dd do one or both of us in."

"Do you think Rafe Vargas is really jealous of you?
"Meaning he might have a less romantic reasonryamg to get me killed?"

Beth nodded. "Not that you aren't a formidablelrivake. But, yes," she said. "It might be that
Vargas, despite his closeness to your old friendodvitie, is linked up with someone else."”

"Such as Sonny Hokori or one of the other Tek king

"Yes, or possibly even Bennett Sands," she saidaVe a vague impression that | heard him
discuss Vargas with my father once."

Linking his fingers, Jake rested his chin on thélret's keep that in mind when we meet
Vargas."

"You've arranged a way to get us across to Warbtide
"Yeah, but | had to promise Ogden Swires an exetusiterview with you."
Her eyes widened. "We're going with him?"

"He got his okay to cross into Chihuahua. Seemmsdat's a fairly safe way of getting to
Warbride. | don't trust any of my contacts hereabdu

"But you trust Swires?"

"A lot more than I trust people like Globo."

"I'll be evasive as possible," she said. "Doesrmkl put him to sleep?”
"He suspects, but | tried to divert him from thation."

"Where'd you find him?"

Jake stood, stretching. "Around town."

"Where specifically?"

He turned to look out into the three a.m. darkn€Bse Arcade, doing a story."
After a few seconds she asked, "When's the last ymo were in Cuidado?”
"Something like seven years ago."

"Did you ever travel here with your father?"

"l never traveled anywhere with my father.”

"l thought you lived with him in Mexico."

"When he was stationed in Mexico City, back whevak in my late teens, we shared a house,"
Jake said, still not looking at her. "We didn'tiatize much."

"How old were you when your mother died?"
"l forget," he said. "Around sixteen or seventeen."
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"Were you all living together then?"

"Nope, she was in GLA—he was stationed in CentrakAca someplace—I was going to
school up at a place called the Sky Academy."

"That's supposed to be a very good school.”

"Very good for troublesome boys."

"Were you?"

"He thought so."

"And your mother?"

"She was sick by that time and didn't get to vote."

"Still, going to school in an orbiting colony likke Sky Academy must've been fun.”

"Almost as much fun as the Freezer." He turnedfaced her. "We have to meet Swires at
seven in the morning. You don't need sleep, bat" d

She left the bed, standing straight. "Yes, | keegédtting. Sorry. Shall | wake you around six?"
"No need, thanks. Good night."

Passing him on the way to her doorway, she pausg¢&iased him on the cheek. "Good night."
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Chapter 25

The landvan drove itself. A small black guidebox lheen attached to the dash control-panel,
and that took care of driving the battered vehibteugh the hot, dry countryside.

The aircirc system functioned only intermittentyd the plasglass windows refused to open.
By midday the interior of the van was too warm #melscents of the previous cargoes and
passengers had grown thicker.

"All around us stretch sad scenes of devastatiohSwires, seated in the driveseat, was
dictating into his recorder-mike. "This village weepassing through now, wherein some of the
fiercest fighting in all of the Chihuahua rebellitook place but scant weeks ago, is like the gutted
skeleton of lost hopes. Many of its humble cottaayes shops are blackened, fallen-down ruins. Its
hollow-eyed denizens wander like forlorn sleepwedkand circling in the glaring sky like lost
punctuation marks are the ebony scavenger birdsamaat a chance to descend and—"

"You used that phrase before," mentioned Jake,wdmslouched in the passenger seat closest
to the right side-window.

"Twice, in fact," added Beth, who sat beside hirthwier long legs tucked under her.

"Have 1?" TheGLA Weekeporter clicked off his recorder-mike. "That happ to me
sometimes when | get too emotionally involved with subject.”

"How did you get involved?" asked Jake. "We've bexling through Chihuahua locked up
tight inside this van. Haven't stopped, haveriketéito anybody."

"I'm a sensitive observer. When | see what thd aigr has done to this area, it touches me. |
don't have to get out and roll around in the muck."

The van swerved to avoid a dead horse in the widsty roadway that cut through the center
of the town. Then, rattling and chuffing, it turnedto a side road.

Beth asked, "What time did you say we're supposeddch our first rendezvous spot?"

"The fellow who delivered this robot van to me tole that'd be around opa.," Swires told
her.

"Then we ought to be just about there."”
Jake said, "We look to be heading for the back trgun

There were no more houses now, only dry yellowdfeln each side of the narrow, twisting
road. Scattered across a burned-out stretch ofieend the remains of three big gray combat
robots. Arms, legs, torsos, heads, blackened aistietiv

The van slowed, swung sharply to the left and hdpdéthe road. It went bumping over a
ditch and into a flat, yellow field. The enginenad itself off and, after producing a few final
pings, the vehicle grew silent.

"Apparently,” said Beth, stretching her legs oufront of her, "we've arrived."

The air a hundred feet directly in front of therarstd to shimmer. Slowly, with occasional
jerks, a building began to take shape. It wasgelasprawling hacienda with seemingly thick
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adobe walls and slanting red tile roofs. Lush sheu sprouted up in front of the hologram house,
and a wide red brick path appeared, leading tpatished oaken door.

"Impressive," observed Swires.
"So's this," said Jake, nodding to his right.

Five dark men in tan uniforms that were trimmecdhvgitarlet were standing close to Jake's side
of the halted landvan. Four of them held lazriff@snted at the passengers.

"Less flippancy in your answers, if you don't min@ihe captain took one precise step forward
and slapped Beth hard across the face.

"Damn you." Jake started to lunge at him.
"It's okay, Jake." She caught his arm, holding hank. "Easy now."
He subsided, but the deepened lines remained ausksehead.

The man who'd hit Beth was small and thin, abdtyt.fHis left eye was circled with scar tissue
and frozen in a perpetual wink. He'd introduceddathas Captain Aguilar. "Let me explain what's
going on," he told them. "We have good reason tewe that an attempt is going to be made on
our leader's life. These would-be assassins of &rlare supposedly going to be posing as
foreign journalists."”

"I'm certainly not an assassin," insisted Swir&®u've checked every damn item in my ID
packet. Hey, you even confirmed my ret pattern wiait unsanitary retina-scanner your sergeant
lugs around in his knapsack."

"Quite possibly you are who you claim to be, Sebwires," acknowledged the captain. "This
outspoken young woman, however, has absolutelgeatification at all."

"l was involved in a crash," she said. "Everythings lost."

"You claim to be Beth Kittridge?"

"l am Beth Kittridge."

The captain shook his head. "That seems to meurdikely."

Jake asked him, "Why—do you have some reason favioey otherwise?"

"And you, Sefor Cardigan, are a convicted crimwlad purports to be an employee of a North
American detective agency which itself has a highigavory reputation.” He shook his head even
more vigorously. "You also have a most unforturatigude."

Swires gave an exasperated gro&igame, por fave—my interview with Warbride was set
up by your own publicity rep," he informed the shtalptain. "I sat around on my toke in Cuidado
for days waiting for all the damn rigamarole to e lf—"

"You're in a war zone here," reminded Aguilar. "Whame effete public relations person may
have promised you back in the safety of—"

"What's the hacienda for?" Jake pointed at it &@ithumb.
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Captain Aguilar said, "Sefior Cardigan—if indeed thavho you really are-por favor,don't
interrupt me again.”

Jake was looking him up and down. "I think | used&mow you, Aguilar,” he said thoughtfully.
"Sure . .. you used to be a pimp for rebuilt ahdgkers up in Tijuana back about—"

"That will be enough-basta!' The captain raised his hand to strike Jake, teanded against
it. "You'll all remain here, under guard, until tan officials in Warbride's provisional government
arrive to take over your questioning. The hacieséapr, is for that purpose.”

"When will they get here?" asked Swires.

"Quien sabe?'Shrugging, Captain Aguilar walked away. The fotlvens stayed where they
were, ringing them, with lazrifles in hand.

Beth leaned close to Jake. "Was he really a pimp?"
"Yep, he was. As | recollect—and this was quitereetago—I arrested him at least twice."
"That sure isn't,"” complained Swires, "going tophelr case."”

The gleaming black landcar came driving into tleddfiate in the afternoon. Its windows were
blank and there was not a single speck of dustsoentire bright surface.

Captain Aguilar and the four other soldiers snappeattention.

Jake was squatting near the believable projecti@ntwick pathway. Beth was sitting, legs
crossed, right on the path itself, and spoilingeipn of the illusion. Swires was spread out om th
ground and resting on one arm, his back to thedtaowy shrubs that bordered the front of the
hacienda.

Rising to his feet, Jake watched the long darkalto a stop some thirty feet away.

Aguilar moved toward the rear of the vehicle. Helka&d his heels and bowed as a blind door
hissed slowly open. "General Ribera, sir, welcorBaWwing once more, he then stepped back to
salute again.

A tall, slender man in a cream-colored suit emeifgesth the car.

"These three are the suspected assassins," exptameaptain, gesturing at them.

Ribera was staring right at Jake. He started langghihat the hell are you up to now, Jake?"
"Eddie . . . How long have you been a general!"

Swires popped upright. "Things are looking up,'r&arked.

* * *

The general and Jake were in what appeared tddngeg wood-paneled living room. Ribera
was perched on an upturned plascrate. Jake wasgpdQuit wandering around, Jake. You kick up
dust and shatter the illusion."”

"You set up one of these hologram haciendas whesexego?"
"No, but Aguilar likes to. | find it best to humbam in small things."
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Halting, Jake asked, "When did you quit being aylawwup in the Borderland?"

"Nearly five years ago," answered his friend. "Theanhhappened while you were away—I
decided to join with Warbride. You haven't keptwih the political situation here in the country,
but things have been growing much worse. Presi@entero is a charming lady—though nowhere
near as tough or practical as Warbride—but shieweadl those around her to step up the
oppression and . . . Ah, but there's no need faraton. Tell me what brings you here?"

"I came to see Warbride."
"To rekindle your former—"

"Jesus, Eddie, just about everybody in Mexico setentisink that she and | had one of the great
romances of the century.” Jake spread his hands Wit it wasn't that at all. | have to see her
now because of a case I'm working on."

"Police business?"

Grinning, Jake replied, "I'm out of the Freezet, ot off the shitlist. No, I'm a private
operative now—working for the Cosmos Detective Agem GLA."

Ribera said, "Not a bad outfit. Bascom isn't exaltinest, but he's not a rascal like some of his
competitors. What does our mutual friend have tovidb the case?"

"Cosmos was hired to locate Professor Kittridge lisdlaughter.”

Slowly General Ribera stood. "That's who the yowagnan outside is—I thought | recognized
her," he said. "Doesn't she know where her fat$&r i

"Nope. Do you?"

Ribera turned half away from him, watching Jaketigh narrowed eyes. "What is it—you
suspect Warbride is involved in the professor'agpearance?"

"There was apparently a crash and it took pladbeiselva Grandewhich she now controls.”
Jake started to pace again and yellow dust swinpethrough the floorboards. "And among the
several attempts to knock me off that have occusneck | crossed the border—at least one was
arranged by people close to her."

Ribera held up his right hand, palm toward Jake,iNat isn't true. There's been no order to
harm you or anyone around you."

"Does Vargas need her okay to try something lile@2h
"Ah—Vargas . . ."
"I'm pretty certain he gave orders to have me &jlEeddie."”

"My relationship with Warbride is not without praphs," admitted the general. "One of them is
Rafe Vargas. She and | don't agree as to his woortis loyalty."

"So he could be behind the attempt?"
"Most certainly,si.
Jake stopped close to his friend. "You have no wleat happened to Professor Kittridge?"
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"None whatsoever, no." He put a hand on Jake'dlddouBut I'll arrange for you to get safely
to Warbride's camp.”

Jake said|Bueno."
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Chapter 26

At dusk they reached the Great Forest. The hugs tese up hundreds of feet and stretched
away ahead of them like endless rows of giantrgillBarkness was slowly starting to fill in the
spaces between the trees, and their high, distanthes seemed to be fading.

General Ribera, who was driving the black landserpped at the edge of the wide roadway
that went cutting through tieelva Grande'Yet another checkpoint,” he remarked.

Three uniformed men, each armed with a lazriflel, b@en leaning against the trunk of a single
immense tree. They snapped to attention and otieeof came trotting over to the halted car.

"Buenas noche$;eneral,” the soldier said after looking in at dpen window.
"We're heading for the central encampment, CorgoRabera informed him.
"You can pass on, General Ribera." Stepping béaekntan saluted.

"That's Carlos Troxa, isn't it?" Jake inquired faes window hissed shut and the landcar began
moving again. He was sitting in the passengerreetto his friend.

"The corporal's name is Troxa, | believe, yes. Why?

"I remember him from the Borderland—used to bechgmcket. Not a major one."”
Ribera smiled. "A cause can reform a man, Jake."

"Maybe. Sometimes."

"You're even more cynical than you used to be."

"l probably am, yes."

From the backseat Ogden Swires said, "Tyranny hagpbfting and ennobling effect. It turns
thieves and ne'er-do-wells into patriots in theviserof a worthy cause."

"Beg pardon?" said Ribera.

"He's only dictating something for his story," exipled Beth, who was sharing the backseat
with the reporter.

Swires asked, "When am | going to be allowed te tstime pictures, General?"
"When we reach the base."
"But I'd really like to get some shots of this fstieThe trees are really quite—"

"That isn't possiblesefior.We don't want any specific details of the routéh®camp
appearing."”

"l can be very discreet in snapping the—"

"It's not permitted.”

Sighing, Swires returned to talking quietly int@ hecorder-mike.

Jake asked, "What exactly have you heard abouéesdof Kittridge's crash, Eddie?"
"Nothing beyond the fact that a crash apparenttpoed.”
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They were surrounded now by the giant trees, amdlély was moving rapidly toward night.
Jake said, "But their skycruiser came down faidgamhere."

"Supposedly, yes."

"Supposedly? Do you have doubts?"

"I mean only that | was away at the time, Jake.ré@foge | possess nothing but hearsay
information." Ribera glanced briefly back at BetBurely theseforitacan provide you with all the
details, since she was with her father."

"Actually I wasn't,” she said. "I heard that—"

"She wasn't," Jake interrupted. "Is there anytleilsg you can add?"
Shaking his head, Ribera said, "No, nothingnada’

"You know Bennett Sands."

"Of course. Though I'm not overly fond of him," theneral admitted. "I must mention,
however, that he's been most helpful to us."

"How so?"
"He's given Warbride considerable financial aid."

"To make certain,” Beth said, resting her handhenhteadrest of Jake's seat, "that his own
holdings hereabouts don't get damaged or naticethliz

The general said, "That may well be his motive."
"Then Warbride might,” said Jake, "do Sands a favor
"She might. What sort do you have in mind, Jake?"
"Don't know. Something to do with Kittridge, prothab
Ribera nodded.Si,that's possible."

"But she wouldn't necessarily confide in you if $tzel?"

Ribera laughed. "You know her," he said. "Warbiglaot the confiding type—not with her
lovers and not with her generals."”

The noise came rolling through the night foreshdreds of voices shouting and one amplified
voice booming out above them. There was a glaoe,st@arting to show up ahead.

Landcars were parked at the side of the wide waooldtaad, landvans as well, and even some
jetcycles.

Pulling off the road, Ribera said, "I'd forgottdsoat this. We'll stop here and go the rest of the
way on foot."

"What's going on?" asked Jake.

"A sort of rally." The general got out of the cANarbride's addressing her followers—and the
event's being vidtaped."
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"Propaganda, huh?" Jake joined him at the sidbeofdad.

"Copies of the vidtape will be circulated.”

Swires asked, "Can | use my camera now?"

Smiling faintly, Ribera replied, "No one will objesefior’

Beth took Jake's arm. "Vargas is likely to be hex@t he?" she asked quietly.

"l sure hope so."

She tightened her grip on his arm. "I don't thinis is the ideal location for confronting him."
The shouting from up ahead grew louder, and theretivas a sudden and abrupt silence.
Five seconds passed.

The amplified voice of a woman came echoing throunghgreat trees. "Who am 1?"
"Warbride," answered the as-yet-unseen crowd.

"l cannot hear you."

"Warbride!"

"Once again, please. | still can't quite hear you."

"WARBRIDE!"

"l have been called Warbride since | was seventggice my brother and father vanished.
Since they were made to disappear because theyéelin freedom—not just freedom for
themselves, but for all of Mexico. They vanishedaese they opposed the ruthless tyrant who
then ruled our country . . ."

With Ribera in the lead, they made their way towtherally. There were more cars now, more
landvans, more jetcycles, all crowded at the sudeke roadway. The bright white light coming
from up ahead made the parked vehicles gleam awd gl

". .. and that man, that despot, was not as béldeashore who occupies our capital now. |
have been called Warbride since the day | was rbpdederal soldiers. Raped by five men who
served a tyrant. | have been Warbride since that®iace that dark day when | swore that | would
marry not a lover, not a good man who wanted me-edld/be married tavar! And | shall remain
the bride of war and revolution until my country—tiiour country—is free. Tell me my name."

"Warbride!"
"Warbride!"
"WARBRIDE!"

Gigantic trees had been cut down, at least twordozéhem, to make a large clearing. There
appeared to be well over a thousand people, memwantn, in uniform and out, seated on the
bare ground and all staring at a wide, raised, waqaatform. On each side of the platform stood a
huge vidscreen, each one twenty-five feet hightamahty-five feet wide. A dark-haired woman,
wearing tan trousers, highly polished black boots$ @ blood-red sleeveless tunic, stood alone on
the stage. On both screens there showed an enoimags of her. She wore her hair cut short,
and there were traces of weariness and strain slgawiher tanned face. She was a pretty woman,
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with an intensity in her dark eyes. She raisedriggnt hand and her arm flashed and glittered in the
spotlights aimed at her. It was chrome-plated ntetalst below the elbow.

Beth leaned closer to Jake and whispered, "Shesladét older than | expected."

* * *
"Careful where you step," Ribera cautioned as d¢Hem up to the bright-lit clearing.
"Holograms," realized Jake, scanning the rear wiwke audience.

"It helps make for a more convincing propaganddilmg’ the general said. "We actually have
only about four hundred in attendance, but a thodisaoks better and—abefior,l'd prefer if you
didn't photograph this particular aspect of ouiyral

Swires, crouching slightly, was about to use hialspixcam. "These projected people'll come
out looking nearly real in my—"

"Even so."

Reluctantly, the reporter lowered his camera. fnng to have to sacrifice my reputation for
bringing my readers nothing but the truth,” he ctzamed.

Ribera said, "We can sit back here, Jake, untildAfide's finished speaking. Then I'll take you
to her." He squatted on the ground, just behindrg laelievable row of holograms.

Jake sat, beckoning Beth down next to him. "Wa#dsié good five years younger than | am,"
he told her.

"That doesn't exactly make her a teenager." Shiegdetross-legged beside him. "You've held
up a lot better."

"Been getting a lot of rest lately."

Up on the platform Warbride was saying, "We muslolyal not just to the flag and the other
beloved symbols of our country, we must be loyahidea of Mexico. And that idea cannot be
the idea of one person, nor of a dictator or of bitah who calls herself president. Mexico must be
the idea of all of us. Mexico is what you think &eél and what you want for yourselves and for
your children. Mexico is all of us—all of the fift@ hundred loyal warriors, men and women,
who've journeyed here tonight, and all of you whth ear my words and see my image."

She raised her metal arm again, and for severahsisca gigantic image of it flashed on both
the great screens.

"There is no room among us for anyone who is ngdl|6 she continued. "Our cause is too
important for that. Anyone who is disloyal to me—-datherefore, to you and to Mexico—must
die."

"Damn," said Ribera. "She promised me there'd bmore of these."
"A public execution?" asked Jake.
"Yes—and that makes us no better than PresideneRnin

Someone was being led out onto the stage now. afgslpue suit was tattered, splashed with
blood. His face was bruised and cut.

But Jake recognized him. "That's Globo." He gdtitofeet.
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"Jake, stay here," urged Beth, reaching up andogrghthis sleeve.

"Globo, poor bastard, was disloyal to me if anyhtdhe said. "He's being killed now to keep
him quiet.”

"But you can't go—"

"Sure | can." Shaking free of her grasp, Jakeedastalking through the crowd toward the
platform.
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Chapter 27

The crowd became aware that Jake was striding tbtharplatform. They grew silent for a
moment, then began murmuring.

One of the small botcameras that was hovering theeclearing came gliding down to get a
look at him.

The murmuring of the several hundred real soldyeesv louder. But since they were uncertain
as to whether or not Jake was part of the showneomade a move to stop him.

When he was still about a hundred feet from thghbriit platform, Warbride came to its edge
and, shielding her eyes with her flesh hand, statgdt him.

It took her another ten seconds to realize who && When she smiled in recognition and the
smile was flashed large on the screens. "Jak#&)o," she said, laughing. "It's been a very long
time."

"It has," he agreed, stopping a few feet shorhefglatform and looking up at her.

She pointed skyward with her metal thumb. "You weray—and frankly | didn't expect you'd
be out this soon. Nomi alma,that you'd show up here."

"I've been trying to see you," he said to her. "8pparently that news hasn't gotten to you."
"No, no one told me that—"
"We have business to attend to," cut in a harsdtjrgy voice from Jake's right.

From behind one of the huge picture screens steppait| wide-shouldered man. He wore a
tight-fitting uniform, and spread across his brahdst were dozens of medals and ribbons. He was
about forty and a little more than half of his facas handsome. The rest of it had been replaced by
silvery metal. His left hand was metal, too, of Haene gleaming silver.

"General Vargas!" cried someone in the crowd.
Others shouted the name. "Vargas!"
Turning, Jake said, "I've been wanting to run yaa, Vargas."

"And I've been most anxious to encounter you, S€fadigan.” Stopping a few feet short of
Jake, Vargas gave him a slight, stiff bow. "Fitequgh, | must take care of this traitor."”

"Kill the traitor!" shouted a good portion of theogvd.
On the platform, held by two soldiers, the sweatatgnan was watching Jake and the general.

"The thing is," said Jake, "I don't think Globo&eln disloyal to Warbride's cause. He set me up,
sure, but that should've earned him a—"

"It's extremely dangerous,” warned Vargas, "tortgde in an official executiosgfior! From
his silver-trimmed leather holster he drew a lomgréled lazgun. "If you will step aside now, I—"

"Jake, why are you so interested in this traitd¥arbride had detached her mikes, was sitting
on the edge of the platform and gazing down atwieemen.

"Have you questioned Globo?"
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"Of course not—I don't participate in that sortlnhg anymore."

"Be interesting if you did, since | think Vargasedo't want Globo to talk about what he's been
up to lately."

"l don't understand;arifo.”

"Don't you really know that Vargas hired Globo tova me killed?"
She frowned at the generats' verdad?

"Obviously not." Vargas raised the gun to take atrslobo.

Jake moved then.

He sprinted forward, across the gap between hinaselfthe cyborg. His right hand chopped at
the gun in the metal fingers. He knocked it fre&/afgas’ grasp.

"Another traitor!" Several soldiers in the frontwstarted to rise up.

"Back!" ordered Warbride, standing.

Vargas swung at Jake with his metal hand.

He hit Jake just below the breastbone, causingthigasp and go staggering back.
Vargas followed him, striking him against the saf¢he head.

The harsh light of the clearing seemed to flaredsadyy brighter.

Jake fell to one knee.

Vargas stood over him, raising his metal fist ttkethim again.

But Jake made a lunge, butting the cyborg in theésegtion.

Vargas coughed out air. He stumbled back, losb&lisnce, fell to his side in the dirt.
Jake charged, threw himself on the fallen man #edes jabbing him in the ribs.
"Stop!" ordered Warbride from the platform.

Both men ignored her, rolling over as they strudgle

Jake caught a glimpse of Warbride's metal arm pwgjrdown at them. Then a thin, glittering
line of green light jumped from her forefinger.

It cut through the night and hit Vargas in the fatlee silver side of it made a sizzling sound
and his whole body jerked. His metal fingers cataging up to scratch at his face. Then he jerked
once more and was still.

Jake pushed himself up off the ground, startednotbward the platform.
The beam hit him in the chest.

He felt as though he were being lifted clear off gnound. The most important thing in the
world was to get one more breath of air. But heldoo longer breathe; he was frozen and couldn't
move. All the light went away.

He heard the wind. It was blowing harsh and hatdide wherever he was.
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Jake slowly awakened. He was flat on his back wida, carved-wood bed, and his skeleton
inside him felt as though it had been taken apadtthen reassembled not quite correctly.

Pushing backward with both elbows, he managedttbigeself into a sitting position atop the
antique bed.

The night wind rattled the high, wide, plasglasadaws that circled the dim-lit room. All that
showed outside were the clear dark sky, stars gradeahalf-moon.

He grimaced, shook his head, carefully, from salside. He still enjoyed awakening, even
though right now he had to undergo the discomfgréfiereffects of having been knocked out with
a stunbeam.

"Got one built into that arm of hers," he said asattempted to slide clear of the bed and stand
up. "Very convenient for her."

Stepping onto the thickly carpeted floor causedstmme reason, all his teeth to ache for a
while. There were also assorted twinges making siedmas known in his elbows and knees and
along his ribs.

Doing it very gradually, Jake walked over to oneéhaf windows. That produced a whole new
set of aches and pains.

He was in a tower, very high up. The treetops efS&lva Grandeshowed about fifty feet
below. They were swaying in the strong wind.

"This must be," Jake decided, "one of the rangsrosts. Taken over and redecorated by
Warbride."

Small plasglass panels had been set in the patenaliis here and there around the room, and
they glowed with a faint rose-colored light. Thepsting was pale pink and so was the only door.

Inhaling deeply, Jake started for the door.
It slid silently open before he was closer thanfest to it.

Framed in the brighter, harsher light of the carridras Warbride. Hands on hips, she stood
smiling at him. She was dressed as she had bebe Hilly.

"I'm truly sorry,caro, that | had to incapacitate you for—" She glanatthe tiny watch built
into her chrome arm. "For nearly four hours. Butainted to cool you off—you and Rafe both."

"You succeeded, Elana."

Her smile broadened and she crossed the thresBloddwalked up to him, put her arms around
him and kissed him full on the mouth. "You rememimgrname,” she said finally.

Easing back from her, he said, "Would you prefeinduted 'Warbride' a few times?"
Crossing to the bed, she sat on its edge. "The walb—a political necessity, Jake."
"l especially liked the story about how you got yoaickname."

Laughing, Warbride said, "My speechwriter came g that six months ago—and it really
seems to have quite an effect on audiences. Hetod®xla professor of literature at Mexico
University, before that whore, President Romerad hisiname on a death list. Originally | was
saying | was raped by three soldiers. | decideel $ounds better."
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Jake watched her. "It was also interesting to dimtlhow your brother Jorge disappeared. I'd
always thought he went into hiding to avoid beiadploed for dealing Tek."

She shrugged one shoulder, brushed at her shgpedohair with her silvery metal fingers.
"We changed poor Jorge's bio for propaganda redssims said. "A martyr is better than a fugitive
from the law."

"l think you can help me, Elana."

"Ah, then you didn't come here to rekindle—"

"Whatever we had once, Elana, is long gone."

"Muy triste} she said with a sigh. "But also true, alas. W#itt you need, Jake?"
"I'm working for the Cosmos Detective Agency, ahdy—"

"No longer a policeman," she said, shaking her hdaaways thought that was a lifetime
calling for you,Juanito’

"So did I—once." He went over to sit beside herns@os wants to find Professor Leon
Kittridge and his daughter. Their skycruiser isgoged to have crashed near here a couple of—"

"You're traveling with the Kittridge girl, which rgkes me as very strange. Yet you say that you
are searching for her and—"

"She's not Beth Kittridge."
"Isn't she? From pictures I've—"
"Where is she now, by the way?"

Smiling, Warbride pointed at the floor with her mieforefinger. "Perfectly safe, Jake," she
assured him, "in a guest room two levels down. e is very fond of you—and she was very
unhappy with me for stunning you."

"What about the Kittridge skycruiser?"

"l was told that it did crash here in tBelva Grandé.
"You didn't see the wreckage?"

"No, but Rafe Vargas did."

"What happened to Kittridge and his daughter?"
"Both dead," said Warbride.
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Chapter 28

Jake went over to stare out into the clear blagkmiThe wind was blowing harder. "I don't
think they're dead," he said, "because too manyplpewe still trying to keep me from finding
them."

"Maybe it's only that you don't want to believe theh."
"The truth, Elana, isn't something | expect tofgetn Vargas."

"Just because | used the stunbeam on him toraght, doesn't mean that | don't love him and
trust him."

"Violence and romance." Grinning thinly, Jake tuine face her. "Tell me—what happened to
Globo?"

"He's in a cell down below. | want to look into lsigse myself."
"While | was in Cuidado, Globo arranged to havekmecked off."
"Yet you took a risk like tonight's to save higfif

"Hell, he was going to be executed for the wronggh-that's not justice," he told her. "After
Globo's plan to get rid of me went flooey, | hadi@ chat with him. He says it was Vargas who
hired him for the job."

She stood. "That seems unlikely, since Rafe de&l@h know you were in Mexico."

"Sure, he did. Globo contacted him—or somebodyectoshim. | told you, I've been trying to
arrange a meeting with you."

"Then are you suggesting that Rafe is jealous afythat he doesn't want an old lover of mine
turning up again?"

"Nope, that's not Vargas' reason at all.”
"Then what is?"

"Quite a few people are interested in Kittridgeaf1 because he's come up with a way to
render just about every Tek chip on the face oBagh absolutely useless,” Jake said. "If I find
him first, then that process'll be used to wipetbatTek trade. For a while anyway."

"You're claiming that Rafe wants to keep you framwdting the professor?"
"Yeah. And I'm pretty certain he knows where Kitre and his daughter are."

Angry lines appeared on her forehead and aroundhbeth. "I don't see what your reason is
for trying to turn me against him."

"Propaganda and persuasion isn't my specialty,aildme said. "But | intend to find the
Kittridges—and | figure Rafe Vargas is one of thed®'s trying to stop me."

Very slowly Warbride said, "If that's true—themieans he's lying to me, keeping back the
truth."

"It also means he's tied in with the Tek trade."
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Her metal fingers tightened into a fist. "We hawathing to do with Tek, Jake, not a damn
thing," she told him. "You must know how | feel albohat stuff—especially because of my
brother.”

"Most of the recent rulers of your country havexactly shared your views."

She hit the palm of her flesh hand with her masal TIf | collaborate with the Tek lords then
I'm no better than thaduta, President Romero."

"And Vargas agrees with you?"

After a few seconds she replied, "I've been assyitiiat he does, yes." She took several
striding steps toward the door, turned and poiateam with her metal forefinger. "Come along,
Jake, we'll settle all this right now."

Saying nothing, he followed Warbride out of themoo

The light from the overhead globes made the métalaf Vargas' face glow palely silver. He
was still in his uniform, and the medals on hisdat@hest glowed, too. He was sitting in a lucite
armchair near the center of his room. When Warlx#ae striding in, the portion of his mouth
that showed broke into a smile. "l want you to knoara, that | completely forgive you for—"
Then he saw Jake. "Why did you bring tbébronhere?"

Warbride halted a few feet from his chair. "We wintliscuss something with you, Rafe."
"We?" He was watching Jake. "Since when do yowmadlangosto—"

"I want to know," she demanded, putting hands @s,Hiif you had anything to do with plans
to have Jake killed."

Vargas brought his silver fingers up to touch atdiiver cheek. "Has he come whining to you
with some childish fairy tale of—"

"Vargas," cut in Jake, "l used to know her pretsilwl don't think evasive bullshit is going to
work."

"You allow this man—fresh out of jai—to come hemed accuse me?"
"Did you?" she asked.

"What possible reason would—"

"l can have Globo brought here."

Vargas stood up, turning his back to both of th&rery well, but you're going to be angry
with me,chiquita" he predicted. "Keep in mind, though, how mudbve you, and how much you
mean to me. When | heard that Jake Cardigan waoteaime here for—"

"Why wasn't | told about that?"

Back still to her, Vargas held out his metal hand enade a be-patient gesture. "l was—forgive
me, it was childish—but | was jealous. | knew tyaii two had once been very close—granted it
was many years ago—and | simply didn't want hiningegou again.”

"That was a decision | should have made, Rafe."
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"Yes, surely," admitted Vargas, shoulders slumgsinghtly. "It was wronggcara, as was my
foolish plan to have this insignificanticarachakilled. Once | saw him face to face—why, |
realized he was nothing but a pathetic, burnedalutre. Certainly no competition for me."

Warbride asked him, "What about Kittridge?"

"Who?"

"Kittridge," she repeated.

"I'm afraid, bonita, that | don't know the professor."

"Yet you're aware he's a professor?"

"Perhaps I've heard of him somewhereggrigo, is he not?"

Reaching out with her metal hand, Warbride caughshoulder and turned him around so he
was facing her again. "Look in my eyes, Rafe," @ltered. "Do you know anything about the
crash of a skycruiser—Kittridge's skycruiser—neanef?"

He shook his head, but his eyes were on the lightgfloating a few feet above his head.
"Nothing, cara, except that it crashed.”

"Rafe!" She put her metal hand to one side of badh her flesh hand to the other, and forced
him to meet her gaze. "Swear to me that you—"

"l don't have to swear a damn thing." He pullee frieacked away from her. "Either you trust
me or you don't."

"At the moment | have doubts,"” Warbride admittedgdin | ask you—what do you know of
the crash?"

Vargas went over to the far side of the room tadtaoking out a window. "There was no
crash,” he said finally. "That was only a storytthas circulated."

"Then what did happen?"

Vargas watched the night wind worrying the treet8ggeep in mind that funds for our cause
are not always that easy to come ¢gfra, despite our many recent victories."

"You made some sort of deal?"

"The sky cruiser was forced down in tBelva Grandé,he answered. "For not interfering with
that operation, for providing certain people safaduct—well, we added a considerable sum to
our treasury."

Jake asked him, "Who paid you the money?"

Vargas didn't respond.

Warbride said, "Answer, Rafe. |, too, am interested

"As | understand it, though | never met him dirgetthe money came from Sonny Hokori."
"Mierda. You've been dealing with the Tek people while—"

"This has nothing to do with selling Tek, or eveithwmanufacturing it. Hokori wanted to
waylay Kittridge and his daughter, and he was ngllto pay well for our cooperation. His people
took care of all the details."
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Jake eased closer to him. "What did they do wighKhtridges after the cruiser was forced
down?"

"l don't know."

"But they weren't killed?"

"Not to my knowledge."

"Where were they taken?"

"l also have no knowledge of that."

"What about Sonny Hokori—where's he?"

"As of two days ago Hokori was in Acapulco. At fRkeasure Dome, his casino complex
there."

"Could Kittridge and his daughter have been takend?"

"It's possible, but | don't know."

Jake next asked, "What about Bennett Sands?"

"He wasn't involved in any of this—if that's whaiwwant to know."
Warbride asked, "How much did Hokori pay you?"

Vargas looked back over his shoulder at her. "He paa handsome sum."
"Specifically?"

"It was—it was five hundred thousand dollars in Aicen dollarschiquita”
"Where is that money?"

Vargas looked up at another of the floating glodielgght. "As a matter of fact, it's still here in
my quarters. | was intending to turn it over to yeand to explain all that had happened. But then
this gringo intruded on us and—"

"Rafe," she said, "this imuy triste"

He touched his silver fingers to his silver cheghia. "But we've cleared the air now, been
honest with each other—although | must admit | wdwdve preferred to have this little talk in
private and without a hostile intruder taking itial"

"I have loved you, Rafe," she said sadly. "But y@of no use to me if | can't trust you."
"But you can trust mesara. Haven't | told you everything?"

Warbride shook her head. "But too late, much toe.laHer metal arm swung up and her
middle finger pointed at him.

"No, cara—please . . ."
An intense beam of crimson light went leaping frioen fingertip.

It hit Vargas in the chest as he was trying to kaeky. Medals and ribbons burned and melted
first and then a small, neat hole was burned dieiarugh him. Blood came pumping out of the
hole and then out of what showed of his mouth. ¥sargrms flapped and he fell back against the
wall. He stayed there until he died, which onlykdiwe seconds.
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"Jesus, Warbride . . ." said Jake.

"I'm glad to see," she said with a satisfied sniileat you're finally calling me by my right
name."
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Chapter 29

The dawn was gray and chill. Beth didn't say amglas Jake guided the borrowed black
skycruiser up above the clearing. When they weketiog over the highest treetops, he punched
out a flight pattern for Acapulco.

"Why so glum?" he asked, relaxing in the pilot sesathe cruiser started cutting through the
beginning day. "You miss Ogden Swires?"

She had been looking straight ahead and contiradd 0. "I suppose | ought to apologize for
the way I'm feeling," she said. "Except | can'ttcohthe emotions that've been built into me."

"Which emotion is producing that scowl!?"

"I'd like to ask you something, Jake."

"Go ahead."

"Did you spend the night with that wild woman?"

"Only part of it."

"Well, | suppose that was to be expected, sincesyago you and she were—"
"Whoa—I didn't spend the time in bed," Jake told Hewas getting information."
She turned to look at him. "What did you find out?"

"The crash was faked," he answered, "with Vargalg.h

She pressed her hands together. "They're alive?"

"They should be."

"Where—in Acapulco?"

"We'll start looking there, since that's where SoHwkori is supposed to be."
"Then Hokori is the one behind what's going on?"

"He's behind what happened to your father."

She laughed quietly. "To Beth and her father, y@am"

Nodding, he said, "Kittridge and Beth were forcedvd near Warbride's encampment. Since
Hokori's involved, it's likely he had them brougbithim.”

"That would be to the Pleasure Dome, wouldn't it?"
"Yeah. Ever been there?"

"No, but it was a favorite spot of Bennett Sanasl be talked about it," she said. "Did Vargas
say anything about him?"

"Only that Sands isn't tied in."

Beth looked out at the Great Forest beneath thérhy"did Vargas confide all this in you? The
last time | saw you two together, you weren't elyaet
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"Warbride mentioned that you weren't too happy wittat she did—and told her so. |
appreciate your support, Beth, but that was risky."

"My temper sometimes overcomes my reason. Nowrelhbout General Vargas and why he
decided to confide in you."

"I had Warbride along—she did most of the questgrii
"Didn't she know about the skycruiser being forded/n?"
"Apparently not."

"And you believe her?"

"She was very convincing," he said. "After she wut what Vargas had been up to—she
killed him."

"Jake." Beth put her hand on his arm. "I thougbytivere lovers."

"They were, sure. But she won't allow anybody,ex@n a lover, to make deals she doesn't
know about."

"She might have killed you, too."

Jake grinned. "No, because she trusts me."
"Sometimes | wish . . ."

"Wish what?"

"Oh, it's only that all of this, people killing daother and trying to kill us—I just wish it were
over."

"Ought to be fairly soon."

“"Last night | was thinking about something | didewmh was eighteen,” Beth confided.
"Everything had been getting too much for me—schiawhance and my father. Being a very
affluent and fairly spoiled kid, | ran away to th®on."

"That's impressive. | took off once when | was niomet | only got as far as the Glendale Sector.
How long before they found you?"

"Almost a week. I'd just been hiding out at a vilig uncle has up there. It's way out in the Old
Settlement area and he rarely visits it himself,Haufeels good knowing the place is there should
he decide to hop up there for a lunar vacatios alt'staffed by robots—and some very old and
antiquated robots they are."

"The place is still there?"

"Yes. | was even thinking last night that I'd ltcehead for there again," she admitted. "Except
a couple of things keep me here. | want to findfatlzger and—well, I'd like to stay with you as
long as | can.”

After a few silent seconds Jake said, "I'm glad g@ln't run away."

She smiled and leaned back in her seat. "l stilenber the keyword for getting into the place
and activating my uncle's villa. It's eclectic,"”

"Eclectic's not a very dramatic keyword."
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"My uncle sees the universe as basically ecledRedching out, she took hold of Jake's hand.
"l thought for a few minutes there last night, yoww, that Warbride had killed you."

"So did I."
"And for those few minutes | really felt as thoughlost something important.”
After a while Jake moved his hand free of hers.

The Acapulco Ritz had five tapfree vidphones omiezzanine floor. After Jake and Beth
checked into a suite high in Tower 3, he went dtavase one of the phones.

A gold-plated robot with a permanent smile gredtmal in three languages and escorted him
into a bugproof phoneroom.

Seated in front of the phonescreen, Jake put thraugall to the Cosmos Detective Agency in
GLA.

A lovely crimson-haired young woman appeared orstiteen. "Cosmos Detec . . . Yikes!"
"How's that again?"

"It is you, isn't it, Jake?"

"It is. Are you Marny?"

She fluffed her hair. "I abandoned my andy lookg igency receptionist explained. "But the
important thing is—we'd heard you'd maybe been lathgdf down there in Mexico. Trampled by
wild bulls was one rumor, gunned down by a jealwe of Warbride's was another.”

"Some truth in both rumors,” he acknowledged. "Butstill above the ground. | want to report
in, and find out how Gomez is doing."

"You can talk to him."

"He's in the office?"

"Against his medics' orders. Hobbling around in@strpathetic, but sort of sexy, way."
"Put him on, Marny, please."

"Surely. And, oh, do you think I look less mechanhitis way?"

"Much less."

She smiled, the screen blanked for eight secordisheaem Gomez appeared.

He was seated at a desk with a smudged stretdteofi@n sky showing out the high, thin
window behind him’Amigo," he said, smiling. "I'm very pleased to note thai'se not defunct.”

"Not completely as yet. How are you?"

"Doing as well as can be expected. A plascast efsdeg, by the way, brings out the maternal
in all sorts and conditions of women," said histpar. "Where are you?"

"Acapulco," answered Jake. "Listen, I'm a littlerwabout my old contacts down here. Do you
have somebody trustworthy you can suggest?"

"Who you going up against? Sonny Hokori and asses®
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"For a start, yes."

"Be very cautiousamigo,; advised Gomez. "Let's see—you can try Carmeliteedez at the
Dalton-Walden American Faxbook Centre. Don't letdemure demeanor fool you. For general
information see Gutierrez at the Club Latino. Ho gou progressing with the case?"

"It could be that Kittridge and his daughter areelie
"What leads you to that conclusion?"

Jake, concisely, gave Gomez an account of whatitee!d up to since arriving across the
border.

When Jake concluded, Gomez looked up from the raesbeen taking. "This android rep of
Beth Kittridge . . ." he said.

"What about her?"

"You're holding something back, aren't you? | dantiw, there's something that comes into
your voice when you talk about her."

"You and | have been partners too long. It's totaghide anything from you," said Jake. "Well,
what seems to be happening—hell, I'm getting foinBleth."

"Except that this isn't really Beth."

"Exactly, yeah. But in a way she is."

"l had a crush on a hologram stripper when | wetesn."
"l suppose that's about what this sounds like."

"No, actually it's a tricky situatiomigo’’

"What I'm certain of is that | want to find Bethtidge alive," said Jake. "And not only
because | was hired to locate her."

Gomez, with too much attention to detail, shutrfugebook and moved it to the side of his
desk. "Listen, Jake, | think | better mention thigg said. "Kate is trying to get in touch with you
Somehow she's found out that you're down therearidd, and she says she has to talk to you.
That it's—"

"Something happened to my son?"
"I don't believe soamigo,but the lady didn't give me any details. She si&/sirgent.”
"l better call her."

"She informs me she's not at home and moving ait so she wants to have a number
where she can contact you. She's been callingftice every couple hours since yesterday."

"How'd she know | was working for Cosmos?"

"I'm not sure she did. But she was aware that gamfully employed here. Since | am your
longtime bosom chum, she assumed I'd know howaolhrgou."

"Okay, you can tell her to call me here at the Adep Ritz."
"Is that safe to do?"
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"She's my wife—she used to be my wife. Yeah, yauleaher know I'm here."
"I'll do that."

"Keep on recuperating, Sid."

"You, too," said Gomez.

Stretching away in every direction were the endtegss of tall towers and skyscrapers, each of
the multistory plasglass, metal and stone building®d with pedramps and walkways at various
levels. A thin mist was drifting in from the seataglight began to spread across Acapulco.
Countless lights, of every color, were coming te.li

"Looks like a combination of the Borderland and 8edva Grande," remarked Jake, turning
away from the tinted wraparound window of theirtgsiliving room.

Beth asked him, "Isn't it something you've beenaurs<to do?"
"Talk to Kate, you mean?"

"l thought that was one of the reasons you toakjbh, so you'd be able to look her up while
you were in Mexico."

"Let's just say," he said, sitting in a black araicthat faced the black sofa she was occupying,
"l have mixed feelings."

"Why exactly did you separate?"
"The State of Southern California arranged that."
"She divorced you while you were in the Freezer?"

"Yeah. That's a fairly common occurrence with gey®'re in prison,” he said. "Especially
when you get sent up to the Freezer. It's a liftiser to being dead, and some wives get very
uneasy."

"Even so, you didn't expect a divorce?"

"Nope." He leaned back in his big, soft chair, dideel especially comfortable, sat up straight
again. "Actually Kate had left me once before, babkut six years ago."

"Why?"
He became interested in the palm of his left hatatted rubbing at it with the fingers of his
right. "Being a cop's wife can be rough. I'd bearking on an investigation of one of the top

suspected Tek distributors in Greater Los Angelesd;-tom what Kate told me later, there'd been
some threats made against her and Dan."

"She didn't tell you at the time?"

"She was like that, kept things to herself. Shepgyrdecided that it would be better if she went
to live in New England with some relatives of he8ae put Dan in a private school, supposedly a
very good one, in Boston."

"That's not as bad as going to the Sky Academy."
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"I'd never wanted to send him away to any schophimself and away from me. That was
mostly because—"

"You were trying hard not to be like your father."

"That was it, yeah. But Dan ended up going throsmmmething like that anyway."
"What about Kate's job?"

"Sands had just opened a branch in Rhode Islandl@dvas able to work there."

"That must've been about the same time Sands wdswnEngland himself, looking after the
plant opening."”

"The reason Kate left GLA was because of the teraait because of Sands," he told Beth.
"When people talk about Tek wars, they assumejiisaineans what happens between rival
dealers and manufacturers. But almost everybodyigetlved, cops included, and sometimes
there can be unanticipated casualties.”

"The investigation you were working on when shé yelu—is that the one that was dropped?"

"Yeah, the one that was dropped, the one theylssdd my influence to get sidetracked," Jake
answered. "The fact that | had nothing to do wikh investigation's being stopped wasn't believed
by too many people. That's why | ended up in tree=Eer."

"Your wife believed in you, though?"

"She and Dan both. They had come back before thestajfew months before I got arrested.”
"You were also charged with being a Tek user."

Twilight was closing in outside; the room was tagidusky.

Jake nodded slowly. "That part was true," he adwhittFact is, | started using the stuff the
night | came home and found my wife and son had llehade use of a Brainbox and a Tek chip |
was keeping as evidence in another case."

"Once in college | tried Tek," she said, "but Ididind it that satisfying."

"Maybe it depends on what kind of illusions you d&k for," he said. "l just used it to relive
the past, and improve it a lot, and to spruce etiesent. In my Tek world my father and | got
along fine, my mother was still alive, Kate newdt me and | wasn't hooked on Tek." He stood up.
"Time to go look up Gomez's contacts. If Kate ealfsid out where | can reach her."

"You sure you don't want me to come along?"

"Not on this initial run, no." Crossing to her, bent and kissed her on the cheek. "Stay here,
Beth, and be watchful.”
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Chapter 30

Jake strode a pedramp twenty stories above thendrewel. The ramp was wide and had
chest-high guard walls of tinted plasglass runmilugng each side. Small globes of colored light
dotted the top of each wall at intervals of threetfred, yellow and blue, continually blinking.

In the sky high above, a huge skyvan was slowlyigdj through the misty twilight. A giant
vid-screen was imbedded in its underbelly, shovinmgges of President Romero. "Not a fetching
woman," Jake said to himself. A group of tourisgse spilling out of an indoor park up ahead.
"Don't go so close to the edge, Leroy."

"It's perfectly safe, Mom. They got a wall."

"Those look awfully flimsy to me."

"That's because you have vertigo."

Weaving his way deftly through this newest batcpedestrians, Jake continued.

The Dalton-Walden American Faxbook Centre had akplaff-white front. Beneath its name,
which was discreetly lettered in neon next to therdran a small line of COpyALL THE LATEST
BESTSELLERS FROM THE UNITED STATES

As Jake neared the off-white door, it hissed opéere were six faxbook printers around the
circular, blank-walled room. The store's only coso was seated in front of the small, gray printer
nearest the entryway.

Scowling, he was thrusting his Banx card into treppr slot. He then typed out the title of the
book he wanted and eyed the machine warily. Hemiddle-sized and middle-aged, a few pounds
overweight and nearly bald.

"Not available either, sir," said the voxbox of {hrenter.

"It's a bestseller, isn't it?"

"Yes, sir."

"It's on sale in America, isn't it?"

"Yes, sir."

"This shop allegedly sells copies of American beliss. | want it."

"This particular bestseller, sir, is unfortunatetythe Unacceptable list here in Mexico."
"You're telling me | can't buy a copy?"

"l am, sir."

"Okay, okay. There's one more | want." He triedthaotitle on the keyboard.
"That one is available."

"Good—print me a copy of the damn thing."

"You must first, sir, go obtain a permit from thiéice of the Bishop of Acapulco before you
can purchase it."
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The customer yanked his Banx card free of the faklgyinter, shoved back his chair. "Let me
tell you what | think of freedom of the press herélexico."

"Before you do, sir, allow me to remind you that lnave your name and hotel address on
record.”

The man reflected for about five seconds. He stigpe Banx card away, frowned at Jake,
stomped out of the bookstore.

Jake glanced at the desk at the room's middle euas no one behind it. He crossed to the
only other door and tapped on it.

"If the printer won't print it, there's nothing & do," called a woman's voice from the other
side of the door.

"Carmelita?"
"Si."
"Jake Cardigan."

The door slid open and a plump, dark-haired wonfdarty stood smiling out at him. "Gomez
phoned me about you." After shaking hands, shedyerk him to come into the small back room.

"Exactly how many different books can anybody buyour store?" he asked, taking one of the
two chairs.

"The list is down to seven. President Romero esptecially open-minded.” She sat in the other
chair. "This room's bugproof."

Jake rested a hand on his knee. "The Pleasure Dome.

"A dangerous place for an American detective."

"Is Sonny Hokori there now?"

"Si," replied Carmelita. "He's been back nearly two week

"He has living quarters inside?"

"He does, very lavish ones."

"What about Professor Kittridge and his daughtere-they inside the Pleasure Dome?"
"Gomez asked me that. But | don't know," she s&idan, very discreetly, try to find out."
"If they are, | have to get inside."

"More importantly, you have to get out again.”

"Right. Bringing them with me."

Carmelita laughed. "You've got even more self-aterice than that bastard Gomez."
"Can it be done?"

"I'l need at least a day to find out. Do you halvat much time, Jake?"

"Maybe, but not much more," he answered. "Is BdarfBands in Acapulco?"

"He arrived shortly after Sonny Hokori."
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"Are the two of them tied together?"

"A safe bet, though | have no proof."

"Can you get any?"

"Not in a day, not if I'm going to arrange sneakyiog in and out of the Dome."
Jake got up. "Can | contact you anyplace besides?he

"It's safer to let me do the contacting,” she tald. "Gomez got himself hurt—is it serious? He
wouldn't tell me."

"A broken leg."
"That won't bother him much."
"It won't," agreed Jake and took his leave.

There she was, up ahead in the mist, a faint séd smaching her pretty face. And for a
moment Jake lost four years.

But as he moved across the wide pedramp to theshadoorway where she stood waiting, he
returned to the present. He saw that she was thiand the weary look he'd noticed on the
vidphone call still haunted her face. And there s@sething different about her, reflecting all the
things that had happened to her that had nothig twith him.

Very quietly Jake said, "This is a surprise, Kate."
"l have to talk to you."
He halted two feet from her, not reaching out tectoher. "Is it Dan—is he all right?"

"Yes, he's fine." Very cautiously she took holdhef arm. "There's a little hologram park near
here. We can talk there. | don't have much timke.Ja

Walking at his former wife's side, he asked, "WhebBan, with you or—"

"Dan is fine, really. He's going to a private schadVexico City. This has nothing to do with

him."
Kate glanced around nervously while Jake paid ¢imelseroed robot at the gateway of the

indoor park.

"How'd you get to Acapulco so fast, Kate? Gomezdmwthave told you where | was more
than a few—"

"I was already here." She hurried along a grassly theat wound its way through a believable
stretch of dense jungle. "You have to listen to nh@rly have a few minutes."

"Have you been sick?"

She touched at her short hair. "I've lost some teitpat's all,” she said, stopping at a wrought-
iron bench and sitting. "And, hell—I'm almost fiyears older than | was when you saw me last.
You look great, by the way."

"Sure." He sat on the bench, not too close to'\@kay, tell me what's going on, Kate."
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"Listen—you must get out of Acapulco. You and that Right now, Jake—right away."

Bright jungle birds seemed to be flying up abowe phojected branches of the tall trees.

"Why?"

"l don't have all the details, which is maybe jastwell. | do know they mean to kill you."
"Who's doing the job?"

She brushed at her auburn hair again. "Some pecueie-dangerous people who work for
Sonny Hokori."

"How do you know?"

"It doesn't matter. | just know. Trust me, Jake] get the hell out of town, get back to GLA
fast as you can."

"It does matter how you found out, Kate." He tooldhof her hand, and there was no affection
in his touch. "Did you overhear a conversation pady? Catch a mention on the news—what?"

She sighed. "Still a cop, no matter what they digidu," she said, pulling her hand free. "Keep
hitting at the suspect, badger the truth out ndenathat the—"

"Who's planning to kill me—and how do you knowKgte?"
"Damn it—you must know I'm involved with Bennettaag "
"Again?"

"You knew about the other time, didn't you?" shid.sdn Greater Los Angeles, while we were
still married and | was working for him. It was nigbefore your . . . trouble.”

"My trouble . . . yeah," he said slowly. "And widitl Bennett Sands have to do with my
trouble?"

Kate inhaled sharply. "Nothing," she said. "I'm Yes, I'm certain of that."
"But now—nhere and now—Sands is in cahoots with Hipken't he?"

"Yes, he seems to be," she answered, her voice'Bwt, Jake, honestly, | only found out
about it just recently. Believe me."

"Back then, during our happy married days—back wh&as supposed to be aware that you
were sleeping with him—did you ever happen to amnfn Sands about the cases | was working
on, about whom | was investigating?"

"I may have. We talked about all sorts of thingscduse Bennett always had time to listen to
me. You were such a bright cop—one of the bestLiA @ey said. So | figured, really, Jake, you'd
be able to figure out who your wife was fooling @nd with."

Jake sat back on the bench, looking up at the.tf€ek," he said finally.
"What?"
"Everything is just Tek, just illusions. | alwaysotught that you—hell, never mind."

"l overheard Bennett talking to some of Sonny Ha&qeople," she said, standing. "They
knew you'd be coming here to Acapulco and they wantdead. Get away—please!"
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He stood up. "What about the Kittridges?"

"l don't know anything about them," she sworeu$tjcouldn't let anyone kill you."
"Nope—you couldn't do that."

"l have to go." She turned and walked away from.him

Jake made no attempt to follow her.



138 WILLIAM SHATNER

Chapter 31

The mist had grown thick and it was pressing agaheswindows of the living room of their
suite. The night city looked fragmented. Partd @fare blurred, parts lost completely in the gray
fog. High on the side of a government tower actbesvay, a two-story vidnews screen seemed to
be floating. Silent images of the funeral of a publfficial showed on the huge screen. A black
skyhearse circling a sun-bright slanting hillsigenetery, six ebony robots carrying a black coffin,
a gaunt old woman, sobbing, being supported andarted by a gleaming silvery priestbot.

Jake turned away from the misty view. "No, not ¢lyethe said in answer to a question Beth
had asked him nearly a minute earlier. "I was amgogtly. Sad, t0o."

"But not happy, not glad to see Kate again?" BedB witting on the shadowy side of the room,
surrounded by darkness.

"l guess that in the time since | left the FreéZzee, said, "I've changed some. I'm finally
starting to wake up."

"Everything she told you, Jake, may be the absdiuté."

"Sure, | don't doubt Sands is a partner of Sonnkadtis. Nor that they're all anxious to Kkill
me."

"I meant the part about your wife's not knowing tiee Bennett—"
"Former wife," he corrected.

"Not knowing if Sands was involved in framing yawuf years back."
"I'm betting he was."

"Even if that's so, it doesn't mean Kate had angho do with setting you up. She may just
have told him more than she should have about éirec@ises you were working on."

"Just bedside conversation, huh?"

"What bothers you most, Jake—that she slept witlhdri that she told him about your police
work?"

He looked again out at the night. The funeral wasr areplaced by a parade along a rain-swept
street in Mexico City. "Both," he replied. "No, waihat really unsettles me is the way Kate
talked about our marriage. There was such a béssrm her voice, such . . . Hell, none of this has
anything to do with the job at hand."”

"From what you said earlier—you're pretty certaimkdri has my father at the Pleasure Dome,"
Beth said from the shadows.

"l figured that as a strong possibility, even befbtalked to Carmelita.”
"If you confirm it—then why not contact your agenioy some assistance?"
Jake grinned at her. "Have them send two or thuskyhbodyguards?"

"A half dozen or so first-rate operatives to asgmt in raiding the Dome. Going up against
Hokori and his bunch all by yourself, which is wiyati sound like you're planning to do, is a
shade on the dumb side, Jake."
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"Waiting around until Cosmos ships me a crew would—
The vidphone buzzed.

Jake crossed over and answered it. "Yeah?"

Carmen Jimenez was on the screen. "Sefor Cargigase."
"That's me."

"I'm calling from the Dalton-Walden shop, Sefior digan,” the plump woman said in a
businesslike way. "The book you ordered this aiemhas just come off the printer. | know you're
most anxious to read it, so if you'd like to dramat the shop I'll keep open until you arrive."

"Yes. That's very nice of you. Fifteen minutes." lidag up.
"Meaning she's got some information for you?"

"Yeah," said Jake, "so I'll head for—"

"We'll head for the store."

"I'd rather you—"

"No, I'll feel better if | tag along." Beth stoostill in the shadows. "It's only a short way—we
can use the pedramps."

After a few seconds he said, "Sure, come along."

The heavy night fog came swirling over the plasgkefety walls, spilling down onto the
ribbed surface of the pedramp, tangling with legg #eet. The lights along the tops of the chest-
high walls made small, fuzzy splotches of blinkligdnt in the thick gray mist.

Beth had an arm linked with his. "I think we're giag," she informed him.
"Hmm?"

"l was saying that | believe we're being acceptgdlbof these milling pedestrians as just
another tourist couple.”

"Father and daughter on vacation?"

Laughing, Beth said, "More likely newlyweds on theaneymoon."
Jake grinned. "Sorry, | wasn't paying attentioniaute ago."
"Brooding, were you?"

"In a way," he admitted, moving closer to her toidva wobbling group of American
skysailors who'd just come charging, most of thanghing and shouting, out of a mechanical
cantina."l was thinking about Kate, wondering why | nettembled to what was going on. A wife
having an affair with her boss is a pretty frequéimg, a domesticlife cliché, yet | missed almost
every damn clue."

"You can't always be a cop or a detective in youn lome."
"That's sure what Kate feels | was. Actually, thougwas as dense as—"
"It's very tough, isn't it, for you to admit you'net perfect?"
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Six school kids, escorted by a robot nanny whosd ganmetal legs were pumping hard to
keep up with her charges, came running by fronog@osite direction.

"Sure, | can accept not being perfect. But behalikega love-struck teenager with Kate is
harder to accommodate."

"Sometime," she said, her hold on his arm tightgniwe'll have to compare notes on our
fathers—and the effect they've had on our lives."

"My impression is that you and the professor havedaal—"

"Not quite, Jake. In some ways he's as tough abdnding as | imagine your military dad
was," she said. "And I'm not always sure lately-thavell, that he's being truthful and
straightforward with me."

"Because of the trip to Mexico?"

"What's really exasperating is the fact that my mnecuts off several days before the actual
trip," she said. "I've had the feeling, for thetpday or more, that | was on the brink of findingt o
something—something important.”

"Such as the fact that your father and Sands hatkrsame sort of deal that you weren't in on?"

"That's yes, one possibility," admitted Beth withatfirmative nod. "We learned from
Warbride—you did actually—that there never was aléyiany crash. It was faked. I'm wondering,
really, if my father might have known in advance."

"That would mean he was definitely planning to sell to Sonny Hokori," said Jake. "But you
should've gotten some hint of that."

"Perhaps | did. Especially during those final dthat are missing from my memory."

"Still and all, Beth, it might be better to assuthat he . . ." Jake stopped talking, stopped
walking.

About a hundred yards ahead of them a tall, slimdf@bout fourteen was standing near a
restbench and looking anxiously their way. He haid just a few shades darker than Jake's, a grin
that was a younger and much less cynical versialakd's.

Beth saw that Jake was staring at the boy. "Whatsg?"
"It's got to be him—it's Dan." He waved, laughihgnd high in the foggy air.

The boy's grin widened as he returned the wavestéited pushing his way through the people
on the pedramp.

"Wait, Jake," cautioned Beth, eyes narrowing. Sheght hold of his arm.

"It's my son, Beth." Jerking free of her, he starenning.

The boy was running, too, dodging through the craiiéd!"

"No, don't." Sprinting, Beth caught up with Jake. She gavedsndden, rough shove.

He stumbled to his left, fell to one knee. A fatiist decked with cameras tripped over him and
they became entangled.

Beth kept running. It was she who met the boy.
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He tried to avoid her, his face growing dark witlger.

But she threw both arms tight around him. They vatagigering against the nearest plasglass
wall.

The wall cracked; a whole jagged section broke tneger their combined weight.

An old man screamed and brought both gnarled hapds mask his weathered face; a young
sailor cried out and made a grab for Beth and tyeshe was hugging. He missed, catching only
air.

Beth and the boy went falling over the edge ofreimap. Locked together, they plummeted
down through the swirling gray fog, falling towafee thousands of blurred lights far below.

Jake had gotten to his feet, gone stumbling andisfdo the gap torn in the guardwall.
"Why, Beth?" he muttered.
Then came the explosion, while the two of them vetitedropping.

A great harsh flowering of intense red and yelléamie that ripped through the fog. Snarls of
harsh black smoke spilling across the gray night.

The remains of the two of them went flying and spg, scattered forever. Twists of metal and
plastic, shards of glass, unraveling ribbons ajtricolored wire.

All the fragments and tatters drifted down and aaagt were swallowed by the fog. Silence
seemed to spread across the ramp; for a momeset dithr't seem to be a sound in the entire city.
"He wasn't Dan, he was a kamikaze android sentltmé&," Jake said to himself. "Beth sensed
that."

Staring down and down at nothing, he started to cry
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Chapter 32

After a while Jake wandered down to the groundlle¥é&capulco. He thought at first that he
wasn't looking for anything at all, and then fowlaile he thought he was hunting for Tek.

Because once he got hold of a Brainbox and hookaslif up to it, he could relive the past
few hours. On the second go-round, though, Bethdwitudie.

And maybe the kamikaze android would actually ba.bs son would've run away from his
private school up in Mexico City to be here witlkda

There wouldn't be anyplace for Kate in the Tekdagtlake was going to have.

"Help me buy a legsefior: A one-legged beggar was perched on a crate #thohce,
according to the legend on its side, h&lelFARE FOODCOURTESY SANDS INDUSTRIES

"How much do you still need?"

"Only thirteen hundred dollars American."

Jake gave him a $10 note. "How long have you be#ecting for it?"

"It will be, sefior,seven years this next Christm@&saciasfor your small contribution.”
"De nada."

Jake turned onto a narrow, ground-level streetdimegiled richly of neglected garbage.
"l got what you wantsefor"

"Which is?"

The robot was covered with rainbow designs thatbesh painted on his dented gunmetal
body with thick glopaint. "I got ladiesefior.Young ones, even a few mature ones," explained the
mechanical man.

"Where can | get some Tek?"

"Aw, sefior; said the robot pimp disdainfully. "I'm not setjinllusions and escapes from
reality here. Don't let my format fool you. No, Brmage only live talent. Readujeres not fantasy
ones."

Shaking his head, Jake moved along.

But in front of a burned-outantinahe halted. "If it's obvious to a robot pimp," ledsto
himself, "it ought to be obvious to me. Yeah, | domnk after all | want to escape from realitgiu
yet. There are a few things to take care of findie"started back for the upper levels of the city.

Kate, as always, slept naked. She awakened wheyvénaead lights in the big bedroom
blossomed. She sat up in the wide oval bed anddstarhim, making no effort to pull up the sheet.

Jake gave a negative shake of his head as shedstarspeak. He drew a wooden chair over
close beside the opposite side of the bed, picketthe snub-nosed lazgun off the night table and
then seated himself in the chair.

With the barrel of the gun he reached out to nutigestill sleeping Bennett Sands in the ribs.
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Sands murmured negatively, sighed, turned away fake.
Jake prodded him again, this time in the regiohiskidneys.

Stiffening, Sands rolled over on his back and ogddns eyes. Then he tried to rise, reaching
out toward where his lazgun was supposed to be.

"Not there," mentioned Jake, showing the weapdrirto

Sands's face was pale and puffy; his eyes undedeath shadowy patches of skin. "How the
hell did you get in here, Cardigan?" Pushing withdlbows, thrashing some, he grunted himself
into a sitting position. His candy-striped nightskwvas wrinkled, twisted on his lean body. "I'vet go
one of the best available secsystems in this dalanand |—"

"I'm pretty handy at circumventing security setligske explained to him. "And just to be on
the safe side, | brought along a highly efficieatht housebreaker and three ordinary burglars. It
helped that | was also able to bribe most of yeuvants."

"Jake," said Kate, "it wasn't very smart of you to—

"I'll handle this, Katie," Sands told her withoaking his eyes off Jake. "Cardigan, you can't
just break into my villa this way. That violate$ sdrts of laws and—"

"l haven't been a cop for a long time," he remindal. "Besides, this is Mexico."

"It is, Cardigan, and it would do you well to keiepmind that | have considerable influence in
this country. You've put yourself in—"

"Get up now, would you . . ."
"I'm going to make considerable trouble for yout owly with the local law but—"

"In order to do that, you'd have to be alive," Jpk@ted out. "And unless you start
cooperating, you may not continue to be. Up—stagssing. We have someplace to go."

"Jake, it would be really very foolish to kill Begi. | realize you're terribly jealous, but—"

"Jealousy doesn't have a damn thing to do with"thes assured his former wife. "Sands—qget
moving!"

Swinging, slowly, out of the big bed, Sands asKédhere exactly do you fancy we're going
together, Cardigan?"

"To the Pleasure Dome for a chat with Sonny Hokori.

Sands's red and white nightshirt fluttered whegdnee a thin, nasal laugh. "You can't really be
serious? Sonny will simply destroy you should yeature anywhere near him."

"Better hope he doesn't, because you'll go, taod' ake. "It'll be a good idea if you see to it
that | stay alive during our visit to the Dome."

"This kind of thoughtless bravado is exactly what gpou in trouble in GLA."

"Yeah, that and some help from you and Sonny," alm@dake. "Now get yourself into some
clothes, Sands—I'm not especially patient tonight."

"We could remain right here," suggested Sands, thswliss whatever it is you think you have
to say to Sonny."
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"Dress," advised Jake. "I'd prefer to use you tongee into the place. It's simpler, but it's not the
only way."

"All right, Cardigan, very well. But you're being@ry unwise, extremely so."
From the bed Kate asked, "Jake, did anyone—hasarwyried to hurt you?"
"Yeah," he answered, "but they didn't succeed.”

"Not so far," said Sands.

The robot was tall. It stood a good seven feeeiglt, and one of the small squares of red
plasglass implanted in its white-enameled chestdegain flashing. With a shuffling step, it moved
to block Entrance B to the Pleasure Dome.

"No weapons allowed inside, gentlemen," the guarttild Jake and Sands while they were
still climbing the broad white stairway to the aedhentrance to the great white dome.

"Too bad, Cardigan, but it looks like you won'tdige to get any closer than Sonny's doorstep."
Sands halted two steps below the robot guard.

"If you'll just hand over your gun, sir, it will beturned to you when you depart from the
Pleasure Dome."

Jake was just behind the other man, a spare jaeketborrowed from the bedroom closet at the
villa draped over his arm and hand, concealindahgun. He jabbed at Sands's back with the
barrel. "Override the robot," he instructed quietly

"I'm afraid | don't quite understand what you're—"

"You and Sonny's other henchmen come and go allitfeecarrying weapons. So give this
guard the password."

"Why should I help you to—"

"l wasn't kidding about having no more patiencdgbh Do it, do it now or I'll drop you right
here."

After running his tongue over his lips, Sands nadlde at the robot and said\lifuu neji."

The small square of red in the row on the robogsairchest ceased flashing. "You should have
identified yourselves earlier, gentlemen." He bowad stepped aside. "Go right on in."

"This is only," reminded Sands as he resumed chmbithe first barrier.”

The large reception foyer of the Pleasure Dometivak with noise, music and people.
Beautiful young women, naked to the waist, wereutating through the crowd with trays of
snacks.

"Some of your biofoods?" asked Jake.

"As a matter of fact, no. Sonny gets the stuff frawousin of his in Rio." Sands glanced
around.

"You should like the serving girls, though, sinbey're all andies that . . . Oof!"
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"Trot on over to the nearest upramp,” suggested, Jter nudging him in the back with the
lazgun.

On an airfloat dais that hovered five feet abowerttosaic, neon-trimmed floor a quartet of
bewigged chrome robots was playing greatly ampliach.

Beyond the foyer the wide, arched doorway to tlee dnd card pavilion showed.

"Look it up in the guidebook, Arlen," said a thblpnde young woman who was pushing her
way through the milling Dome customers at the sifie tuxed black man.

"l already know it's on Level 2, Charmaine."

"Then that's where we go first. I'm determinedde at least one DeathWrestling match before
we leave Acapulco.”

"We're moving a mite slowly,” Jake said. "Nudge enassertively, Sands."

"Sonny does such excellent business here thasthblishment is always crowded,” said Sands
over his shoulder. "Are you sure you wish to huhig—since more than likely these are your last
moments on Earth?"

Eventually they reached an automatic ramp. It edrihem smoothly and quietly up to the next
level of the Dome.

They skirted the packed rows of seats in the racitigpom, where customers were watching
and betting on horse races from all over the globe.

A lovely Chinese girl in a plasleather dress sutidgrmped up out of her red-plush chair. "Get
this blinking thing off me!" she cried, swattingthe bloody, bedraggled bird that had just landed
in her trim lap.

"One of the roosters from the cockfight lounge,plained Sands with a faint smile. "The little
devils get away from time to time."

A small, polite silver robot went rushing over tetscreaming, flapping young woman. He
grabbed the squawking rooster and deftly wrungetsk.

"Something similar is going to happen to you, GCgeaidi"
"Onward and upward," Jake advised.

The next ramp transported them up to the thirdllard the soft-lit reception area for one of
the bordellos. An efficient young woman behind aticaie 20th Century metal desk looked up and
inquired, "Do you prefer android or human compasjayentlemen—male or female?"

"We're just passing through, ma‘'am,” explained dakmbly. "Head for that ramp yonder,
Sands."”

"You know, Cardigan, | think you're actually doiatjthis just to get back at me for sleeping
with your wife."

"I'm doing this because I'm being paid to find Kattye and his daughter.”
"Perhaps. Didn't you actually know about our eadigair?"
Jake made no reply.
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This ramp left them off in front of a blank grayato

After making a faint whistling sound for five seasn the door slid open. "Good evening again,
Mr. Sands," said its voxbox. "We don't seem to haua companion on file. Would you mind
identifying him for us?"

"Jake Cardigan,"” said Jake, urging Sands acrogsitéshold and into the long, gray corridor
beyond.

As the door rushed shut behind them, another opaine far end of the corridor.

Two men appeared, both of them large and one agyhibh each of his arms made of
gunmetal.

"A bit of trouble, Mr. Sands?" inquired the cyborg.

"Only for Mr. Cardigan here."

Jake said, "We're here to see Sonny Hokori."

Sands added, "Without an appointment."

"If your buddy'll put down the gun,” said the cygpfwe can maybe see about—"

"Explain to them," suggested Jake as he proddedsSaith the barrel of the lazgun, "about
how impatient and easily annoyed | am tonight."

"We'd best see Sonny," said Sands.

A third man appeared in the doorway. He was pluatyout thirty-five and Japanese. His suit
was a silky black and had dozens of small goldestshin flight across its jacket. "I've been
wanting to meet Cardigan for a heck of a long tinhe, said, smiling cordially. "Hiya, Jake. C'mon
in."

"After your goons retreat."
Chuckling, Sonny Hokori nudged the cyborg.

"Hear what Jake called ya, Leon? Apparently thatlge¢wo years at Harvard didn't help ya
much."

"Cardigan's fucking opinion of me doesn't—"
"You and Brew go wait in the rumpus room, Leon gested the smiling Japanese.

After glaring at Jake, rubbing the metal fingerssfleft hand along the back of his right, the
cyborg withdrew. The other man followed.

"Goons." Hokori chuckled, shook his head. "Ya cathikcome in now, Jake."

Hokori's office was large, its curved off-white \gatovered with rows of vidscreens that
monitored the goings-on in every sector of the flemDome. There was no desk, only a white
armchair next to a bank of computer terminals.

Seating himself in the armchair, Hokori nodded taha nearby sofa. "Ya can share that,
guys," he said. "Jake Cardigan. Jake Cardigane#lize how many years our effing lives have
been intertwined—and yet we've never met facede.f&unny. Life can be funny as heck at
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times." Chuckling, he turned to Sands. "Asshotbplught ya told me ya were smarter than
Cardigan."

"I've still no reason, Sonny, to believe I'm not."

Still standing, Jake said, "Here's what | have indnHokori. If you don't have Kittridge and
his daughter here in this office within five minsitel'll start using this lazgun. First on Sandsnthe
on you."

The Tek lord chuckled. "l tell ya, Jake, the wdgel about this asshole right about now, you
could slice him up into sixteen mismatched chumd lavouldn't give a darn," he said. "My own
person I'm somewhat fonder of."

"Order the Kittridges brought here."

"Were | planning to go along with ya, Jake, | coafdy produce the prof," said Hokori. "But
that feisty daughter of his—"

Just then five of the wall screens started flash@ A loud hooting filled the big office.

The five screens were flashing new pictures nowurt@harked skycruisers hovering around the
Dome out there in the misty night.

The hooting was joined by siren walils.

Then most of the far wall of Hokori's office beganglow an intense sizzling orange. In less
than ten seconds the whole stretch of wall turonegtay, gritty dust and fell away into the fog
outside.
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Chapter 33

One of the hovering black skycruisers had attadtisedf to the side of the Dome. Its nose fell
open and four dark-clothed men carrying lazriflase scrambling into the office through the
wide, new gap in the wall.

Foremost in the charging wedge was Kurt Winterguheé bald-headed Field Director of the
International Drug Control Agency. There was a lobkntense satisfaction on his deeply tanned
face, and the single rosebud tattooed on his padisicalp glowed especially red.

While half of his office wall was still in the press of disintegrating, Sonny Hokori had,
nimbly, somersaulted out of his chair and gonergouy behind the bank of computer terminals.

As the quartet of raiding IDCA agents fanned oubss his office, the plump Japanese popped
briefly to his feet. He was clutching an ebony neegin.

A blast of thirty silver darts came spurting outled weapon. Almost every one hit the agent to
the left of Winterguild.

The lean blond man howled as he was carried badssthe gritty floor by the force of the
metal darts stitching into his body.

Had the wall been intact, he'd have slammed int8iiitce it was no longer there, however, he
kept going. He fell out into the mist, screamingit¢hing, blood throbbing out of his multitude of
tiny wounds.

Before Hokori could duck back down, Winterguild redung his lazrifle and fired.
The beam, quickly and efficiently, sliced the Tekd's head clean off his body.

Meantime Jake had caught Sands's arm, hustlingdvirard the nearest doorway. "Where's
Kittridge?"

"Through here." Sands slapped at the recog paddlrendoor slid away.
"Halt!" ordered an agent from across the room. §Tiian official IDCA raid. Nobody leaves."
Dropping into a low crouch, Jake went diving thrbubge freshly opened doorway.

Sands started to follow, but a lazrifle beam folind and cut off his left arm just above the
elbow.

His keening screams of pain were cut off when ther ghut behind Jake.

Gun in hand, he started, cautiously yet rapidlgnglthe pale, peach-colored corridor.
He'd covered about a hundred feet when a doorsongtit started to whisper open.
Jake halted, gun pointing.

A sleepy-eyed, redheaded young woman in a rumplgetpolka-dot pajamas came
shambling out into the hall. "What the fuck's goonf?" she asked in a drowsy murmur.

"Trouble," he told her. "Just stay right there—daony to run."”
"Shit."
"Where are the Kittridges?"
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"Who?"
"The professor."

"Oh." Dreamily, she raised her hand and pointedct®d door down that way there. Where's
Sonny?"

"Dead and gone."
"Shit."

Jake ran along the corridor. The second door veaslstg open, making uneasy clicking
noises. Thick greenish smoke was rolling alonghi&vay beyond.

Taking a deep breath and holding it, Jake headedhe smoky corridor.

A thickset man came running at him out of the smaol®clothes aflame, screaming. He passed
right by Jake, staggering more and more, bumpitgytime walls. Jake kept moving ahead.

There was a large rectangular room at the corgaod. About half of its outer wall was gone.
Another International Drug Control Agency skycruises attached to the Dome here, nose gaping
open. Two agents, each carrying a lazgun, werélistgqiover the thin man who was sprawled on
his back near a cot.

It was Professor Kittridge.

Winterguild arrived before his two agents got amtmshooting Jake.

They both had their lazguns trained on him, thoagpa, the one who was as bald as his boss
was saying, "Stand back away from the professatemi

"Did you halfwits kill him?"

"He's only out cold, conked on the head by a chafrdebris or something. But suppose you
explain just who in the hell you—"

"My boy, you've been doing a lot better than | extpd." Winterguild came strolling into the
room, signaling his men to lower their weapons. '"N8d a considerable head start on you, yet you
arrived just about simultaneously."

"Jesus, Kurt, why'd you pull a grandstanding réid this? You practically burn the Dome
down, kill Hokori before he can even be questioard—"

"We're flamboyant, my boy, granted. But that's w@i need to scare these bastards."

Jake knelt down next to the unconscious Profesgtmidge. "You nearly knocked off the
professor, too. And Sands is probably dead by noov;

"Sands is alive." Winterguild rubbed once at theetmd tattooed on his skull with bloody
fingers. "He was quite talkative before he passédIlastructing my medics to withhold the
painkillers until he decided to cooperate did tiekt"

Jake asked him, "Where's Beth Kittridge?"
"Not here, alas."
Jake felt suddenly cold. "Did they kill her?"
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"Not at all, my boy. The young lady managed to pecgometime yesterday."

"Yesterday? Did she get in touch with you—or wihie tocal cops?"

"She contacted no one, and Sands had no notiohefewshe went."

Jake rose up. "If she got free yesterday—why dghetget help for her father?"

"She's apparently unhappy with him, Jake."

Looking down at Professor Kittridge, Jake said, f@avas planning to sell out to Hokori?"
"Apparently so, according to Sands. That upset Midsidge and she went into hiding."
"Il have to find her."

"I'd rather you didn't try, my boy," suggested IBDE€A man. "Kittridge, after all, has been
located and is alive. Cosmos and its client shbeldratified at that news."

"Job's not over until | locate them both." Turnengay, Jake started for the door.
Snapping his fingers before he got there, he sthppd retraced his steps.
Grinning, he punched Winterguild square on the.chin

The bald man stumbled back three paces, rolling s@e to side to maintain his balance. "It's
all right, boys, don't shoot him."

"That's the one | promised you back at Spacelamnkl,'Pexplained Jake and left.
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Chapter 34

He was awake when the robot came to get him.

Jake had finally returned to the hotel suite alawubhour before dawn. Not turning any of the
lights on, he'd stood at the wraparound windowsatthed the foggy city.

About the only thing he was able to get any satigfa out of was the fact that he hadn't given
in to the urge to use Tek again.

"Stuff's still damn tough for me to keep away frdime said aloud, slumping down into an
armchair.

Actually he hadn't done that badly so far. He'@lelsthed that Kittridge was alive and he'd
located him. That would make Bascom and the Codbedsctive Agency happy.

"But there's still Beth," he said.
She was the one who was important, the one heohiabit
"She's dead," he said to himself.

No, that was only an android simulacrum. A mechanisot a person. Jake knew that, but it
didn't seem to help what he felt.

He felt that Beth, someone he'd become very fondva$ lost to him.

Jake stayed in the chair, looking absently out iheodying night. Gradually he drifted into an
uneasy sleep.

When he awoke the fog was gone. A thin sunlighthed the towers and walkways of
Acapulco.

And Jake knew where to find Beth.

"She's gone to her uncle's villa," he said, gettipgrom the chair. "Sure, the place on the
Moon that she told me about.”

That would've been exactly what she'd do. She waplg upset, not certain whom she could
trust. She'd want to get away by herself, to baealohere nobody could contact her for a while.

"I've got to get there." Jake was striding towdrel door of the suite when it opened itself.

"l was certain we'd be seeing each other soon Agaiid the chrome-plated Winger as he
entered. "If you have a moment, Cardigan, | havalioto you about a rather serious parole
violation."

The chrome-plated robot brushed at the sleevesoivhite suit, tugged carefully at his trouser
legs and seated himself in the armchair. "Sincenltdequire rest," he explained to Jake, "l was
ready to depart for Mexico the moment the complegached the Southern California Parole
Authority. As I've all along anticipated, you'reraist certain to return to the Freezer within—"

"I'm in the middle of something important,” Jak&ltthe gleaming robot. "I don't have time for
you right now."
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"I'm the one who has the time and you're goingaehto accommodate me." Winger settled
into the chair. "The Field Director of the Intero@ial Drug Control Agency has filed a complaint
against you. You should have realized, Cardigaat, then you assaulted an important law official,
you were risking a serious violation."

Jake held up one finger. "I gave Winterguild onegyuon the chin.”
"Which constitutes a serious assault.”

"As | recall the rules, Winger, you have to holtbemal hearing before you can charge me with
a parole violation of any kind."

"And I'm in the process of gathering the matemalthat hearing right here and now," the robot
informed him. "If you'll cooperate by sitting downe can start this little preliminary discussion.”

"Soon as | finish what | have to do," promised Jale can have a nice long chat.” He started
toward the door.

"I'm not against using force to persuade you tg,st@arned the robot as he stood.

Stopping and facing him, Jake said, "I have to &adh Kittridge. I'm fairly certain where she
is and—"

"You can tell me her present whereabouts andeldlte it the information gets to Winterguild.
He's also most anxious to locate her."

"Looks like you're going to have to try force,"ddiake impatiently, "because | can't wait
around here to—"

The door of the suite all at once opened itselfragaomez came limping in, smiling broadly.
Ignoring Jake, he addressed the immaculate rolsathis the room that just phoned for a
repairman?"

"It isn't," snapped Winger, making a shooing motiath one chrome hand. "I happen to be
conducting an official investigation for the goverent of the State of Southern California. Your
intrusion is—"

"Hey, they told me there was a malfunctioning rolgpthere sefior’ With a slight limp,
Gomez made his way into the living room of theesuit
"You've been misinformed. There's no malfunctioniogot here."

"Ah, but there's where you're wrorggnigo;' Smiling, Gomez suddenly reached up to touch the
mechanical man's silvery neck. A harsh buzzing damame from something concealed in his
hand.

Winger's eyelids started blinking in double timgol used a disabler on me . . . that's most
illegal . . ." Both hands dropped heavily to hides, his eyes clicked shut and he ceased to
function.

Gomez was in the pilot seat of the maroon and yeflkycar. "You may commence at any
time, amigo,heaping gratitude on me."

"Assaulting a robot can be a serious crime. | apate your helping out, but—"
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"The particular disabler | used to render Wingegrestiffer than usual,” said his partner, "has a
wipe-out attachment. It erased all his chrome-plabemories back ten full minutes before my
auspicious advent."”

Nodding, Jake said, "How'd you know he was comingdil on me?"

"The Cosmos Agency specializes in gathering ltitlbits of information from hither and yon.
And from yon came the news that that putz Wintdatdguad complained to the parole folks
because you'd tipped him over onto his toke."

"One punch.”
"Sufficient to inspire him to have you rerouted lbéx the Freezer."
"So Winger hinted when he dropped in on me."

"However, even as we speak, even as you drink invorgs of wisdom delivered in the
melodious voice that has been known to charm lmud®f trees and both princesses and bimbos
into the sack—where was |?"

"l hope you were going to make a point about mydeible to keep clear of the damn
Freezer."

"Exactly, amigo.Bascom's pulling the usual strings to derail,wingent and otherwise
circumlocute the complaint." Gomez glanced dowAadpulco below. "Ah, we're fast approaching
our destination. The only snag is that it'll takesBom at least a full working day to get everything
canceled. | decided, therefore, to pop down hethaa@ountry of my illustrious ancestors to
roadblock Winger before he could do you any hdgntiendes?

"Yeah, and thanks."

"It's nada;’ Gomez assured him. "I think nothing of dragging pain-racked body out of my
sickbed and hobbling to your assistance, Jakeghlyastenying myself the ministrations of three
gifted physicians, seven medbots and five fetclmmges—two of whom seem to be named Mitzi."

"About this private spaceport we're heading for?"

"Owned and operated by a contact of mine." Gomeriped out a landing pattern. "If we want
to make a quick jaunt up to the Moon without anybegng the wiser, Montanya is the gent who
can arrange it all.”

"We?"
"Si,of course," said Gomez, smiling. "I don't wantrss out on the close of this case."”

After nearly half an hour in the communicationsnoat the edge of the small spaceport, Jake
pushed back the metal chair he was sitting in. implway from the computer terminal, he
glanced up at the vidporn calendar on the oppasiie On the small screen Miss April was about
to jump into bed with two husky skysailors.

Jake left the chair, and the view of the animatddralar, to start pacing the room.

There was a tap on the door, followed by the engrarf Gomez. "All the details have been
smoothly and swiftly taken care of, Jake," he amoed, noticing the calendar on the wall. "I didn't
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know anybody wore those anymore. . . . Ah, but ladleality. We're the proud temporary owners
of a trim mooncraft, booked to blast off in exadilo hours and sixteen minutes."”

"How'd you arrange such a quick departure?"

Gomez smiled. "Montanya owes me a few favors,"dmdied, resting a hand atop a terminal. "I
trust you won't mind that our bark on this fatgurney hasmOONBASE GOURMET FOOD SHORS
LTD. emblazoned on several portions of its exteridnelps our cover story, actually.”

Jake said, "Thanks to your buddy's somewhat undathanformation-gathering setup here, I've
been able to check on all the Moon flights thatBeittridge might've been on."

"And?"

"Well, nobody by that name departed anywhere inibtex-not on a Moonliner, a tourship or a
private charter."

"It figures she wouldn't use her true name or Ipgra.”

"But there are two possible passengers to the Mdancould be her,” he told his partner, "one
of whom listed her name as Bev Kingsmill."

"Qy, she's not the sort who keeps her initials wélemadopts an alias, is she?"
"She struck me as brighter than that, but | war this lady out."
"So what you've concludedmigo,is that it is indeed possible she's holed up erfMbon?"

"Yeah, especially since no one closely resemblegrgseems to have used any public means of
transport out of Acapulco since the time Beth esddpm the Pleasure Dome—that includes
skyliners, landbuses and rented skycars."

"Then," said Gomez, pointing upward, "we may ad gelo the Moon."
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Chapter 35

When Jake came walking into the galley of their Mlomund spacecraft, Gomez was arguing
with the kitchen computer.

His curly-haired partner was sitting slightly huedhn front of the terminal inset in the gray
wall next to the stove unit. He had a plaschinalbowis left hand and was gesturing with the
spoon in his right. "How can you have gone wrongatmeal?" he was asking. "It's one of the
basics of the human diet, has been for countlestsiges."

"Well, let's give her another try," said the teralia voxbox. "How about the raisins—they taste
okay?"

Gomez set the bowl on a gray counter and keptgbers 'Si,but I'd like them some other
color than blue this time."

Jake sat at the gray-metal galley dining tablgotithrough to the Cosmos Agency again on the
satphone."

"Since you look somewhat less gloomy and morose yba have during the past eighteen
hours of our jaunt through the vast wildernesspaice,” he said, gesturing at the clear darkness
outside the viewport, "I'd guess Bascom had sona¢ively good news."

Jake said, "He did, yeah. Bascom's been able togg@arole-violation charges dropped. So at
least | won't be heading back to the Freezer."

"Let this be a lesson to you. You're going to hewvbe much more selective in the future about
which assholes you knock down and where." Gomed #hye stove. "What about getting the old
charges against you wiped out entirely? Since wghoio be able to prove now that Sands and
Hokori framed you back then."

"Sands is still in a coma, so that's going to Hawait."

"What about the fate of your one-time missus?"

"Kate's cooperating with the various lawmen. Lobks she won't be charged with anything."
"And where's Dan?"

"He's still at that private school in Mexico Citi¢/hen | get back, I'm going to have to work a
few things out with Kate. | want to be involvedny son's life again.”

"Sounds like the lad could use that about now." @omaved at the stove with his spoon.
"Oatmeal?"

"Coming up," promised the terminal. "We want to makire we get it absolutely right this
time."

Gomez joined Jake at the table. "Okay, next Ikl @as unpleasant question—do you think Kate
was in on your original frame-up?"

Putting both of his hands palmsdown on the metd¢tap, Jake said, "I don't know, | don't
have enough facts yet."

"What about your cop instincts? Do they tell yoything?"
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"Maybe I'm ignoring my intuitive feelings," admittgake. "It's going to take awhile to sort all
this out. Some of it's going to depend on what Sdras to say when—and if—he wakes up again.”

"Wait'll you've had a few more wives, amigo. Ibé a lot easier to accept that one of them
may've done you wrong," Gomez assured him. "HowiaBoofessor Kittridge—what's his version
of recent events?"

"According to our boss, Kittridge is claiming he sMadnapped, he and his daughter. Says he
had no idea that Sands was a partner of Hokori's."

"With Sands in slumberland and Hokori among theeég)jsaid Gomez, "that's hard to refute.
Thing is, Beth allegedly took off because she realiher dear old dad was intending to sell out to
the forces of evil."

"That's another reason why | want to find Beth."

"She may decide to act the way you're acting aate—and simply back off from the whole
problem."”

"Everybody does that sometimes, Sid. Turns out&en backing off from problems for the
past fifteen years."

Gomez put up both hands, as though fending ofeageh "Whoa, now," he cautioned. "This is
commencing to get dangerously close to a seriongersation on the meaning of life and how we
perceive it. | don't like to dwell on my true pusggofor existing, beyond admitting that | was put on
Earth to gladden the hearts of the multitudes."

Managing a grin, Jake said, "One thing | am surelokant to keep working for the Cosmos
Agency."

"Si,it would be a shame to split up the team agaird Areally will strive not to break a limb
every time out."

"Oatmeal's ready," announced the terminal in aggiedone.

They docked at the landing dome of New Moonbaskirty-seven hours after leaving Earth.
Outside the milky seethru walls of the great dotwe, other similar domes showed. Beyond that
spread the white, silent desolation of the Mooslfits

"Reminds me of some real estate | once investadonnd the Palm Springs Sector,” observed
Gomez as he disembarked from their anchored sgtegExcept my quarter acre sported a
cactus."

"She'll be here," said Jake, mostly to himselfiofeing his partner onto a downramp that led to
the Customs Complex. The artificial air inside tleeme felt harsh on his throat and in his lungs. He
coughed.

"Ah, amigo,you miss the pollution-scented air of our old htowe1." The ramp took them to
an entryway for the first below-surface level of tiioon Colony. "Allow me to take care of the
customs folks."

There were two white-enameled robots seated aifireyy desk beneath the floating
commercial vehicles sign.
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Gomez introduced himself as a spacetrucker foMbenbase Gourmet Food Shops, Ltd.,
organization. He produced spurious ID papers forskif and Jake, plus all the proper bills of
lading, unloading permits and travel visas. The l@lpoocess took a little over seven minutes and
both the robots, almost in unison, wished GomezJakeé a pleasant sojourn on the Moon.

Three minutes later they were in a subway car Inggidr the Old Settlement. The twenty-four
seat car was chill and clean and they were the madgengers. Six silent vidcommercials played on
the row of large screens on the left-hand sidé@fcompartment. Two of the ads were for Sands
food products.

Jake coughed again. "Old Settlement's about tiirkys from here,” he said. "Beth's uncle has
his villa down on OS/Level 2."

Through the windows on their right showed the de&de walls of the tunnel the subway train
was rushing through.

"You're absolutely and totally certain," inquireild partner, "that you want to encounter the
authentic Beth Kittridge in person?"

"Yeah—I have to," answered Jake. "It's what I'verbmoving toward since | got out of the
Freezer."

"This Beth may not be a ringer for the android icers

"She'll be close."”

Gomez laughed quietly. "Hey, you really did— reallg fall in love."
"I came to like her a hell of a lot. And | wantdee her again.”

"Except that this Beth, the original, doesn't kralvout that. Fact is, she doesn't even know you
at all.”

"I'm going to have to risk that," acknowledged Jakih a quick nod. "I'm pretty sure |
dreamed about her, in the Freezer, just beforewludye me up." He stared out at the bright-lit
white walls that went flashing by. "I don't know y¥l must've seen Beth before somewhere—
maybe it was a premonition. Then you came aroursthéev me a picture of her, and next Bascom
showed me a hologram in his office. Finally | nie¢ aindroid duplicate.”

"Obviously you have to meet the real Beth Kittridgegreed Gomez. "That's the last move in
the game."

"Okay, | know it sounds a mite odd. Keep in mirtthugh, that it also ends this assignment."

"It maybe ends the assignment so far as BasconCaathos are concerned," he said. "But
you're going to have a few loose ends of your awmetup. Thatamigo,may take you a
considerable while to do."

The villa was nearly a mile from the final stoptleé OS/Level 2 subway line. Jake walked
from the small, run-down station alone. Gomez toid he preferred to wait on the station's one
remaining bench, since sentimental reunions maweuhcomfortably tearful.

The other estates down on this level were realmmst of the trees, grass and shrubbery were
hologram projections. The whole system was no Ionggreat shape, and every so often all the
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trees would grow dim and then vanish completelyaféew seconds, along with all the flowers and
all the vast lawns, leaving only metal flooring shiog. The area was in its night cycle; the wide,
tree-lined streets were dark. Less than half thetithg streetlamps were functioning; lights showed
at the windows of only two of the houses he passed.

On the vast appearing and disappearing lawn obbttee villas a robot gardener was
pretending to be pruning the shrubs. "Howdy, friéte called as Jake went by.

"Evening."
"Howdy, friend. Howdy, friend . . ."

There were lights showing in the villa he'd comeitat. Just inside the open, rusted iron gates
stood a mechanical guard dog. One of its plasggss had fallen out, its imitation fur was patchy
and it could manage nothing more than a very weawlgvhen Jake entered the grounds.

The air down here must be thinner than it was upendome. Jake was having trouble with his
breathing.

Coughing again, he hurried up to the villa alosgsimulated path, climbed the five steps to
knock on the authentic oaken door.

After nearly a half minute he heard shuffling fdefss from inside. In another half minute the
door opened a few inches. "What . . . what . .atvdo you wish, sir?" A very ancient robot butler,
his silvery head tarnished, his dark suit fraygghemred in the opening.

"My name's Jake Cardigan. I'm an operative withGbhemos Detective Agency in Greater Los
Angeles," he said. "I'd like to see Miss Kittridge.

“I'm . .. I'm not certain that's possible. Allow..allow me to determine if Miss Kittridge is.. .
IS receiving visitors this evening." He startegshut the door and turn away.

Jake gently nudged the door wider open with his.fde stepped across the threshold and into
the shadowy foyer.

"It's all right, Edward."” She was standing on a ktep of the wide, curving staircase. She held
a lazgun pointed at Jake. "I'm Beth Kittridge."

It was Beth. Alive again and looking exactly as bhd the last time he'd been with her. "l was
hired to find you by your insurance company," hplaxed, moving nearer to her. "l thought you
might be here. Quite a few things have happenextsiau left Acapulco, and it's safe to come
home now."

The frown faded from her face and she took a f@psstoward him. "Jake Cardigan," she said
slowly and thoughtfully. "Yes, my father—when llishiad faith in him—spoke highly of you.
Your record as a cop wasn't all that admirable tdwhe end, but we concluded you'd been
framed." She nodded, smiling quietly at him. "Yeshink | can trust you."

"You can, yeah."

She lowered the gun to her side, moving even ckasbim. "You know," she said, "I have the
feeling we've met somewhere before."

Jake grinned at her. "Matter of fact, we have,s&iel. "Let me tell you about it."



