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To Charles Holloway
 A good man.
 A good friend



WILLIAM F. NOLAN is a prime example of the Renaissance Man. He has raced sports cars, acted in films and television, worked as a cartoonist for Hallmark Cards, been a biographer and playwright, narrated a Moon documentary, had his work selected for more than 300 anthologies and textbooks, taught creative writing at the college level, painted outdoor murals, designed book covers, operated his own art studio, created Mickey Mouse adventures for Walt Disney, been the conductor on a miniature railroad, been cited as a Living Legend by the International Horror guild, voted Author Emeritus by the SF Writers of America, won the Edgar Allan Poe Special Award twice, been cited by the American Library Association, has over 85 books to his credit (including 3 volumes of verse) ,served as a job counselor for the California State Department of Employment, prepared pamphlets on eye care, created his own TV series for CBS, written more than a dozen novels including the best-selling SF classic Logan's Run, performed as a lecturer and panelist at a variety of conventions, handled publicity for Image Power, Inc., has had 700 items printed in 250 magazines and newspapers (including 165 short stories), won numerous other awards, had 20 of his 40 scripts produced, and functioned as a literary critic and commercial artist.



Welcome to Sam's Universe!

The truly manic exploits of Sam Space were written over a 36-year period between a multitude of more rational books, scripts, stories, and articles. Sam's insane adventures encompass two short novels and five stories, all but the last narrated by Sam himself.

When I finished Space For Hire back in December of 1970 I figured that I'd had my say about Sam. What kept bringing me back to him? Love, for one thing. Yeah, that's right, I loved conjuring up the big lug's madcap adventures. I'm very fond of Sam and his wacky universe of three-headed females and leaking robot dragons. I'm fond of nutty Nate Oliver and his goofy inventions. I enjoy writing about my talking mice on Jupiter (the mouse planet) , the sadly-reflective Zububirds of Pluto, and Sam's always-grumpy Martian hovercar. All great fun.

More importantly, I think they also provide great fun for my readers. That's the goal of every writer — to please his or her audience.

Sam is a guy to like. I like him, and if you're meeting him here for the first time, I think you'll like him too.

Of course, if Dash Hammett had never invented an Francisco's Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon I would never have created his alter ego, Sam Space. So I owe a big debt to Mr. Hammett. Both detectives are tough, pragmatic, and sharp-minded.

However, there are major differences …

Space works out of Bubble City on Mars, and his cases are far wilder than anything Hammett's man may have dealt with in San Francisco. Sam Spade didn't lay eggs, or have to deal with triple-headed clients, evil Froggies, Moongoons, age machines, parallel universes(going to his own funeral was a shock) , stolen asteroids, and orgasmic machines. Nor did he have to run around trying to solve a case with his head on backwards.

After two novels and five shorter tales, am I through writing about Sam? I believe I am. The contents of this book you hold in your hand represent his complete adventures.

I've had my say. Now it's your turn to explore Sam's mad universe.

Dive in.
 Enjoy!

W.F.N.
 Bend, Oregon
 2007



One
 

The cell door crashed open, waking me, and I sat up, sniffling. Fat round tears rolled down my cheeks as I began to sob again. I had cried myself to sleep, and for a man as tough as I am that's a little degusting.

A pair of snarling froggies dragged me from the bunk and hustled me down an onion-smelling corridor. Froggies are mean to deal with, since their reaction time is incredible. They know how to use those long tongues of theirs — and I didn't need another demonstration. I'll stack my speed in unholstering a .38 nitrocharge against any gink in the System, but they'd been faster — a lot faster.

So here I was, gunless, handcuffed and sobbing like some sappy Earthbrat, being herded along the corridors of a Plutonian onion mine, on my way to see Mr. Big himself, the king lizard — outwardly known as Stanton P. Henshaw, the highly-respected shipping magnate

Well, he wasn't always so highly respected. We'd tangled once before, when he'd tried to stiff me. But I got away clean. When I finally turned him over to the law, I figured the Big Lizard was permanently out of business. I was wrong. He bribed a furry-eared judge from the Dogstar Cluster. They both had tails. Which may have influenced the fact that Henshaw walked. No jail time. He just waltzed away, a free lizard. Anyhow, here I was, after him all over again, and not doing such a hot job of it.

I dabbed at my tears with a shackled wrist as the lead froggie unlocked a door. He grunted me inside. Froggies don't talk, they grunt.

And when they grunt, you jump. A wrong move and they'll use those tongues on you, sharp and edged like sandglass. My skin still burned from a tongue job.

I was now inside a high-domed chamber carved from raw Plutonite, obviously one of Henshaw's undersurface meetdens. He was standing, motionless, beside a richly-finished nearoak antique desk, his back to us. I saw his big scaled-green ears twitch as I entered the room. A bad sign; it meant he was enraged.

"Leave him," he said to the froggies, without turning.

They grunted and let go of me. I staggered back against the door after it had closed, trying not to weep. It wasn't easy.

Stanton Prentiss Henshaw swiveled around, and I read cruel hate in his flat-black lizard's eyes. "Did you really think I'd be fooled by a clumsy plasto job?"

"I don't know what you mean, Mr. Henshaw," I said, choking back a sniffle.

"You still claim mechanoid status?"

"Of course, sir. I am Earth Work Robot number 555632249 J, manufactured in Much Greater Connecticut for commercial use in planetary mining operations within the System. I am extremely economical in that my self-adjusting atomic power unit allows me to operate without sleep."

"Then why did you crap out on the cell bunk?" Scaled green lids slid down over Henshaw's cold eyes; he was baiting me, playing the line, knowing he could hook me when he was ready.

"I was mauled and knocked about by two of your associates. As a result, my primary power source was affected and I drowsed off."

Henshaw let out a short, barking lizard's laugh. "You were caught snooping in the fax files on Level G — and you were foolish enough to go for a .38 nitrocharge. Please tell me, what the hell kind of work robot packs a .38 under his armpit?"

I remained silent, having no handy answer for that one.

"You're a fake," declared Henshaw, sliding up to me and opening his industrial robe of office. A giant onion swung from his neck, held by a looped chain. He pushed the onion in my face.

I burst into tears.

"Robots don't cry!" he said, green lips smacking in triumph over the words.

"My papers are in order," I sobbed brokenly. "My tears represent a simple malfunction. Nobody's perfect."

"Hah!" Henshaw unzipped my worksuit from chin to navel and began to fumble at my chest plate.

"Easy there, sir," I warned him. "You'll damage my wiring."

"Hah!" he said again, and with a swift, clawing motion, he ripped loose my false chest plate, exposing pink Earthskin.

Then he stepped back, for dramatic emphasis, and pointed a long green-nailed finger at me. "Admit it — you are Samuel T. Space, a low grade private op working out of Mars for my chief rival, Josiah Herman Rabarnack!"

"At least Josh Rabarnack's a decent, law abiding Martian," I said in a cool tone, dropping my tinny servile robot's accent. "You're trying to ramrod your way to kingpin of the onion empire on ten planets, using corrupt practices and outright violence to eliminate your honest competitors. I was hired to prove it and I have my proof. In here." I tapped my skull. "I've seen enough in the last two Plutoperiods to send you back to the swamps along with your foul froggie friends, Henshaw."

"Hah!" Again the short, barking lizard's laugh. "And do you think, for one Earthsecond, that I'll let you leave Pluto with this information? You'll die here, Mr. Space. Most horribly."

"That I doubt, fella," I said beginning to weep again. "You made the mistake of calling off your froggies. When they left, and I stumbled back against the door, I locked it. So we're in here alone, big boy, just the two of us. If there's any dying to be done you'll be doing it because killing is one job I know a lot about."

Henshaw didn't say anything more; his flat eyes glistened with fury as he came at me, claws extended. I still had the wrist grips on, but they didn't limit my action. When you're trained in seventeen forms of solar combat you don't let a lousy pair of grippers slow you down.

As Henshaw charged in I dropped to one knee and used the ancient tried-and-true Mercurian headbutt thrust — which sent him reeling back across his nearoak desk. Moving swiftly, talking full advantage of the situation, I brought up both elbows in a tight arc, jabbing them into his stomach. His eyes bugged as he fought to breathe. With both my thumbs now closing off his windpipe, I figured to kill him.

But I'd forgotten S.P. Henshaw's lethal appendage.

I still had him by the throat when his long scaly tail whipped up, encircling my head. A hard jerk from the onion magnate and my choke-hold was broken. Suddenly I found myself slammed to the neardirt floor, a flat green lizard's foot on my neck.

"You see, Mr. Space," he hissed, "I don't need the help of my froggies in attending to you. I am quite capable of dispatching you on my own. In another two micromoments your neck will snap like a Venusian breadstalk under the power of my foot."

And he was right about that. It would have. Except that in two micromoments the door had melted and Police Sergeant Shaun O'Malley of Mars Homicide had lobbed a 206-F paralysis doughnut into the meetden.

Stanton Prentiss Henshaw could not move a single muscle anywhere on his lizard's body.

I slid out from my awkward position beneath his paralyzed foot and stood up to shake O'Malley's calloused hand. "We've had our differences, Sarge," I sobbed, tears cascading down my face, "but this time I owe you one."

He brushed angrily at his misting eyes. The six Earthmen with him were all weeping openly. "How come," asked O'Malley, "you ain't stiffed like the big lizard?"

"I've been injected against doughnut paralysis," I told him. "One of the precautions I take in my checkered profession."

"Yeah," he growled, sniffing. You're some smart cookie."

"Am I to take that as a compliment?"

"Take it any way you like," O'Malley told me. He blew his nose into a large red police kerchief. "I'd say you're damn lucky we got here when we did."

"I'd say so, too."

"How'd you reach us, anyhow?"

I tapped my hip. "Pelvic transmitter. Set into the lower part of my back just above the buttocks. When I exert a certain amount of pressure on either buttock it transmits a distress signal which, in this case, was homed into your office. I knew you'd hustle up here when you got my signal. I was sending it from my buttocks for quite a while. Before I finally dropped off to sleep, that is."

"Why buzz Mars Homicide?" O'Malley wanted to know. "This case is way out of my jurisdiction."

"Normally it would be," I sniffed, "but your scaly friend here is subject to Martian law. He's the —"

O'Malley cut into my explanation with an oath. He swung his tousled Irish head toward the six men behind him. "Stop that damned sniveling, the lot of you!"

"Sorry, Sarge," one of them said. "But all these lousy onions would make a brass monkey cry. Right, boys?"

His five companions nodded, wet-eyed.

"Just be quiet about it, then," snapped the Sergeant. "I want to hear what kinda info this cheap snoop has to offer."

"Why do you hate private detectives so much?" I asked him. "I'd really like to know."

"I don't have to tell you anything, Space," he said, dabbing at a tear. "It's you who's doin' the telling. Now spill!"

"Okay, okay." I nodded. "As I was saying — Henshaw's the boy who arranged the Milo Hickam Petrovanny knock-off in Bubble City. First he tried a pressure play on Milo, but the guy wouldn't buckle under and sign over his Martian onion concessions. So Henshaw had him murdered. Which is where Mars Homicide comes into it. He's all yours now."

"And I guess you got proof of this?"

"Of this and a lot more. Enough to put away Mr. Henshaw for the rest of his unnatural life. I'd say the onion king has just lost his onions!"



Two
 

The big onion caper in chapter one has absolutely nothing to do with the rest of this book, but I wanted to avoid starting out in my crummy office since too damn many cases start out in the detective's crummy office.

On Mars. In Bubble City, where I grind for bread. What can I say about my office? It's cheap and seedy. Worn nearcarpet. A jammed flowdrawer in the faxfile. And my glowindow doesn't glo.

But I make out okay. I'm not complaining. Sure, I get lonely sometimes. And depressed. But I'm in a lonely, depressing business. I don't get many jobs as colorful as the Milo Petrovanny onion case. Most of my time is spent on dull, routine capers such as uncovering a multidimensional star dodge tax racket on Ganymede, or doing a tail job one girdle importer from Outer Capella who runs off with the overweight underaged daughter of a rich but diseased Neptunian pork stuffer.

Routine. Simon simple.

But the case at hand, the one this book is all about, was anything but simple.

I was faxfiling some plastic when he came in — my new client, that is. My office door is easy to walk through because it isn't there anymore; I sent it out for repair when a Moon Looney kicked it into splinters during the last lunar eclipse. They go kind of wacko when this happens, so it didn't surprise me much. Anyhow, I sent the door out to be fixed and never bothered to pick it up. That was a long time ago — and explains why potential clients are always walking in when my backs turned. This one had a voice soft as an angel's eyelash. The first thing he said was, "Bless you, my son."

Shutting the flowdrawer, I gave him a quick look-over. Earthborn, and on the tall side, maybe eight feet. Dressed in a long fur top velvcape. Colorless deadman's hands and a zealot's eyes, ringed with dark pouches. His white hair was wild and seemed to explode from his high skull. I pegged him for a freako and said, " I don't want any."

"Want any what, my son?"

"Any of whatever it is you're selling. And I'm not your son."

"Ah, but we are, all of us in this great universe, sons and daughters, interconnected and ever flowing within the divine cosmic bloodline."

"Look, just what are you peddling, Pops?"

Storklike, he walked over to my cracked client's chair and folded down into it, arranging his velvcape so that it covered his skinny knees — which I appreciated since a freako's skinny knees inevitably turn me off.

Then he said, "My wares are those of eternity. I sell blessings, Mr. Space."

"You already laid a free one on me when you came in," I said, sitting behind my desk.

"Ah, but I do not wish to sell you. Indeed, I wish to buy you. Or, that is to say, your services." Suiting action to words, he hauled out a fat wad of solarcredits, leaned forward and fanned them neatly across the front of my desk. A beautiful sight.

For the first time, I grinned at him. "After this little display I'd ask you to sit down if you weren't already sitting. Since you are, I'll move on to the next two questions: who are you and why are you here?"

"I am Brother Thaddius of the Universal Cosmic Church Realized. And I am here because I have lost something I wish to find. Private detectives find lost things, do they not?" His pouched eyes burned at me from his bony, wild-haired skull.

"They do," I said.

"Then we are in basic agreement."

"That depends on what you've lost and on whether or not I think I can find it."

"Excellent! I mistrust quick affirmations. You are a most wary and suspicious individual."

"Glad I've won your approval." I said flatly. "Now, Brother, what have you lost?"

He laced his deadman's fingers carefully together in his lap and said, very softly, "My asteroid."

What could I say to that? I just sat back and listened, raising an eyebrow to let him know I was with him.

"You see, Mr. Space, I am what the public press call a 'Planet Preacher.' As was my sainted father before me who established, unfunded — and notwithstanding the scorn of his contemporaries — the Universal Cosmic Church Realized."

I switched eyebrows as he continued.

"Since our solar population is expanding so rapidly, within and beyond this System, good people of the cloth such as myself are sorely needed to place the seal of cosmic blessings upon new worlds. For a specified fee, paid in advance, I stand prepared to travel to any body of matter in our known universe and bless it."

"Okay, Brother, I get the picture. You bless for bread. But what has all this got to do with a missing asteroid? I don't see the tieup."

The tallish preacher unfolded himself from the chair and walked to my non-glo glowindow, looking upward. One of his bony arms gestured toward the sky. "It seemed a wise investment — a simple expansion of my trade."

"What did?"

"My purchase of an asteroid." He kept his gaze fixed on the Martian sky. "It was modest in size and quite a bargain, really. Out in the Horsehead Nebula. I reasoned that if purchased a few asteroids at reduced rates I could rent them, pre-blessed, to solar families for a comfortable fee. I could even throw in a bonus blessing every now and again to thicken the soup, as it were." He turned in my direction. "Do you follow me?"

I nodded. "Like you said, a simple trade expansion."

"My taxie advised me that owning rental property in the Horsehead would, at worst, offer a capital gains shelter and, at best, a potential enlargement of my annual gross intake, not to mention the obvious advantage of deductible reverse assets and —"

"Sure, sure," I cut in. "But get to the point, Brother."

"Well … I made the final payment and journeyed joyfully out to bless my property when I discovered it had vanished. I double-checked my star coordinates to make certain, but there was no mistake. My asteroid was missing."

"Could you describe it?"

He unrolled a starmap from his velvcape pocket and placed it in front of me. "Here, as you'll note, are the asteroid's total terminal polar specs, including marginal pattern data as well as diametric horizon readouts."

I glimmed the map while Brother Thaddius kept blabbing.

"I realize all too well that going to the police with my problem would be utterly useless. Obviously there's been foul play. Plainly and simply, my asteroid was stolen. No other explanation is possible. For what reason, I cannot imagine since it contains no material of intrinsic value within its textural makeup. I reasoned that only a man in your clandestine and somewhat unsavory under-the-counter line of endeavor could hope to locate it." He placed his bony face close to mine. "Can you find it, Mr. Space?"

"Maybe," I said. "And maybe not. There are a few places I could look."

He sighed. "I suppose this is all 'old hat' to you. Just another vanishing asteroid clapper. Isn't that the term?"

"The term is caper," I said, "and you're wrong about it being 'old hat' to me. In fact, you're the first gink to pop in with a vanishing asteroid since I opened this office."

The preacher looked startled; his pouched eyes blinked rapidly. "Then … if I may ask … how do you know where to begin looking?"

"That's for me to know and you to pay to find out," I said. "Let's talk solarcredits."

"Ah, by all means. Naturally I am prepared to pay your normal fee."

"My normal fee doubles when I have to work outside the System.

Normally my services run two hundred solarcreds per Marsday. But, on a job like this one, it'll cost you twice that much."

"I accept," said Brother Thaddius, offering me a deadman's hand. "Please, do find my asteroid for me, Mr. Space."

"I make no promises."

"Nor have I attempted to extract any."

I stood up. "Where can I contact you?"

He handed me a plascard. "I can always be reached at this address. If I'm on a planet call your message will be forwarded without delay."

I said fine to that.

"Bless you!" he intoned, slipping a silver shaker from his pocket and sprinkling me and my desk with what I guessed was holy water. "My prayers and the prayers of all those who reside within the holy embrace of the Universal Cosmic Church Realized ride with you on your eventful journey into star-blazed depths. Bless you, bless you, bless you."

I wiped two beads of holy water off my nose. "How much will that little act cost me?"

Brother Thaddius folded his dead white hands into the thickish velvcape and bowed to me. And, without replying to my wisecrack, glided out of the office.

Storklike. Very definitely storklike.



Three
 

In what some knucklehead historians still call 'the good old days' — way back in the 20th century — private dicks were famous for using muscle power in place of brainpower, for bullying and blustering their way into an investigation without regard to proper police procedures. Now I can bull and bluster when I have to, and I've got the knots on my nog to prove it, but I've also learned to take full advantage of the wondrous age we live in. A private dick doesn't have to depend on just himself these days. If he needs some expert help, it's available. The scientific gimbos are always coming up with a new wrinkle.

Which is why, after my storklike client ankled out, I jetcabbed over to utilize the latest wonder of modern science, the Hu Albin Amazing Automated Crime Clinic at Red Sands Avenue and 72nd Street.

Albin, who'd lived to be 126 on a diet of raw blueberries and gork's milk, owned the largest collection of crime fiction on ten planets by the time he was ten. By twelve, he'd memorized over 236,000 clues and was a Junior Consultant to the Greater Federated Clue Finders of Bigger Bearlake, Minnesota. He doted on 20th century fictional detectives; their cases fascinated him.

Inspired by a Martian research grant of six billion zorcas, Albin left Earth at age of 76 to perfect his Amazing Automated Crime Clinic here in Bubble City — a computerized, mile-long building which is famous throughout the System.

In his twilight years, Albin became a tart-tongued crusty old geeze, and his oft-repeated declaration, which inspired the Clinic, was boldly carved into the building's arched ziggolite entrance hatch:

PISS ON CRIME FACTS! GIVE ME CRIME FICTION EVERY GODDAMN TIME!
 

As old Albin used to say: "The crimes of the mind are often more complex and fascinating than crimes executed by the physical body." I was never quite sure just what the hell that meant, but I figured that Hu Albin's Amazing Automated Crime Clinic was a good bet for me at the moment.

I needed some expert help from a crime-solving robot and this was the place to get it.

As I passed through the entrance hatch a trapdoor snapped open under me and I slid down a long metal chute which dumped me on my ass in the museum's foyer, where Hu Albin himself met me. Well, not the original Albin, but a clone brother made from one of his cells, which was close enough. He didn't look a day over 125.

I stood up dusting my clothes.

"About that trapdoor," Albin said in a cracked, quavery voice. "It tends to annoy people. Are you annoyed?"

"Not particularly," I said, "I just don't like being dumped on my ass."

"A perfectly understandable reaction," quavered Albin. "But it's one of our atmospheric touches. Not very popular though." He blinked a rheumy eye at me. "You wouldn't like to subscribe to TADD, would you?"

"Who's he?"

"Not a he, an it," said Albin. "My magazine, TADD, short for 'The Automated Deductive Detective'. Lots of swell features. Crime crossword in every ish. Super letters column. Comes out once every two and three-quarters Marsmonths. Only costs —"

I cut into his dribble: " I'm here for Sherlock Holmes. Can I get him by the day, or do I have to shell out for a week in advance?"

The old guy shook his frazzled white head. "Always Holmes," he grunted. "Holmes … Holmes … Holmes! Nobody ever comes in to rent Bulldog Drummond or Miss Marple. And the Lone Wolf goes begging!" He sighed. "We've got a whole shitpile of robo-detectives in here and it's always Holmes they want! Oh, we got a prevert once who wanted to rent Nancy Drew for unnatural purposes, but nine times out of ten —"

"Look," I cut in again, "is Sherlock out on loan? Is that what you're telling me? If so, I'll take Nero Wolfe or Nick Carter. I'm not picky."

"Well, you can't have any of 'em," the old man snorted.

"You mean, they're all rented? I thought you said —"

"Not rented … demented," he wheezed. "Coo-coo. Bonkers. Flippo. I knew that when Philo Vance began exposing himself."

"Mr. Albin, what is it you're trying to tell me?"

"McSherry, our repair man, quit a month ago. Ran off to one of Saturn's moons with a buxom Bronx Earthwoman. You know what 'buxom' means?"

I started to say I knew, but he rattled on.

"Means 'big-titted.' And that's what she was, a big-titted Bronx matron."

"What has this got to do with —"

"Only repair man we had. Keeping these robos in good working condition is a lost art. McSherry was a real master — one of the last of his breed. After he left, things began to happen."

"What things?"

"First … .Father Brown turned atheist," said Albin. "Bulldog Drummond started barking. Boston Blackie wet his bed. Charlie Chan became a nudist and Travis McGee got waterlogged when his boat sprang a leak."

"I think it's sprung," I said.

"Who cares?" shouted the old man, waving his arms. "Don't you comprehend our problem here? The robo-detectives are all wigged out and there's nobody to put their screws right!"

"What about Holmes? You didn't mention him."

"Spends all his time chasing Dr. Watson. Says he wants just 'one little kiss.' Disgusting! And Ned Nickerson — he keeps trying to back Nancy Drew into a corner. Claims he's been going with her for over a hundred years without a feel."

I'd heard enough. It was obvious I wasn't going to get any help at the Hu Albin Amazing Automated Crime Clinic.

The old duff was still mumbling when I left the joint. For my money, he was as wacko as any of his robots.

I needed some lunch in my gut.

On Red Sands at 73rd I popped into an eatden for a nearburg replicate and realized that I was being eyed by a stunning redhead in the end slotbooth. She was an Earthling: tall, early 20s, with great legs. And she used perm-erect on her nipples.

I walked over to her. "You know me, don't you?"

"Yes, Sam, I do. And I also know you're working a case for Brother Thaddius of the Cosmic Universal Church Realized."

"It's the Universal Cosmic Church Realized," I corrected.

She came up with a slow smile, crossed and uncrossed her great legs. "Let me give you a free tip," she said. Her lipglo almost blinded me as she ran her pink tongue across it.

"So give," I said, trying to figure her.

"Try Iberia," she said.

And was gone.

That's right, gone. One second she was sitting there, lipglo, erect nips and all, and the next second she wasn't. The slotseat was empty.

I didn't know what to make of it, so I didn't try. In my game you get some weird tips.

I decided to follow up on this one.



Four
 

On Zuber III you flipperfloated — so I was flipperfloating approx six Earthfeet above the city surface. It's a keen sensation, but kind of spooky. Knowing how to use your flarepak is the key to the thing. Turning, reversing direction, all forward and backward movements, are accomplished by nozzle force from your flarejets, assisted by your suitflippers. If you live on Zuber III you buy or lease, but since I was here on a short-term trace my flippers were rented. Since there's no other form of transport on this planet, you flipperfloat or you don't go anywhere.

I was pretty clumsy at first, flipperfloating right smack into one of the female natives. I'd misdirected my left elbow nozzle and got myself into a spin. Bam, right into this big, tough looking female Zuberite.

"That was a personal violation," she said. " I ought to report you."She shuddered and her rainbow skin rippled. "I find personal skin contact with an Earthling repulsive and revolting."

"Well, it certainly wasn't intentional," I told her. "I'm new at flipperfloating, and I'm just getting the hang of it."

"Your experience, or lack of it, is of no concern to me. Simply keep your loathsome skin to yourself,"

And she flippered off, still muttering.

Zuberites are a moody bunch. They never smile. Four mouths to each of them — two in front, two in back — but you never get a smile from any of them. They're down-droopers. Sour. Unhappy. In fact, laughing physically offends a Zuberite and is punishable by law. I remember reading about a Gay Lib group that held a convention here. A hundred guys from Cincinnati, Ohio, thought Zuber III would be a darling place for a convention. A bad decision. They got arrested for giggling in public and spent the equivalent of five Earthyears in a humorless Zuberite jail.

I'd taken a crash sleepcourse in Zuberite Foibles and Folk Customs back in Bubble City before coming up here to contact Franklin Elster Iberia.

A native of Zuber III, an outcast eccentric tritrillionaire who'd married an Earthwoman, Iberia had named all of his children, male and female, after the wives of Ancient American Presidents, reflecting his impassioned interest in political Earthhistory.

On the vidphone I had represented myself as an authority on Harry Truman in order to wrangle an appointment, because getting in to see Rankin Elster Iberia is no cinch. If I had admitted to being a Mars op working a caper his scanclerk would have blacked the connection and that would have been that. But Harry's name was magic and I got my appointment.

Iberia's huge gumba (which is what they call estates on Zuber III) was a hell of a flipperfloat from the heart of town, and by the time I arrived I was racked out from trying to maintain an even nozzle flow and yet not exceed local speed limits.

Breathing hard, I landed in the viscourt just outside the gumba's main gate and was instantly surrounded by sour looking Zuberite guards.

"Are you a zorch (enemy)? Have you come in wupple (war)?" I was asked. This question, I knew, was traditional and I wondered, puckishly, what would happen if I said yes, I was a zorch and that I had come in wupple. But of course I gave back the traditional reply."I am a geek (friend) and I come in pinkum (peace)."

That did it. They opened the gate for me.

I checked my flippers and was told to lie down on what looked like a rug. I wanted to know why.

"All guests must enter horizontally," a guard said. "Or do you wish to offend?"

I said I didn't.

"Then lie down."

I did, and the visitor's rug folded itself around me; I felt it being lifted and carried. After a good deal of carrying, some closing and opening of doors, the rug with me still in it was finally set down and I heard a guard say, "Here is Harry Truman."

"Bully! Absolutely bully!" The response was deep and booming; apparenty the voice of Iberia himself.

The rug unrolled and I sat up and sneezed. Rugs make me sneeze no matter what planet they come from.

"Welcome to my gumba, President Truman," said the round rainbow-skinned figure of Franklin E. Iberia. Naturally, he was not smiling. The two mouths I could see were dour and down-turned. In keeping with the indoor custom on Zuber III, he was totally nude. I noted that his sexual organs were in back, which meant he had to sit on them. No wonder Zuberites lacked a sense of humor.

"My name is Samuel Gorkins," I said, standing. "I am an authority on President Truman but I am not, personally, President Truman himself."

"How truly unfortunate," the rotund rainbowed tritrillionaire said."I was quite beside myself with excitement at the idea of meeting Mr. Truman. I had assumed that you Earth geeks had found a way to bring back deceased personages of particular historic import and that you were, indeed, President Truman. How truly unfortunate that you are not."

"Sorry, I said.

"My children will be distressed, most especially my eldest son, Bess who was so looking forward to meeting you."

"Your scanclerk obviously misinformed you. I made it quite clear to him that I was not Harry Truman."

He stared at me with his twin pairs of lashless popeyes. Then he sighed. "Well, at least you can take off your clothes and tell me all about him. I'm hungry for details."

"Of course," I said, stripping my flarepak and flysuit. I was stepping gracefully out of my stippled shorts when Iberia said, "Dear, this is Mr. Gorkins."

I looked up, blinking, to see a tall, blond-haired Earthwoman ankle toward me. A beautiful number. Flat tummy, lushly rounded thighs, full forward thrusting breasts dusted with glonip at their tips.

"He's yummy," she said, and kissed me full on the lips.

I dropped my shorts.

"My wife does not see many of her Earthpeople," said Iberia. "She is naturally and wholesomely effusive when one visits us."

By now she had pressed her glonips into my chest and was running her long fingers through my hair, nipping at my left earlobe and pressing one of her knees into my groin.

"How do you do?" I managed to say, unsteadily, breaking contact to duck behind a gaschair. She'd aroused the beast in me and, in view of my present situation, I didn't think flouting a rampant erection would accomplish much.

"I do all right," said Mrs. Iberia with a gleam of teeth, "and, from what I saw before you ducked behind that chair, I bet you don't do so badly yourself."

Iberia sauntered over to tweak his wife's left nipple. "I'm afraid Jackie has made an outcast of me," he said. "The fact that I indulge in sexual intercourse with an Earthling sickens my fellow Zuberites. They find you folks revolting."

"So I discovered," I said. "How do you manage it? Intercourse, I mean."

"I had to work hard to conquer my normal revulsion," admitted Iberia.

"He used self-hypnosis," said Jackie. "Then, with his organ in back, he never has to face me. That helps."

"I kept telling myself that Jackie's loathsome Earthskin was attractive," he said. "Finally, I reached the point of being able to keep my skin from rippling but I never licked the sneezing."

"When we make love he sneezes," said Jackie.

"My few remaining friends find her basically repellent, of course, but they've learned to accept her if she keeps her distance."

"Sounds like a safe way to play it," I said

"Meaning you'd like me to 'keep my distance' from you, Mr. Gorkins?"

"It's just that I find it difficult to concentrate on Ancient American Presidents with a nude blonde plastered against my groin."

She giggled at this, and Iberia covered his ears.

"What a disgusting sound! My dear, I must insist you leave the room until our meeting is concluded."

Jackie shrugged, gave me a smoky farewell smile, tossed back her bright mane of hair and jiggled from the room, buttocks bouncing.

"Please excuse my wife, Mr. Gorkins. Seeing another Earthling adversely affects her personality."

I came out from behind the gaschair, sexually becalmed. "She's a real sweetheart," I said.

Iberia was puffing on a portable waterpipe. "Well … shall we get back to Mr. Truman?"

"By all means," I nodded.

"You know, in a way I'm sorry you are not an authority on Teddy Roosevelt," Iberia told me, setting aside the waterpipe. "Mr. Truman is, in actual fact, my second favorite Ancient American President."

"You favor Teddy, eh?"

"Mainly because he charged things," said Iberia.

He slapped his stomach, which is as close as a Zuberite ever comes to expressing happiness. "He charged up San Juan Hill, you know."

I told him I knew.

"I admire people who charge things. The Earthrhino wins my respect because he'll charge you nine times out of ten."

Before I could say anything to that, Iberia lowered his head and charged me.

Acting on reflex, I side stepped, and the fat, rainbow-striped tritrillionaire slammed full tilt into a large nearglass display case. The case smashed to the floor and three guards appeared, weapons in hand.

Regaining his balance, Iberia waved them back.

"Please don't be alarmed," he told me. "I was merely indulging myself with an impromptu charge. One can never plan these things. Spoils the spontaneous element if you plan in advance. I charge as the spirit moves me."

"I'll keep that in mind," I said.

Iberia leaned to pluck a triangular trophy from the shattered case."Won this for a charge on a mechanized horse in the Zuber Olympics a few periods back," he said. "Even beat out my boy, Lady Bird, and he's some rider!"

"Bully," I said.

We sat down on a large gascouch and Iberia slapped his stomach again. His stripes quivered.

"Now, tell me all about Harry S. Truman."

"Well, for one thing, he wasn't really a very good piano player," I said.

"Fascinating! I relish personal tidbits." He leaned toward me across a pillow. "Tell me, Mr. Gorkins, what did his 'S' stand for? I've never been able to find out. I once had a trusted retainer compile a list of seven thousand middle names beginning with 'S' and the one I liked best was Stanislaus. Harry Stanislaus Truman. Seemed to fit, somehow."

"The 'S' really didn't stand for anything," I told him. "When Harry got into politics, he felt he needed a middle initial, so he added the 'S' for that reason."

"You're a veritable fund of presidential tidbits," Iberia said, smacking his stomach. "I've always been confused by what he told his daughter, Margaret, when she remained in the kitchen too long and became sexually ripe."

"What was that?"

"He told her, 'if you stand in the kitchen, you go into heat.' Odd, to say the least."

"Well, the line's been scrambled," I said. "The correct version is, 'if you can't stand the heat, get out of the kitchen.' And I think he said it to the cook."

"Amazing!" He darted a glance at one of the guards who stood near the far doorway, leaped from the couch, and changed, knocking down the startled Zuberite. Then he returned, whacking his rainbowed midriff with both hands.

"Bully good charge," I said.

"Thank you. Now tell me what Mr. Truman thought of music critics."

"Hated 'em," I said.

"Fascinating."

"He loved to take brisk, early morning walks," I continued. "Here on Zuber III he would have flipperfloated a lot. He was that kind of guy."

Iberia spun in a circle, meaning he'd reached the height of pleasure.

"Harry used to sell neckties," I said. "In Missouri. But I'm not sure whether this was before or after he became President."

"Doesn't matter. What matters is the fact that he was a tie man. Which is a pertinent detail. I am a collector of pertinent details."

I figured it was time to get into why I was here. I'd done enough fencing. "I hear that you also collect asteroids, Mr. Iberia."

"Indeed I do, but —"

"Get rid of your guards. Tell them to shut the door. We need to talk."

He did as I told him. Then he returned to the gascouch.

"Tell me about your asteroid collecting, Mr. Iberia."

"Well … ah … I buy up loose ones whenever and wherever I can and furnish them to suit my whims."

"Expensive hobby, isn't it?"

"Not if you know your market. I am often able to buy and sell at a sizeable profit, Mr. Gorkins."

"I'm not Mr. Gorkins. I'm Samuel Space, a licensed private investigator from Mars, and I'm here on a missing asteroid trace."

"My, my. It seems to me that —"

I didn't let him finish. "You are known to have one of the largest private collections of asteroids, many of them purchased under, shall we say, somewhat shady circumstances."

Iberia's skin began to ripple. "You come here under a false identity and openly harass me. I ought to turn you over to the Zuberite authorities!"

"But you won't," I said. "Just cool your skin down and drop the outraged citizen routine."

"You accuse me of —"

"I'm not accusing you of anything. I'm merely suggesting that if one were zealous in researching your collection one might come up with a few odd facts regarding your method of purchase."

"Such as?"

"Such as: that you are a frequent buyer on the asteroid gray market and have been for quite a while."

Iberia was puffing nervously on his waterpipe.

"What are you after? What do you want from me?"

"You deal with some characters I'd like to know about. I'm here to get a name. Tell me who your market contact is and I won't cause you trouble. I've checked your collection, and I know you don't have the asteroid I'm after. But your contact might know where I can locate it."

"And if I choose not to cooperate with you — what then?"

"Then I have a friendly confab with U.T.E.B. and maybe one of their boys might be able to pry loose what I need. Of course, that would mean you'd be up to your rainbow neck in a very ugly tax investigation involving your little collection."

"And you think I am afraid of the Universal Tax Evasion Bureau?"

"I don't think so, I know so."

There was a long moment of silence between us as Iberia worked on his pipe. Then he said, "And what makes you think I won't have you disposed of before you have time to alert the U.T.E.B.?"

"The fact that you deal in the gray market doesn't make you a killer. It doesn't even make you unique, since plenty of collectors deal below that belt to cut their costs and raise their profits. You play it shady sometimes, Iberia, but you've never had anybody killed. You want to avoid trouble and so do I. Give me the name of your contact and I'll leave you alone — and so will the U.T.E.B. Unless I spill what I know, you won't have any of their agents in your hair."

"I'm bald," said Iberia. "All Zuberite males are bald."

"I was using the term figuratively," I said. "What about it; do I get the name?"

Iberia put down his pipe, walked to the far end of the room and glared at me, head lowered.

"Are you going to charge me again?" I asked.

"I'm seriously considering it," he admitted.

"That wouldn't solve anything. You'd just miss me again. Why don't you give me the info instead?"

Which, after a lot of skin rippling, is exactly what he decided to do.



Five
 

Things were not going well.

My spine was stretched to the breaking point and my neck seemed clamped in a steel vise. A raw jolt of pain threatened to black me out — so I flat-palmed the mat. The spinal pressure instantly vanished and the big yellow-eyed spider wrestler stepped away from me, bowing. "I trust I did you no damage, Mr. Space?"

I sat up dizzily on the mat, rubbing base of my spine. "Aside from a broken neck and a dislocated back I'm just great. But I'd hate to run into you in a Bronx alley!"

The wrestler's thick green brows drew together across his monkey's face. "What, if I am not being most impolite in asking, is a Bronx alley?"

"They have this Earth area in the eastern part of the United States called the Bronx," I explained. "In it there are narrow passages between buildings that lack proper illumination. These dark passages are called alleys and Earththugs often drag innocent citizens into these alleys and physically attack them."

"Whatever for, Mr. Space?" He spread his large ape's hands in a gesture of confusion.

"In order to obtain their personal goods," I said. "This is often done on Earth. Those who drag in the citizens are called muggers."

"Goodness gracious, what a violent, backward planet!"

"Yeah, it's a mean piece of rock."

"On my home planet, Slith," intoned the beefy spider wrestler, "such antisocial behavior would never be tolerated. One's personal goods are always safe on Slith." He pursed his wide, rubbery lips, exposing the pink skin inside. "But perhaps that is because we have no Bronx alleys. Perhaps this is fortunate."

I nodded, taking a deep breath. I needed a drink.

"Do you wish to engage in further harmonious physical activity, Mr. Space?"

"Nope, pal," I told him "I'm not even sure I can stand up, let alone spider-wrestle. Let's call it quits for this session while I get some harmonious alcohol down my gullet."

"Exactly as you wish." He bowed to me again and took off, in a swinging loose-limbed run, for the showers.

His name was Sonny and we were in a ship's gym on the way to Antar, a small planet in the Dogwood galaxy, where I hoped to make my first gray market contact. I'd booked this commercial warpliner for the trip, figuring to put in some heavy gym time enroute. I needed to sweat off five pounds of excess gut I'd put on back in Bubble City, eating those damned Martian freepcakes.

I'd forgotten just how murderous spider-wrestling can be if you're not used to practicing it on a regular basis. This form of kill-or-maim combat — named after the hairy monkey-faced multiped who developed it — had saved my skin more than once, but I was no match for a ship's pro like Sonny. He was a real bone snapper.

After my air shower and robo-rubdown I felt a lot better. Such workouts were necessary. In my lousy life, mixing it up with a real tough monkey keeps my head straight.

Go soft in my racket and you've bought yourself a one way ticket to the marble orchard.

I was in the ship's bar relaxing over a sour Saturnian triplestinger, when I happened to glance at the reverse side of my napkin. A message had been printed on it:

CANCEL YOUR CURRENT LINE OF INVESTIGATION. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO DISEMBARK AT ANTAR. ACCEPT THE ADVICE OF A FRIEND AND CONTINUE TO ANOTHER DESTINATION. IF YOU FAIL TO HEED THESE WORDS YOU WILL FIND YOUR GOOD HEALTH AFFECTED TO AN ALARMING DEGREE.

And it was signed, A FRIEND.

I casually reduced the napkin to a crumpled ball in my fist and flipped it into a burnbin near the table. The napkin disappeared in a tiny pop of flame. Sipping my drink, I said, "Tip me back," to the adjustastool. The stool responded instantly.

Tipped back, and sipping, I scanned the bar. Was he here, in the crowd? Was he watching me for a reaction to his warning? The barchamber contained the usual tourists; an intense group of Carpoonian gas breathers, a bored bubblefoot from the Sirius System, a blatting trio of Outer Ring slimekids on school vacation, a tentacled matron from Oriana engaged in some shy orbplay with an overage pod salesman with wrinkled fleckers. The usual.

I instantly dismissed the lot of them. My "friend" was elsewhere; I was inwardly certain of that. Maybe a member of the ship's crew.

"Another triple, sir?" The bar robot hovered above me, a metal index finger poised over his drink spigot.

"Nix," I said, slotting my credcard into his stomach and walking out. On the way, I passed the matron from Oriana and gave her a broad leer. She blanked her orbs and flushed purple. The pod salesman looked confused.

* * *
 

The remainder of the trip was routine. No more printed warnings. No threats of any kind. If I stayed aboard ship at the Antar stop I was okay.

Only I didn't. I got off as planned. It takes more than a warning on a napkin to worry me. But I walked soft on Antar, expecting to be attacked.

It was a backwater planet at the edge of one of the smaller systems. Breathable atmosphere, which was no surprise since many of the outer planets retain enough oxygen for us Earthfolk to breathe. And the natives were friendly. But I could smell trouble the way a Martian sandhound can smell dingoweed; I knew it was coming … but when? And where?

A cab airdropped me at the edge of Antar's main citystrip. The address Iberia had given me was only a short pedrun from this drop point. It was late and the city domeglobes were dimmed. I used the outer pedtrack to keep free of shadows, one hand on my .38, which I'd switched to an inside pocket for quick action. The alertpill I'd swallowed before leaving the ship kept me at combat status, and I doubted that anyone or anything could surprise me.

I stepped off the moving pedwalk and checked my address: Unit K-7, Lifebuilding 246. So far, so good. I took the flowsteps up to K, quick stepped to 7, and waited, knowing my body heat would activate the doorcall.

The door whispered open, but no one was there to greet me. Just silence.

I took out my .38, adjusted it to readyfire, and ducked inside. The unit was empty. No chairs. No table. No anything. Had Iberia been dumb enough to come up with a fake address knowing I'd put the U.T.E.B. on his neck?

A soft hiss above my head fired my body muscles and I leaped sideways. But I wasn't quick enough. A hairy figure dropped, cat easy, from a ceiling slot, and before I could use the .38 both of my arms were pinned in a tight spiderlock.

"You should pay more attention to your napkins, Mr. Space," Sonny told me. "In this session of harmonious physical activity I shall demonstrate how to kill an Earthling who is unwise enough to ignore good advice."

I tried to twist free and got exactly nowhere.

"First, it is necessary to disarm the opposition," he said.

The .38 dropped from my hand as my fingers opened convulsively under crushing pressure.

"Next, the opponent's limbs are disabled."

Sonny delivered two snapping spiderkicks and I hit the floor, my legs numb from the knees down."Now, an effective spinal blow to bring up the head."

Whap! My head arched back in abrupt pain. He was going to kill me; the next spiderblow would snap my neck.

I bit down hard on my tongue to supply the extra charge of adrenalin needed to offset his blow. My left wrist met the full impact of his chopping hand and he grunted in pain as bone met bone.

"Now, you hairy bastard!" I rolled hard left, scooped up the fallen .38, and quick-triggered the weapon three times. Two of my nitroslugs missed Sonny — but the third didn't. It caught him in the chest and flopped him loosely back against the wall.

"Sorry you made me do that, kid," I told him. "But I didn't like the way the lessons were going."

A new respect gleamed in his dark eyes. "You are a savage and resourceful man, and you have accomplished what few Earthlings are capable of doing: You have actually managed to kill a spider master. I … applaud you, sir!"

He didn't say anything else. He just quit breathing.

Our session of harmonious physical activity had ended.

* * *
 

Unit K-7 proved to be as empty as Sonny's dead eyes. I tooth-combed every inch of the place, hoping to spot a lead on the contact I'd come to find, but the search was a total flakeout.

I left the dead spider wrestler behind me in the unit — let the Antarite cops deal with him! — and took a dropslide to the street.

The contact had been warned about me coming and had skipped, leaving Sonny behind to make sure I didn't follow. The big question of the moment was; Follow where?

I vidphoned Iberia. I still trusted him. He'd never have the gutnerve to hire a professional monkey to put out my lights.

Reaching him was tricky. The roboconnector wanted my name.

"Teddy Roosevelt," I said.

Iberia got right on the line.

"That's not funny, Mr. Space."

"Sorry. I thought it was."

"What do you want with me?" On the vidphone panel he scowled. "I gave you what you asked for."

"You gave me a name and an address," I said. "But your contact pulled a skip on me. I need an alternate address."

Iberia hesitated. "Impossible," he said. " I don't have one."

"Yes, you do," I told him. "If you didn't, you wouldn't have hesitated before saying 'impossible'." Now, give!"

More scowling from the fat Mr. I. "All right, I do have an alternate address — but you'd be taking a strong personal risk in going there."

I snorted. "I almost got myself fogged checking out the first joint. I'll worry about the risks, Iberia. You just supply the info."

"Very well. At least my conscience is clear." He consulted a file by the vidphone. "I happen to know that my contact often visits a private asteroid in the Lowenkopf sector. I was warned not to go there. It's not a functional point of contact."

"Just give me the directional coordinates."

"You must promise not to …"" … reveal my source of information," I finished for him. "Relax. I don't finger stoolies."

He gave me the data and I rang off.

Ole Sam was back in business.



Six
 

"Joe Hopper?"

"Right."

"You for hire?"

"Depends."

"On what?"

"On how far I have to haul."

"How far is far?"

"You tell me where you want to go. Then I tell you if I go that far."

So I told him.

"Yeah, I know the Luani system. It's within my jump range."

"What's your price?"

He named one.

I named another.

We hassled, adjusted, hassled more, agreed. There's a special technique in hiring a space cabbie. You never pay the first price a cabbie names. Only suckers do that. Cabbies love to bargain; it's a natural part of their lives. I know, because I was one myself, and when I told Joe Hopper this he beamed. Joe was a homeplanet boy from Earth.

"So you're an ex-cabbie, eh?"

"Right."

"Where'd you run?"

"Venus mostly," I said. "Drove swamp cans. Local stuff. I never hacked outside the System."

"How long ago was that?"

"Six, nearly seven Earthyears."

Joe scratched his chin. He was big and square and needed a shave."They used the ole Z-grav junkies then, didn't they?"

I said they did.

"Drove me a Z once, on a Moonrun." He shook his head. "Too slow to suit me. How'd you make out as a cabbie?"

"Lousy," I told him. "But I was on the booze in those days and you can't booze and hack. A losing combo. When I bent up one of the company swampers, they dropped the ax on me."

"Tough," he said. "Lost your permit, I guess."

I nodded, shrugging.

"And you never went back?"

"Nope. Took me a while to get off the booze. By then I was into other things."

We walked over to Hopper's spacecab. Long, low, sleek — one the new thrustfin Twin-X jobs. He saw the shine in my eyes as we climbed through the lock.

"Like her?"

"Sure beats the old Z," I said, checking the ship's neatly arranged control grid. "How fast is she?"

"Zero to sixteen thousand in six," Joe said in a flat tone, masking his pride. "She'll out-drag anything in her power-weight class." He coughed, scrubbed at one side of his stubbled jaw. "Course I've done a little tinkering with her, you understand."

"Sure beats the old Z," I repeated.

"I've almost got her paid for," Hopper said. "Two more cred periods and she's all mine."

We webbed up and Joe thumbed the flashpin. The twin-thrust unit cut in and the pocked planet surface whipped away beneath us as we flamed skyward.

Topside, we exchanged grins. I liked Joe Hopper and I liked his ship.

I'd made a good choice for my run.

"Are you sure this is the right asteroid?"

"This is it," I said.

We drifted at quarter-power over the twisted ruins of an empty city. There was no sign of moving life below us. The area seemed totally devastated.

"The coordinates check out," I said. "This is the one, Joe. Take me down."

"Down to what?"

"To whatever's there. Can't be sure yet."

Hopper looked skeptical. "That's a dead rock, Sam," he said flatly. "Whoever you're lookin' for sure ain't down there."

"Maybe. Maybe not. But I want to poke around."

Joe gave up his argument and began easing the Twin-X down to the surface. When we'd unwebbed and the jets were quiet I said, "Wait here for me. I'll need you again."

"I'll keep the meter running," he said.

We had landed just beyond the ruins of the city. I stretched, taking in a deep breath. No facemask needed. The air was okay, with the oxygen level on the thin side. But then I didn't plan on doing any running.

I figured the best place to begin looking for my contact was in the middle of the city. Once there, I'd do some plain old fashioned yelling. In the dead silence of the ruins my voice would carry for a hell of a distance.

The twisted ped belts were inoperative, so I had a bit of walking to do in order to reach the city's heart. Most of the buildings I passed were tumbled in on themselves like so many card houses. I had to avoid shards of glassite and sharp edged chunks of plastorock on the ruptured street surface.

The needle shape of the Twin-X dwindled behind me. Joe counted me nuts to be doing what I was doing, but he just didn't understand the detective business. Things often prove to be quite different than what they seem and a smart op can't take anything at face value. Sure, this looked like a shattered, totally abandoned asteroid, but I'd been fooled plenty of times before. Better to keep an open mind. And, of course, a ready gun.

The ruins gave way to a wide city square. Broken statues. A giant fountain, split open. Dead-limbed nearoak trees.

I stepped into the middle of the square and stopped. No sounds. No movement. "Hey, anybody home?" I yelled. And waited. No response.

I tried again. More yelling. And waiting. And yelling.

I was beginning to feel like a prize chump. Maybe Joe was right. Maybe I was nuts, yelling my head off to nobody in the middle of a dead city.

Then someone touched my shoulder. I spun around like a startled mooncat, snapping out my .38 as I turned.

"Hello, Mr. Space," said a sad-eyed, solemn-faced humanoid standing in front of me. He was middle-aged. Basic earth-type body construction. Wearing dirt-streaked, ragged clothing. Frayed sandals. Scabs on his knees.

"Who the hell are you?" I asked him.

"The one you came to see," he told me in a soft voice. "I'm McKabe."

Which stoned me. "You mean — you're Iberia's gray market contact?"

"Yes. I do business with him, among many others."

I gave him a slow lookover. But I understood that you were loaded. That you'd built your own pleasure world out here in the Lowenkopf sector."

"All perfectly true," he nodded. "Furnishing this asteroid cost me several million credits."

"I don't get you, McKabe."

The sad-eyed humanoid walked over to a fallen, headless statue. He tapped the statue's chipped torso. "I paid to have all this done," he said. "Paid to have this whole city built here, and then paid to have it destroyed." He looked down at himself. "Even my clothing is custom destroyed. Good ragged, dirt streaked clothes don't come cheap. And where do you find the right size in frayed sandals these days?"

"But why build a city and then have it destroyed?"

"Sit down on this chipped torso and listen to a sad story," he said. I sat down, stowing my .38 in its holster.

"I'm married. I love my wife and she loves me. But, like many marriages, ours had gone stale. Sex had become boring. Predictable. So I got the idea for this place. I considered it an inspiration."

I still didn't follow him, and said so.

"My wife and I had often speculated on what it would be like to be the last male and the last female in the world. The idea excited us. Two passionate, love-starved creatures grappling and grunting out their sexual release amid chipped torsos and tumbled buildings."

"Love among the ruins, eh?"

"Quite so," he nodded. "I got my world and paid to have it ruined. Everything seemed perfect. Here was I, the last male, stumbling aimlessly and numbly through the broken, empty streets. And there she was, the last surviving female."

"Did you grapple and grunt out your release?"

"We tried to," he said. "But my wife got sand in her mouth and a small stone lodged itself in her navel as we were rolling about. She found it all quite depressing. Now she's gone. Left me here. When I heard your ship I thought she might be returning for me."

"You mean she left just before I got here?"

"Correct. I suddenly found that I was the last male in the world, and it's no damn fun, let me tell you."

"I've got a cab waiting outside town. You can get a ride back home with me."

"That's most kind of you, Mr. Space," he said. "Makes me regret trying to have you killed back on Antar."

"So that was your doing?"

"Afraid so," he admitted. "I work hard. I try to do a good job. Sure, I'm in the gray market game, but you have to work just as hard being crooked as you do being honest. People like you don't understand a thing like that. You come along and want to take my money away from me."

"You're full of beans," I told him. "I don't give a damn what you do with your money."

His eyes widened. "You don't?"

"No, I don't."

"But … aren't you a federation snooper nosing into our gray market activities?"

"Nope."

"But that's why I tried to have you killed in Antar. We gray marketeers always kill federation snoopers. When you left Iberia's and booked passage for Antar we assumed you were a professional investigator."

"I am, but I'm private. I don't work for the federation. Right now I'm on a missing asteroid trace for a client. It seemed to me that you market boys might be able to help me find the asteroid."

McKabe chuckled. "Amazing how we turn simple things into complex ones by assuming that which is not always truly assumable."

"Sorry I had to stiff your hairy friend," I told him.

He shrugged. "Sonny was expendable. Spider wrestlers are fairly easy to come by. And, after all, he was working under instructions to break every bone in your body."

"Now that things are clear between us," I said, "will you help me on the trace?"

"Be happy to," he said.

On the way back to Joe's cab I showed him the map the planet preach had given me. No, he didn't have any direct knowledge of this particular asteroid, but he could send me to someone who might be able to finger it for me.

As we flamed away from his ruined world he blinked his sad eyes and sighed. "I'll have it all done over," he said. "Import some thick green custom made wilderness. Robosnakes. Automated rhinos. Plastoelephants. Vines to swing on. I'll even design my own loincloth!"

"What about your wife?" I wanted to know.

"She can be the frustrated ape mother who adopts me," he said. "I just know that playing a gorilla will sexually ignite her."

"Yeah, jungle incest ought to do the trick," I said. McKabe relaxed into his webbing.

"If you want to know the truth," said Joe Hopper, "I'm glad I ain't married."



Seven
 

I'd hit pay dirt with McKabe. Thanks to him, I had a strong lead. In fact, with a pinch of luck, I could break this case early.

He told me that the gray market bought a lot of their bootleg asteroids from a roving gang of young rustlers of mixed body types who ranged through various systems picking up "stray rocks" (as they termed them) which were then herded into areas, or space corrals, well off the beaten paths of the planetary patrol cruisers.

"These babes are always one step ahead of the law," McKabe had told me. "They're sharp and tough and they know their way around the universe. Their leader is the one you want to see. They call him 'Halfcat' — and he's usually on High-L when he can get it. Ten to one he can show you where to find your asteroid. If he can't, nobody can."

McKabe had told me how to reach the gang's headquarters on the planet Bailey and what pass-poem to use in order to identify myself as a friend. He also gave me a warning. "Don't get Halfcat sore at you. I saw him chew up an Earthcop once and swallow him, bones and all. He can be kind of mean."

I said that I'd try real hard not to get Halfcat sore at me.

* * *
 

Bailey was on a commercial dropline, so I didn't have any problem in getting there. The planet was one of the larger bodies in the Wilton System, and was extremely rugged and mountainous. A prime source of ionite ore, it was honeycombed with mines. According to McKabe, Halfcat's gang had appropriated one of the small domed mining towns as headquarters. Once they'd killed every miner in the area, no one objected to their being there.

Antigrav transport was impossible over the mountains due to sucking downdrafts, which would crush an aircab like an Earthegg between canyon walls. Which was one of the major reasons the gang had picked this location: a sneak attack was out of the question. You came in by fuggback or you didn't come in at all — and a posted lookout could spot any moving thing within a mile of the town.

Now a fugg is one sour son of a bitch. In Earth terms, it looks like a cross between a camel with six legs and a giraffe with two heads. Except that one head is in front and one is in back, each attached to a long furry neck. You're supposed to hang on to the front neck and keep yelling "Fugg! Hup. Hup. Fugg!" to get the bastard moving. Plus punching it with your fist whenever it slows down.

The rented fugg I rode kept trying to bite me from behind with its big square teeth whenever I punched it, and this put me in a lousy moody the time I finally reached the outlaw mining town.

"Hop off that fugg, mister! And no funny moves while you're doin' it."

I glared down at the raw young space rustler who faced me with an upraised .40-76 Koppler-Babish double-lock side-load stun rifle.

"Listen, kid," I said coolly. "I'm hungry, saddle sore and fugg bit. I suggest you say 'please' when you ask me anything."

"What you doin' here?" he demanded. "This town's closed to miners."

"I'm no stoop-assed miner," I snapped, climbing down from the fugg's humped back. "I'm here to see your boss, the one they call Half-cat. Where is he?"

"First, the passpoem," the raw kid said.

I sighed, and began spieling: "Suns will fade and moons will die, "I said, "but love like ours stays ever new. In the vaulting arc of sky … there's none else here but just us two."

The kid tipped up the rifle. "Second verse," he prompted. I gave him a hard look.

"Lovers through the breadth of time, yearning for a fairy's kiss; Yea, this simple bit of rhyme, binds us in eternal bliss."

"I'm embarrassed," the kid confessed with a sheepish smile as he lowered the stun rifle. "The thing is, our boss is nuts for 'fairy kisses. 'This one's the third passpoem in a row that has lovers in it who yearn for a fairy's kiss. Sometimes I think the boss is kind of spooky — if you know what I mean."

"Yeah," I said. "I know what you mean."

"But don't tell him I said so," whispered the young rustler. "Nobody kids the boss about his fairy kisses."

"My lips are sealed," I assured him. "Now, where do I find your boss?"

The raw kid grinned at me. "You don't find Halfcat," he said. "Halfcat finds you."

* * *
 

Which is why I ended up sitting alone and bored at the mouth of anion mine watching my tethered fugg nibble Baileyweed with one head and glare at me with the other.

There was no love lost between us.

A scuffle of rocks behind me. I swung around, staring into the dark cave mouth, as a shape materialized there. All I could really see at this point was a pair of slanted yellow eyes shining out of the tunnel. Cat's eyes.

"Name?" barked a snarling voice attached to the eyes.

"Samuel Temperance Space," I said. "I'm a private investigator."

"What do you want with me?"

"I was told you could possibly aid me in locating a —"

"I don't aid people; I eat people," said the shape.

That shook me a little, but I bulled on. "As I understand it, that's not your usual pattern." The yellow eyes were closer. "Admittedly, I was told that you once ate an Earth policeperson, bones and all, but I assumed that this was as extreme case, brought on by —"

"You assume too much, peeper!"

I backed slowly toward my fugg. "Well, then, I'll just be heading home. I can see you're in no mood to trade."

"Trade?" The yellow eyes narrowed.

"I brought in some prime grade High-L. Hard to come by these days. Thought I could maybe swap it for the info I need."

Halfcat emerged into the waning light of day — and I could see where he got his nickname. Below the waist he was a common biped, but his head was furry, with long, pointed ears; his mouth stretched back over curved fangs and his slanted yellow eyes were indeed catlike. Now, at the mention of High-L, those eyes were glowing.

"How come a squiff like you carries High-L?"

"I've got my contacts," I said. "Do we deal or don't we?"

"What you want, shamus?"

I was amused by his subtle use of the ancient slang term for a private detective.

"Like I said — info."

"About what?"

"A missing asteroid. I know you … deal in them. If you took it, I want to buy it back; no questions asked. And I'll pay a fair price on behalf of my client."

"Describe the rock."

I gave him the specs.

"Too small," Halfcat snorted. "We don't pick up pebbles. No percentage in it."

"Who could I talk to? You must know who handles the smaller stuff."

"Maybe I do. But first …"

"A jolt of L, right?"

"Don't play smart with me, peeper. I'm doing you a big favor just talking to you, when I could snort the L and have you for dessert!"

I remembered McKabe's advice about not getting Halfcat sore and fished out a plasflask of L, tossed it to him. I was impressed with the fact that he caught it in his teeth.

He split open the flask with a central fang, dumping the colorless powder onto his long, pink cat's tongue. Then he threw back his furry head and snorted.

I watched the High-L take him into Limbo, that wacko mental state instantly induced by the drug. I didn't have to snort L to know it was plenty potent. These days, since I'd quit the booze, a Moonrim Fizz or a shot of Martian Monkweed was enough to frazzle my brainpan; I was never dumb enough to get into any hard stuff. That was for cheap rock rustlers like Halfcat who needed a prime jolt to operate at anything above a moron's level.

Patiently I waited for the stuff to run his system, knowing he wouldn't be any good for questions and answers until the L had peaked.

"Whoo — eeee!" Halfcat's yellow eyes pinwheeled in his skull. He folded himself into a ball, rolled around in a circle, hopped up, yowled at the sky, twitched his cat ears — and suddenly nipped me on the right calf.

"Hey! No biting, dammit!" I yelled, jumping back and grabbing at my leg.

The fugg was looking at us sourly with both of its heads. It was never in a good mood, since half of it was always going in the wrong direction.

Halfcat began to giggle. His pink tongue lolled. He flopped down on a large rock just inside the mine entrance, giggled again, then stared at me. His eyes focused, narrowed.

"That's good prime," he said in a cool, level tone. "You got more?"

"One more," I said. "But this is a trade, catman. You owe me."

He shook his head violently, clearing away some of the drug mist. "Talk to Collingo. He's my buyer. He's into the whole picture. Buys and sells. Large and small."

I whistled through my pivot tooth. "Collingo! … into hot asteroids. C'mon, the man's a legit Saint!"

"He bought Sainthood, like he buys everything else."

"Why should he tell me anything?"

"He probably won't. He'll probably kill you. You asked for a lead, not a guarantee. That's the trade. Let's have the other jolt." He grinned, revealing the full length of his curving yellow fangs. "Or do I suck your bones for breakfast?"

I didn't reply to that question — just tossed him the second plasflask and got back on my fugg.

It was like he said: In my game, you get no guarantees.



Eight
 

Times Square, in Newer New Old New York, hadn't changed much. Still brash, noisy, crowded, mean, foul smelling and hell to get around in. Especially at rush hour, when the jet tubes emptied their home-from-work crowd onto the pedways. There were always at least a dozen citizens trampled to death at each rush period. Ped victims. You took your chances.

I was switching lanes at 42nd Street, trying for a faster pedbelt, when I got lucky. A lev floated past me with his beepie on — meaning he was for hire. I grabbed him.

"Where to, bud?" he asked, killing his beepie.

"CenPark. Saint's Church."

He sniffed. "You converting?"

I shook my head. "Private biz."

Most levs are nosey, and he was no exception.

"Okay, saddle up," he said, crouching and flipping on his chest meter.

I climbed onto his shoulder saddle and we took off. I always feel a little goofy riding a lev. But since they banned the old rocket cabs about a century back you either tubed or rode a lev. The pedways took forever.

As we soared above 42nd Street I asked him when he knew he had the Talent.

"My old man had the Talent, and his old man had it before him," he told me. "My whole fam's gifted. My Aunt Nabby was into Faith Healing — worked with Martian freebs mostly — and Uncle Ferdinand was a Foot Teller. He read big toes on Saturn. Me, I could levitate before I could walk. Used to float over the chicken house and drop eggs on Grampa."

"I'll bet that pissed him off," I said.

"Yeah. Usta get mad as hell. Gramps was a telek and he'd get the house furniture after me. Our big leather sofa was the worst. Gramps would have that thing chasing me all over the house."

"Telekinesis isn't all that common. Did he use it commercially?"

"When he was younger, he did. Used to floatload the Luna tugs. He could mind lift up to five thousand pounds of freight at a crack. But he got old … retired. Dead now. I miss that feisty geezer."

By the end of his story we were over CenPark and I spotted the Church right off. As tall as old St. Pat's. Vaulting arches. Flying buttresses. A real landmark. Made of quick-erect tentstone, but durable looking.

He dropped me onto the pedway next to the front entrance and zoomed off without thanking me for the tip. It figured. A lev never thanked anybody for anything — but they sure love to gab.

The Saints were having a Major Conversion that afternoon and the place was packed with religious zealots. A flush-faced female tried to get friendly.

"I've had three minor conversions," she told me, "but this is my first major. Isn't it enchanting?"

I told her I was enchanted and edged away from her, deeper into the crowd, moving toward the main altar, passing a robed glostatue of Collingo. I had to admit the thing was impressive. Life size, supposedly. Which meant he was eight feet six inches in height. There had to be a gimmick.

And there was.

When Collingo, the Head Saint, stepped onto the altar, I could see he was wearing stiltsoles, adapted from the old 21st century carny days when it helped the con to be taller than the rubes.

The crowd murmured, then fell silent as Collingo raised his hands.

His robes were stitched with Body Ads: "Use Hollowell's Holy Oil in Your Classic Crankcase! It's the Finest!" …"House Hunters! Visit Happy Bob's Blessed Acres for Celestial Bargains on Real Estate!" …"Heavenly Stock Market Tips! Let a Saint Guide You to Financial Security!" … The usual body hype.

His eyes burned with Godfire under deep brows and his multicolored globeard vibrated as he spoke: "Brothers … Sisters … Geeks … Are you ready for Conversion?"

"Yes!" In chorus. "We are ready!"

Seemed I was the only non-convert in the bunch.

"Well, then …" intoned Collingo, " … let the ceremony begin!"

The hypnowall of the church behind the altar began to whirl and flicker with glowing patterns of light and I ducked my head. I wasn't ready for a Saint's brainwash and I knew if I looked at that wall for more than a few seconds I'd be ripe for any line Collingo was ready to lay out.

So I looked at my toes while the wall did its job on the rubes.

After a few more seconds, Collingo's voice rang out: "Feel God's power feeding into your brains … open your body cells to the power of Sainthood — and repeat after me …"

"We will repeat!"

His voice became a powerhouse of emotion: "I will buy Hollowell's Holy Oil."

They said that.

"I will visit Happy Bob's Blessed Acres for Celestial Bargains!"

They said that, too.

"I will treat my children to Uncle Harley's Heavenly Fudge Bars!"

Well, you get the drift. He was doing a mass sell on these crackers and, after socking another half dozen products into their brainpans, he switched off the wall, brought them out of their trance and told them they were converted.

They filed out, dizzy with celestial joy, while two other Saints collected donations at the door.

I stepped behind the altar where a Saint ducked out to stop me."Sorry, citizen, but this is sacred territory."

I didn't bother to argue; I just cold-cocked him with my .38 and went on.

Collingo was in the Holy Room doffing his glorobes for a common streetsuit. Out of his stiltsoles he was a runty five seven.

"Great show," I told him. "I'd say you've really got the calling. Does God get a rakeoff, or do you keep the full take?"

"This is sacred territory, bud. Who let you back here?"

"I let myself," I said. "Halfcat sent me."

His eyes were edgy as he stripped his globeard. "For what?"

"For info. I'm an op, working out of Bubble City. My client had his asteroid stolen. I'm trying to find it for him."

"So?"

"So Halfcat said you might have bought it. If so, I'd like to buy it back, no questions asked."

I handed him the specs.

He shook his head, which was round and bald; he looked like an uncooked zingo egg. "Too dinky. I don't buy the dinky ones, I buy the fat ones. Kleptos steal the dinks. A pro won't touch 'em."

"Kleptos?"

"People who are compelled to steal things. Some of 'em steal these dinky little rocks — like the one you're after."

"How would I get a line on this?" I asked, more than a little confused.

He pasted a small brush mustache under his nose. "Wear this so I don't get swamped for autographs. People all know Collingo. I always go out in disguise."

"Makes sense," I said. "Now, about …"

"Oh, sure … let's see … I know one klepto who's into the compulsion. Used to shack her before I became a Saint. You might want to talk to her."

"I'll need a name and a place to reach her."

His jaw tightened. "I don't give out free info to anybody, especially Bubbleheads."

He was referring bitterly to the fact that I was from Bubble City. Newer New Old New Yorkers hate the place the way people used to hate Los Angeles before the quake swallowed it. They seem to need a city to hate and mine fit the bill. I decided to ignore his crack.

"I can pay," I said, unpeeling a roll of solar credits.

He gave me a smile. "That's more like it."

And I paid.



Nine
 

I didn't have to switch planets to find my klepto. She was attending some kind of alien "scificon" in Alamogordo, New Mexico, a quick ten minute jet jaunt from Newer New Old New York.

This event was taking place at the White Sands Atomic Blast Motel and at the receptdesk they told me she was representing Earth on a "Cosmic Sex Customs" panel in the main fenroom.

The panelists were into it hot and heavy when I got there. A purple twinhead from Antar, with mottled chestfarbs, was yelling at a tri-tongued toadwoman from Capella.

"Are you trying to tell me, Miss Petzler, that satisfactory intercourse is possible with a single penis?" the twinhead bellowed.

"Absolutely!" the toadwoman yelled back. "Just because the males on your planet have two heads and three pricks, you assume an offensive air of sexual superiority!"

"Talk about offensive!" countered the twinhead. "At least I don't openly refer to the male sex organ as a 'prick'!"

"Ladies … ladies … let's have order!" shouted the moderator, a reed-skin from the Dogstar System. Her snaky tail bristled with dignity.

A testy silence settled over the panelists.

"I think we should let Susan Sunbright, our panelist from Earth, respond to Miss Grinstead's question." And she nodded to my klepto.

Susan Sunbright was a knockout. An elfin face dusted with sun freckles; long, gold-flecked hair to her waist; a pouting, sensuous mouth. She was seated, so I couldn't see her legs, but I knew they would be first rate (which they were). Her voice matched the rest of her, lush and vibrant.

"Well, I really don't have a great deal of multi-penis experience," she admitted. "But, to quote the saying, 'It ain't no matter who owns the store, it's how you use the merchandise.' At least I …"

"No, no. That's not how it goes," cut in the fourth panelist, a feathered tri-sexual from Titan. "It's 'Never mind the mishkas, just deliver the mulligan!' I'm sure that …"

This touched off a strident shouting match between the three off-Earth panelists, which was terminated by the angry moderator who declared the discussion at an end.

When Susan Sunbright stepped down from the speaker's pod I introduced myself.

"I've never met a private detective from Mars," she said. "How many penises do you have?"

"Just one," I said. "I'm Earthborn, like you."

She nodded, looking me over. "You'd be quite attractive without your hair."

"You like baldies, eh?"

"My sexual bent lies in that direction," she admitted.

"Look, could I buy you a cofcup? We need to talk."

"About what?"

"Tell you over cof."

She shrugged a pretty shoulder. "Why not?" And her smile gave me an instant erection.

* * *
 

In the cofshop I found out that her name wasn't really Susan Sunbright.

"My legal name is Emma Irmaline Gretch." And she grimaced. Even then she was beautiful. "Can you imagine going through life with a name like that?"

"I love your freckles," I said.

"They're not mine. I use Freckle On. But I'm glad you approve of the effect." She stirred sugar into her cof. "Do you like my breasts?"

"Definitely," I said."I'm small breasted. Always worried about whether males will like small jugs. A lot don't.""You're terrific all over," I said. She looked at me with intense, long lashed, blue lake eyes. "Don't you think it's time to tell me what you came here for?""I came to find this," I said, handing her the spec sheet on Brother

T's asteroid. She studied it carefully. Handed it back."Sorry, but I've never stolen one quite that small." An elfin smile.

"You do know I'm a klepto, of course."

"Of course." I folded away the specsheet. "And what you steal is your business. Mine is getting back this piece of rock. How can I be sure you're not lying to me?"

"You can't be sure of anything, Mr. Space," she said, and I felt her right leg rub against my left one under the plastable. "For example, I never thought I'd want to bed down a fly-by-night detective with a gross amount of body hair — but I suppose one is truly never sure of anything."

I gulped.

* * *
 

I had five erections before I left Earth and Susan Sunbright took care of all five. By the time I was back in Bubble City I was desperately in love. Again.



Ten
 

Thus far, I'd drawn a total blank on the missing asteroid. Not one of my leads had paid off: not Iberia, or McKabe or Halfcat or Collingo or Susan Sunbright. None of them had the rock. That much I was sure of. It was just too goddam puny to merit their attention, and I began to feel like a prize chump for taking on the case.

I should be working class stuff, I told myself. Like that big onion caper I was hired for by Josiah Herman Rabarnack. Chasing a piddle-poop asteroid halfway around the universe was nothing short of depressing.

I made up my mind to vid Brother Thad when I got back to the office, telling him I was off the case. Send him a faxbill and call it a wrap.

But when I walked into my sleazy office, my plans changed.

I wasn't going to be vidding Brother T. because he was right there in my warped flexchair, his back to me. He didn't move when I walked around the desk to face him and that was easy to understand. You wouldn't be moving either if somebody dumped a .38 nitro-charge into your belly.

I was leaning toward him for a bod check when a sharp voice warned me not to touch the evidence. I recognized the cadenced Irish lilt of my ole pal, Police Sergeant O' Malley of Mars Homicide.

He was standing in the doorway with two cops as mean looking as he was. They had their guns out.

"You're under arrest for murder, Sam," O' Malley growled. "Do you have a statement to make?"

"Sure, I have one to make," I said. "I'm innocent."

O'Malley tipped back his red-nosed Irish head and snorted out a laugh. "That's what you always say, every time I pin ya for murder."

"Yeah, and every time I say it you end up letting me go for lack of evidence."

"Well, this time we got the evidence, Space!" snapped the big Irishman. He counted off on his fingers: "Victim of your acquaintance. Dead in your office. Shot with a .38 nitro — which you carry." He chuckled. "I figger that's enough for a start, laddie!"

"Why would I shoot my own client?"

"We'll get to your motive in due course. Right now …" He gestured toward one of the two beefcakes with him. "Put the grippers on him, Kelly."

While Kelly was doing this I tried more logic with O'Malley.

"And if I did kill him, why would I be dumb enough to come back here to visit the body?"

"Don't you ever read detective fiction?" he asked me. "Murderers always return to the scene of the crime."

And they led me out.

* * *
 

"Who tipped you on Brother T's demise?" I asked. We were in the Questionroom at HQ and my wrists were still grippered behind my back as I sat blinking into the raw flare of a pinbeam.

"Redhaired woman with erect nipples," said O'Malley.

"I thought so," I said. "And after putting the finger on me, she disappeared. Right?"

O'Malley clucked his thick Irish tongue against the roof of his mouth. "As a matter of fact, she did," he admitted. "How did you know that?"

"Because this same frail sent me on a wild gooser to Zuber III," I told him. "For some reason I can't fathom, she's out to nail my skin to the wall. And I also can't fathom that quick vanish act of hers."

O'Malley leaned close to me; his breath smelled like an abandoned tubeway. "Why did Brother Thaddius come to you to find his asteroid when he could have gone to the police?"

"It was a gray market buy and he wasn't ready to admit that to a cop," I said.

Kelly spoke up. "Maybe that hard-nippled frail is mixed up with all the missing rocks, Sarge."

"What's he talking about?" I asked O'Malley.

"Brother T's asteroid isn't the only hunk of private rock that's been snatched of late," said the Irishman. "We've had a whole rash of scattered reports on stolen asteroids in the last Marsmonth."

"How scattered?"

"Well, the main concentration has come from around the Fat Marble," he said. "But we've also had maybe a dozen or so snatched from our area."

I pondered this. "Any suspects?"

"At first we figured it was rock rustlers — but since all of these rocks are so small, we figured they wouldn't be worth a pro's effort."

I found this a very interesting piece of info. "No big ones snatched?"

"Nope. The specs show them well below average size. All dinks."

"I say you'd better find that redhead and ask her some questions."

"We intend to, Sam," O'Malley said. "But we owe her for telling us where to grab you." He fired up one of this foul smelling Mercurian cigars and blew the smoke into my face. "Now all this asteroid crapolais obscuring the real question at hand which is: How come you croaked the planet preach?"

"Check my .38 against the charge in his tummy," I said. "You'll find they don't match. Which means you can't hold me."

O'Malley answered a light tapping at the door. One of his lab boys was there with a foil report. "We checked out Sam's .38 against the charge in the guy's belly," said the lab jockey. "They don't match, Sarge."

"By damn!" O'Malley swung back to face me, his jaw working the cigar. He looked like an enraged Martian sandbull. "I can't hold ya, Sam!"

I grinned at him, getting up from the gripchair. "And, once again, the innocent private eye, harassed by the brutal, insensitive Sergeant of Police, emerges free and clear of the cruel and unjust allegations levied against him."

O'Malley bit completely through his cigar. He waved to Kelly. "Get him out of here!"

And he slammed from the room, muttering obscenities.



Eleven
 

I've developed a bad habit: whenever somebody murders a client of mine, then tries to stiff me for the job, I get curious. It costs me time and money, but I can't seem to resist the temptation to find some answers.

So, after I left O'Malley, I booked a warpflight to Jupiter. Twenty-five billion square miles of planet. The Fat Marble.

I wanted to talk to Police Inspector McFarlin.

The first time we'd met, a few years ago, things had been a little sticky. I'd been arrested, questioned by McFarlin, then sent down for a machine brainwash. But, by now, Mac knew I was legit. I'd asked for his help on at least two other capers and for a Jupecop he was plenty okay in my book.

Don't get me wrong; I have nothing against Jupecops. They do their job and I do mine. It's just that I feel kind of sappy exchanging wisecracks with a three inch mouse, which is how long Police Inspector McFarlin is. But to the planet's mouse folk, he's a national hero. An honest rodent who can't be bought for all the cheese in the galaxy.

And total honesty is rare in the System.

I was grateful for one thing: they'd finally developed a neutral gravity inside the domes and I didn't have to strap on a lousy contra-gravbelt to offset my 190 pounds of fighting flab. First time I ever met McFarlin under Jupe gravity, I scaled in at 450. which was disgusting .Out of customs, I grabbed a jumper to Mouse Headquarters and asked to see McFarlin.

"Do you have an appointment?" queried the officious little reception mouse at the front desk. She had cute whiskers and her tail was pink.

"Mac'll see me, sweetheart. Just tell him Sam's here. From Bubble City."

She moused away to find out if he'd talk to me.

He would.

"Sam! How fine to see you!" He said this with great warmth.

We didn't embrace. For one thing you can't embrace a mouse. But I shook his paw, holding it between my thumb and index finger, then sat down in front of his desk. He activated a riser, which brought the desk up to a level with my nose.

"What brings you to the Marble?" he wanted to know, lacing his brown paws in front of him and looking at me over the edge of his tiny rimless glasses.

I told him about Brother T. and the events as they'd happened in the case, including the fact that a vanishing redhead had tried to frame me for a homicide.

" … but mainly I'm here to find out all you can tell me about stolen rocks — small stolen rocks. Seems the asteroid I was chasing isn't the only missing pee wee."

"Indeed it is not," said the Inspector. "We've had a rash of odd reports from various segments of space, most of them fairly close to the Marble, regarding the theft of any number of extremely small asteroids."

"And what's your theory?"

McFarlin spread his paws. "I have none. This is obviously not the work of rustlers or random rock thieves. The pattern is consistent, tying in with another series of odd reports within the same period."

"What other reports?"

"A series of kidnappings," he said. "Prominent worm people and certain influential members of various insect groups have been spirited away of late."

"I see what you mean by consistent," I said. "Very small rocks and very small citizens — worms and insects — have all been grabbed in the same basic period."

"Exactly," said McFarlin, nodding his furry gray head. "It all seems to tie in with smallness."

"Any of your mouse people missing?"

"Not to my knowledge. Just worms, insect folk, and the like."

"What about blackmail as the motive?"

"How do you mean, Sam?"

"You spoke of 'influential' insects and 'prominent' worms. Maybe whoever's behind this is out to pull off a kind of mass blackmail job."

McFarlin scratched his multi-dyed neck fur, then began firing up a tiny pipe. "Mind if I smoke?" he asked "Nasty addiction I've picked up."

"It'll stunt your growth," I cracked.

We both chuckled over this. Then Mac got serious again.

"There is no indication whatever that the kidnappings are connected to blackmail." He had the pipe going and his black-bead eyes were lost in a swirl of smoke. "No communications of this nature have reached us — or any worm or insect family within our jurisdiction. Blackmail, therefore, can be discounted in this case."

"Well, Inspector …" I stood up, almost knocking over his desk with my left ear. "Guess I'll do a bit of hunting on my own. Try to find out who's behind all this."

McFarlin also stood up, putting aside his pipe to offer a farewell paw. "Stop by any time, Sam. Always glad to see you."

"Thanks, Mac," I said. "Feeling's mutual."

And I carefully shook his paw.

* * *
 

I was about to flag a jumper outside Mouse HQ when I felt a light tug at my left ankle sock. I looked down.

"Mr. Space … might I speak with you, sir?"

Another mouse. Also a cop — which he proved by holding up a stamped idencard. I could see that he wore a teeny gold badge on the inside flap of his bizsuit.

"I'm in no hurry," I said. And I wasn't — since I had no leads and nowhere to go. Maybe he knew something I didn't.

We sat down together on a rock. Meaning I sat on the rock and the copmouse perched on my knee.

I'm Lieutenant Pennington," he told me. "Sylvester Reems Pennington, Jr."

"Seems you already know who I am."

"You are notorious, sir."

"Is that good or bad?"

He chuckled, rippling his neck fur. "In your case, Mr. Space, it simply means 'well known'. I meant to imply no slur on your character."

"Thanks," I said.

"I understand, from Inspector McFarlin, that you are personally motivated in tracking down the person or persons responsible for the current mysterious rash of worm-insect-asteroid kidnappings."

"I didn't know you could kidnap an asteroid."

"Ah, the quick tongue of the typical private detective!" Pennington chuckled. "I was, of course, lumping the varied disappearances into a single, inadequate phrase."

"Sure," I said, wishing he'd get to the point.

"At any rate," said Pennington, wiping a dust mote from his right eye with a minuscule white paper tissue. "I, too, am interested — in a professional capacity — in finding out just who is behind these crimes."

"You been assigned to the case?"

He nodded. "For the past Jupemonth I have pursued nothing else. My every waking moment is devoted to the vital accumulation of facts and evidence."

"And what have you accumulated?"

He shrugged, looping his tail around my knees to stabilize his balance. "Very little, I'm afraid. But the one lead I seem to have uncovered I am unable to pursue."

"Oh?"

"Unlike yourself, I am not free to travel from one planetary body to another through our System in pursuit of villainy. My position as a local police lieutenant here on Jupiter makes such circumnavigation quite impossible."

"Where would you like to circumnavigate to?"

"The Moon," he said. "Which, for you, sir, is but a mere hop skip and a jump — to place it in vulgarized terminology."

"And why should I hop to the Moon?" I gave him a hard look. "That is what you are getting at, isn't it?"

"Indeed, sir, it is," he said, chuckling and rubbing his stomach fur.

"Well?"

"You are an impatient man, Mr. Space."

"I like to keep things moving along, Lieutenant."

"Since we are going to be working as a team, you may call me Sylvester," he told me.

"I don't work with mice," I said.

His whiskers flicked. "And why not, sir?"

"No offense," I said, seeing he was upset. "It's just that I don't work with anybody, on any team. I'm a lone wolf. Always have been. I'm nobody's puppet."

"Let me assure you, Mr. Space, it is not my intention to attach any strings to your person, either actually or symbolically."

"If you've got a lead that makes sense, I'll follow it out. But on my terms," I said.

"Of course," nodded the copmouse. "You'll find me affable and entirely cooperative in this venture."

"Okay, what's your lead?"

"Have you heard of a Moonking named Pendorf Wrenhurst?"

"Maybe."

"He's a very wealthy sportsman. Races sandboats for a hobby. Has a huge mansion on Dark Side."

"So?"

The mouse scrubbed at his other eye with the tissue. "You should also know, Mr. Space, that this man — an Earthling like yourself — engages in the unsavory and despicable sideline of worm slavery."

"Never heard of it."

"Worms, as you may know, are hardy little souls," said the cop-mouse. "They are prized as below-ground workers on certain backwater planets. Mr. Wrenhurst traffics in the worm trade. Which is to say, he provides alien worms for illegal sale outside the System."

"I gotcha. You think Wrenhurst might be the character behind the rash of kidnappings."

"Possibly, sir … very possibly."

"But you have no proof?"

"None whatever," admitted Pennington.

"And how do you tie in the insect and asteroid end of things if he just wants worms?"

"I don't, Mr. Space. That's all part of the mystery. But it seems to me that a good place to start unraveling it might be in the private domain of Mr. Wrenhurst."

"Sam Space as spy?"

"Precisely, sir!"

I shrugged, almost dislodging the copmouse from my knee. "What the hell, Sylvester, a lead's a lead. I didn't have one when I met you, but I've got one now. I guess that's all any dick can ask for."

His whiskers were quivering. "Then … you'll go to the Moon?"

"Eventually," I said. "With one prior stop enroute."



Twelve
 

In order to make a stop you have to find the thing you're stopping for — and finding Joe Hopper wasn't easy.

I tried his pad, then his cabstand, then his garage.

"Gone," mumbled the grizzled slugbelly who worked for him. He was tinkering with one of Joe's pre-Z spacers, an older model Hopper kept for classic display purposes.

"Gone where?"

"Dunno." He waved a lazy tentacle. "Just gone. Answered a call. Took off."

We were at Hopper's Deluxe Spacekab Emporium, which was the name Joe gave to this seedy garage and repair shack on the edge of a gorfswamp outside Gimp City in the Cuthbert Cluster.

"What do you want with him, anyhow?" asked the slugbelly. His snugsuit was grimed with space oil and his upper tentacles were tobacco stained.

"Got a job for him," I said.

"You gonna wait?"

"Depends," I said. "Did he say when he'd be back?"

"It's like I told ya," whined the slugbelly. "He just hot-assed off. Joe never tells me nothin' … and I don't ask him nothin'."

The noise in the sky proved I wouldn't have to wait: a crackling howl of after-jets, damped and power-reversed for a flamedown.

It was Joe — in his Twin-X thrustfin.

I met him on the field and told him I needed his help.

"Sure, Sammy," he grunted, stripping his flyhat. "If you can name it, I can do it."

"You don't lack confidence, Joe," I grinned.

"Modest I ain't; talented I am! What's the pitch?"

"I want to go sand racing," I said. "And I want to win."

We walked inside his Emporium.

* * *
 

What I needed from Joe was simply and totally illegal by MSA standards. At least years back, the Moon Sports Association had outlawed all atomic powered sandboats for Moonlake events under their "pilot safety" bylaws. The things were just too damned fast.

But I wanted speed, not safety, and I didn't give a damn about the rules.

"Can you rig a detachable atompac for a racing sander?" I asked Joe.

"Sure, but if you try to run it, they'll disqualify you."

"Not the way I've got it planned," I told him. "I want the boat to meet full pre-race specs, meaning a standard jato unit, conventional hull and steering gear. But I also want you to provide space for me to install an atompac once I've passed tech inspection."

Joe looked doubtful. "No good, Sam. They'll still disqualify you. The winning boats are impounded for total teardown after the race."

"I just want to win," I told him. "Let me worry about what happens afterwards."

"Okay," he said. "I can do the job for you if you're sure that's the way you want it."

"I'm sure," I said.

"And, if I dare pose the question, who the hell pays for all this?"

"I do," I said.

Actually, I wouldn't be paying. A down-at-the-dishkas private op with holes in both socks doesn't buy souped-up Moon boats. Before I'd left the Fat Marble, I'd worked out a little under-the-counter arrangement with Sylvester. The costs for all this were coming out of a fund for retired mice set up by the cops at Mouse HQ. Pennington assured me I'd have enough solarcreds to pay off Hopper, plus a spillover for my Moon jaunt. And who was I to argue with a cop?

Syl kept his end of the deal.

On the day the boat was ready I got a package delivered to my crummy office. Plain brown Jupe-wrap. No return address. Inside: 18,000 solarcredits. A tidy bundle. If Pennington's little scheme was ever uncovered, there'd be some pissed off senior mice on Jupiter.

* * *
 

"How's she look to you?" Joe asked me.

I walked around her. Whistled through my pivot tooth. "She's a zooch!" I said. "A real zooch!"

Long, low-bodied, wind sculptured, with a flared podcock and raked tweeters, she was a dreamboat. On her tucked hull, in gold paint, the name I'd asked for: Irmaline. 

In honor of my latest light o' love. Susan Sunbright's middle name.

"This panel snaps off," said Joe, as he popped loose a side section near the jato unit. "You can attach your atompac, line it in, and you'll get an extra thousand thrustpower on the straights."

"Terrif," I said.

"But you won't have a chance to take off the pac once you've crossed the starting line. They'll be watching you all through the race. They use geepers. Got the best eyes in the System."

"Like I said, let me worry about that end of it."

Joe stepped back, proudly. He dusted his big hands. "She's all yours, pard. Go break your bones!"



Thirteen
 

The Moon was always a bore.

Sterile, lacking color, full of unsightly craters. On Luna you eat sand and spit rocks. A dead wasteland of chill peaks and raw valleys. No wonder they'd abandoned the Moon colony.

Still, Rim City was hanging in there, with its sleazo dendives and cut rate sexhuts, catering to Loonies and gungoons, driftbums and retired spacers. The dregs.

Richos lived on Dark Side, away from the floaters in the Rim — and all the sandlake races were run under laser lights. The Loonies stayed out. Dark Side was reserved for wealthy eccentrics and biz-moguls. And for daring sportsmen such as Tyrus Steadman, the devil take the hindmost racing fanatic.

* * *
 

Who was Steadman? Well, before he got to Dark Side he used to be a private dick out of Bubble City. Name: Sam Space.

Call me Ty.

I'd raced before. Swamp cabs mostly, in tanktown events on Venus. Jungle runs. Strictly for laughs. No rules. No limits. Just bash your way to a win. I'd won a couple; I'd also gone on my nog more than once in those souped up clunks, and I knew how it felt to kiss the wall at full revs. The V-shaped scar on my back, running from shoulder to butt-bone, came from racing swampers.

I could bash with the best of them.

But I'd never sandraced. I'd faked out enough ID to convince the richos that I was worthy of their sport, but there was no use pretending I knew anything about running a Moonlake.

"Nothing to it, boyo," the tech inspector told me as he point-checked my boat. " Just stay clear of the fantails."

We were in the pits, a large rocked-off area just beyond the marked lake course. The laser lights made it bright as day.

"What about fantails?" I asked the tech.

"These lakes are more fine grain dust than sand," he said. "And Moondust is rough if you ride the tweeters. Fantail thrown up by the boat ahead can blind you for sure. Next thing you know, you're off the course with a rock up your cod. Kaput!"

"If I don't hang in close, how do I pass?"

"Most of that is done on the long back straight. You cut left to miss the fantail. Power can get you by on the straight. Passing on a turn can wipe you out."

"I'll remember that," I told him.

He made a final note in his foilpad, snapped it closed. He punch-stamped my hull. "You're A-Okay for the race, Mr. Steadman. And, I might say, she's a nice little sander."

"Thanks," I said.

"Give you a bit of advice?"

"Sure."

"Since this is your first lake run, don't try for a top slot. Stay back and watch how the fast boys operate. Learn the ropes. Then, next time out, you can maybe open up and go for the gravy."

I told him I was sure that was good advice. And it was. Only I wasn't out to learn; I was out to win. And with Joe's atompac on board, I knew I could take any other rig on the lake.

"Good luck, Mr. Steadman."

"Call me Ty," I said, and threw him a smile.

* * *
 

The course was laid out on the floor of a dead crater (that's the only kind they've got on Luna) with plenty of sharp turns and a mile-long straight just before you come into start-finish. Each turn was banked with high walls of packed Moonrock, which meant you made damn sure not to lose it on one. You could afford to spin on the straights without any major problems, but the lane past start-finish was narrow, with high metaloid watchstands flanking it on both sides.

For my practice runs I naturally left off the pac, meaning my lap times were nothing to write home over. I was mainly trying to wring out the boat, to see what she'd do and what she wouldn't in terms of handling.

She was sweet in the tight stuff, and I could take her through the dogleg nearly flat out. No wobble or whiffling.

Joe was some kind of a genius. Irmaline hugged the sand like a second skin. I was sloppy with her, getting the hang of the course, but she forgave me everything.

A prime sweetheart.

In fact, the ole racing fever hit me when I was out there at speed, and in the gut-clutch of socking a saucy sander around a singing circuit I almost forgot why I'd come to Dark Side.

Then I saw Wrenhurst.

He'd just driven into the pits, arriving like the king he was. Hugeracevan, carrying his prize winning Kingfisher, plus three spare boats just like her in case he got a scratch on the hull. Half a dozen spare jato units. Suspension kits. Tools enough to build another Rim City. And a dozen fat Moonies to run his errands. Plus a covey of mechanics to make sure he won in style.

"Acts like he owns the course," I said to the racer who shared my pitspace. Called himself Skeeter Watson. Skinny as a fence rail in New Montana. Hangdog face. Never smiled.

"He does," said Skeeter. "He built this whole shebang to fit his style of racing. We got the only mile long straight on Luna. Mr. Wrenhurst likes to feed the boys his dust on that straight. Nobody's passed him there in the last three hundred twenty-seven races." Skeeter sighed."But we all keep trying."

I grinned to myself. History was about to be made on Dark Side! Wrenhurst slid from the vancab to the ground and I got my first plain squint at him. Regal. That's the word. Dressed in flared ridetops, gold-piped, with a silver mesh bodyblouse slashed to the navel to show his dyed chest hair. Zircon rings on each thumb. Ivory shark teeth in his pierced earlobes. A spun-pearl hairnet protecting his long locks from Moongrit. He had the vulpine features of a Martian lopewolf, and his eyes were as cold as a winter's night in the Horsehead Nebula.

I didn't like him.

"So he always wins, eh?"

Skeeter nodded sadly. "Always. Mr. Wrenhurst doesn't like losing at anything. When his house computer beat him at three-hand stud, he had it short circuited."

I waited until Skeeter left the pits before digging out Joe's atompac and snapping it into place on the Irmaline. I made the proper connections without anyone being the wiser.

Neat. I'd doubled my thrustpower.

Nobody was going to beat me.

Not even Pendorf Wrenhurst.

* * *
 

Two dozen sandboats were competing, lined up in rows of three at start-finish according to their lap times.

Wrenhurst, in his golden Kingfisher, claimed lead position, of course. One quick session around the circuit had earned him the pole. To nobody's surprise.

I was back in row seven, just one up from the last three boats. Even Skeeter's old mudtub had posted a faster lap time — and with a warped gorkle in his booster. He was in front of me, in row six.

I adjusted my wraparound headhat, checked my skingoggles, and tightened the holdbelt across my chest.

Nobody was worried about me in this race. Here I was, a spoiled hotshot from Mars in my first Moon event, a dumbo playboy with no lake experience. Why, they'd cream me out, they would. They'd stomp and bury me.

Only they didn't.

When the green flag dropped I was with the first dozen boats into Turn 1, blasting away from the slower tubs with a jolt of speed that laid my head back against the cushbar and tied knots in my tummy.

Irmaline was fast!

In fact, due to this unexpected surge of atom power, I slid wide on 2, and almost put her into the rocks. As it was, I scraped an inch of red paint off her left tweeter.

Throttle down, fella, I told myself. You've got another nineteen laps ahead of you. Learn how this rig handles with double thrust. Lay back and pick off the boys one at a time. And stay clear of the rocks!

I smoothed out and began picking up slots.

By the end of the third lap I was running with the top ten — and the geeps were watching me closely. They had one perched on every turn, long-billed and armor-feathered, with those big wide greenish eyes of theirs scanning each boat as it powered by.

A geep didn't miss anything.

So, okay. So they figure I'm running hot. But they had no way of proving it. Not until they ran a tech check on me — and I was going to make sure that never happened.

Let the geeps mutter and blink.

To hell with 'em.

My job was nailing Wrenhurst.



Fourteen
 

It was good to be at speed again.

Until now, I hadn't realized just how much I missed the old swamp-busting days on Venus. There's no real way to describe the feeling inside your nog when you're out there at full-throttle, with a fast rig under you and the curves coming at you and the crowd cheering you.

And, by now, they were cheering me. I was the thousand-to-one shot, the off-planet underdog, the guy nobody figured could do much of anything against Wrenhurst and his top monkeys. But here I was, going like the hammers, riding fifth with half the race to go. Every time I buzzed past start-finish the crowd went dingo for me, yelling and jumping and waving.

On the next lap I moved up to third, skimming Irmaline down the straight under full atompower, and passing two more boats before taking the curve.

The geeps were really upset — fluttering their pin feathers at me as I whisked past them.

Now only Wrenhurst and a tentacled, orange-skinned fleek from Mercury in a custom sander were ahead of me, and I was already moving up fast on the fleek.

Five laps to go.

I was on the fleek's tweeter going into the dog leg. A mistake. I'd been warned.

His fantail blinded me.

In the rolling billow of gritty Moondust I couldn't see the turn. Everything was a kind of milky gray-white in front of my goggles.

I braked hard, falling back, telling myself: This one's on instinct, Sam! You take it blind, and you hope your line's correct, cuz if it isn't, you're into the rocks for sure.

Slipping, sliding, scraping bottom, I made it around the dogleg okay. Barely.

All right, you big lummox! Do it right. Take him on the straight.

I did.

Which made me second.

Now, with just three laps to the flag, I was closing on Mr. Big himself. His streaking Kingfisher, glinting gold under the lasers, was a full half-lap ahead of me, but I wasn't worried about catching him. The king was about to lose his crown.

On the straight I gave Irmaline full juice and made up a quarter lap. Skimming the next five turns, I picked up more.

Wrenhurst was directly ahead. Not too close to him, I warned myself. Stay clear of his fantail. But I had him now and he knew it. His Moonies had been waving pitboards at him each time he lapped with FASTER! scribbled on them.

He couldn't. I had the power and he didn't.

The crowd was going out of its mind. One fat lizardman from Capella got so excited he fell tail-first into a cluster of Venusian tripleheads, causing a hell of a riot in the watchstands.

They all wanted to see me beat the king.

Wrenhurst twisted his head around to see just where I was as we entered the dog leg. His mouth was snarling and I could see he wasn't exactly delighted about the raw amateur riding his tweeters.

I threw him a big, toothy smile. And a little wave. He was so mad his boat wobbled.

Horray for Space!

Last lap. Two more curves, then the straight, and the final sweep under the checker at start-finish. A wrap.

I held back a little on the curves, riding easy, making sure nothing went wrong.

On the straight I did two things: I passed Wrenhurst and I removed a nitropac from my zipsuit, which I set for full destruct.

I'd win, but my boat wouldn't be around for anybody to inspect.

Poor Irmaline.

End of the straight. Around the last turn. Headed for the flag. Wrenhurst well back. (My burst of speed on the straight had put him far behind me.)

The flag whipped down.

Winner! 

I zinged past the stands, with everybody up and cheering, a rolling wave of sound. Then I hit the brakes to get my speed down to a point where I could safely bail out. I knew I was riding a time bomb.

But suddenly I had big problems: the brakes weren't doing their job. They were at half-power, and I wasn't stopping fast enough. I'd overused them in the race, burned them out.

Turn 1 loomed up at me.

I threw Irmaline into a full sideways drift; she heeled over at a severely-raked angle, sliding hull down, dead for the rocks.

Which is when I went over the side.

Would I end up alive? I hit, rolled, slid, bounced along the course, taking out the seat of my zipsuit.

I slid to a stop.

Ahead of me, Irmaline exploded in a murderous thunder crack of flame and flying metal.

I ducked as her pieces rained down. Part of her codcock rapped my nog, but my sturdy headhat saved me from a concussion.

Finally — silence. Well, not really. The geeps were squawking and the track officials were yelling and the crowd was getting wild. But inside my hat, everything was sweet and serene.

I'd done what I set out to do.

I'd beaten Pendorf Wrenhurst.

* * *
 

After the track sawbones had pronounced me fit (I'd suffered a few bruises and some scraped skin, but was basically okay) I walked over to Wrenhurst's pit.

The king was in a foul mood, cursing his head mechanic, blaming the poor sod for his having lost the race.

"Scumhead!" shouted Wrenhurst. "Quarterbrain!"

I tapped him on the shoulder. "Mr. Wrenhurst," I said in a clear voice. "My name is Tyrus Steadman."

He stared at me coldly, his vulpine chin quivering. "I know you. What the dab do you want with me?"

"I merely wished to inform you, sir, that I do not consider myself the winner of the race."

He blinked. "I don't …"

"My craft having been totally destroyed against the rocks of Turn 1, I am unable to refute certain strong rumors that my machine was illegal in terms of power equipment."

"Damned right it was, and I'll personally see to it that you never …"

I smoothly cut him off once again. "Therefore since my boat cannot be inspected and the charge cleared, I officially concede the contest to you, sir." I held out my hand. "My sincere congratulations!"

I knew I had him. What could he say? He'd never refuse the gesture because he wanted his victory record to remain intact. I had to end with him in my debt.

Wrenhurst's face softened. He smiled tightly and shook my hand. His voice was gruff but hearty: "Steadman, I'm in your debt."

See, Sylvester, I told you it would work! 



Fifteen
 

The weekend following the race Pendorf Wrenhurst threw a wingding at his illuminated mansion on Dark Side — a modest little get-together for several hundred of his "galaxy-wide intimates" (as the local Moonpape phrased it).

For entertainment he'd imported a band of giraffeheads from Oberon, specializing in nose-flute concertos. Wrenhurst was class all the way.

Naturally, I was invited. Which was just the way I'd pegged it: beat the king on the track, concede the race to him, become an "intimate."All guaranteed to put me in a position to do some prime snooping into Mr. W's worm slave biz.

If he was the gimbo behind all the kidnaps, I'd find that out. But quick.

I decided to play my role of wealthy sportsman to the hilt. Flash and glitter. That's what I'd give 'em. So I wore phosphor flamepants, with a vented snug-crotch, boots of unborn galactic mollusk (actually faked, since I don't favor making anything out of an unborn mollusk), an open suitshirt, bodyribbed and collared in glofur. And, topping it all: a hat of pleated gratch feathers.

I stood in front of the mirror in my rented pitroom. No doubt about it, I flashed and glittered.

"Hello, sweetheart," I said to myself. And I grinned, thinking what a mug like Joe Hopper would say if he could see me now.

I took a U-drive sandbug out to Wrenhurst's pad, which was no sweat to find. Built entirely of glostone, the mansion blazed like an immense jewel set into the south face of Dandelion Crater. Palace is a better word for the joint — a huge, ten-story structure of shining towers and looping balconies and crystal pillars. Rumor had it that two dozen Moonies had died in its construction, and no other mansion in the System surpassed it for sheer grandeur.

Class. All the way.

When I arrived at the Outer Guestdoor the party was roaring: I could hear wild laughter and a variety of lust shrieks from inside. One of Wrenhurst's faceless robos took my invite card at the door and pressed it into his stomach. A little green light went on inside his skullcase and he bowed to me.

"This way, sir." And he rolled ahead of me down a hallway wide enough to park swamp cabs three abreast. At the end of the hall he gave my card to a second robo, bowed again, and rolled off.

The new robo didn't press the card into his stomach; he sat on it. "You are Tyrus … You are Tyrus … You are Tyrus …" Smoke began coming out of his ears.

Then he stood up again, grabbed my hat and began eating it.

I snatched it back. "Hey, you metal mucker, gratch feathers don't come cheap!"

He looked at me with his blank face. "Ty is you is … Yipe is Tyrus … Tip is yipus …"

Which is when Wrenhurst appeared at the hall door with a big smile. "Steadman! Good to see you made it."

"Your robo's wonked out," I said. "He tried to eat my hat."

Wrenhurst pressed a wallstud. Three Moonies popped in to carry away the smoking robo.

Wrenhurst sighed. "Hard to get good help these days. My robos keep breaking down. Moondust gets into their solenoids. Next thing you know they're out of sync. Last week the robo gardener, a very loyal machine I've had in the family for years, tried to plant Charlie, my favorite electronic wolfhound. Thought Charlie was a cactus. I had him disconnected."

"The wolfhound?"

"No, the gardener. Charlie's fine. He's in the kitchen right now, chewing on an electric bone."Wrenhurst chuckled. "He's all solid state. Not a tube in him."

"I can see you're devoted to Charlie."

"A man and his dog," said Wrenhurst, shaking his vulpine head. "Potent combination. As old as recorded civilization. There's a primitive emotional bond between a man and his dog that no scientist will ever be able to explain."

"Yeah," I said. " A man and his rabbit just isn't the same thing."

"Not at all," agreed Wrenhurst somberly, "not at all."

Small talk is always the first step in winning confidence. And, with the king, I was doing aces.

He led me to the party.

It was wild. A gastropod from the Lower Pleiades was chasing a giggling skinhead behind the bar, and three gasbags from Neptune were drunkenly deflating on the center dance floor.

In the nearest cubbycorner a pair of lust-crazed young Martians were probe-rubbing each other into a norxca state. Last time I'd seen anything like that in public was aboard the President Agnew on the Mars-Earth run.

But I was no prude. In my game, shock is a luxury you can't afford.

A multi-nosed Dogstar female with puce scuppers approached me, eyes aglint. "Hidey hi, hi!" she said, bumping a scupper against my leg."My name's Looly, and I adore fast male Earthlings. I almost orged when I saw you win that race. You were absolutely winkers out there at speed!"

"My boat blew up," I said. "So I didn't really win. Mr. Wrenhurst must be considered the official victor."

"Wrenhurst can go frab!" she said darkly.

"I thought you adored fast male Earthlings."

She rubbed the other scupper suggestively against me. "Only when they're nice, like you," she husked. "And Pendorf isn't nice at all! We've sexed together and I can tell you, he's perverted."

"How so?" Maybe, in her drunken state of abandon, she might provide some tad of inside info I could use against the king.

"He asked me to perform an unnatural act with his electronic wolf-hound."

"Charlie?"

She grimaced, and two of her noses twitched. "Yes, that's the name of the shaggy beast."

"What did he want you to do?"

"Get down on the floor and chew electric bones with the hound," she said. "Ugh! Isn't that revolting?"

"And probably dangerous," I said. "Bet you could sustain quite a nasty shock from an electric bone if you bit deep enough."

"Wrenhurst is also a sadist," she declared. "He's got this little box of electronic fleas he bought on the gray market and he asked me to sprinkle some on Charlie's backside. Just to see him scratch!"

"That's revolting, all right," I said. Her mentioning the market told me I might be getting somewhere.

"Pendorf's pretty chummy with the market, wouldn't you say?"

"Sure," she nodded. "He's deep into it, as buyer and supplier."

"What does he supply?"

"Worms mostly," she said. "He's got a whole rack full of orders for slave worms in his faxden upstairs. That's where he tried to get me to chew bones with that disgusting hound of his."

Paydirt!

"Where's the den?"

"Third landing. End of the hall. He keeps a tough robo posted to guard the place. But the day he took me there he gave the robo the afternoon off. Said he wanted to be left undisturbed." She looked at me intently. "I've often wondered about that, Mr. Steadman …"

"Wondered what?'

"About just what a robo does on his afternoons off. I mean, what's there to do if you're a lousy machine?"

"Maybe he gets his screws oiled," I cracked.

This nonsensical bit of whimsy broke her up. She fell into a finger-sofa, howling with glee. Doesn't take much to get a Dogstar female hysterical. They just can't hold their booze.

I left Looly on the sofa and eased toward the stairbelt. Third landing. End of the hall … This caper was working out better than I'd hoped.



Sixteen
 

I knew that I'd have to get past the "tough robo" Looly had mentioned before I could check out Wrenhurst's faxden.

And she was right, he was tough looking: a big naked seven-footer with polished metal studs covering his wide body. All the servant robos wore clothing but this was a warrior-robo, and they aren't supposed to look civilized.

He carried a lasergun strapped to his thigh and his knuckles were spiked. When I walked back to him he had his fat metal arms folded across his chest.

"Hello, there," I said, smiling up at him.

"Good evening, sir," he said.

This one had a face — or, rather, he had a large scanner eye in the middle of his skullcase, with a small grill under it for his speakbox.

"What's your name?" I asked.

"I do not require a name," he said.

"Number?"

"K-84000723116. But I doubt that you will be able to remember it, sir. Most humans are incapable of retaining complex numerical sequences for more than a few seconds. Thus, if you wish to address me as K, I shall respond to that cognomen."

"Are you always on guard here, K?"

"Yes, sir. Always."

"Well …" I chuckled. "I happen to know of at least one occasion when you were given the day off."

"That is correct, sir. The master himself told me I was not needed at my post. I returned to the downstairs workroom where I sat in total darkness for several hours."

"Bet that pissed you off, eh?"

"If you mean that you are willing to wager that I was, in slang terms, annoyed at having to sit for several hours in total darkness, sir, then you will be ill advised to place the bet."

"Meaning you weren't pissed off?"

"That is correct, sir. Actually, I found the experience quite soothing."

As we were gabbing I slipped a small silver disc from my vented snugcrotch and began idly spinning it in my hand.

"You seem to be pretty self-sufficient."

"Totally, sir. I never require food or sleep. And I am fully self-repairing. In that respect, I am very expensive. Most robos are not self-repairing."

"Yeah, I know. I ran into one that went blooie in the hallway. Tried to eat my hat."

"I would never do that, sir. I might crush you to death in seconds, or impale you on my spiked knuckles, or send a laserbolt through your brain, but I would never attack your hat."

The disc kept spinning in my hand.

"I would resort to extreme measures only in the event of your attempting to force your way into the master's faxden. That is my job, sir. To guard."

"Oh, sure. I see what you mean. But frankly, you don't sound as if you have much fun out of life."

"I was not designed to have fun, sir," the big robo said. "I was designed to be a warrior-guard. I do not require fun."

He hadn't moved. His arms were still folded. But his eye scanner was now fixed on the spinning disc in my hand.

"Don't you ever get bored standing here?"

"I do not require mental stimulation or physical excitation, sir."

"Do you ever play chess with yourself? I know a lot of machines do that." The disc flickered silver across his metal faceplate.

"No, sir … I …" A moment of silence. Then: "Sir?"

"Yes, K."

"That … object … in your hand …"

"What about it?"

"It is … having … a strange … effect … on … on my …"

"On your what, K?" I asked.

The disc spun faster."On my … equilibrium … sir."

"Oh? Do you feel dizzy?" I brought the disc closer to his skull.

"Disoriented would … be the word … sir … I … can't seem to …"

"Perhaps you are tired. That is, in fact, what you are, K. You are tired. Very, very tired."

The robo's arms unfolded and fell to his sides. "But … I … am never … tired … sir …"

"Now you are, K. Tired. So very, very tired. You have been standing here too long. You wish to rest. Lie down and rest, K."

"I … never …"

"Repeat after me," I said firmly. "I … am … tired."

The robo swayed slightly. "I … am … tired."

I moved closer to him. "I … wish … to … rest."

His scanner was locked onto the silver disc. "I … wish … to … rest."

"I … will … go … inside … the … faxden … and … rest."

He said all that. Then, slowly, he turned, unlocked the door, and entered the den.

I was right behind him."Over there," I said, shutting the door. "That couch. You … will … rest … there."

"I … will … rest … there." And he settled his big metal frame into the flowcouch, all seven feet of him stretching out like a sleepy kid. His scanner blacked. He was inactive. I'd hypnotized my first robot!

* * *
 

With K conked out on the couch, I had free access to the tall faxfile near Wrenhurst's desk. I was sure that all of his worm contracts were in there. Maybe, just maybe, I'd uncover enough dope to tie in the missing asteroids with the insect kidnappings. If so, I could take my proof to O'Malley and lock up the case. Giving full credit to Pennington, the copmouse, naturally. Without Sylvester's lead and his mouse fund money I wouldn't be here.

Just for the hell of it, I tried drawer "W" first. "W" for worms. And, right off, I found a fat plasfile of worm slave orders. I thumbed them quickly. Just what I needed.

Now, for the "A" and "I" drawers. Asteroids and insects.

I was in the "A" drawer when the dendoor opened.

Wrenhurst was there. With the vanishing redhead from Bubble City.

"Enjoying yourself, Mr. Space?" He was aiming a .370 trigrip Blazebeamer at me. I slid the drawer closed with a sappy grin. "Just looking for a fresh Kleenex," I said.

Wrenhurst frowned, raising an eyebrow.

"It's an Earthtissue," clarified the redhead. "Circa 20th century."

"Okay," I said. "So you know who I am and why I'm here. Thanks to your hard-nippled little friend. Now what?"

"Tomorrow's Moonpape will carry a headline story," Wrenhurst informed me. "'RACING SPORTSMAN DIES.' The subhead will read: 'Tyrus Steadman Victim of Tragic Accident.'"

"And just what tragic accident am I to be a victim of?"

"Having reduced yourself to a drunken condition, you wandered beyond the safe confines of the mansion grounds and fell into a deep Moonpit."

"How clumsy of me."

"Unfortunately, your body was not recoverable, since it was instantly dissolved by the corrosive lime within the pit."

"Meaning you never have to prove how I died."

Wrenhurst advanced to the sleeping robo and examined him, still keeping the Blazebeamer on me.

"He's out cold," I said. "Just laid down on the job."

"You are a clever man, Mr. Space."

"Was. I fell into a lime pit tonight, remember?"

Wrenhurst's vulpine face took on a glow. "Actually, that particular fate is not to befall you."

"I'm relieved. I bet that out of the kindness of your heart you're just going to let me walk out of here, right?"

"I have an alternate plan in which you shall also die, of course, but in a more protracted manner. I'm sending you away, Mr. Space."

"To where?"

"Don't tell him, Wrenny," the redhead said. She cat-smiled. "Let it be a surprise."

Wrenhurst nodded. "A surprise it shall be." He moved away from the couch. "Let us just say that I intend to put you … out of circulation."

"Okay," I said. "But I'd like to ask about your redhaired dolly. How long have you known her?"

Wrenhurst looked amused. He stroked her hair and leaned to bestow a tender kiss on her left nipple."As a matter of fact, I just met this ravishing creature. An unexpected guest. She arrived rather … abruptly … to reveal your true identity."

"Uh huh," I said. "And I bet she leaves the same way. Rather abruptly. Ten to one, after I'm dumped, you'll turn around and, zingo, she'll be gone. I wouldn't count on a long romance."

"Don't listen to him, Wrenny," whispered the redhead. "Just get rid of him."

"That is my intention," said Wrenhurst gently. He walked over to me, raised the Blazebeamer and brought it down on my head.

My lights went out.



Seventeen
 

Wrenhurst wasn't bluffing. When he vowed to put me "out of circulation" he meant exactly that. But it took me a while to find just how far out.

After my head cleared, the first thing I saw was what you usually see before your head clears: total blackness.

I sat up stiffly, blinking into the dark, trying to fathom where I was and how long I'd been out. But I drew a blank. Then I heard what sounded like an Earthrhino grunting and I felt the hair rise along my neck. Whatever was making the grunting sound was right here with me, wherever that was. In other words, wherever I was, it was. And damn close, too. Within a few feet of me.

I stood up very slowly, hoping to get my back against a wall so that at least I would be facing the thing if it came at me. I moved forward, a slow step at a time, my hands extended into the darkness, feeling for the wall.

What if I stepped on the lousy grunter? That was an unsettling thought, but I was compelled to keep trying for the wall. I just had to have something solid behind me; natural human instinct, I guess.

The grunting was intermittent; there would be silence for a moment or two, then it would start again. But at least it never got any louder. Then, abruptly, the grunting stopped altogether. To be replaced by a shuffling sound. Which was getting louder by the split second.

Something was moving toward me.

Since I'm trained in seventeen forms of solar combat, I'm nobody's pushover, but I didn't know how to set my body for what was coming at me. After considering the situation, I opted for a low angle Hungo half-crouch, which meant that I would be able to utilize my upper deltoids for maximum strike power in case I was …

"Yikes!" I shouted. Something clammy had me by the shoulder.

"Easy, mate! Easy does it," a calming voice rasped next to my ear. "Cor blimey, yer about to jump plain outa yer scuppers, you are!"

"Did you say 'cor blimey'?"

"Sure did, mate."

"That means you are a British Earthling from the Greater Colonial United Kingdom — or it means you are a non-Earth creature who has learned to imitate, in word, tone, and inflection, the exact …"

"It's the first," he cut in. "Old New London's me 'ome, luv, an' that's a fact."

"When I heard you grunting in the darkness, I naturally assumed that you were some kind of wild animal."

"Me late wife, Lord bless 'er soul, told me I had a right terrible snore, an' that's the sound you heard, mate! I was dead asleep I was. Didn't even hear 'em bring you in."

"In?"

"In here, mate."

"And where's here?"

"Cor, you don't know where ya be?"

"You got it, fella. I'm in the dark, literally."

"Well, I be damned! Where was ya last — in your recollection?"

"On the Moon. Pendorf Wrenhurst, the worm slave trader, took an intense personal dislike to me. Said he'd put me out of circulation. I was clipped on the conk, and I woke up here."

"Ya mean ya weren't officially condemned?"

"I don't follow you, Mac."

"This be a Hundred Year Hellship, bound out for the Black Gulfs. All of us on 'er is stranglers an' ax men an' poisoners … or worse. I thought you was one of us!" His voice began to assume an unfriendly tone and I realized I had to maintain his confidence.

"Well, I've done my share of killings … nitro charge in the gut, that sort of thing."

Warmth returned to his voice.

"Fry me in oil, that's good to hear!" He slapped me on the back. "Welcome aboard the Soul."

"Odd name for a ship," I said.

"Her full name's The Damned Soul, an' it fits 'er well enough. Damned souls be we all on this ship, mate."

That didn't sound encouraging.

"Me name's Cutter," he chuckled. "That be 'cuz I'm quick with an ax. What's yours?"

"Just call me Sam," I told him.

Another hearty slap on the back. "Sam it is, then!"

My eyes had adjusted somewhat to the gloom and I was able to make out Cutter. He was a fright. Big, broken-nosed fellow with a jutting brow and a brutal squared jaw set with rotted tooth stumps. He was bare to the waist and matted with hair.

"Put 'er there, mate!" He grabbed my right hand and began exerting pressure.

I grunted in pain, then got sore. This hairy bozo was giving me the business, expecting me to crack.

I brought up my left elbow and drove it full into the round of his gut, then body-chopped his ribs. He howled like an Earthape, then got a chest hold on me. Both of his big muscle-knotted arms were locked around me, squeezing.

I groined him and he fell away, howling again, crashing back against the wall. He slid down, holding both hands over his crotch.

"You be … hurtin' a man!" he complained.

"I'm nobody's patsy," I told him. "You were into a fast shuffle so I dealt some aces."

The gloom was suddenly split by a thin bar of light from a doorway. Then loud, metallic banging.

"Grub," sighed Cutter, slowly pulling himself up. "That is, if you can call the swill they feed us anything at all."

I was starved and thirsty. "Food's food," I said. "I'm not particular."

Two heavy trays were shoved through the lighted slot under the door.

Cutter lurched for them. "Quick, mate! Before the rats beat us!"

I scooped up my tray. In the light from the doorslot I examined its contents: a cup of fetid water, a cracked bowl of vile-smelling mush, and a molded crust of stale bread.

"I didn't see any rats," I told Cutter.

"Yer right. They're leavin' it alone. Guess they gave up on this stuff. Made 'em right sick, it did. You could hear 'em groanin' all night."

"Groaning rats?"

"Right … an' I might say that it be a 'orrible sound."

I used the hard crust to scoop out some mush. Tasted it. Coughed and spat.

"Har, har!" laughed Cutter. "Foul, ain't it, mate?"

"The worst," I said.

"And there be no change. They feed us the same swill twice a day. Or what you may call a day 'ere in the Gulfs. There ain't no nights nor no days inside the Soul."

"What's our destination?" I asked, forcing myself to swallow some of the bread and water.

"Hell is our destination! An' that be the truth of it. The Black Gulfs. Some lost an' gone planet that the Devil himself wouldn't claim. Every planet in the Gulfs is the same. And on every one of 'em, we do the same."

"And what's that?"

"You'll see soon enough. Each man has got 'is job. You'll work till you drop … an' then you'll get up again, 'cuz they'll lay a whip to your hide. You sweat salt, you do. And blood an' salt don't mix, mate. Pain's so bad, you want to rip yer guts out!"

"Sounds much worse than the involuntary job I got assigned to on Pluto," I told him. "They had me hunting Zubu eggs."

"You'll wish you were on Pluto 'afore yer done. You'll wish you was anywhere but where you'll find yerself."

And he finished the last of his food, rolled over, and was soon asleep. His awful grunting snores filled the cell.

But at least the rats weren't groaning.



Eighteen
 

The planet didn't have a name. And nobody cared enough to give it one.

It was a triple sun system. The planet's surface was semi-liquid, and it smoked and bubbled with noxious gases. Each worker was encased in an armored heatsuit which was supposed to resist the killing temperatures, but the suits were almost as hot as the planet. After a six-hour workday in one, you felt as if your skin had been boiled in oil. The oil was your own sweat.

Cutter had the right word for it: Hell.

My job, along with dozens of other convicts, was to scoop up the semi-liquid soil with an instrument that looked like a giant soupspoon. The gook was then deposited in a large bowl-like container. The containers were rolled into an ugly metalloid structure for processing. Workers refined the stuff and canned it. Periodically the cans were shipped out to Earth.

I was told that the stuff sold as fast as it could be delivered. The demand never slacked.

"What can anybody do with it?" I asked Cutter, who was toiling beside me in the furnace heat. "You can't eat it. Can't drink it. What good is it?"

"They use this stuff fer bod rubs in sexdens," Cutter told me. "Supposed to be bloody erotic, it is. Stimulates the bloody glands in the jennyteel area."

"All this so some fat bozo in New Oshkosh can get his pipes cleaned?"

"That's one way to put it, mate. They call it Erectile Miracle Heat. An' I hear tell the FSG boys make a tidy profit out of every shipment."

I was pissed. Shanghaied aboard a Hellship by a corrupt Moonking, then ripped off in the Black Gulfs by the Federated Space Government. No wonder the average solar citizen had lost faith in cosmic justice.

What good was one honest dick from Bubble City in the greater scheme of things … the universal warp and woof? I was an overage knight tilting at the windmills of galactic corruption. "But dammit, Space," I told myself, "somebody's got to play the game straight! Somebody's got to expose the sharks and the con men and the quick-buck boys who walk this mean universe." And I was elected. By a vote of one. Me. 

Sam Space, the last free lance for hire in a cosmic cesspool.

"Hop it, mate!" Cutter warned me. "Cuz 'ere comes trouble!"

I'd been standing idle while all these depressing thoughts were running through my brainpan and an overseer, electrowhip in hand, was zipping toward me in his hoverbug.

But how could you whip a man in an armored heatsuit?

I quickly found out. The whip was electrically charged to react against the metallic surface of the suit. A searing bolt of raw voltage stabbed into me with each blow.

I got ten lashes.

By the last of them, I was a mass of quivering nerves.

"Now, you lazy sod, maybe that'll teach you not to dream on the job. Move that juice!"

That's what they called this sex-muck. And that was my job.

I was a sex-juicer in Hell.

And if there's a worse job, I haven't heard of it.

Obviously, I had to escape.

* * *
 

"There's no escape," said Cutter, when we talked that night in our cell, which was located in one of the planet's hastily-constructed work-dens. "An' even if there was, where would ya escape to?"

"Out of here, first of all," I said. "Then, I'd …"

And I stopped. Cutter was right. Where would I go on a planet of liquid fire?

"When does the next Hellship arrive?" I asked.

"Don't matter," he said. "They come, drop off leeks like us, then go on, deeper into the Gulfs." He spat on the nearstone floor. "Hellship's no way out."

"Then what about the juice rockets — the ones they use to ship this muck back to Earth? I could stow away on one."

"It's been tried, mate, an' now they got scanners fer every inch a' the ships. A bloody Martian sandflea couldn't hide in one a' those tubs!" He nodded darkly. "I tell ya, mate, you'll never get off this planet. We'll die here, the both of us, scoopin' juice."

"I don't intend to do that," I said flatly.

Cutter gave me some "Har, hars!" — exposing his rotten stumps. "What you intend or don't intend ain't worth spit in a bucket! It's here ya sweat an' it's here ya rot. There be no two ways about it. Now, mate, I ask that you kindly shut yer gob an' let a man get his rest."

And he was soon snoring horribly.

I tried to sleep, but couldn't. Instead, I got up from my cot and prowled the narrow cell. Thinking … planning …

* * *
 

On the next work detail I told the shift guard I needed to see the psyc doctor.

"Why?" He glowered at me.

"I'm having awful dreams," I told the guard. "Seeing things in my cell."

"What things?"

"Singing lizardeggs. Dancing bats."

"Singles, or in couples?"

"Batcouples. Male and female. Dancing together all night."

"That's spooky, I'll grant."

"Can't sleep," I said. "If I can't sleep, I can't scoop. I have the right to request a session."

And I did. By government law, each prison planet had to provide a psyc doctor to maintain mental stability among the workers. And the law also specified that a worker was entitled to a psycvisit once each tenth sunperiod. Providing he was having severe mental problems.

"All right, then," said the guard. "On the shift break, I'll take you over to see the doc."

Which he did.

A prisoner was allowed to be alone in the room with the doctor. No guards to invade his mental privacy. But the office door was locked, and there were no windows or vents. Three walls were bare, painted a dull copper-orange.

The forth wall was the doctor.

A machine.

Floor-to-ceiling, filled with tiny blinking lights, spinning tapes, and relay-data switches.

"Please sit down, Mr. Space," said the walldoc. Its voice was pleasant, soothing. Deep masculine tone. Reassuring. Meant to convey wisdom.

I sat down in a small bodchair facing the wall.

"Now, what seems to trouble you?"

"I gave the guard a phony story to get in here to see you. All about singing eggs and dancing bats."

"Do you usually have problems with eggs and bats?"

"No. Like I said, it was a phony story. I just told the guard a lot of baloney."

"And why did you do that, Mr. Space?"

"Because I needed to talk to someone rational on this planet. And, the way I figure you're the only rational thing on it."

"I am not a thing, Mr. Space." The wall sounded a little miffed. "I am a psyc doctor, fully qualified and licensed for the Black Gulf area."

"Okay, fine. At least you're rational."

"Indeed I am."

"My situation isn't normal," I said. "I'm not your average ax murderer. I don't strangle kiddies. Or grind up old folks. Or rob nearbanks."

The wall chuckled. "You're telling me that you are innocent. They all say that. Every psychotic prisoner I talk to is innocent."

"I'm not psychotic, for starters," I said.

"Of course you're psychotic," the wall insisted. "If you were not, you would not be here facing me, telling me you are innocent."

The wall chuckled again. Which bugged me. But I tried to ignore it.

"Look, I'm a legit private investigator. I work on the law's side, not against it. I've committed no crimes."

"Then goodness gracious, why are you here?"

"I'm the victim of a corrupt Moonking named Pendorf Wrenhurst. I had criminal evidence against him. But he caught me. Said he'd put me out of circulation. And he did. He sent me here to the Gulfs. Now, if you'll just check my fax records you'll find that I …"

"Ah, but I have checked your records, Mr. Space," the wall cut in smoothly. "I automatically check the records of every prisoner under my jurisdiction."

"Well?"

"Well, what?"

"Well, can't you see I'm no ax murderer?"

"That is correct," said the wall. "You are not an ax murderer." A pause, then the wall continued in its oily, calming voice. "But you are a forger, kidnapper, rapist and mulch molester."

"What's a mulch?"

"A very friendly, jolly little creature living in the Albright Cluster. Never a harsh word for anyone or anything. Almost always smiling. Humming little tunes. A joy to converse with on any subject. Beloved by all."

"I've never been to the Albright Cluster!"

A clicking. A whirring. Tiny lights went on and off.

Then the wall said, its tone flat and matter-of-fact: "You molested a mulch in the lower Albright Cluster on the 6th of March, 2053. And again, with a second mulch, on the 10th of June, 2054. It is all here in your faxfile, Mr. Space."

"Then the file lies!" I yelled, jumping from the bodchair. "I'm no forger, kidnapper, or mulch molester! Wrenhurst is behind this. He must have bribed a fax official to have my faxfile falsified!"

There was an awkward silence.

"By jumping up and yelling at me, you exhibit prime psychotic behavior, Mr. Space," said the wall in a self-satisfied tone. "Naturally, most psychotics assume that their records have been tampered with by nefarious personages. All very much in line with your criminal profile."

I slumped back into the bodchair.

The wall clicked and whirred again. "I'll have a mild tranquilizer administered with your moldy bread crusts. The dosage will not interfere with your duties as scooper. Two milligrains should do the trick."

"I don't need a tranquilizer!"

"It should ease your nerves," the wall said. "Goodbye."

And it went blank.

All of its tiny lights were out; its tapes had stopped whirring. It was dark and silent.

I felt the guard's heavy hand on my shoulder. "All right, Space. You've had your little visit with the doc. Now, back to work!"

I was numb and defeated.

I'd accomplished nothing.

I was no closer to getting out of Hell than the day I arrived.

The wall remained dark and silent as the guard led me away.



Nineteen
 

Working the juice …

Bending, scooping, sweating.

Heat so bad, you didn't want to breathe. Every lungful of air a punishment. Exhaustion racking you. The triple suns scalding the sky. The guards prodding you, never letting you ease off.

Working the juice.

* * *
 

By the end of the fifteenth sunperiod I'd made a decision.

"I've been talking to people," I told Cutter. "Finding out things."

"Ay? An' what have ya learned?" He was stretched belly down on his cot, his big hair-matted body drained of strength. Each night we were both a little weaker, a little thinner, closer to collapse.

"That the life of a scooper seldom exceeds a hundred sunperiods … that you die scooping juice … that the guards strip your corpse and leave you to sizzle under the suns."

"Yer tellin' me nothin' new, mate," growled Cutter. "In Hell, ya fry. That's our lot, an' nothin' to be done about it."

"I'm going to do something about it," I said.

"An' just what would that be?"

"I'm going to Volunteer," I said.

Cutter abruptly rolled over, sitting up on the cot. His face was the color of ashes. "No, mate! Don't even say it. Don't even use that bloody word!"

"I mean it," I told him. "Look, Cutter, it's the only way out of here, short of death."

"It's worse than death! It's a living death, that's what it is!"

"I hear some have survived okay."

"Survival, you say? As what? I'll tell ya what, lad! Abominations! That's what they survived to be, them that survived at all." He shook his matted head. "I'll take me chances scoopin' juice. If I go, I go as meself, ole Cutter, an' not some … twisted thing!"

"I was hoping you'd Volunteer along with me," I said.

"Never!" spat Cutter. "An' yer ten kinds of fool fer doin' it yerself!" His dark sunken eyes regarded me sadly. "Mark me, it's a terrible course you're undertakin — and if I was a religious man, I'd pray for ya. But, bein' an ax killer an' all, there's nothin' I can give ya but me pity."

I clapped him on one of his still-meaty shoulders. "Thanks, Cutter. I appreciate your concern."

There was nothing more to say, so we didn't say it.

The next morning, I Volunteered.

* * *
 

Naturally, I was accepted for the Program.

Volunteers were never turned down.

They shipped me out that same day on one of the big juice tubs. Not back to Earth, but at least out of the Gulfs.

I was dropped off at a planet called Jeremiah. It bore the name of the Program's founder, Jeremiah Elijah Curd. Mars-born, Earth-reared, with over a dozen medical degrees earned on six planets to his credit. After half a century of surgical practice in a multitude of galaxies, Curd had become a legend, a one-man encyclopedia of medical knowledge.

The Program was his great dream. He approached it with the fervor of a man possessed, and his brilliant arguments finally persuaded the combined members of the Federated Space Government to lend their approval. They granted him the use of convicted felons as experiments within the Program, but only as Volunteers.

At first, Curd had his choice of hundreds, but as rumors of the "horrors" of the Program filtered back to the prison planets, the tide of Volunteers thinned to a trickle. Now only a scattered few were desperate enough to allow their bodies to be turned over to Jeremiah Curd. A willing Volunteer was rare and, as Curd put it, "thrice welcome."

That's what he said to me as I stepped off the ship. Curd was a cadaverously-thin ghost of a man, all angled bones and sagging tissues, but with an unholy fire in the depths of his eyes. He embraced me with bony arms, crying, "Welcome, my son. Welcome. Thrice welcome!"

"Thanks, Mr. Curd," I said.

"Call me Jerry," the old geezer said with a merry twinkle. "We're quite informal, all of us who are connected with the Program. We don't stand on ceremony."

He was beaming at me. "I see you have all your limbs intact."

I looked down at myself. "Yep. Still got everything."

"Splendid!" said Jerry. "Absolutely splendid." He turned to his three glum-visaged medical associates. "Isn't he splendid, gentlemen?"

They all agreed I was splendid.

"If I could get these chains off me and some decent chow into my tum, I'd feel as splendid as I look," I said.

Curd patted my back with a thin, big-knuckled hand. "Food you shall have, and in abundance. But I am afraid that the chains must remain fixed to your person for the time being. After all, you are a degenerate criminal."

"I dunno what kind of mollycod that wall fed you," I said heatedly. "But I'm actually a private op with a clean slate and an office in Bubble City. I Volunteered so I could get somebody to listen to me."

"Ah, but there's reason for everything, is there not?" smiled Curd as a guard nudged me toward a waiting aircab.

Jerry and his trio of dour-faced associates walked beside me to the cab. "We shall certainly be willing to listen anything you have to say, won't we, gentlemen?"

They all nodded.

"Good," I said. "Now we're getting somewhere."

"Oh, we're not there yet. The aircab will take us where we're getting," said Curd.

"I didn't mean it in that way, Jerry," I told him. "I mean, we are finally arriving at some basic truths."

"Quite. Yes, quite," nodded the old man. "I deal in them … basic scientific truths. Facts. Data. A theory is worthless until it becomes proven fact."

"You can easily have my story checked. Look in the Bubble City vidbook under 'Space, Samuel.' My number's there."

"I'm sure it is," nodded Curd. "Don't you agree that his office number is probably there, gentlemen?"

They all agreed that it probably was.

Somehow, despite all the ready agreement, I didn't feel I was really reaching Curd and his boys.

"Look, Jerry, I … '

"Into the cab, if you please," said the bony scientist.

And the guard shoved me inside.

The door hissed shut.

And we zoomed away.

* * *
 

The flight was short and fast.

We landed atop a tall, rectangular alum-ribbed building, one of several arranged in a loose circle around a wide patio of closebrick. There were also a half dozen long white structures mirrored in silver, all windowless.

Program Headquarters.

I was prodded inside, still in chains. I wanted to say a lot more to Curd, but with a cheery "See you soon, my boy!" he hustled away on a pedbelt with his three silent companions.

The guard moved me, chains clanking, along a hall toward my new cell.

"I don't belong here, you know," I said to him. "I'm not your ordinary Volunteer."

"There are no ordinary ones," the guard said darkly. "All Volunteers are crazy."

I gave him a dry chuckle. "I take it you think that I'm headed for some kind of awful experiment. The truth is, just as soon as Jerry checks out my office on Mars I'll be free to …"

"Free!" The guard cut in with a harsh growl. "You're part of the Program now. Which means you'll soon wish you were back in Hell scoopin' juice."

"You don't seem to understand what I'm telling you," I said.

He didn't say anything else, but as he was locking me in my cell he looked at me the way you'd look at a trapped dingo in an Earthzoo.

I was out of the fire — but it was quite possible I'd placed myself square in the frying pan.



Twenty
 

My pessimism proved to be grounded in reality the next afternoon when the old man, flanked by two guards, confronted me in my cell and told me how proud I should be of myself for having Volunteered.

"But I'm not, and I didn't," I told him.

"Not what? Didn't what?"

"I'm not proud of myself, and I didn't Volunteer."

"But of course you did!" declared old Jerry Curd. "If you didn't, you wouldn't be here."

"But I told you — I'm a Mars op, working a case. Didn't you check up on me?"

"We surely did," nodded Curd, giving me a skeleton's smile. "And your records prove, beyond dispute, that you are a forger, kidnapper, rapist and mulch molester."

"That's all a frame!" I shouted, as two guards hustled me from the cell. "You're in league with that lousy wall!"

"There's little point in argument," said Jerry Curd. "We are satisfied that you are indeed a genuine psychopathic criminal."

His associates nodded happily. They were waiting outside the cell.

"As such," continued Curd, "you are now part of the Program."

"And what's that?" I asked glumly.

"Your natural curiosity will soon be assuaged," said the old man. "All we ask is your cooperation."

There was no longer any use trying to convince this skeletal old bone bag that I was legit. And I had no intention of cooperating in some devil's experiment on my tender carcass.

Despite my recent ordeals I was still a master in body combat.

I sprang into action, dispatching the first guard with a Venusian reverse hammer chop. As the second guard swung up his beamweapon I put him away with an Oranian double toe-thrust, grabbing the beamer as it slipped from his grasp.

I pointed the weapon at Jerry Curd. "Now you're the one who's going to cooperate. If you don't, I'll beam you to ash!"

"And just what do you wish me to do?" He was calm. Too damned calm. Which made me nervous.

"You're my ticket out of here," I snapped. "Until I'm clear of this planet I'm sticking to you like feathers to an Earthduck's back."

Curd looked amused. He exchanged a glance with his calm associates. "Do you actually imagine that I would allow a genuine Volunteer to leave the Program?"

"It's not your choice anymore, Buster!" I said. "I'm calling the shots now. The ball's in my end of the court. I don't play your game, you play mine!"

"Your command of ancient sports clichés is impressive," said Curd. "But your actions are fruitless and time consuming."

I prodded him forward with the beamer "Let's go."

"Where?"

"To the rocket launchport. You're going to be my personal escort aboard the next tub out of here."

Curd turned to his associates. "Based on his previous record of erratic behavior, his present actions are within the scope of his personality curve. He'll have to be put on Z-15."

They all nodded.

"What's Z-15?" I asked.

"A simple drug of my invention. One injection and your will to resist is eliminated. You'll be incapable of physical violence. I had hoped to avoid using it, since your high-spirited antics rather amuse me."

"You seem to overlook the fact that I've got the weapon!" I growled.

"I overlook nothing," he said, moving toward a wall alarm near the cell door.

"Keep away from that!" I ordered, bringing up the beamer.

"You have absolutely no chance at escape," the old man said. "And you can do me no harm with that gun."

"If you touch that alarm you'll find out how much harm I can do!"

He smiled. And turned to the alarm.

I fired. The beamblast tore off his right arm. Which didn't stop him. With his left, he pressed the alarm stud.

The building keened with sirens.

I gaped at Curd. His right arm was charred metal. Oil dripped from it.

"Naturally, I sent a robot in my place," he said. "To be certain you'd cooperate. My caution was well justified."

I fired again, ripping him apart. Not that it did me any good.

A dozen guards were on top of me.

I couldn't shoot my way free of the cellblock.

Whether I liked it or not, I was still very much a part of the Program.

* * *
 

They gave me Z-15.

Then I was taken to Curd's CBT (Creature Body Testing) layout and put through every physical and mental test in or out of the medbooks. I was spun around, turned upside down, bumped and thumped, prodded and jabbed; my body fluids were analyzed, I was put through a T-ray machine, got a full body skincheck from the pore scanners, and was brain-tapped.

When it was all over, Curd had me brought to his office.

He sat in a tall throne chair made from the iridescent tailskin of a Martian ikup behind a nearoak desk the size of a hockey field. The walls were lined with faxfiles and framed tridim photos of Curd posing grandly with intergalactic bigwigs.

The guard shut the door behind me and I was alone with the old man.

"Are you another robot?" I asked him, advancing to the desk.

"No, Mr. Space, I am the real flesh and blood Jeremiah Elijah Curd."

"How come you trust me alone in here with you?"

"The answer to your question will become self-evident as you continue to approach me," he said.

I bumped into a wall. But there was nothing in front of me. "Ouch," I said.

"Invisible force shield," chuckled the old turkey. "It completely surrounds my desk. I allow no one to touch my body."

"Then it wasn't you who met me at the rocketport when I arrived here?"

"No, that was another of my machine duplicates. I always send one to welcome a new Volunteer."

I sat down in a T-shaped floatsofa facing him. "What was all the testing about? What do you plan on doing to me?"

"Well, first I shall tell you what we are not going to do with you, Mr. Space." And he gave me a deadman's ivory grin. "We are not going to remove your brain. It shall remain in your skullcase."

"That's nice to hear," I said.

"The Program's experiments are divided cleanly between brain subjects and body subjects. After extensive tests we decide how each Volunteer may best serve out scientific needs." He leaned back in the throne chair, tiny and fragile. But I knew I was looking at a tough old bird. "Frankly, your neural patterns did not measure out to our minimum requirements."

"Meaning I'm a lamebrain."

"That's a harsh way to phrase it, but in terms of the Program, it's quite accurate."

"So where does that leave me?"

"Physically, you are a solid, acceptable specimen. I think you'll serve quite well as a regen."

"What's that mean?"

"You'll learn all about the Program soon enough, Mr. Space," he said, standing up. "I thought it wise to have this brief face to face confrontation prior to your assignment. I want you to know that we value you highly, my boy, as we do all our Volunteers. You shall be under my constant observation. For now, however, I leave you in the hands of my capable associates. Bon soir!"

And he dropped through a hole in the floor. Some kind of chute. One second here, gone the next.

"C'mon, Space," a guard's voice muttered behind me. "Time for beddy-bye."

And I felt a hypo dig into my left buttock.

The office swirled into a milky haze in front of my dimming eyes.

Beddy-bye.



Twenty-One
 

I woke up buried in white.

I was wearing a white robe and sitting in a white holdchair in a large white chamber surrounded by Curd's glum-faced trio who all wore white lab smocks.

"Look, fellas," I said, trying for lightness, "I'd like to take a rain-check on this Volunteer routine."

"Raincheck?" the first of the trio said, looking puzzled.

"Yeah. I've changed my mind. About Volunteering. I want to withdraw from the Program. Frankly guys, I'm not even curious about it. You can keep your little secrets."

All three shook their heads. It was like a puppet act.

"Impossible," said the first one.

"Too late," said the second.

"Disallowed," said the third.

I started to get up, but the chair grabbed me and held me tight.

"Okay, okay," I sighed. "So tell me what you've got planned. I hate surprises."

"Release him," one of them said to the chair.

It did.

I stood up and the white robe flowed around my feet, which I saw were encased in soft white skinshoes.

"Follow us, Mr. Space."

We walked down a short connecting hallway into a nightmare.

That's how I tagged this "Room of Volunteers." More than a hundred experimental cages were ranked along the four walls. Each cage contained a Volunteer.

Many were armless.

Others legless.

Some were both.

And at least a dozen were entirely bodyless — just pink and graybrains with wires and cables sprouting out of them, floating in transparent soup bowls.

"You people are butchers!" I said, shocked and shaken. "You make Jack the Ripper look like Dr. Kildare!"

They stared blankly at me. Then one of them said, "We promote growth, not destroy it. If you'll observe the limbless Volunteers more carefully, Mr. Space, you will discover that the limbs we removed are slowly growing back again."

I peered closer. He was right! New arms and legs were beginning to grow from the stumps … tiny buds of pink flesh duplicating the originals.

"These are all regens. As you soon will be."

I jumped back. "Hey, now, I want the arms and legs I've already got. I'm very fond of 'em!"

One of the trio actually smiled. "Oh, we're going into a new phase of the Program with you. We'll allow you to retain your limbs."

"That's good news," I said, meaning it.

"No, it's just your nose and ears that we'll be snipping off," said another of Curd's boys. "And they'll grow back. That's the whole aim of the Regen Program. We've solved the problems of regrowth, the regeneration of body tissue."

"Then if you've solved it, why are you still chopping up guys like me?"

"Our concern now is with the time it takes to regrow limbs," said the first.

"At present, we have narrowed it to five years," said the second.

"But we're hoping to better that time with ears and noses," said the third.

"I actually have an inferior nose," I said, with sincerity in my tone."And my ears are runty … slow growing."

"They'll do fine," said the first.

I was backing away from them when I bumped one of the big soup bowls.

"You may be wondering about the floating brains," said the second of Curd's men.

"These are all tellies," said the third.

"Telepaths," said the first. "In order to study them properly, we were forced to discard the parent bodies."

I gulped.

"Would you care to communicate with a telly?"

"What I'd really like to do," I said shakily, "is to go back and scoop juice. Exchanging hellos with some floating protoplasm is not my idea of …"

I stopped myself in mid-sentence. Because the Idea had come to me. Sure I wanted to communicate with a tellie. I wanted very much to communicate with one!

"How?" I asked.

"Simply place your hand against the surface of the tank," said the first.

"Then concentrate," said the second.

"With tactile contact established, you will be able to exchange thoughts with this Volunteer," said the third.

I did as they instructed and latched onto a floater.

Greetings, you poor sod! rasped a voice inside my head. Welcome to the monkey house.

Who are you? I asked.

Schpet Stoker, space pirate, replied the floater. I used to knock off Luna tubs till the Federation cops grabbed me. But I was too smart for my own good. It was a matter of brain over brawn.

How long have you been like this?

Three Earthyears. Like a beanbag in a bowl of mush.

Look … can these Curd characters 'hear' us? 

Not unless they palm the bowl and tune in. 

What's your sending range?

Come again?

How far can you project?

There's no limit to it. Not when I get into 'High Stasis.' A kind of mental top gear.

Could you send a message into my System?

Sure. I'll need an exact location. Planet, city and postal coordinates. Each location has its own vibration thought field. Just a matter of tuning in. What's the message and who's it for?

I told him. How long will it take?

Gimme ten minutes and I'll be beaming.

You're a pal, I told him, patting the bowl. I couldn't think of anything else to do.

This whole exchange between Stoker and me took only a second or two; that's how fast brains communicate when you don't have to bother about yapping out loud. So none of Curd's boys suspected anything.

I gave them a grin.

"Did you make contact?" asked the first.

"Yep," I said.

"Perhaps you are beginning to appreciate the true worth of our Program," said the second.

"I sure am," I said.

"And you are no longer concerned about losing your nose and ears?" asked the third.

"Nope," I grinned.

They all nodded. Then they hustled me to a table in the next room and strapped me down.

I'd quit grinning. I hadn't figured them doing the job on me this fast. Stoker needed his full ten minutes to reach High Stasis, and when three geeks are coming at you with laserknives, ten minutes is like a century!

"This won't take but a moment," said the first.

"Be over before you know it," said the second.

"Snip! Snip!" said the third, raising the laserknife.I was helpless. I shut my eyes. Goodbye nose. Goodbye ears. I'm going to miss you.



Twenty-Two
 

I opened my eyes. I was looking up past a melon swell of suited belly to flowing double chins and pink-cheeked jowls."Thanks, Nate," I said. I was sitting on the floor of Nathan Oliver's lab under the Chicago Art Institute on Earth. My old buddy was standing above me, looking sad. His pink jowls quivered. He seemed miserable.

"You don't look very happy to see me," I said. "How come?"

"It's your head," Nate told me.

Yikes! I figured Nate hadn't been fast enough to save my nose and ears. "What about it?"

"It's on backwards," he said.

I looked down and let out a yelp. He was right. I was staring at my own buttocks!

Nate helped me stand up, which isn't as easy as it should be when your nog is reversed.

"What the hell happened?" I wanted to know.

"My snapper malfunctioned," he lamented, wringing his pudgy hands.

"It got me off Curd's planet.

""That part went as expected," he said, "but something nutso occurred in your Earth re-entry."

I paced his lab in anger, feeling silly. I could see where I'd been, but not where I was going.

"Maybe my head's okay. Maybe it's just that my body is on backwards."

"Comes to the same thing," sighed Nate.

I matched his sigh with one of my own. "I just don't get it," I said. "The last time you used your whatsis on me, it time snapped me away from the Robot King's dragon on Mercury without a hitch."

"True enough, Sam. But I've made improvements since then. And whenever I improve one of my inventions, I get some wacko results."

I glared at him. "Then why improve 'em?"

"Progress, Sam! Science must never stand still. We must plunge on into the dark sea of infinite knowledge."

"Well, thanks to you, I'm plunging there ass-backwards!"

"I deeply regret snapping you back to Earth in this awkward physical condition," Nate told me.

"It's not that I'm ungrateful," I said. "I'd be out two ears and a nose if you hadn't snapped me away from Curd's boys." I grinned at him. "And it is good to see your fat mug again!"

"Thanks, Sam," he mumbled, and a tear rolled down one of his Santa-red cheeks. "Life offers many commodities — but true friendship cannot be purchased at any price."

I let that one pass and looked around the lab at a maze of new Oliver inventions.

"Which one of these will set my nog straight?"

Nate pursed his puffy pink lips and shrugged. "If it were a simple matter, say, of turning you inside out, I could use my pig-reversal machine. I've got that one in jimdandy shape. Turned three big porkers inside out just last week."

"No good," I said. "Not for me."

"Also," he went on, "if you needed to grow fur on your stomach I've got a fab little fur-growing gizmo to do that job."

"My belly's fine."

"Or, if you wanted to breathe underwater, I'm working on a gill machine that's almost …"

"You turned me into a bird once, and I had to lay eggs," I reminded him. "I wouldn't go near one of your fish machines on a bet."

"I can get to work right away on a head reverser," he declared. "Shouldn't be too tough." He brightened. "Offers quite a challenge as a matter of fact. I think I'll enjoy working on it."

"So how long will I have to walk around ass-backwards?"

He sat down at a closetable and made some rapid calculations."Actually, I think I can adapt my machine for turning pigs inside out to include head reversals."

I wanted to know how long it would take to rewire his porker rig, but he wasn't sure.

"I can take a crack at it right away, if you'd care to wait."

"I've got a master criminal to catch," I told him. "I can't sit around here in your lousy lab staring at my own ass!"

"I can appreciate your need to continue your career as an effective enemy of lawbreakers," he said. "And I wish I could remedy your unfortunate condition instantly, but I'm afraid you'll just have to proceed in your present state of reversal for the time being. I'll leave word with your answering service the moment I'm sure I've found a way to turn your head around."

He was giving it to me straight.

"Okay, Nate, if that's how it has to be. Thanks for saving my ears."

"And your nose," he reminded me.

We shook hands. Blindly, in my case. But when he embraced me in an emotional farewell hug his head was on my side and I could see another tear roll down his cheek.

Nate Oliver was always a very sentimental eccentric, as eccentrics go.

I left Earth on an express warper for the Fat Marble.

I had a mouse to meet.

* * *
 

When I got to Jupiter I was in a hurry. I grabbed a jumper direct to Mouse Headquarters, where I demanded to see Lt. Pennington.

"He's not available," said the cute little recept rodent at the front desk.

"To me, he is," I said, stepping over her.

"Brash tactics based on your commanding size won't accomplish anything in this instance," she assured me. My head was still facing her desk as I walked away from her. I stopped walking.

"You mean, he isn't in his office?"

"Exactly, Mr. Space. You have put all of my clues together and, in your deductive brilliance, have arrived at the proper conclusion. He … is … out."

"Out where?" I glared down at her. "I need to know."

"For what reason?"

"We're working an important case together." I flashed my ID. "He needs info I have, and I need to know what he's found out."

"I can tell you that the Lieutenant is on special duty. Which is normal." She furrowed her mousey brow. "But what isn't normal …"

"Spill it, sister. If there's a kink in Pennington's rope, I need to know."

"Well," she said, "he hasn't reported in for several worksegs."

"Is he supposed to? Even on special duty?"

"Absolutely. Regulations require a vid report every second workseg. No exceptions."

"Maybe he got boxed. Couldn't reach a vid."

"That's possible," she agreed.

"Do you remember where his last vid report came from?"

"That is official police information. I shouldn't be telling you."

"But you will, won't you?"

She let out a tiny sigh. "Dendive. Called the Painpit. Near GooberHeights."

"Thanks," I said, heading for the door. "You're a pip."

She called me back. "I have question I'm dying to ask."

"Which is?"

"Why is your head on backwards?"

"That's a long, sad story, sugar. I'll tell you all about it sometime. Right now, I'd better jump out to the Painpit. There's a mouse that may need my help." I gave her my best grin. "Keep your whiskers clean!"

My head was still grinning at her as the rest of me walked out.



Twenty-Three
 

The Painpit crawled with lowlife: slugbellies from Callisto, sponge-weeders from Ursa Major, seedy multipeds from Capella, Saturnian squeakers with grimed tentacles …

Despite my freakish condition I didn't rate a second glance here; in this kind of slimeden, nobody cared if your head was on backwards. The dusky odor of fried punk mixed with the sharp aroma of raw peetliquor assailed my nostrils. I leaned my back against the bar and ordered a "house double."

The barkeep laid out the shot and I reached for it awkwardly, cursing Nate Oliver under my breath. How long would I have to go around with my head reversed? I'd vidbuzzed my service on my way to the Painpit: no word from Chicago yet. Nate was still fiddling with his damned invention.

I put away the shot, almost retching. Foul stuff, strong enough to melt the hull of a Moon freighter.

"A copmouse was in here not so long ago," I said to the barkeep. "Named Pennington. I'll pay to find him."

The barkeep was nine feet tall, a Dogstar male with furry orange ears that could have used a shampoo and trim. And his dewlaps were greasy. He leaned toward me, eyes sweating greed. "How much are you willing to pay?"

"Fifty creds."

"Let's see the skim."

I showed him.

"I could roll ya for that, and then tell ya to go buzz a rock," he growled.

"Try it," I said tightly. "But first you should know that I'm packing a .38 nitro-charge and I'd as soon ventilate your hairy skull as spit in the dark."

I was running a bluff; the only .38 I still owned was back in Bubble City.

"Okay, boyo," the barkeep muttered, scooping up his fifty. "The mouse came in here to meet a redhead."

"With erect nips?"

He nodded, slavering a little. "She's a ripe one, boyo! Enough to curl your scuppers."

One thing was clear: Sylvester had found my mystery woman.

"Where did she take him?"

He raised his eyes toward the ceiling. "She keeps a room. Upstairs."

"You mean she lives in this dump?"

He bristled, his wet black nose twitching. "We run a respectable dendive, boyo, an' I don't like cheapies insultin' the place!"

"Sorry," I said, adding a ten to his fifty, which cooled him fast. "I just didn't expect to find her here." I finished my drink. "She up there now?"

"Maybe."

"The mouse, too?"

"Could be."

"Which room?"

"Last one. End of the hall."

"Thanks," I said.

And headed upstairs.

* * *
 

This time, I told myself, I'd grab the redhead if I found her. I didn't want her pulling another vanishing act. And if Sylvester wasn't with her, I'd find out where she'd stashed him. My guess was he'd been suckered. By now, maybe he was dead.

The hall was deserted as I held a collision course for the door at the end. It wasn't locked, so I didn't have to kick it open. But the tacky room, with its worn plastofurniture and threadbare nearcarpet, was empty.

Suddenly the redhead was standing in front of me. Or she would have been standing in front of me if my head hadn't been reversed. As it was, she was actually behind me, in the hallway.

"Looking for me, peeper?"

I turned, glaring at her. She looked exactly the same as the last couple of times I'd glommed her, in Bubble City and at Wrenhurst's Moon pad. As beautiful as ever. And as calm.

"What have you done with the mouse?" I snapped.

She gave me a liquid smile. "You can forget your furry little cop-friend," she told me. "He came mousing around here and got just what he deserved."

"You iced him, eh?"

"Let's just say that he's in Mouse Heaven." And her smile became a snicker.

I couldn't take any more lip from her; she'd goaded me enough. Rage bubbled up in me.

I lunged for her. And came up with a handful of empty air.

She was gone. Again. But this time I'd learned something about her I hadn't known before: she wasn't flesh and blood.

My hands had gone right through her.

* * *
 

"And you expect me to believe that she just wasn't there at all?"

I was back in O'Malley's office on Mars and he was yelling at me as usual, his beefcake of a face as red as a spanked bottom.

"She was there, but not in the flesh. It was some kind of … apparition."

"A talking ghost, eh?" he snorted, chomping on his cigar.

"I dunno, O'Malley. I just came here to tell you the facts. I'm convinced she works for Wrenhurst. His pretending she was a stranger was an act he put on for me. I'm also convinced that she lured Pennington to that dive so Wrenhurst could have him killed — the same way he had me shanghaied aboard that Hellship!"

O'Malley glared. "Where's your proof, Sam? You admit you didn't get a chance to check his faxfiles before he caught you in his den."

"The man's a master criminal! Do you deny it?"

"No, I don't deny it. We've been onto Wrenhurst for a long time now. He's mean and he's slippery. But he's careful. If master criminals were easy to catch, they wouldn't be master criminals." He paced around his desk and tossed the mangled cigar into a burnbin. "I need something more than the cockeyed convictions of a second-rate private snoop with his head on backwards to make a Moonking's arrest stick in a Martian court of law!"

"What does the fact that my head is on backwards have to do with my credibility as a witness?"

"Absolutely nothing, Space, because you have no credibility as a witness!

A long moment between us as we exchanged hard looks.

"Okay," I said in a cold tone. "Okay. I should have known it was a total waste of time to come to you and expect justice. Just forget everything I said. I don't need you. I'll take care of Wrenhurst my way."

And I stormed out.

The law only takes you so far; sometimes you have to go beyond it.

And this was one of those times.



Twenty-Four
 

I intended putting Pendorf Wrenhurst out of business, even if it meant bending the legal code into an Earthpretzel. Sometimes, in the game I'm in, you have to use extraordinary measures to deal with extraordinary people.

Harry Hogg was extraordinary.

I didn't have to leave Mars to see him. Hogg's agency office was just a quick beltrun from mine in Bubble City, in the heart of the theatrical district.

I'd heard about Hogg from some of my unsavory contacts and had filed his name away in my mind. For the right time.

Which was now.

* * *
 

His office waitroom was blazing with wall posters advertising some of the cheese circuit acts Harry had agented: Angell's Amazing Acrobatic Ants … The Dancing Centipods from Neilsen's Nebula … The Happy Crocks from Upper Capella. Acts like that.

The roboclerk asked me to take a number slip, saying that Mr. Hogg would call me when my number came up. You can't argue with a robo, so I took the slip which popped out of her left ear. "You are Number 3."

Which meant there were two others ahead of me in the waitingroom: a nude blonde with a nice pair of thrusters, and a potty old guy with a cased fooby across his lap. Fooby players were a dime a dozen on Mars.

I sat down next to the nude blonde.

"Hi, there," I said.

"We're very lucky," she told me in a bright, husky voice. "Some acts have to wait for hours to see Mr. Hogg. We'll be able to audition in jig time. This is one of his slower days."

"That's real nice," I said.

"I think you're going to have a good chance with Mr. Hogg," she said, staring hard at me.

"How come?"

"With your head on backwards, you're bound to attract an audience," she said. "What's your act?"

"I imitate extinct animals," I said.

"That's unique!" She beamed at me. "I'll bet you are simply wonderful at it."

I shrugged modestly. "Just average." My head was facing the wall, and I had to twist my neck violently to converse with the blonde."What's your act?"

"Singing nipples," she said brightly, and swung her naked thrusters toward me.

"Huh?"

"I've trained my nipples to sing," she explained. "I do mostly popstuff with them, but I can handle opera if I have to. But there's just not much call for space opera, is there?"

"No, there isn't," I agreed, wondering what her nipples sounded like.

The potty old guy looked over at us. "Fooby players are a dime a dozen," he said with immense sadness. "I should have never taken up playing the fooby. But you can blame my mother for that. She forced it on me as a wee child. I had no choice."

"That's tough," I said.

"I really hate playing the thing," he told us. "But what's a man to do when he's spent his whole adult life playing a fooby?"

"I wouldn't know," I said.

"You're just lucky your head is on backwards," the potty guy told me. "Right away, you got something going for you. Freak acts are always popular."

I didn't have to answer that one because the inner door opened and Harry Hogg was there, yelling: "Gimme number one!"

"That's me," sighed the potty guy in a weary, beaten tone. He got up with his fooby and shambled into the office.

The door closed.

"That poor clod," said the blonde. "I'm just grateful that I was able to develop a popular talent."

"Yeah," I nodded. "Nipples are always popular."

"As long as I keep them in tiptop condition, I'll always have a job."

I was about to ask how you exercise a nipple when the door opened again and the potty guy came out, looking zottled.

"No luck, eh?" I asked.

"No jobs," he moaned, and ankled out. "Dime a dozen," he mumbled, voice fading down the hall.

"What a clod," said the blonde.

"Gimme number two!" yelled Hogg, and the nude blonde jumped up, waving her number slip. "That's me!"

"Right, sister. Get your jaybird ass inside the office."

The door closed behind them and I was alone again.

The blonde stayed in there long enough for me to take a light snooze. Which I needed. Sleep, of late, was a luxury for me and I had to grab it where I could get it.

Harry's harsh voice brought me out: "Gimme number three!"

I got up and walked past the outgoing blonde.

"How did you do?" I asked her.

"Terrific," she grinned. "Mr. Hogg thinks he can get me a booking in the Orion star cluster for next weekend! I'll follow a dancing snake act."

"Good going!" I said, tweaking one of her nipples.

She went out glowing, and I went in to face Harry Hogg.

He was barrel-shaped, bald, and sweating, with shagged brows and huge square teeth. He waved toward a chair.

"Sit," he told me.

"I'd rather stand," I said. "When I sit, my head is facing the wrong direction."

"So stand," he growled, settling in behind his desk. "The blonde tells me you do extinct animals. Well, you're lucky you came to Harry Hogg because Harry Hogg can make a star outa ya. Ever hear of the Mug-witch Cookoos?"

"Nope," I said.

"They were zilch before I took 'em over. How about the Black Hole Harmony Boys? Ever hear of them?"

"Can't say I have."

"Sounds like you don't know much about showbiz!"

"I don't … because I'm not in it."

He looked confused. "But you do extinct animals, and your head is on backwards!"

"The two are not related," I told him. "I don't do an act. I'm here for a buy."

Hogg's eyes narrowed. He jumped up to lock the door. Then he checked the viewvents. Finally he circled me and clicked his big teeth together. He brought his head close to mine and spoke in a low voice.

"Who put you onto me?"

"Nobody I'd care to mention."

"I need a name."

"And I need to protect my contacts."

Silence for a full minute. Harry was a nervous man.

"What makes you think I'm a seller?"

"Look, Hogg, let's drop the routine. You've got High-L for sale and I want to buy some. Let's start there."

Hogg sat down again and leaned back. His eyes were slits.

"How do I know you're legit? You could be the law."

"My name's Space. Private op. Here's my ID."

I flipped open my worn nearleather wallet and he checked my stat, which satisfied him.

He relaxed. "So you're a peep hooked on L?"

"That's about the size of it."

"How come your head's on backwards?"

"It's too complicated to explain," I said. "All that counts right now is that you have some L and I want to make a buy. Do we deal?"

He nodded. "How much do you need?"

I told him how much.

And we made the deal.

When I left Harry Hogg's office I had the stuff I needed: enough High-L to buy some very special talent.

Within the hour I was aboard a warper for Bailey.



Twenty-Five
 

Halfcat's yellow eyes glared at me. "Why are you here?"

"I want to hire you," I said.

"To shag some rocks?"

"No. This is a lot bigger," I told him. "I'll lay it out short and simple: I want you to blow up Pendorf Wrenhurst's joint on the Moon … with him in it."

Halfcat twitched his ears. His upper lip skinned back, revealing his yellow fangs. He was nobody's sweetheart.

"You want him snuffed, eh?"

"That's what I want."

"Why come to me?"

"Because the law won't touch him. Wrenhurst is a known worm slaver, and I'm convinced he's behind a lot of recent kidnappings. He also murdered my client, Brother Thaddius, to divert me from the case. Then he killed a copmouse pal of mine who had learned too much. And that was after he had me sent to a death planet in the Black Gulfs."

"How come you're still alive? Nobody comes back from the Gulfs."

"The details of my escape are beside the point. I need to know if you'll take on the Wrenhurst job. Yes or no?"

We were in Halfcat's cave on Bailey, and I'd had a long fugg ride that day which meant I was in a testy mood. I wasn't up to verbal fencing. If Halfcat wouldn't go after Wrenhurst, I'd find somebody who would. But I knew I couldn't cut it alone; the operation needed an outside push.

Halfcat scratched his belly. "If I say yes, what do I get out of it?"

"High-L. I made a prime buy before I left Mars."

"How prime is prime?"

I showed him a pac of L. He tested it with the tip of his long pink tongue, and his ears twitched.

"You get this pac now, and the rest after you put Wrenhurst out of business."

Halfcat nodded. "I'll do the cooljob on him. But first, we buddy. We snort L together."

"I told you before, I never take the hard stuff."

"And I'm telling you that if you want Wrenhurst cooled, you snort with me. That's flat."

His blazing yellow eyes told me he meant exactly what he was saying.

So I agreed to snort.

We hunkered down on the floor of the cave and he tipped some of the colorless powder into my hand.

"You first," he said.

I inhaled the drug, and heard Halfcat begin to laugh.

I'd been suckered.

His laugher increased to a demon's howl and the superpotent drug assaulted my mind.

I spun away from the cave … the planet … the galaxy. My skin rippled and expanded … began to glow … changed from white to lambent gold … to shimmering silver … 

I had three heads and four arms and six legs … 

I could see into the heart of an atom … feel the pulsebeat of eternity in my rioting blood … 

I was a rocket, searing out to the stars in a wash of raw jetflame … 

I was an immensity of suns, turning like great fireclocks in the black of space … 

I was the mouth of God … swallowing suns and moons and planets … gorging myself on galaxies … 

I was devouring the universe!

I was nothing … within nothing … inside of nothing.

I focused my eyes.

The redhead was there, smiling at me. "Hello, Sam," she said.

I sat up dizzily and discovered that my wrists and ankles were bound with closerope.

"I've been flummoxed," I said. "Tricked! Played for a sucker!"

"That's true," said the redhead.

I gave her a hard stare. "Halfcat works for you."

"We work together," she said. "He brought you here."

"Where's here?"

"My castle. Home sweet home. On Pluto."

I looked around. Walls of heavy stone. Tall windows cut from raw rock. A high, vaulted ceiling lit by tapers.

"You killed Brother Thad, didn't you?"

"Perhaps," she smiled.

"And you killed Sylvester Pennington, and you're the one behind the worm kidnappings!"

"What if I admitted that all this is true? What good would it do you? Your somewhat tarnished and doubtless unprofitable career as a private detective is about to cease."

"I always like to have my questions answered," I told her. "Such as, where's Halfcat?"

"Working," she told me. "Picking up a few stray rocks."

I looked at her for a long moment of silence. Then I said flatly, "You're not what you seem. You're not real flesh and blood."

"Not in this form," she admitted. "This present body is an astral projection which I use to good purpose. I create the illusion of a redhaired Earthwoman with erect nipples, and send her to do my bidding. So you are quite correct about the unreality of what you see."

"Drop the projection. I want to see what you're really like."

She smiled. "Very well. You have the right to know who's going to end your life."

And the redhead vanished.

In her place, stooped and crooked of bone, was an old, ravaged hag in a foul-smelling robe of rags and patches. Her rheumy eyes were buried in loose hanging gray flesh and her insucked, toothless mouth gaped at me in a horrible grin.

"Lordy!" I breathed.

"I'm Old Peg," she cackled, her thin bones shaking with amused delight. "A free lance witch, one of the last of my breed."

Confusion swept over me. "I don't get it," I said. "Nothing makes sense. Why would a witch-for-hire do all this? Unless …"

"Unless what, Mr. Space?"

"Unless you're working for someone else. Someone with a motive for kidnapping, theft and murder."

She cackled again. "Hi diggidy dee … it's time to deal with thee." She was singing as she moved to a dark corner of the stone chamber to pluck up a long-handled ax. The sharp blade gleamed as she swung it toward me. "Hi diggidy dun … it's time for blood to run!"

I scrabbled crab-like away from her, until my stomach was against hard stone.

She advanced on me with the ax. "Now you won't have to worry about your head being on backwards," she rasped. "I'll remove it with this!"

I struggled to loosen the closeropes on my wrists and legs. No use. She had me.

"Goodbye, Sammy!" And Old Peg raised the ax.

I braced myself for a death blow.

But it never came.

A .20-40 cutbeam slicer belched fire from the nearest window and Old Peg howled in pain, dropping the heavy ax and clawing at her bony chest.

The laser blast had sliced into her heart, and she folded down to the cold stone floor. Her eyes, gone sightless with death, were open and staring.

Susan Sunbright, born Emma Irmaline Gretch, untied me.

"How did you get here?" I asked her. "How did you know where to find me?"

"I love you, Sam," she told me. "And I keep track of the men I love."

"That's no answer," I said.

"I had a dream about you, that you were in great danger. So I contacted O'Malley when I couldn't reach you at your office. He said you told him you were going after Wrenhurst. One of his men had tailed you as far as the planet Bailey …"

She was chafing my wrists to restore circulation as she talked."O'Malley's man lost you on Bailey. He was on a fugg, and it bit him."

"They tend to do that," I nodded.

"Anyhow, I guessed you were going to see Halfcat, for help against Wrenhurst."

"Correct," I said. "But he crossed me. He was in cahoots with the witch."

"I followed Halfcat's ship when it left Bailey. Followed it over here to the castle. I saw Halfcat hand you over to Old Peg. After he took off again, I climbed the wall and found you here."

"You're a real peach," I said.

And I gave her a kiss.

Then she gave me a kiss.

Which gave me an erection.

Which she joyfully dealt with.

And believe me, having Susan Sunbright deal with your erection is better than having your head chopped off by a foul smelling witch.

There's just no comparison.



Twenty-Six
 

When I checked into Bubble City my vidservice told me that a Mr. Oliver of Chicago had left an urgent message: CAN PUT HEAD ON STRAIGHT. COME AT ONCE. NATE.

It was welcome news since I was plenty fed up with having my nog reversed.

Susan went to Chicago with me. I'd told her all about Nate and she wanted to meet him. He fascinated her. "I love eccentrics," she told me.

"Nate is lovable," I grinned.

But when we walked into his living quarters we got a shock.

There, facing us (all fat, all jolly), were four Nate Olivers!

"What's going on?" I snapped.

"We're all from different parallel universes," explained one of them.

"That's right, Sam," said another. "The time machine went haywire."

"And we all ended up in the same universe," said the third Nate."It's embarrassing."

"Which one of you sent me the message about my head?"

"I did, Sam," said the fourth Oliver. "Your head is my responsibility. I belong here. The others don't."

"Well, what are you going to do with 'em?" I wanted to know.

His fat cheeks glowed with confidence. "Oh, I've worked out a way to send them all back. Won't take a minute. If you'll just wait here with this young lady …"

"Susan Sunbright," I put in.

"Yes … with Miss Sunbright. I'll be back to you in a jiffy."

"I'm not sure which me I am," said one of the other three Olivers.

'I'll sort you all out," Nate promised, herding the trio of his otherselves into the lab.

Susan and I were alone. She shook her head. "You were right, he certainly is eccentric."

"Yeah. His machines mess up on him a lot of the time, but Nate's a real genius. He merits respect."

A loud crackle and hum burst from the lab. We could see sparks under the door. Smoke seeped out.

"I hope he's all right," said Susan.

"If he isn't, my dome stays reversed."

But Nate was fine. He walked back to us, dusting his pink hands.

"Everything's hunky dory," he said. "I got 'em all shipped back to where they belong." He patted me on the shoulder. "Your head comes next."

"Great," I said.

And we followed him into the lab.

Nate told me to sit down in what looked like a 20th century phone booth. He clapped some wires on me, attached straps to my arms and legs, then moved to a switch panel.

"Here we go," he said.

And he threw the switch.

The booth began shaking. My teeth rattled. Everything went black. Then red. Then purple.

The shaking stopped.

My head was on straight again.

"My, that was impressive," remarked Susan. She gave Nate a kiss on the cheek.

He blushed.

"Dames fluster him," I said, and we went back into Nate's living quarters.

I sat down on Barbra Streisand. Nate sat on Burt Lancaster and Susan stretched out on W.C. Fields.

"This is how Nate makes his living," I explained to her. "He restores old movie stars. Makes chairs and sofas out of 'em."

Oliver nodded, his chins bouncing. "I broke Robert Redford's leg last week. Looks like I'll have to rebuild his kneecap."

"You're a remarkable man, Mr. Oliver," said Susan. "Is there no end to your talents?"

Nate blushed again and offered us some fruit wine.

After two glasses we all began to giggle. Having my head on straight again was cause for celebration and I was in a mood to relax. But Nate wanted to know all about the case. Had I solved it yet?

"Pendorf Wrenhurst is behind everything," I said. "A rock rustler named Halfcat works for him, and so did a free lance witch named Old Peg. She tried to chop me, but Susan put her away."

We drank a toast to Susan.

"Is this Wrenhurst still at large?"

"Yep," I said. "And I've got to figure a new way to nail him. He recently arranged for the murder of a copmouse associate of mine."

"Lieutenant Sylvester Pennington?"

"Yeah." I raised an eyebrow. "How'd you know his name?"

"Because he's alive," said Nate. "I met him when I projected myself into your office. He was waiting there to see you."

"When was this."

"Let's see …" Nate pursed his lips. "It would have to be later today. Your wallchron said four."

I wanted to know how Nate got to my office.

"My time machine is very unstable. I never know just where I'll end up when I use it. I was fiddling with it last week and got myself projected into your office today. Pennington was in there alone, waiting. I told him I was a friend of yours."

I jumped up, knocking over Paul Newman. "It's noon there … which means that in four hours Sylvester will be waiting for me in BubbleCity!"

"Right," said Oliver. "So you see, he isn't dead after all."

"C'mon," I said to Susan. "We can book a ZT warper to Mars and make it by four."

"Do you think he's found a way to trap Wrenhurst? she asked me.

"Your guess is as good as mine. But I know one thing …" I grinned. "I'll be plenty relieved to see that mouse again!"



Twenty-Seven
 

We made it on time. The old Q-grav warptubs used to take forever and a day to get from Earth to Mars, but these new Zeeter-thrust T-pod jobs really step out.

In Bubble City we grabbed an automated glider to my office, but the damn thing demanded a 56% tip before it would activate its passenger release door.

I was going to argue, but Susan paid and the door popped for us.

"That's skyway robbery!" I protested, as we rode a pedbelt to my building.

"We're in a period of galactic inflation," she said. "Prices always rise in an unstable economy."

"I think they made a big mistake in electing a computer President of the United States," I declared.

"Don't tell me you're against Computer Lib!"

"I never said that. I just don't believe in excessive tipping. Especially to machines. They never react emotionally to customer generosity."

Susan giggled. "You're old fashioned, Sam!" she told me. "But I love everything about you, including your old fashioned erections!"

And she gave me one to prove it.

* * *
 

When I opened my office door I grinned; Nate was right about the mouse. There was Pennington, perched jauntily on the edge of my desk, his tail curled around my antique Early American Electric Pencil Sharpener.

"Hey, Sylvester!" I yelled. "Glad to see you alive!"

I used two fingers to shake his front paw.

"Thanks, Sam," he said. "And I'll say the same for you. When you didn't come back from the Moon …"

"It was close," I admitted. "First, Wrenhurst tried to have me killed in the Gulfs, but then when that didn't work, he used a witch, but Susan saved my life."

The mouse nodded a hello to her, looking nervous. "Shut the door, Sam," he said. "We have to talk." He hesitated. "Could … the young lady leave us alone?"

"I'll be in your waiting room," said Susan. And she left, pulling the door closed behind her.

* * *
 

I turned to Pennington. "Wrenhurst is behind it all," I said, wondering if I should finish the bottle of imported Scotch in my desk. "The witch, who fooled us with her redhead act, was working for him. How come she let you go?"

I flopped down on my worn nearcouch, deciding to bypass the Scotch for now. Maybe later. First I wanted to iron out all the details.

"Use that logical brain of yours, Sam," said Sylvester. "Ask yourself, if you were the redhead and had lured me to the Painpit, would you allow me to leave it alone?"

"Never. That's why I'm confused," I said. "Obviously, you got away. But how?"

"It's quite simple," said the mouse. "I was never captured."

"But at the Painpit, they said …"

"And the witch didn't work for Wrenhurst," he cut in.

"Then who did she work for?"

Pennington's tiny eyes were fever bright. "Me," he said.

And I could see that now he was holding a .20-14 flexer trishot in his right paw. Aimed at my heart.

"This weapon, although quite small, is deadly at short range," said the mouse.

"I don't get it."

"Of course you don't. I'm the last creature in the System anyone would suspect of being the mastermind behind the worm and insect kidnappings."

"Why did you pick me as a co-partner in solving the crimes if you were the one who pulled them off?"

"I wanted you dead. You were far too nosey, too involved in the case. I sent you to Wrenhurst to be dealt with. He allowed you to get into his faxden. To trap you. He was only pretending not to know your real identity. It was all an amusing act."

"So it was really you who sent me into the Gulfs to die?"

"Exactly. But I didn't count on the invention of your fat friend from Chicago which saved your life. Things got a bit out of hand. When you went to Halfcat, he took you to Old Peg, thinking that I'd want her to kill you."

"Well, didn't you?"

"No. Halfcat should have consulted me in the matter. I wanted you to die here, in your office, by your own hand. Suicide."

"And what is my motive?"

"Remorse over the fact that you killed your own client, Brother Thaddius. After trying to blackmail him. You tried to extract money from him. When he refused to pay, you killed him."

"How nasty of me." I glared at the rodent. "Who's going to believe all this?"

"O'Malley for one. Everything is neatly explained in your suicide note. In your own handwriting." He chuckled … a little, bubbly sound."Forgery is another of my many talents."

"I want to know why, Sylvester. Why would you steal all those dinky asteroids, kidnap worm and insect folk?"

"You are in no position to question me."

"I know. You've got the gun. But I'm a curious guy, Sylvester. When an honest copmouse turns sour, I like to know the reason."

"The key word is 'mouse,'" he said. "Being one, I knew I could never gain real power within our planetary System. I'm simply too small. To gain the kind of power I wanted, I knew I would have to create my own kingdom."

I nodded. "The old God Complex, eh?"

"Why not? Total power is a goal sought by many throughout history. But, you may ask, how can a mouse become God?"

"Tell me how," I said. If I could keep him talking, I might figure out a way to disarm him. I needed time, and his egomania was buying some for me. By now he was ranting.

"By creating my own miniature solar System. I began by gathering over two thousand of the smallest asteroids I could locate, then herding them into an area just beyond the Dogstar Cluster, where no one would think to look for them."

"And one of the rocks you ripped off belonged to Brother Thad, right?"

"That is correct."

"Go on."

"To populate my System of miniature worlds I needed creatures smaller than myself, so I began kidnapping worm and insect citizens. Now, at last, my special universe is complete, waiting for me to take charge of it. No one knows I'm alive. They think I was murdered in the line of duty. Just as you thought." He chuckled again. "When I leave Mars, after killing you, I shall be free to rule my own System, as the largest creature within that System." He glared at me. "I hate anything larger than I am! For example, I hate you!"

"What about Nate Oliver and Susan? They know you're alive."

"No one would believe a crazed eccentric," said Pennington. "As for Susan Sunbright, I'll handle her after I've finished with you."

"Got everything worked out, eh?"

"Everything," nodded the mouse.

"How come it took you so long to kill me?"

"I had Old Peg appear as the redhead to send you to Franklin Elster Iberia, figuring that you would be mistaken for a federation snoop and be killed by one of Iberia's contacts."

"Which almost happened," I said. "McKabe sent a spider wrestler to do the job."

"But you survived. Eventually, I had to depend on Wrenhurst. But he, too, failed. Which is why I'm here … to do the job myself."

"Seems like you just can't depend on hired help these days," I said.

As we'd been talking, I was slowly working the toe of my right shoe toward the plug-in cord leading to my electric pencil sharpener . Pennington still had his tail curled around it.

Now, suddenly, I jerked on the cord with my shoe, upsetting the pencil sharpener and knocking the mouse off the edge of my desk.

By the time he hit the floor, I was there to step on his gun paw. I reached down and plucked away the tiny .20-14.

"You're going back to Mouse Headquarters," I told Sylvester. "McFarlin will want to have a few words with you." I gave him a tight grin. "And I really wouldn't plan on ruling any universes, if I were you. Unless you can do it from a jail cell."

"Damn you, Space!" squeaked the mouse. "I wish Old Peg had cut your head off!"

I picked him up by his tail and dropped him into an antique cigar box, placing a heavy Earthbook on top to keep the lid closed.

Then I called Susan in and told her what had happened.

She sighed. "Looks as if the mouse had us all fooled."

"A lot of people enjoy playing other people for fools," I told her. "And you're one of them."

Susan looked startled. "What are you saying?"

"I'm saying that you're as phony as your freckles, Miss Sunbright."

"Sam … how can you say that? I saved your life!"

"Sure, so Sylvester could kill me himself. When he found out that Old Peg was going to do the job, he sent you to stop her. He wanted to rig my death as suicide, not murder."

"You suspect me of working for Pennington?"

"I'm sure of it, doll. Halfcat sent me to Collingo who, no doubt, also worked for the mouse. Collingo sent me to you, to be seduced, while the mouse had Brother Thaddius killed here in my office."

She looked stunned; tears were forming in her eyes.

"You people figured that O'Malley would send me up for that murder. But I wiggled out of it. Then Sylvester sent me to the Moon to die." I counted on my fingers: "Wrenhurst, Halfcat, Collingo, Old Peg, and you … all in it together. Sylvester Pennington was paying all of you."

Susan put her arms around me, pressing her ample bosom against my chest. "But you love me, Sam! You told me so."

I pulled back, pushing her away from me.

"Maybe I do love you, and maybe I don't. What I feel about you doesn't matter anymore. You were one of the people responsible for killing my client and when a client of mine is killed I have to do something about it." I gave her a long, hard look. "I'm sending you over, sister. You're taking the fall. I'm not willing to play the squeeb for you."

"Squeeb?"

"It means 'sap' in Zuberite."

She was sobbing when I pressed the vidbutton."Get me O'Malley," I said.

I knew I was going to have some bad nights after I turned her in, but that's how it goes in my kind of game. Sometimes you just have to take care of your own erections.

[image: The End]
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