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Thisbook is printed on acid-free paper. Per Traynor was having
trouble getting to where he wanted to go.

It was ahot, dry, restless night in late October of the year 2121. A
raw, feverish wind was knifing across the night beach inthe Malibu
Sector of Greater Los Angeles, rttling the long twisty row of
decorative pam trees, snatching at Traynor's deeve, shoving him off
balance.

His difficulties had grown worse ever since he set his sky car down at
the seaside |ot and started making hisway dong the dark sand. 1t was
probably because of that damned stopover in the Venice Sector. Hed
promised himsdlf he was through with that sort of thing.



A lean, lighthaired man of forty one, Traynor ssumbled asasharp new
gust of hot wind hit at him. Hefdl to hisknees on the harsh sand,
putting out both pamsto save himsdlf from toppling over completely.

One of his hands had touched the face of adead man who was partialy
buried in the gritty sand. Thick blood was smeared all across the dead
face, great splashesof it. Ashe struggled to pull away clear,

Tra)mor managed to drag the corpse with him. He struggled, but
couldn't seem to disentangle himsdlf.

"Don't you recognize me, Pete?' asked the dead man, smiling with his
bloody lips. "It'sme--Handers."

"Y ou're five weeks dead, Flanders," he shouted at him. "I had nothing
todowithit."

Crying out, Traynor rolled to hisleft, kicking out, crawling away from
the smiling corpse.

The harsh sand dowed his progress, scraping a his clothes. Thewind
grew even hotter asit came swirling around him.

"What'swrong, dear?"

He hadn't noticed until now that hiswife--well, actualy, hisformer

wife since November of 2120--was standing only afew feet avay. Sim
and pretty in along white dress, wearing one of her black ribbonsto
hold back her russet hair.

"I camehereto..." He paused, shaking his head the way you do when
you'retrying to come fully awake. "I haveto see Jake Cardigan. He
lives dong here someplace, but I'm having a bad reaction to--"



"Not avery good ideg, isthat, Peter?' suggested hisex-wife. "You
don't want, redlly, to talk to anyoneright now, least of dl aprivate
invedigaior.”

"I didn't quite catch what you said, Amy." Hetook afew shaky steps
in her direction, glancing down to make sure he wasn't going to step on
the corpse.

But the dead man had moved. He was Sitting, crosslegged, over ona
white neo-iron bench. He had his shirt pulled open wide and was
probing agaping lazgun wound in his chest with two bloody fingers.

"Leave methe hdl done, IYlanders" heydled. "I didn't know what
was going to happen.”

When Traynor looked again toward hiswife, hewasjust intimeto see
her catch fire and begin to burn. She was soon completely surrounded
by acrackling roar of bright orange flame.

"As| was saying, Peter, youre not being at al smart,” she resumed.
"Go home now and forget thisnonsense. You dont, not at dl, need a
detective.”

He pressed dl the fingers of hisright hand to histemple. "There's
something I've found out--1 told you alittle bit about it, Amy, the
lagt time | cameto seethekids. It'sworsethan | thought and I've
got to do something.”

"No, that isn't necessary at al." The flamesweretaking her over,
sending ahigh flickering torch of fire up into the dark windy night.
"Y ou're only upset because you and Dennis had a disagreement.”

"| can't argue now--1'm not thinking very straight.” He moved,



unsteadily, closer to her. Theflamesthat

were consuming her gave off no heat. "Don't get mad and criticize
me--I know | shouldn't have stopped at that Tek parlor.”

Amy disintegrated, turning to dark, leafy ashes and drifting awvay on
thewind.

Traynor clenched hisfigts, pressed them, hard, into hisribs. Would
have been ahell of alot better to have come straight here, instead of
stopping for that damned Tek sesson. Sometimes, though, he felt alot
better, alot braver, afterward. But tonight, something waswrong. He
was having painful flashbacks, unwanted illusons, and they seemed to
be getting worse.

After amoment, struggling hard, he was able to regain control of
himsdf again. Thingswere okay once more and he was sure he could
hold off any further hdlucinaions.

Traynor could remember Jake Cardigan's address now. He knew exactly
whereto find the beach sde condo. He remembered, too, everything he
had to talk over with him.

"Jake'sjust about the only person in Greater LA that | can trust.”

Six big black candles were burning up ahead on the beach, eachina
man-high golden holder. They circled aplain coffin that wasresting
onameta rack.

He hated, gripping one hand tightly in the other, fighting what was
happening to him. "Nothingisrealy there," he reminded himsdif.
"Nothing at dl. Thisisjust another damned Tek fantasy."

The coffin didn't go away.



Hed long sincerecognized it. He remembered it from twenty one years
ago. A closed coffin, because of the way his mother had died.

Now, dowly and silently, the coffin lid began torise.

Traynor put his hands up over his eyes, but he discovered he could see
right through them.

His mother's charred and blackened body sat up and shook its head. "Y ou
shouldn't be out s0 late, dear,” she cautioned. "Best go right home
now, darling. Y ou don't really want to vist this detective.”

"l haveto, Mom. I've found out something--stumbled onit. A lot of
bad things are going to happen unless--"

"Y ou're Pete Traynor, aren't you? |s something wrong?”'

About thirty feet up beyond his mother's coffin alean teenage young
man was standing, watching him.

"I'm looking for Jake Cardigan,” he managed to say. "You'rehis
on?'

"That'sright, yes" answered Dan. "You don't look sowell. Is
there--"

"I've got to talk to him right away."

"Dad's not at home, but he should be soon. Come on over on the deck
and gt down, Mr. Traynor."

The only way to get over to Dan Cardigan and the condo building that
rose up behind him was by waking through the coffin.

"Don't kegp on with this, son," warned his mother.
Traynor said to Dan Cardigan, "I know about the hijacking of--"

That was all he got to say.



A hugeroaring began in hisears. He heard criesof pain and the
boom of thunder and dark, discordant music.

His mother tried to embrace him. "Poor Pete, poor baby."

Before she touched him, hisbrain seemed to explode inside his skull
and hefdt hislife go spinning away on the red wind.

THE BEItRDED HRN was saying, "Our revels now are ended. These our
actors, as| foretold you, were dl spiritsand are... The strap on

Jake Cardigan's wristwatch phone began to contract and expand against
hisflesh. A handsome, somewhat wegatherbeaten man of dmost fifty, he
leaned forward in hisamphitheater seet and held the smal instrument
closeto hisright ear before activating the speaker button.

Dan'svoice said anxious; "Dad, you'd better get home. Theresbeena
death and--"

His son's voice was suddenly cut off.
Frowning, Jake tapped out his home number on the wristphone.

The pretty blonde woman in the next seat spoke a question closeto his
ear. "Something wrong?'

"Not sure, Bev," heanswered in awhisper. "Dan called, then got cut
off."

The phone a homerang again and again. Dan didn't answer.



Jake said to Bev Kendricks, "Sounds like Dan may bein trouble.” After
pointing athumb at the nearest exit to the Beverly Hills Sector
Shakespeare HoloThestre, he eased up to hisfeet and started making his
way aong the dark row of seats.

Bev rose up and followed him. "Excuse me.”

Down on the circular stage the hologram actors continued with The



Tempest. the sky car bounced dightly as Jake guided it through the
windy night. Hetapped into the home sec system at the condo he shared
with his son, and asked it, "Give me areport on what's going on."

"Everythingisnormd, gr," came atinny voice out of the small voxbox
in the dash pand.

"Pictures, room by room," requested Jake as the sky car carried them
toward hishome.

"I'm sure he's okay," said Bev, who was Sitting, leaning forward, in
the passenger seat beside him.

"Y eah, probably,” he conceded, watching the monitor screen asit took
him on atour of the gpartment. "It'sjust that--well, people that I'm



fond of have atendency to get hurt." "That's nonsense. Beth
Kittridge waskilled by the Teklords to keep her from testifying,

Jake," the blonde detective assured him. "It had not adamned thing to
dowithyou."

"I couldve stopped it, if | hadn't et them sdetrack me.”

She put ahand on his. "Been quite awhile since that happened. Y ou've
got to work harder at forgetting it.”

"No sign of any trouble anywhere," he said, watching the screen. "But,
damnit, no Sgn of Dan either.”

"WEelIl betherein afew more minutes. Relax, talk about the play.”

"| like redl actors better than ho los said Jake. "And | thought the
guy playing Cdiban wastoo cute to--what the hell isthis?*

The sky car was gliding down toward the landing area next to the condo
building. Therewasalot of extraillumination down thereand it

showed two large, squat SoCal Police sky vans ditting at the lot edge.
There were at least a dozen uniformed cops and a coupl e of

scene-of -the-crime robots scattered across the beach that fronted the
building. And sprawled at the water's edge, where the surf was licking
at it, was a spreadeagled body.

"Isthat Dan?" Jakeleaned close to the side window scowling down into
the gpproaching glare.

"Tootdl, not enough hair,” said Bev. "Takeit easy." Asthesky car
started to settle down for alanding in its usual spot, agrating beep
noise started coming out of one of the dash voxboxes. "Police



emergency,” announced a deep, rough voice. "Police emergency. No
landingsdlowed inthisarea."

"I liveherel" Jaketook over thelanding manually and set the craft
down, ignoring the beep and the repeated warnings.

A thickset uniformed officer came running to the car door as Jake
opened it and stepped out. "Wherethe hdll,” said Jake, "ismy son
and--"

"Hands up over your head, mister, quick!" ordered the cop, leveling a
stun gun at Jake. "Suppose you tell mewhy you disregarded an officia
warning and landed--"

"Rudy?' Bev got, very carefully, out on her Sde. "It'sme, Bev
Kendrick."

The cop glanced over at her, lowering hisgun afew inches. "What'sa
legit private eye like you doing here?’

"Thisis Jake Cardigan's place and | happen to be with him tonight.”
She waked around the front of the maroon sky car

"Cardigan? I've heard of him--ex con onetime Tek-runner.”
Jaketook afew steps closer to the man. "Where's my son?”

"Y ou don't understand the procedure, Cardigan,” said Rudy, the
gunbarrd swinging up again. "Maybe too much Tek has cooked your
goddamn brains. We ask the questions, friend, and you answer them.
Right now we've got adead man just about in your front yard. So

Suppose’



"Rudy, ease off," advised Bev, touching hisarm with awarning tep. "l
redly don't think you want to annoy Jake just now.

Looking away from the angry officer, Jake spotted Dan now. A lean
black cop was holding on to the front of Dan's shirt, sheking him. They
were down at the edge of the night sea.

Jake gave aquick shake of his head, turned away from Rudy and started
down acrossthe dark sand. "Get your damn hands off him, Drexler,” he
cdled.

Detective Lieutenant Len Drexler turned and glowered in Jake's
direction. He made alow snorting noise and let go of the young man.
"We have what looks likea Tek killing here, Cardigan,” he said evenly.
"Your kid is pretty certainly involved in--"

"Dan'snot involved in adamn thing." Jake grabbed hold of the front
of the detective'sjacket. "And evenif heis, you'd better not rough
him up. Now, without any further bullshit, tell me exactly what's

goingon.”

Drexler jerked back, freeing himsdlf from Jake'sgrasp. "You're
excited,” hedecided, "0 I'll excuse your manhandling me, Cardigan.”
He moved nearer to the corpse. "Thisguy's a Tekhead, aheavy
user--and it's my guess somebody dipped him asizzler. Y ou probably
know what that is, since you used towork inthe Tek trade. A Szzler
isone of those specid Tek chipsthought up by your Teklord croniesto
take care of usersthey want to get rid of. Initidly it actslike

your ordinary chip, giving the bastard whatever fantasies he orders up



on hisdamn Brainbox.” Frowning, the officer kicked the dead manin
thedde. "Later on, though, usualy in amatter of hours, thevictim's
brain startsto short out and crash. Before that there are al sorts

of uncontrollable halucinations. Witnesses say they heard this guy
ydling and howling al aong this stretch of beach whil€ on hisway

to pay you asocid call." Hekicked a the body again. "Jesus, you
can practicaly smdl thefried brains.”

Jake put an arm around his son's shoulders. "Y ou okay?"

"Sure, sorry about the phone. These cops got herewhile | wasin the
middle of my cdl to you,” explained Dan . "Wouldn't let mefinish or
answer when you tried to phone back."

"Y ou know anything about him?"

"It's Peter Traynor," answered Dan. "Hetried to see you a couple of
times about ayear or so ago. | recognized him when | came out to see
what the noise was about.”

"Traynor?' Jake's brow wrinkled as he knelt beside the dead man. The
lean face was twisted in agony even now. "Yeah, it's Traynor sure
enough. Looks like hewent further down the chutessince | saw him
lest."

"lsn't Peter Traynor an old Tekkie buddy of yours, Cardigan?' Drexler
squatted in the damp sand beside Jake. "What was he coming to see you
about? Picking up anew supply of Tek chips maybe?"

Jake, dowly, roseto hisfest, pulling the black cop up with him by



the collar. "Let's establish something for good and dl, Drexler,” he

said. "l don't use Tek and haven't for years. And, asyou and all

your gang know damn well, | was never adedler. That whole charge was
aframe and it's been cleaned off my record. If you'retrying to pass
yourself off as even ahalfway competent cop, you ought to keep up with
what's going on."

"C'mon, Cardigan, everybody knows that Bascom bribed the right people
to get your record fancied up,” Drexler told him, laughing. "The

Cosmos Detective Agency is powerful enough in Greater LA to do things
likethat. Now, if | had alittle more influence mysdlf, I'd do an
investigation of Walt Bascom and some of histrickier operatives.

Notably you and that greaser partner of yours, Sid Gomez."

"No, Jake." Bev caught hold of hisarm and yanked him back just as
Jake was about to swing on the lieutenant.

Drexler took afew stepsback. "Sorry | called your partner names,
Cardigan,” hesaid in amurmuring voice. "Now, what can you tdl me
about Traynor and why he was coming to call on you?'

"I met Traynor for thefirst time years ago, before | went to prison,”

said Jake. "Yeah, and | did runinto the guy in some of the Tek
parlorsthat we were both frequenting. | saw him again about ayear or
more ago, when he came by to ask me to help him out with some trouble
he was having with hisex-wife." Jake shook hishead. "I knew the guy
was dill on Tek and | didn't want i to get involved with him or his



problems. | gave him the name of adivorce atorney in the Glendae
Sector. Asl recall, he came back afew times moreto try to seeme
when | wasn't here”

"Twice" Dan hdd uptwo fingers.

"Tel me about tonight,” urged the police detective. "Why washe
coming here? What'd he want?"

"That | don't know." Helet hisright hand drop to hissde and Bev
took hold of it. "He didn't vidphone in advance, if that'swhat you're
asking. | had no idea he was going to show up.”

Drexler pointed & Dan. "Maybe the kid knows."

"Hedidn't call hereat dl," said Dan. "And we sure didn't have much

in the way of aconversation when he did show up. | heard him out

here, he was shouting and | thought he was with someone." He shook his
head. "When | came out, he was alone and he looked very upset and
disheveled. | figured hedfdleninthesand afew times. | saida

few words to him and--well, that was when he died. | thought he had
somekind of saizure”

"Yeah, arigged seizure” DreXler'sfrown deegpened and he scratched at
hisribs. "Well drop the questions for now, Cardigan, even though |

got afeding you do know what Traynor was up to tonight."

"Just so your fedings don't inspire you to bother my son again.”

"| got arobot forensic team due any minute,” the lieutenant told them.
"Why don't you and Bev and the kid take a hike dong the beach? Stay



away acouple hours. I'd truly appreciatethat.” "Got something
to hide?'

Before Jake could reply, Bev tugged him out of range of the policeman.



"Let'stakethat walk," she advised. "Come on aong, Dan." he copper
plated robot waitress at the AlINite Neptune Cafe had been in service
therefor close to seven years and hadn't gonein for atune-up in

nearly two. Shewas asamiable as ever, but sometimes moved with a
dight wobble and now and then you could hear her inner workings
whirring and sputtering. When Gomez, hisdark curly hair and moustache
dotted with night mit, came gtrolling into the long, narrow seeside
restaurant, she straightened up, making a chuckling noise, and went
lurching up to him. "Hiya, stranger,” shesaid. "Longtimeno see”

The detective smiled and returned her hug. "Buenas noches, my love,"



hesad. "I'm hunting for my amigos-did they drop in here?" "If

you mean Sourpuss,” she said, nodding her coppery head in the direction
of the rear of the place, "he's back there with his son and a pretty

blonde who ought to know better."

"Now, now, chiquita, Jake, at the core, isnearly asjolly asyou.
"Not tonight."

Gomez eased around her and waked through the nearly empty restaurant
to the booth Jake was sharing with his son and Bev. "For lack of
anything better to do," he explained as he did onto the bench next to
Jake, "I was monitoring the cop channels on my sky car dash and thus
heard that some poor hombre was found dead on your doorstep. When |
arrived on the scene, the amiable Drexler told me held shooed you
dsawhere”

"Y eah, we were just starting to talk about what happened, Sid." He
tapped hisforefinger absently on the sde of his plazmug of nearcaf.
"Y ou knew Pete Traynor, didn't you?'

"Much better than | wanted to. A burrito, stubborn and stupid--at

least asfar as Tek was concerned. 'Y ou were wise, amigo, to cross that
guy off your guest list." Gomez smiled acrossthetable. "Evening,

Bev. Danid."

Dan nodded, smiling back. "I wasfilling them in onwhat | heard
Traynor saying,”" hetold Gomez. "I didn't share any of thiswith
Lieutenant Drexler.”

"He's not the sort of pendgo who invites sharing.”

"I heard somebody shouting out there and | figured he was drunk or
drugged on something," continued Dan, resting both elbows on the



tabletop. "He--and | didn't catch everything--was talking to people,
imaginary people. One name heydled was Handers. He said something
about not having anything to do with what happened to this Flanders.

And he cdled out to Amy. Oh, and somebody named Denton or Dennis.”

Gomez asked, "Did you actudly talk to him before he expired?

"A little, yeah," answered Jake's son. "He'd been shouting Dad's name,

too, which iswhy | went out to take alook. | recognized him and it

was obvious something waswrong. Helooked sick, disoriented. He knew
who | was, too, and he told meit was important that he talk to you,

Dad."

Jake asked, "He didn't say about what?"
Dan shook hishead. "Well, he started to say something about some kind
of hijacking. But he had that seizure--or whatever it was--and just

died."

Bev put her arm around the young man's shoulders. "Rough thing for you
to go through.”

"Not that bad," said Dan. "It was al the cop activity afterwards that
redlly got me upst, Bev."

Gomez waved away the copper plated waitress, who was heading for their
booth with a drawn eectronic or-derpad. "Give me afew more minutes
to gather my thoughts and order, dear lady."

"You got it, Sdney." She ground to a halt, tottered, and withdrew to
the front of the cafe again.

"It sounds like they dipped this Tek addicted hombre asizzler,”



observed Gomez. Gomez gave ashrug. "Even anitwit can havea
right notion occasondly,” hesaid. "Traynor was gpparently having
hallucinations about things that were on hismind. | assumehis
nocturna visit wasn't announced in advance.”

"Nope, | had no idea he was coming by--and | don't know what he wanted
to talk to me about." Jake leaned back, took asip of hisnearcaf. "In

spite of his Tek habit, the guy was a pretty good weapons technician.

Last | heard, he had afairly responsible job with Gunamiths,

Ltd." out inthe Wes Hills Sector."

"Those cabrdns cook up alot of the nastier weapons used by our
esteemed nation--and for awhole stewpot of less esteemed countries
around the globe--to exterminate their current shit list entries,” said
Gomez, rubbing at hismoustache. "Could it be that the late Pedro
Traynor was agitated and her up about a hijacking of some of Gunsmith's
engines of destruction?”'

"Something stolen from an outfit like that,” said Dan, "that could be
dangerousdl right.”

"Thething is, Traynor's dead and gone," said Jake. "So well probably
never find out."

Frowning thoughtfully, Bev said, "Flanders. We started working ona
case afew weeks ago--my agency gets a case every so often, even though
it's nowhere near as big as the Cosmos outfit you guys work for--acase
involving aWcs Handers, who was gunned down inthe Strip in the



Hollywood Sector. He worked for the Bam Card central office. We
haven't solved it yet and neither havethe police. I'm wondering if he
could be the Handers your visitor wasreferring to."

"l didn't hear any first name," said Dan. "But this Flanderswas
killed recently and Traynor gpparently thought somebody wastrying to
blamehim."

"Isthere apattern here, folks?" inquired Gomez, making another
shooing motion at the robot waitress, who seemed on the verge of
rumbling toward their booth again. "A banker and awegpons
technician-what'sthe link?"

"Probably isn't one," Jake said. "Asfor Amy--that hasto be Amy St
Mars, Traynor's erstwhile missus."”

"Of the St. Mars Ponies agriculture empire?' asked his partner,
gtting up sraighter. "Therésafamily with dinero.”

"The same, yeah. They divorced about ayear or more back. Traynor
cameto meto help him prove she wasn't tregting their two kidsright,”
said Jake, hisfingerscircling the mug. "He hoped to get custody from
her--but | didn't want to get tangled up with anything like that. For
onething, it would've been impossible to prove he was any fitter a
parent than Amy."

"Well, we've checked off most of the namesyou heard, Dan," commented
Bev. "Except for Dentorn/Dennis. Anybody got a suggestion on him?"

Jake shook hishead. "Y ou know, why don't we smply forget al about
this?" he suggested to them. "Traynor and | wereahell of along way
from being pals. Okay, he died--assassinated apparently on my



doorstep, but I don't fed any strong desireto avenge him. Unless
it startsto look like Dan and | arein danger, 1'd just aswell back
off completely from thismess™

Bev asked him, "Aren't you even curious, Jake?"

"Not especidly, no. Tekheads are getting knocked off with
consderable frequency in these parts.”

Gomez said, "But usudly not so close to your hearth and home,
amigo.”

"Even s0," said Jeke. "I'd liketo passonthisone. Especidly since
nobody is paying usto poke around and investigate.”

After afew seconds, Gomez signaled to the robot waitress. "Long as
we're here, | think I'll have avegetarian fish sandwich,” he decided.



dark-haired young woman with the lazgun resting on her knee wasthin,

at least fifteen pounds underweight. She was Sitting, douched

dightly, inatin ding chair out on the shadowy deck in front of

Jake's place when he got back from seeing Bev Kendricks home. It was
nearly two AM; the law had long since departed and hauled away the body
of Peter Traynor. Thewind had died to awarm whisper.

"You're Jake Cardigan, aren't you?' she asked, not getting up.

He stepped onto the deck, eyes on the weapon she was holding. "Yeah,
andyou?'

She glanced down at thegunin her [gp. "Oh, thisisfor my



protection,” sheexplained. "Not to useonyou.” "Put it avay
anyhow." emod closer to her. Sliding the lazgun into a pocket of
her black jacket, she said, "I'm Janine Traynor. Peter was my
stepbrother.” She brushed a her dark hair with abony hand. "1 want
you to find out who killed him."

Light suddenly blossomed around the deck floor. Dan,

astun gunin hisright hand, stepped out into the night.

"Everything dl right, Dad?"'

"Sure, just having acordid chat with thisyoung lady.” "Need me?'
"Not yet."

Nodding dowly, giving Janine asideways ook, Dan dipped back insde
the gpartment.

"I didn't know," mentioned Jake as he straddled aneo wood chair, "that
Pete had asister.”

"Stepider.”
"How old areyou?'

"What the hell doesthat have to do with your finding out who murdered
him?'

"Not adamn thing actudly. Just curious.”

She sghed, sniffling once. "I'm twenty one, okay," she said, touching

at the pocket that held the gun. "I'm avid actress--sometimes anyway,
whenever my dimwitted agents can dig me up somework. That's part of
what we haveto talk over, Cardigan.”

Jake said nothing, watching her.

""What | meanis" continued the dead man'sster, "l

can't pay the kind of fee that Bascom and the Cosmos asksfor."



, huh, who | work for?" "Obvioudy, for Chrit'ssake. | didn't come
to you just because my brother happened to diein your vicinity," she
told him. "Peter told me about you. That you werefairly honest and
that he trusted you."

"Y ou sound as though you, maybe, don't sharein that appraisal of
r],E.ll

Shetilted her head to the left, studying him. Dan had |eft the floor

lights on and the shadows beneath her eyes and cheekbones showed deep
and sooty. "Not completely yet," she admitted findly. "Y ou look
trustworthy on the outside, but insde--who can tell?*

Hegrinned. "Gather yoursdf up and go home, then." "No, I'll goon
what my brother felt about you for now," Janinetold him. "What | want
you to do--Well, I'm pretty sure you can persuade that vindictive bitch
who used to be hiswife to finance an investigation into Peter's

death."

"You didn't study diplomacy in school. Not agood ideato label people
you'retrying to get money out of asvindictive bitches."

"C'mon, Cardigan, you know damned well Amy &t. Marsisanasty shrew.”
She crossed her legs, uncrossed them, crossed them again. The knees
were sharp, with too little flesh to them. "When you go to her, you
obvioudy won't mention my true fedingsor yours."

"You're suggesting that | lie and dissemble? That would tarnish my
trustworthy image, wouldn't it?"

"Look, Cardigan, there's being twenty one and then there's being twenty
one" shesad dowly, angry. "Thelifel'veled--Let'sjust say I'm



not especialy naive. | you have to con peopleto get what you want.
Now,

please, let's get back to business.”

"I don't think, Miss Traynor, were going to be doing any business.”
"Hey, I'm offering you acase. A goddamned job." "Nope, you're
telling meto go try and beg afee off Peteswidow," he corrected.
"Now, if you know as much about their reationship as you ought to, you
know that Amy wouldn't pay ten bucksto keep Wild dogs from pissng on
hisgrave. She sureas hdl isn't going to hire Cosmos and pay our

kind of fees"

"She'sgot millions.”

"People who have millions have millions, most of them, becausethey're
extremely careful about how they spend any of those millions.” Hegot
up from his chair, wandered over to the deck rail to look out toward

the dark ocean. "That's been my experience.”

She left the ding chair and cameto stand at hisside. 1t was till

warm, but she shuddered now and hugged hersdlf. "I figured out where
hedied," she sad, pointing.

"Right about there."

"Moreor less"

"Arent you at al interested in what happened to him?" she asked
quietly. "Hewasyour friend."

"He was somebody | knew along time ago, that's al."

She reached over and touched hisarm. "'l know why he was coming to
tak toyou."

Heturned to look at her. "Oh, s0?"

"Peter and | haven't been especidly closelatdy,” Jabegan. "1 mean,



he didn't think too much of some of the acting jobs | had to take
wand he was annoyed because | kept after him to get himself, quick,
into somekind of Tek rehab program.” Shelowered her head, sniffling
again. "Hewasabright man, agood person before he got al tangled
up with that Stuff.”

"Get back to what Pete was so anxious to talk to me about."

"I'm coming to that,” she said. "'l want you to understand that | don't
know as much as | should because we didn't see each other as often
these past few weeks." "Okay, goon."

"What | do know isthat Peter was very upset about something that was
going on a Gunamiths, Ltd. Hewasworking for them, you know."

"Yeah. Were weapons being stolen from there?' "Did hetell you that
tonight?"

"Hedidn't tell me adamn thing. He was dead and done for long before
| got home." "Maybe hetold your son?"

"No, that was just aguess, Janine. Based on what you've been telling
r],E.ll

"All right, I think he wasworried about some sort of particularly
dangerous weapon," she said, leaning an ebow on therail and watching
the surf glidein acrossthe dark sand. "He hinted, without coming out
directly, that adangerous wegpon was being smuggled out of Gunsmiths.
Probably from their San Andreas Arsend warehouse.”

"What's kept there?!



"From what my brother told me, that's where they stuff. And where
they're supposed to mothball supplies of wegpons that have been
outlawed or put on hold because of UN rulings and such.”

"He give you any specifics? "Jake took hold of her thin arm and guided
her back toward the chair.

Shaking her head, she sat again. "All | know isthat hewasvery

scared,” shesaid. "He suspected someone in the company Jan important
someone--was | etting something important be taken out of the
warehouse.”

"Y ou know anybody name Denton or Dennis?"

She patted the gun in her pocket again. "That might be Dennis
Barragray,” she answered. "He's one of the vice presidents at
Gunsmiths, and agood friend of my brother's. Where'd you hear about
him?'

Straddling the neo wood chair, Jake asked her, "What about Wcs
Flanders?'

"I never heard of him. |s he somebody who worked at

Gunamiths, Ltd." with Peter?"

n Nomll

"Can we get back, then, towhy | cameto seeyou, Cardigan?' She
folded her thin handstogether. "Will you, please, take the case? It's
important, not just to me, to find out who did thisto my brother--and
exactly why."

Jake sad, "I work for the Cosmos agency, not mysdlf, Janine. Walt
Bascom isn't noted for sentimentdity or generogity. If you want to
hit Amy S. Mars on your own

‘and her to finance this--that'sfine. Otherwise,

isal we haveto tak about."



hats a shitty attitude." Janine stood up, thrust her hands deep into
her jacket pockets. "Don't you give adamn what happened to him?"

"I'm sorry he'sdead,” hereplied. "But | never do charity work. On
top of which, it'sone hell of along timesincel risked my assfor a

"But | thought you believed in what you did."

"I'maprofessond. | don't need faith." He nodded toward the night
beach. "Whered you park your sky car "l took asky cab "I'll take you
home."

"Don't drain your generosity.”

"Y ou want alift or don't you?'

"Okay, dl right. I'll accept the offer.” She moved, dowly, across

the deck. Turning, shelooked, forlornly, back toward him. "I'm
awfully disappointed.”



"Happens alot when you'reyoung.” the morning was clear, paeblue

and chilly. Jake was on the homeward lgp of hisdaily run along the
Malibu Sector beach. Out on the deck of an ivory white beach house two
gold plated robots were setting out alarge breakfast table and four

chairs. One of the bots waved to Jake.

"Morning, Raph," caled Jake, returning the wave.
"Got timefor acup of nearcaf?" inquired the glittering mechanism.
"Not today."

Farther along Jake encountered a plump silver-haired ‘womanina
scarlet beach robe. She was sguatting edge of the sea. "Darn, heck,”



she muttered as she poked apudgy finger into the wet sand, probing
for something.

"Problem, Jane?' Jake dowed and halted.

"Yeah, darnit,” she answered, not looking up. "I lost my mood patch
agan.”

"Shouldn't go swimming with that still onyour arm.” He crouched
beside her.

"l wasn't swimming. Just doing my exercises." Jane kept on searching.
"If I don't find the darn thing--it'smy last one until | can get the
prescription refilled--1'm going to swing from manic to depressed dl
day. I'll probably punch my half wit boss at the Ponies Farmers
Market and then--"

"Hereitis" Jake spotted thetiny slvery circle near hisright
foot. Hepicked it up carefully, blew off the sand and returned it to
the anxious young woman.

"Great, thanks." Chuckling, she stood, rolled up her deeve and
dapped the mood-controlling disc in place on her upper arm. "By the
way, who was that who got daughtered in front of your digs last night,
Jake?' "Somebody | used to know."

"Wheat in the devil killed the poor door?."

Jake said, "Soon asthe police tell me, I'll let you know." He resumed
running.

Dan, dressed in his SoCal Police Academy uniform, was Sitting out on
the deck with aglass of citrisubin hishand. Molly Fine, dsoin
uniform, was occupying the ding chair that the dead man's Sster had
used last night. Molly was dim and dark, ayear older than Jake's
on.



"Good morning, Jake. It'simpressive how you can run adistance and
not get dl red in the face theway my

Uncle Stan does after about fifty feet." She stood up, smiling at him.
"I'm collecting your wayward son and giving him free trangport to
school thismorning.”

"I noticed your sky car parked there next to mine,

Moally, and figured as much.”

"See?' said Dan, setting his glass on the deck beside his chair. "

told you Dad was il an ace detective despite his advanced age. Give

him just alittle cluelike alemon yellow sky car and he--"

"Respect for your edersis something they ought to be teaching at the
academy.” Jakeleaned an elbow ontherail.

Molly said, "Now--about the Gunsmiths outfit."

He glanced over at hisson. "Beentdling her al about--"

"I wheedled the information out of him," the young woman explained.
"I'm pretty good at interrogation. | get better gradesin that area
than Dan, though maybe that isn't saying much.”

"Oneof her unclesis-"

"Uncle Jerry," took up Molly. "He used to do legd work for Gunsmiths.
Uncle Jerry'sthe one with the diminished capacity for integrity.”

"Mally thinks she knows something about what's stored at the San
Andress Arsend .

Nodding, she asked Jake, "Ever hear of Garret Devl'eehnical whiz, no
mora senseto spesk of, killed in acrash in New Phoenix three years



ago." "That'shim, right. Devlin, according to what my disreputable
attorney uncle oncetold me, wasaspecidist in creating al sorts of
nasty weapons,” shesaid. "Wespons that were so nasty, in fact, most
of them were outlawed before ever getting used in combat.”

"And that's part of what's being stored in the warehouse?' "Y eah,
adong with alot of other deadly stuff,” said Mally. "If some of
Devlin's gadgets have been hijacked or smuggled out of there--well,
havoc, destruction and worse may be in the offing, Jake."

He said, "Dan probably didn't mention that | have no connection,
officid or otherwise, with thiswhole business. I'm making aserious
effort to forget al about Peter Traynor, hisemployersand his
depsder.”

"Gomez," observed Dan, nodding skyward.

The detective's sky car was drifting down through the brightening
morning. It settled smoothly to alanding next to Molly'svehicle.
Gomez, wearing ajacket the color of atropica sunrise, emerged. "Get
out of your sportstogs and into your work duds," he advised. "Buenas
dias, Mally. You'relooking even lovdier than when we last met.”

"That was only four nights ago, Gomez," she said as he came bounding
onto the deck. "At the Twentieth Century Jazz Android Orchestra
concert over in the Hollywood Sector.”

The curly haired detective took her hand, bent and kissed it. "It must
be that your charm isincreasing a an darming rate, chiquita.”



"Trugt him," said Dan. "He'san expert on femae char In
"I know, I'veread hisdossier." Sheretrieved her hand.
"Hvewives"

Gomez frowned at hispartner. "Havel, truly, been married five
times?'

"I quit counting after three. Why am | supposed to change clothes?’
"Bascom, our beloved jefe, wants to see us both muy pronto,” he
explained. "He vidphoned meto swing by and gather you up. Wehavea
meeting with an important client in about thirty minutes or so."

"What sort of acase?'

"You'l be pleased to hear," answered his partner with asmile, "that

we're being hired to investigate the murder of the late Peter

Traynor."

"RSISTER. ER?' Gomez was hunched dightly in the drive seet of his
sky car

"A very intense and sSincere sgter, yeah," answered Jake asthey flew
toward the Cosmos Detective Agency building in the Laguna Sector of
Gresater LA. "Or so shetried to seem.”

"Al, you're becoming ever more cynica with each passing day, anigo.”

Jamne Traynor isan actor,” said Jake. " Sometimes ac-tots tend to act
even off Sage”

"Shewas very convincing, though?'



"Yeah, and thetearswerered." Jakethenfilled himin onwhat the
young woman had told him last night and a so on the footnote on
Gunamiths, Ltd." that Molly had added this morning.

"So just about dl the names Pedro was yelling during hislast go-round
with Tek aretied in with that weapons factory.”

"Except for Amy and Wcs Flanders.”

"Wouldn't have been too tough for you to have found out how FHanders
connects." Gomez punched out alanding pattern on the dash controls.
"Since Bev isworking on that caseinvolving him, she wouldve shared
enough information for you to track--"

"Last night, remember, 1'd resolved not to poke around in this

"You can't fight fate. We're gpparently destined to investigate this
one," observed the detective. "Bev--havel

mentioned this?--isan impressive lady. Y ou ought to see more of
her--maybe even ask her to go steady.”

The sky car settled down on the roof landing area of one of the Cosmos
towers.

"What you haven't mentioned iswho our clientis”
i1
Jake stepped free of the car.

"l was saving the news," said Gomez. "It isnone other than the
onetime spouse, Amy &t. Mars”

Jake frowned, shaking hishead. "Lookslike Janineisalot more



persuasivethan| figured." "Gents, | trust dl iswell with

you?' heinquired asthe partners entered histower office. All the
windows were un blanked this morning and the big circular room wasfull
of sunshine.

Gomez dacked his pace, taking hold of Jakesarm. "Amigo, | think
thismust be a cleverly constructed android sim of our respected padro
, heannounced. "The

Walt Bascom | serve so devotedly ain't anywhere near this cheerful of a
morming.”

"Y eah, and thisimpostor isn't rumpled and wrinkled to be our esteemed
boss™



"Sit down and spare me any further schoolboy wit." Bascom nodded a a
couple of chairsnear hisdesk. "l don't see why you yahoos can't
accept the fact that I've changed for the better.”

As Gomez sank into hisplazchair, he said, Y ou see whét the love of a
good woman can do, Jake?'

Jake straddled his chair, watching the chief. "Y ou still courting Kay
Norwood?'

"The attorney and | are good friends, lads," he conceded. "WEell be
vigited by our client, by way of holographic projection, in alittle
lessthan eight minutes. Suppose, Jake, you tell me about that fracas
at your place last evening. I've dready scanned the police

reports.”
Jake obliged, concluding with, "What's Amy told you?"

"Not adamn thing beyond the size of the fee she'swilling to fork
over." Bascom waked over to Sit on the edge of the hologram
projection stage. "' had to cgole her into offering us anywhere near
what we'reworth. She's one of therichest ladiesin SoCadl, yet a
shade on the parsmonious side.”

"Somebody," said Jake, "was mentioning to me recently that detectives
should work smply for the love of seeing justice done.”

"Sure, yep, judticeisnice," admitted the head of the detective
agency. "A fat feeisbetter.”

Gomez smiled. "We can have that inscribed on your tombstone jefe.”

"I'm going to be cremated and leave ingtructionsto blow my ashesin



the eyes of severd assholes who've been than sweet to me during my
gsay onearth.” A faint buzzing hum started under his backside. Bascom
jumped up and patted a keypad on the stage. "Thiswill be the grieving
widow."

A very believableimage of a pretty, dender woman of thirty five

gppeared on the stage. Shewas Sitting in asilvery metal chair and

her long red hair wastied back with asingle strand of black ribbon.
"Good morning, Jake" Amy St. Marssaid in her husky voice. "Y ou look
much the worse for wear. Apparently being onice up in the Freezer
didn't do you any good."

"You'reaslovableasever, Amy." Hemoved hischair so hefaced her
projected image.

"No wiseassing with the clients,”" advised Bascom in awhisper.

"That's perfectly dl right, Bascom." Sheleaned forward and rested
the palm of her right hand on her right knee. Shewaswearingasmple
white frock, dit to thethigh. "Jakeand |, as|'m sure hestold you

by now, areold friends. | used to run into him on the many occasions
when | was dragging my former husband out of various ek joints.

"Jake has reformed long since," Bascom assured her. "Oh, I'm well
aware of that or | wouldn't be hiring you peopleat dl. | won't have
adamn thing to do with Tek-heads." She rubbed at her knee. "Canwe
get down to businessnow? | haveto bein Frisco in two hours. Let me
ce by explaining that | have absolutely no fed for Peter. Hewasa
hopeless Tekkie, apain in the ass and he's better off dead." She



straightened up, moved her hand to her |eft knee. "Hewas, long ago,
fairly atractive and charming, and before he cooked his brainswith
Tek, he had ardatively good mind. Y et one of the happiest daysin my
young life was the one on which our dreadful marriage was over for

Jake moved his chair about two feet forward. "So you're not exactly
hiring Cosmos to avenge Pete's death?"

She gave adow shake of her head. "No, Jake," she answered. "If hed
died of natural causes or been killed in some sort of accident, well,

hell, | wouldn't even send flowersto the bastard. What concerns and
upsets me isthat someone hastened hisend. He as murdered, wasn't
he?"

"That hewas," confirmed Bascom. "1 got hold of theinitial coroner's
report--the one done up by the prelim robots--right after you caled to
set up thisappointment, MissSt. Mars. It wasasizzler that killed
him. A szzlerisaTek chip that--"

"l know what it is, Bascom," she cut in disdainfully. "l was,

remember, married to a Teklde." Sherubbed at her |eft knee. "About
the only admirable thing Peter ever did was father our two children.
Alexisjust ten and Marisawill be seven and, praise thelord, neither
oneof themisabit like him. I'm extremely fond of both of them and

| make sure | spend at least afull haf hour with them every day.”

"Mother love," muttered Gomez, "you can't beet it."

"I was wondering how long it'd be before you popped off, Gomez," said



Amy. "You were awiseasswhen you with the SoCal cops, too. But be
quiet for awhile let me get on with this"

"Hush," mentioned Bascom, giving the curly haired detective asour
look.

"I've upped the security on al three of our homes,"

continued Amy. "I'm confident that were al safe when we're at home,
but the kids have to go out to school every day and | travel agreat
dedl for St. MarsPonies.

I've added bodyguards, too, but | fed we're still vulnerable. | have
very little confidence in the police and I'll fed alot better once
thekillersare caught.”

"Killers?' asked Bascom. "Plurd?'

"l assumethisis somekind of congpiracy thing,” Amy told them. "And

I'm very concerned that they may suspect | know morethan | do. Peter
paid the children amonthly visit--1 had to concede that when | got rid

of him." She sghed out adow bresth, inhded dowly. "Thelast time

| saw him--which was at our Studio City Sector home three weeks ago--he
told me hewas afraid he wasin serious trouble because of some
knowledge hed stumbled across. If these people who killed him think

thet |

know what he knew--or that he might even have told the children
something--they'll try to harm us, too."

"What sort of trouble washein, sego rita

"Why are we speaking Spanish, for God's sake?' She

' gave Gomez an annoyed frown before going on. "Peter,

asyou know, was employed by Gunsmiths, Ltd. Asaof fact, | helped

him get thejob afew years back in aword with aclose, dear friend of
mine



: Barragray." She paused, shaking her head. Part of the black hair
ribbon cameloose. "Peter didn't provide me agreat many details and,

| have to admit, | wasn't paying close attention to what he was

nattering about. But it had something to do with ashipment of wegpons
that he suspected was taken, on the dy, from the San Andreas Arsena
warehousefacilities. Peter, fool that he was, was dso digging into

how this supposed smuggling operation was financed.”

"Wcs Handers™ Jake snapped hisfingers. "Did your husband know
him?'

"Former husband,” she quickly corrected. "Y es, Wcs Flanders-—-another
Tekhead, by the way--was agood friend of Peter's. Infact, Flanders
was killed recently, too. That unsettled Peter agrest dedl.”

Bascom was standing over by hisbig desk now. He absently tapped on
the bell of his saxophone, which was sprawled atop severa neat stacks

of fax memos "Whao'd Traynor suspect was involved with whatever the
hell was going on & Gunamiths, Ltd.?"

"l don't know that," shereplied. "I do know he mentioned some of
these suspicions of histo Dennis. Dennisthought Peter was Ssmply
suffering from a Tek hang-over--but, obvioudy, he was onto
something.”

Jake asked, "Did Pete have any ideawhere these high jacked weapons
wereending up?'

"If hedid, hedidn't mention it tome."
"Anything about what kind of weapons specificaly?

"Pete said, asbest | can recadl, something about the Devlin Gun. Does
that mean anything?'



"Bingo," said Gomez. "It does, yeah," Jaketold her. "At leat,

it might. Garret Devlin wasin charge of Research & Development at
Gunsmiths until his degth three years back. He came up with some
pretty deadly--and often illicit--weaponsin histime."

"Peter knew too much about that and they killed him,"

Amy said, putting both hands together and entangling her dender
fingers. "If they think | know something, too..." Shedtiffenedin

her slver chair. "l expect rapid and positive results from Cosmos,
Bascom.”

"Youll get'em." Basco was standing straight, smiling stiffly at the
holographicimage. "And more, to boot."

"You haven't talked at all about Traynor's stepsister,”
putin Jake. "But | guess shewas ableto enlist your help.”
"Beg pardon?"

"I'm referring to Janine Traynor.”

Impatience sounded in Amy St. Marssvoice as she said, " Peter never
had asigter, step or otherwise." She stood up. "Hewas, Jake, an



only child." Her image vanished from theroom. "Wadll, lads" he
sad, "theminions of the law haven't made much further progress.”

Gomez was sunk in abubble chair "Thefina autopsy confirmsthat
Pedro was bumped off with asizzler Tek chip,” he remarked. "So
theré'soneitem for our trave itinerary. We have to find out where
he was dipped that fatal Tek and on whose orders.”

"Cops haven't been able to determine yet what joint he visited before
dropping in a Jake'slast night,” said the agency head. "l want usto
solvethisahead of them. If Traynor redlly did know something about



aninternationa gun running plot | can finagle anice bonus from one
of therdatively honest US government agencies| am cozy with."

"Crass. Everybody in Greater LA iss0 crass,” sighed
Gomez. "It redlly pains a sendtive youth such as mysdlf.”

Jakewas at one of the high, wide windows, watching the midmorning
outside. Absently, he followed the upward progress of ascarlet sky
busthat wasrisng up fromits sop platform. "Who the hdll was
posing ashissster?' hesad.

Bascom picked up his saxophone. "That," he said, "is certainly
something you haveto find out, my boy."

"Now, if shehad visited me," offered Gomez, "we could figure that her
yarn about being kin of the deceased was merdly aflimsy excuseto get
closeto one of the most charming hombresin dl of Greater Los
Angeles" He shrugged one shoulder. "But love struck maidens aren't
in the habit of throwing themsdaves at Jake."

"The few that do don't need excuses." Jake went over and sat on the

edge of the holo platform. "Janine Tray-nor, whoever sherealy may

be, wanted to find out how much | knew--how much Pete told me before he
died. That hasto bewhat shewasupto.”

"Or maybe," put in Gomez, "sheredly and truly doeswant to find out
who knocked off the poor guy.”

"Meaning what--that she's actudly aladyfriend of his?"
"It'spossble, amigo.”
I'l OUt."

Baseon rested the sax across hisknees. "It would aso mee to know



what the late Wcs Handerswas nosing around in,” he suggested. "And
whether he and Traynor were collaborating on somekind of haf ass
invegtigation.”

Gomez un douched dightly. "Dillinger," he said to-ward Jeke

I'll talk to him, yeah," hesaid. "Firgt, though, | want to see what
Bev hason Flanders."

"Who might Dillinger be?" inquired the agency head. "7etav." you
don't keep up with who'swho in informers, stool pigeons, snitches and
blabber mouths Gomez sunk farther down into the fat yellow chair.
"Dillinger isayoung chap who specidizesin accessing privileged
banking informetion.”

Nodding, Bascom frowned in Jake'sdirection. "I don't, you know, want
folks getting the impression we have to go running to somelittle
pipsguesk detective ouitfit for help.”

"Cuidado," cautioned Gomez with asmile, "careful. 'Y ou're speaking of
the pipsguesk heloves."

The chief put the saxophone back on hisdesk. "Y ou and Bev Kendricks
aeanitem?'

"Werefriends," said Jake evenly. "And if you don't approve of how |
handle my work, Wadt, maybeit'stime for meto quit this damn outfit
and--"

"Whoa, hey, easy,” said Bascom, holding up hisright handina
stop-right-there motion. "I retract anything | said that's annoyed
you."

Jakewas on hisfeet now. "I haveto be ableto work inany way |



think is" "Let'smakealist of choresfor today, gang.” Gomez

stood up. "Me, I'll find out which Tek parlor Traynor visited and,
hopefully, who dipped him the sizzler and why. 'Y ou want to follow up
on the Flanders businessfirst, Jake?"

After afew seconds his partner replied, "I'll start with that,
yeeh."

"Bueno. Later intheday I'll check with you and well compare notes
on what fun we've had thusfar,” said Gomez. "What about the folks at
Gunsmiths, Ltd.? Do wewadtz right in or do we use an oblique
approach?"

Bascom answered, "By now, they probably know we're on the case. So,
initidly anyway, walk right in on the bastards and start asking
questions”

"DennisBarragray isthefirst oneto talk to," said Jake. "Hewas
Traynor'sbossand afriend of his. He'saso afriend of our client,

S0 you ought to be able to see him without too much trouble.”

"I'll grill him," offered Gomez. "My firgt inquiry will he--"Did you

dip Pedro asizzler because he had the goods on you?' That ought to
dart the ball ralling, don't you think?"

"Bejust awee bit subtler,”" advised his chief.

Jake moved to thedoor. "I'll beintouch, Sid." Heleft thebig
office.

Bascom frowned as the door hissed shut. "Jake seems to be off at me,"
he observed.

deduction, jefe." Gomez headed for the way



"Well be able to make a detective of you yet." Thewater wasa

cloudy yelow and reeked of decay and worse. As Gomez waked along the
ground-level pedramp, he noted adead calico cat and a partly burned

toy boat go floating, duggishly, by. "Scenic wonders abound,” he
murmured, increasing his pace.

Farther up the bedraggled block arusty, dented robot was sitting
crouched in the doorway of a shutdown wine shop Taped to the
rattletrap mechanical man's pocked copper chest was a hand-lettered
sgn--My friends, | was oncethe valet of aprominent vid superstar.
1l fortune and failing ratings ruined his career and, thus, mine. |



my position and, after a pathetic series of humiliaing failures,
ended up in thisdew of despond that you find mein at

However, an expensive tune-up wi#put me on my feet again. God bless
you for whatever you see your way clear to contributing.

"Y ou misspelled dough,” mentioned Gomez in passing.

The seated got eyed him with dingy plazeyes. ™Y oumaking a
contribution, Sr?'

"No, merdly acorrection inyour pitch.” "Then go blurp yoursdf.”
"Blurp?'

"l wasavery proper gentleman's gentleman, programmed to use no
serioudy vulgar language, Sir. 'Y ou walleyed poop.”

Smiling, the detective moved onward.

At the corner he found the establishment he was seeking. Letteredin
gloletters across the dusty, narrow shop window was Fragrant Illusions
and below that The BEST in Holographic Howers. Gomez, frowning,
noticed that al the dozen or so brick-red flowerpots on display in the
window were devoid of flowers, holographic or otherwise.

Cautioudy, he entered the shop. "What happened to

, blooms?' he asked the handsome blond android stood behind the narrow
counter.

andy made no reply. He remained standing tiffly,.
a hissdes, eyes saring.

"Gomez warned himsdlf as he drew out hisits shoulder holster beneath



hisjacket. After amoment, he moved across the room and SOpped in
front of the rear door. The door was afew inches open.

He listened for several seconds, then booted the door dl the way open
and hopped to one side.

"Comeonin, Gomez," invited avoice from the next room.

THE FIGHT DIDN'T gtart until Jake had been there for nearly ten
minutes. Bev's offices were in the Santa Monica Sector, in atal,
mostly plagtiglass building that was built out over the Pacific. At
midmorning there was il athin white mist hanging over the quiet
bluewater. Gullswere diving into the white blur, disgppearing and

reappearing.

"Therée's nobody we've turned up in the Flanders case who fitsthe
description of this Janine Traynor,” Bev was saying from behind her
desk.

Jake turned his back to thewindow. "Then she was connected in some
other way," he said. "Have you connected Flanderswith Traynor yet?"

"I'm following up on that," the blonde detective said.
"Sofar thiskilling looked to melike atypica Tek assassination.
But we can't come up with any reason for the Teklords to want to

eiminate Handers. Hedidn't seem that important till now."

"I'd liketo go over your fileson Flanders" hesaid. "Unlessthat
violates agency policy.”

"It'smy agency, Jake," shereminded him.



"Tomy way of thinking, both killings must have someto do with what's
going onwrong out at Gun Jake sat in ametalic chair that faced her
desk.

But some of the Tek cartds haveto betied in, too. Both of them were
killed with traditional Tek methods."

"Could also be a copycat.”

He shook his head negatively. "Nope, fedsto melike there hasto be
aTek angle someplace.”

Bev amiled. "Hunchesdon't dways stand up.”

"Even 0." Heleaned forward in hischair. "If youregoingto dig
into the links between Flanders and Tray-nor, I'll concentrate on some
of the other aspects of thismess. Then later we can compare--"

The door to Beth's private office came hissng open and alarge, wide
man of thirty five or so camebarging in. Hisface was flushed with
anger, both big fistswere clutched. "What the hdl isthis bastard
doing here? Damn it now, Bev, you can't--"

"Wheat | can or can't do isno business of yours, Jabb,"

shesad evenly. "If you want to see me, wait until--"

"What | haveto talk about,” said Jabb Marx, pointing angrily at Jake,
"isthisasshole here. It's bad enough you see him socidly, for

Christ sake, but now you're sharing confidential agency fileswith
him."

How do you know I'm sharing anything with him?”"

"It's obvious that's why he's here--to pump you about

Wces Flanders case.”

lake had risento hisfeet. "Marx," he said quietly, "get of here

just keep the hdll quiet, Cardigan,” the detective at him. "I tell you



something, asshole--you got , one good woman killed so far in your
career, but I'm

"damned if I'm going to let the same thing happen to Bev."
Jake didn't say anything. Hewasjust al at once next to !
Marx. Hehit him, hard, in the midsection.

Marx gasped, doubled, tried to swing at Jake.

Jake kicked him, his booted foot connected with hisribs.
Marx jerked back, clutching at his Side, groaning.

Jake moved in, hitting him again and again in theface with each fist
inturn.

Hisface bloody, hisjacket and shirt splotched with red, Marx dropped
to hisknees.

Jake kicked him again, in the chest thistime.
"Jakel" cried Bev.

The woman may have cried out before, but Jake hadn't been hearing
anything for awhilethere.

"Jake." Sheran over to him, caught him by an arm and pulled him back.
"That's enough--more than enough.”

Jake shook himsdlf, as though held just stepped out of the chill ocean.
"Sorry," he managed to croak. Hisvoice wasraw, raspy.

Pushing him aside, she knelt next to the unconscious operative. "His
noseis broken, lord knows what elseiswrong." She reached up and
flipped a switch on the voxbox on her desk. "Emmy Lou, get the
medibots up here--quick!"

"Hewasright," Jake said, hisvoice dtill not hisown.

"Itsmy fault that Beth died.”



She stood up, spun and glared at him. "1 don't give agoddamn who's
right and who'swrong," she said,

iangry. "You don't havetheright to do thingslikethis."

"Maybe not." He shook his head once, l&ft to right,

before walking out of there.

DETECTive DREXI, ER sad, "Too, ]ate, omez."

"So | notice." Hewalked over to wherethe large, fat corpse was

sprawled in front of the entrance to one of the Tek parlor cribs. "S;
thisisthe proprietor, Lorenzo Printz, sure enough.”

"The bosshimsdf."

"I note they used alazgun on the cabrdn." There was alarge sooty
holein the back of the sin silk flord robe that was twisted around
the huge puffy dead man. "Rather thanasizzler."

"Lorenzo, like most Tek joint operators, never touched the stuff.” The
black cop was sitting on the edge of awooden chair. "How'd you find
your way here, by theway?'

"Camein to buy abunch of holo roses for my sweet old grandmother on
her graduation from robotics night school,” Gomez told him. "Muchto
my surprise, | found that somebody had used a stunner on the handsome
clerk. Curious, I--"

"C'mon, don't make metreat you theway | treat that yours. Tell me
the truth--or at least part of it."

we'reworking on the Traynor case” Gomez vicinity of the body.



"That | heard earlier inthe day. How'd you end up a Lorenzo's
Tek parlor here?!

"It'sthe one Traynor visited on hislast night out. | was planning to
persuade Lorenzo to confidein me."

"Who tipped you that thiswas the place Traynor'd been coming
lately?"

Gomez smiled, settling into achair near the policeman's. "'l hopethis
won't change the warm feglings you have for me, Drexler, but | don't
ever give out the names of my sources of information.”

Drexler watched him for amoment. "And | suppose you don't know
anything about who ordered Lorenzo to dip Traynor asizzler?'

"WouUld | be hereif | did? Thiswasmy first sop on theroad to
enlightenment,” hesaid. "Any notions of your own?"

Drexler laughed. "I'll write up everything | know and send it to
you."

"Everything okay back there?' cdled afemae voice from out front.
"Theforensc bots here, Cathleen?

"They camewith me, yes" A plump blonde young woman, uniformed,
stepped into the Tek parlor. She wrinkled her nose upon sighting
Gomez. "Y ou going to haul Gomez off to the pokey, lieutenant?"

"Chiquita, after dl we've meant to each other--how can you think I'd
commit any sort of illega act?' Heleft the chair.

"I'dtosshiminacdl," sheadvised Drexler.



"No, no," hesaid. "Gomez has promised to cooperate us. Every single
clue he unearths, he's going to turn to the SoCal police.

"Oh, s" He crossed to the doorway. "I'll even have them giftwrapped.”
He stepped across the threshold.

"Adids, colleagues.”

Outside, he went gtriding toward the lot where held |eft the agency



sky car when the vidphone on the. dash of his sky car buzzed, Jake
hit the auto answer key.

A mechanicd verson of hisvoice said, "Please leave your message

Bev appeared on the smdll rectangular screen. She was seated at her
desk, face pale, handsfolded. "Jake, Jabb Marx will be spending the
day at the Santa Monica Emergency Center,” shesaid. "I'm pretty sure
I've persuaded him not to take any legd action against you for

assault. For now--well, | think you ought to stay away from me and the
office. Well be better off working separately on this

Fanders-Traynor businessfor awhile. I'll ... I'll probably get in

touch with you againin acouple of days." Then her image was gone



from the screen. After amoment Jake said doud, "I'm not getting
off to avery impressve gart on this case.”

"Beg pardon, sir?" inquired the voice of the car computer.
"Nothing. Taking to mysdf.”

"Would you care to have me patch you through to one of the agency
therapists?’

"Not just yet."

The computer said, "Y ou have been, if | may mention it, unusudly tense
of late, Sr. Isthere anything | can do?'

"| appreciate your interest,” said Jake. "But | don't think I'm far
enough around the bend to need advice from my car. But thanks.”

"Asyouwish, gr." Thecomputer fell Slent.

Jake punched out aflight pattern that would take him to the PAm
Springs Sector.

GO HESt IOOH Il careful step backward, made a go-away motion with both
hands. "I don't want to take acard.”

The magician doll was nearly threefeet high, dressed in aglittery
tuxsuit and top hat. He had a perpetua grin under hisdick, dark
moustache. "Don't be aschmuck," he urged, fanning out six bright
playing cards. "Take one, for Pete's sake."

"Hey, smp," said afuzzy teddy bear jumping off hislow "ignore that
four-flusher. Buy me. I'm the cutest toy in thiswhole darn
Wondersmith'stoyshop.”

do have an awfully cutelisp,” the detective ad' But | came to consult



with your boss." The bear, who was dightly shorter than the

magician, came up closer to Gomez. "'l remember you now, pasy wasy,"
he said accusingly. "Sure, you've been here before and you didn't buy
asingletoy then either.”

"That's enough, guys. Get back on your pedestals.” A large, fat woman
with bright silvery hair came lumbering in from the office of the

toyshop. "Hiya, Gomez, honey. Excusetheselovablelittle

darlings”

"Lovablean't one of the words, I'd apply, Corky."

"Up your nose," muttered the bear while climbing back onto his perch.
Corky Keepnew said, "Language, language. Cmonin, honey." Shewas
cladinasn dlk daxsuit of aflora pattern smilar to the one held

recently seen on the dead man's robe.

Her toyshop office was in the West-wood Sector, up on the seventeenth
level. From her one narrow vie window you could see part of University
of SoCal Campus#26, where either ariot or araly wasin progressin
the glade.

"Found out anything yet?' he asked, watching Corky sink down into an
immense armchar.

"Honey, am | not one of the best sources of information in the entire
Sate?!

"I'll award you thetitle after you tell me something.” He gingerly
lifted agoldenhaired baby doll off achair and sat.

"Watch who you're grabbing, kiddo," warned the doll inasmall, piping
voice.

He dropped her on thefloor. "Well, Corky?



"This, it turns out, is a seven-hundredandfifty-dollar hon."
"What's the extra two-fifty for?"

She turned away from him, watching the sun bright campusfar below.
"Wheat the hdll are you messed up with thistime, sweetie?'

"Youtell me. That'swhat thisoutrageousfeeisfor.” "After you
phoned meto tell methat poor Lorenzo had shuffled off,” began the
dlver hared informant, "1 commenced making some discreet inquiries
for you. Andit'sadamn good thing | am so discreet. Otherwise, I'd
be on somebody's shit list mysdlf.”

"Thisbuildup isvery exciting, bonita, yet sngularly
uninformative.”

"Putz," muttered the sprawled baby doll

Gomez rested the sole of his boot on the back of thedoll. "Continue,
Corky."

"Okay, | wasn't ableto find out who hired L orenzorest his soul--to

dip your boy Traynor thet Szzler," the fat woman told him. "However,
| did find out more than enough to scare the puckey out of me."

Gomez made an impatient noise.

Corky went on. "I do have a pretty good notion who hired the heavies
to get rid of Lorenzo. The guyswho did the job areloca, honey, but
the fee, ahefty one, came from Europe.”

"Caramba" Gomez nodded. "That's an unexpected

Imgle. Canyou pinit down any, Cork? Europe, last timewasabig
place”



Shelooked away from him. "Spain,” shesaid quietly. "Ah, | seewhy
youreuneasy." He narrowed hisleft eye, watching her. "We're
talking about the Zabicas Cartd, aren't we, Corky?"

"Yousadit, | didn't."

"All right, so what's Carlos Zabicas interest, way over therein
Madrid, inalocd like Peter Traynor?'

"Nobody's saying a damn thing about your pal Tray-nor," said Corky,
shifting unesasily in her big chair. "All | know is, the Spanish were

the oneswho hired Lorenzo donein. Could be, Gomez honey, it doesn't
have anything to do with this Traynor."

"Y ou rarely encounter coincidencesin this dodge, Cork," he pointed
out. "Lorenzo apparently dips Traynor aletha dose of Tek. Thevery
next day he's dispatched to glory, too. Naw, whoever had him bumped
off, aso isbehind the Traynor knock off. And that personis, for
reasons yet to be determined, none other than Carlos Zabicas."

"I'm thinking of taking alittle vacation jaunt up to NorCa, honey,"
sheinformed him. "Can | have my seven-fifty right now on the spot?"

"Therell be an equa amount if you get me more on what Zabicasisup
to."

She shook her head. "Nope, no," she said, continuing to shake her

head. "There are some mean and nasty Tek-lordsin these parts, Gomez,
but compared to Zabicas they're as sweet as that goldenhaired baby doll
under your foot. No, | am not going to risk having him hear about me."



sad, "Onethousand dollars.”

"l cant, hon, just can't. I'll be vacationing for &t least next two
weeks."

Gomez accidentaly stepped down on the doll when he got up. "Bueno,
Corky," hesaid. "For now--"

"Watch where you park the gunboats,” complained the dall.

"Sorry, chiquita”" Hefished $750 in Bam chits out of aninside jacket
pocket. "Contact meif you have a change of mind."



She grabbed the money. "That won't happen,” she assured him. the sky
car dash came Gomez'svoice. "Hey, amigo," hesad, "l know that
vehicdle of your isn't flying around up there dl by itsdf. Answer me,

pot favor.”

Jake tapped the talk key. "Okay, invade my privacy."

On the phone screen Gomez raised an eyebrow. "Why are you sulking?'
"I'll explain later, Sd. Found out anything?'

Nodding, Gomez answered, "The order to wipe out

Peter Traynor originated over in sunny Spain.”

"From somewherein Madrid or environs?"

"Exactly. Oh, and they knocked off Lorenzo Printz early thismorning



over in the sunny Venice Sector,” his partner. "He was the hombre who
provided the

" Jaké's sky car began to drop down for alanding at the parking
areaon the outskirts of the Palm Springs Sector. 1t was midday now,
hot and bright.

Jake asked, "Why would the Zabicas Cartel care about Pete?’

"When | put that very question to my source of information, she started
packing her bags and implied she didn't want to pursue that particular
lineof inquiry any further.”

"Canthisbe assmpleasillicit wegpons being smuggled from Gunsmiths
to Zabicas?'

"My fedling, amigo, isthat it'salot more complicated than that,"

sad Gomez. "But Carlos Zabicas and his henchmen aretangled up in
something nasty that probably hasto do with an engine of destruction
likethisfabled Devlin Gun.”

"WEell haveto find out ahell of alot more about that gun, too."

"l intend to inquire about it when | call on Senor Bar-rag ray out at
the Gunamiths officesthis afternoon.”

I The sky car glided ground ward settled to alanding in an empty dot
in the parking area, rocking very dightly. likelI'minthe Pam
Springs Sector, Sid," said

"I've got an gppointment with Dillinger. You have [ seto pass
aong?' right now," said Sid. "Y ou don't want to' share of your gloom
withme?'



"Later maybe."

"Okay, keep intouch," said Gomez. "Oh, and Lieutenant Drexler sends
hiswarmest persond regards. Adios."

DID. LI#ERI.IVERII anold orangetrailer on the edge of town. The
patch of sandy, weedy ground immediatdly in front of his place was
cluttered with ugly, prickly cactus stuck in squat, gaudy ceramic pots
and stunted little el ves and gnomes made of earth-colored clay.
Dillinger himsdf, an android, was Sitting out in afaded canvas chair

just to the left of the doorway. He wasthin, looked like athirty
fiveyear old. He had athin, snide smile, aseedy old-fashioned straw
hat tilted at a cocky angle on his head and yellow high top shoes. His
suit was adusty white and it glowed in the hot desert sunlight. He

was drinking beer out of achilled old-fashioned brown glass bottle.

"Hi, chump,” he greeted Jake as he approached the run-down trailer.
"Y ou can actudly guzzle that suff, huh?*

"You bet, pal. I'man dectronicsmarvel. | canevenpiss” He
gmiled thinly. "Sowhat can | do you for?'

"'Someone who can build an andy as good as you,

ought to be building something better than--"

"No preaching on the premises, jocko. Besides, hey, it ain't none of
your beeswax." Hetook another swig of cold beer, smiled his smug

gmileup at hisvigtor. "What'syour pleassure, chum?'

"Unfortunately, Dillinger, you're the best manin this particular trade
or otherwise I'd--"



"Not man, jerk. Don't go anthropomorphizing me,
(pliz"
"Okay, | want to trace some transactions.”

"That'll be five hundred smackersin front, shek." Hehdd out his
dirty left hand, pdm up. "Afterwards"” "Nutsto you."

Jake dug out $250 in Bam chits. "Half now."

"Three hundred dollars.”

"Two-fifty topsor | go to your nearest rival."

"Geeze, what atightwad you are.” Dillinger sighed out abeery bregth.
"And, hey, | know the size of the feesthose lamebrain clientsfork
over to your detective agency.”

Jake dropped the money on the android's hand.

"Theré'saguy named Wcs Flanders who--"

"Vsaguy, past tense. Flanders, so | hear, has been pushing up
daisesfor some weeks now, pd."

"Youknew him?'

Dillinger smiled. "I have aninterest in the financia world, chum. |
keep up with the vital Satistics”

"Y ou have any ideawhat he was up to?"

"Hewasup tonogood.” Dillinger laughed, winking up at Jake. "Wait
out herewhile | pop into the villaand grab alapper.” i Jake watched
agrey lizard, who was perched atop an bask in the hot sun.

returned swinging agreasy old-fashioned computer. "Thisisan
authentic antique--except snazzy modifications| built into her."



"You didn't do thework."

"Well, my crestor, then," admitted the android. He settled into the

faded canvas chair and spread the computer across hisknees. "We have
what the double domes refer to as a symbiotic relationship, however.

So it'sokay, get me, for meto take credit.”

"I'd beinterested in meeting the other half of your team.”

Dillinger laughed adry, nasty laugh. "Sure, next timeit snowsdown
inHdl, I'll giveyou ajingle, pd."

"Let'sget back to Flanders.” Jake dragged an old tin oil drum away
from the sde of thetrailer and sat on it, watching the android.

"| got to nosing around in his affairs afew weeks back, when | heard
he'd been bumped off," explained Dillinger, running hisfingers over
thekeypad. "Let'sreturn to him once again. Okay, are you paying
attention? Klanders, who was aminor league player when it cameto
tracking financia data, wastrying to trace some kale that came from
Spain to Portugd to the Barbados to Manhattan and ended up herein
good old SoC4l."

"How much money arewetalking about?’ "Twenty-five million dollars.”
"Animpressivesum.”

"Drop in the bucket to most of the gin ksinvolved, but interesting
nevertheess"

"Whered it gart--in Madrid?"

"That'swhat Flanders thought--but that's because he didn't get a
chanceto trace it any further back before they gunned him down in the



street,” said the android, "Plus which, he was sort of adope and
maybe he never would've tumbled onto the truth. But they didn't take
any chances."

"Okay, so where did the money originate?"

"WEell get tothat inaminute, pal. Firgt, though, let meexplain
whereit ended up.”

"Somewherein thevicinity of aGunsmithsexec." "Not exactly,” sad
Dillinger withathin samile. "I traced the dy investigationsthat Wcs
Flanders thought he was making--and, believe you me, the guy left a
trail amile wide--and he had the same hunch as you abouit this dough.
Actualy, though, pa, the whole wad ended up in the Gunamiths, Ltd."
Employees Scholarship Fund.”

"Twenty fivemillionisabig sumto hidein ascholarship fund. You
aure, Dillinger?!

Reaching up with hisdingy left hand, the android tilted hisold straw
hat to an even jauntier angle. ™Y ou know, don't you, how come | can
ferret out the sort of financia dopethat | do, Cardigan? It's

because | got accessto alot of good cheat codes. Thelittle formulas
that the smart boys who design these so-called foolproof systems build
in so they can sneak agander whenever they fed likeit. Don't ask me
how | come by this stuff, because that's, like the feller says, atrade
secret.” Herested hisfingers on the keypad. "I can get anything

that Bam knows and | can sneak into about eighty percent of dl other
financid fadlitiesin theentire--"

but I'm dready aloya customer, Dillin reminded him. "No need to
Al me”



though, it's part of my nature,” said the android. "The point of the
larrativeis, pd, that when | tell you the ke was dumped in that
scholarship fund account, you can take it as gospd.”

"And who can draw on that particular account?' "Three gents--Cullen
Brozlin, the prez of Gunsmiths, Dennis Barragray, the veep, and Vincent
Temmerson,

the treasurer of the Technical Employees Union." "And nobody else can
touch the money?'

Dillinger shrugged. "Not directly, but who can say who one of those
threeislikdy to passit onto."

"All three of them don't have to bein on awithdrawa ?*

"Naw, any one of them can take out whatever he wants.”
"Isthetwenty five million il there?"

"Wasthelast time | looked."

Jake said, "All right, Dillinger, now let's get back to, the other end.

Y ou implied that the money didn't originate with the Zabicas Cartel
over in Madrid?'

Dillinger had been working on the keys as Jake talked.

He glanced up now, frowning. "What do you know?' "Something wrong?'
"I've been trying to go back to the point | was at when | poked into
thisbefore. Trying to get back to the source of the loot, you know,"
explained the android. "But thisisgetting odd. Somebody's put up
extrablocks since last time | was browsing, and it looks like maybe |

waswrong about the origina source. Hey, they'retrying to--trying
to--"



A smdl flash of intense bluelight grew out of the small screen. It
seemed to swallow up the android's hand and then go sizzling up his
am.

He made a surprised, whimpering sound and stood straight up. Hissmall
computer fell, hit agnome and

" then bounced to the gritty earth. His straw hat popped free of his
head and hisarmswent, rigid, to hissides.

Dillinger tried to speak, but no words came out. He stood siff asa
soldier at atention and he began gnashing histeeth. Then silence
filled him and hefell over with arattling crash.

Thefalen computer spoke. "Don't follow thisany further, Cardigan,”



itwarned. Thenit, too, died. the Emergency Center ,in the Santa
Monica Sector was down near the Pacific Ocean. Thevisitor parking
landing area overlooked awide stretch of yellow beach and the clear
blue sea. When the black sky car descended for alanding, ten seagulls
had been waddling over the grey surface of thefield. They scattered
now, swirling up into the afternoon.

The man who stepped out of the car was lean, deeply tanned and wearing
adark blue suit. Hereached back into the car, poking around in a
scatter of 1D badges that were strewn on the passenger seat. Selecting
onethat identified him as Dr. Warren S. Heddison of the Woodland
Hills Sector, he attached it to his jacket.



The badge was completely convincing and in less than five minutes he
was on Leve 13 and striding toward Jabb

Marx's room.

A white enameled medibot was placing alunch tray on the stand beside
the banged-up detective. "Good after Boon, doctor."

"That'll beal for now, nurse. I'm this man's medgroup physician and
| havetodoaprdim.”

"Asyou wish, doctor."

When the got was gone, the tanned man moved closer to the bed. "Broken
nose, three cracked ribs, minor concussion,” hesaid dowly. "l am

mightily impressed, Jabb."

Thebig operative said, "Ligten, he'sadirty fighter.

Hell, he kneed mein the balls before | even--"

"We hired you, old man, because of your reputation for being adirty

fighter," reminded the spurious doctor. "We wanted somebody insde the
Kendricks agency who'd be able to pick afight with Cardigan and

incapacitate him."
"Soon as| get out of here, | can--"
"No, you won't make any further attempts, Jabb." He shook his head.

"But, listen, about the fee you promised. | redly need the money,
what with two ex-wives and akid who--"

"Oh, we dways pay, regardless of results. That'sagency policy." He
went over to thewindow. "Damn, agull just on my car.”

| can take care of Cardigan if you give me--"

: "Well use some other plan.” He smiled asheturned injured
detective. "How does this sound? We beaten up so severely that you



die. Thenwe see that Cardigan isframed for the job. ‘tghat would
get him off the Devlin Gun business, wouldn't it?"

"That'snot funny.”

"Havel ever claimed to be acomedian?' he asked.

"No, I'm avery effective government agent. And that, |

assure you, isajob where asense of humor isadistinct handicap.”
"Quiit talking about having mekilled, funny or not.”

Thefase Dr. Heddison said, "'l redlly dropped in to tell you that
you're to be paid, despite the way you futzed up the job. Infact, the
ten thousand dollars has aready been, discreetly, deposited in your
various accounts.”

"Gredt, | redly appreciate--"

"But, old man, you have to be extremely careful from here on out. Don't
confide in anyone, don't go near

Cardigan again. Isthat understood?’

"Ligen, in spite of the thing with Cardigan going

. wrong--I'm till apro. i'm not going to screw up again,
i

Gardner."

"Ah, but you just have." Hefrowned in disgppointment Y ou used my
name"

"Nobody's here and the room isn't tapped. | checked that.”
"Sodidl. Yetit'sbad palicy, Jabb, to use my name at al.”
"Hell, I'm not even certain your nameis Gardner

Munsgy. So evenif--"

I'll be going now," he announced. "Enjoy your lunch and watch
yoursdlf." Hewakedto thedoor. "WEell be watching you, too."



"I'm ashamed to have you see me like this" said the small,
wrinkled man, both elbows resting on top of his narrow little desk.

Jake was Sitting opposite him in one of the many small cubicleson this
levd of the Actors Guild' America officesin the Hollywood Sector of
Greater LA. "I've seen you somewhere before--in amore elevated
occupation?”

Bosco sat up and spread hisarmswide. "It's me, Jake. Wolfe Bosco,
once acrackerjack talent agent, here and then up on the New Hollywood
satellite. At present, alas, amere shadow of my former grand seif.”

"That's right, you've helped us with information on a couple cases"
recalled Jake. "Up on that movie satdllite afew months ago you
provided Gomez with--"

"That guy." Thelittlefalen agent madeawry face. "l wasliving
like aking, my client Jacko Fuller was garring in Love Me Forever and
then--"

"He'san android, isn't he? Y ou must be agrest agent to con them into
hiring an andy and thinking he'snot.”

"Like| told your Judas ora partner, Jake, everybody in the movie
businessisyoung, extremely youthful," hesaid. "They didn't know
that my Jacko was merely aof abig superstar of ageneration ago.
Hell, they even tumble to thefact heisn't flesh and blood,” said
sadly. "Not until G mez goesand spillsthe



Wolfe. Gomez didn't tell anybody about your ™Y ou think not? Well, it
was jugt one day--" He held up asingle, knobby littlefinger. "One

day after him and that skinny carrot-topped Newz reporter scrammed of f
New Hollywood, | was cdled on the carpet by the adolescent who was
producing this epic flicker. Me and Jacko got bounced right then and
there and it's been downhill ever since” Heraised ahand and let it

fal, rapidly, to smack the desktop. "We're rooming in adump on
LaCienegathat's even rettier than the place we shared before we
ascended to fame and fortune.”

Jake sad, "If you're finished with the autobiography, Wolfe, I'd like
to commence with the business | came herefor."

"Y ou want to hire sometdent?' He eyed Jake hopefully. "I till run
alittle agency on the sde and maybe| got somebody to fill the bill."
Helowered hisvoice. "Strictly speaking, I'm not supposed to do this,
but for an old friend and customer--"

"I'm trying to locate a young woman who figuresin a case we're working
on, Walfe," Jaketold him, taking a sheet of fax paper out of his coat
pocket. "Heres my search permit from the front office.”

"Thisisgoing to bedull,” lamented thelittle agent. "It isn't even
show business”

"I think maybe she'san actress. Caled hersdf Janine Traynor, but
there's nobody by that name living or working in Grester LA," said
Jake. I'll give you adescription and we can seeif it fitsanybody in
the Guildfiles"

"Okay, okay." With no enthusiasm whatsoever, Bosco pulled akeypad



over closer to the center of hisdesk. "A monthsago | was basking in
the perennid sunshine on New Hollywood. Today, boy, I'm helping a
seedy tracer track down some flea brained actress. That's what they
cal tragedy, Jake--afal from greatness.”

"Sad," said Jake. "Areyou ready?’

"Yeah,inasec." Hehitakey and behind him alarge rectangular wall
pand changed into avid screen "Commence with the description of this

Srayed lady."

On the screen appeared awoman's face.

"Well start with the hair,” said Jake. "It was dark

"Hold your horses." Bosco pushed at another key and another pand
blossomed into a screen. 1t showed forty eight squares, each a
different dark shade. There was anumber superimposed on each. "We go
about this scientifically around here. Which kind of dark hair arewe
talking about?"

After studying the chart for amoment, Jake replied,

"Number thirty."

The woman in the picture acquired dark hair of shade

#30.

Inalittle over ten minutes there was a photo of the woman who told
Jake she was Janine Traynor on the wall behind the little agent.

"That's her," decided Jake. "Isshleinyour files?"

"If she'san actress, she'sgot to be." He, boredom on hiswrinkled
little face, poked at another small box appeared at the bottom of the



photo of Ja-read--No person of this description on roster. Jake
sad, "Tdl themtolook for' her with different color hair."

"Moredull work."

Janine turned to aredhaired young woman in the picture. A new box
announced--Janet Mavity/Guild Card #137596-SS/Rep: Sdif.

"Address?' requested Jake.

Bosco flicked atoggle at the edge of his desk and afax memo came
fluttering up out of adot. "What do you know?--shelivesin the
Sherman Oaks Sector. That's ahigh-rent part of town--especidly for a
ga who doesn't even have an agent.”

Grinning, Jake took the memo. "Much obliged, Wolfe." He got up. "Good
luck to you and Jacko."

"If this redhead kid doesn't work out for you, Jake," said Bosco as
Jake took hisleave, "I represent at least three dames who are ringers



for her and sexier.” the pretty blonde android took Gomez by the arm.
"If you'll come with me, por favor,”" she requested.

"Y ou speak alittle Spanish | see” He accompanied her
;:i" toward an arched doorway at the far end of the huge,
windowless Reception Room RD#2.

"I'm the |atest model Mechanix International Cus
Sarvicesandroid,” she explained, smiling politely.

assuchinany part of Cdiforniarequires able to communicatein

Spanish.”
| should haveredized," said the detective. "I

theinitia sght of my Latino charm had given gift of tongues. ,



"You'remuy loco, Mr. Gomez." Seled himinto alengthy corridor
with plagtiglasswadlls. "I mean that in apostive sense, of
course.”

Thewalswereilluminated and filled with pale blue water. Hundreds

of smdl, bright tropical fish flickered and flashed within the
wdls.

"Nice aquarium,” he observed. "Mr. Barragray collectsfish.”
"Obvioudy."

At the back door at corridor's end, she stopped. "It's been nice
meeting you, Mr. Gomez," she assured him.

"Vayacondios"

"Grecias. "

Shelet go hisarm, turned and walked back the way they'd come.

The door whispered open. Another pretty android, this one dark-haired,
stood smiling just acrossthethreshold. "Como esta?' she asked,
amiling. "If you'll come aong with me, I'll escort you to Mr.

Barragray's private office."

"Morefish," henoticed.

The high plastiglasswalls of this new corridor were dso full of tiny
flashing fish.

Hisandroid guide dowed, pointing. "Look! Thelittle purple onejust
ateaslver one" shesad. "l find that amusing.

"They built inasense of humor dong with your linguistic
abilities"

Barragray was atdl, broad shouldered manin hisearly forties. His
blond hair was wavy and long and he had a checkered cloth napkin tied



around histhick neck. "But

"| seethey programmed you, too."

"How'sthat?'

"Nothing, alittle android humor."

"I'm human, | assure you, dthough some of the staff think 1've got
gearsinsgde meinstead of organs.” He gestured a achair and sat
down again. "l was having alittlelunch. Too busy to get out today.
Join me?'

"No, thanks."

"We have an excdlent galley on thisfloor, | saw tothat. | can have
them send in some enchiladas ortamaes.”

"Actudly, | eat only Hungarian food." He settled into the indicated
chair.
"How'sthat? Oh, | see--more humor.”

Gomez smiled, then asked, "Y ou and Peter Traynor were friends?’

Barragray set down the fork held picked up. "lcer tainly tried to be
Petesfriend,” he answered. "AsI'm sureyou know aready, Amy St.
Marsand | have been good friends since college days over in Europe.
Pete,

though--I made ared effort to get close to the guy, but without much
luck, I'm efraid.”

"Y ou were aware he was addicted to Tek?"'
it was obvious." He paused to eat someof hisrice. "Thereare, I'm

afrad, afew other employ thisdivision who use the stuff regularly.
But if they of them are exceptiondly bright, by my policy to let them



say on." He set thefork to one side again and leaned back in his
chair. "Pete had just about reached, | have to admit, the limits of
toleration around here. | wastrying to stay on hisside and keep him
on our payroll--he was avery gifted technician in spite of his
habit--but I've been under increasing pressure of late to sever him.”
Helooked directly at

Gomez. "Theré's no possihility, | suppose, that his desth was a
uicide?'

"None. Why?'

"Pete had been getting worse lately. Jumpy, depressed,

suspicious,” said the Gunamiths, Ltd." First Vice Pres

dent. "You've heard, I'm sure, of his completely un founded suspicions
about wegpons being smuggled out of our San Andreas Arsenal

fadlity?'
"St'. Unfounded, huh?'

Baragray ate again. Eventudly he sad, "Thereis absolutely nothing
going on at Gunsmiths--at any of our locations--that | don't know
about. That'swhy I've been able to keep the position of First Vice
Presdent of the whole organization for over fiveyears. And, | might
add,

why I'll be President when Cullen Brozlin decidesto step down." He
took up thefork and pointed it a the detective. "No, Mr. Gomez, if
there were anything missing from the warehouse there, 1'd be fully
awareof it."

"Did you go there and check?"

"Of course. Even though al Our people there and the computers
confirmed there had been no thefts of any sort.” He spread his hands



wide. "Thereisnothing nadaMr. Gomez--that ismissing." of evena
batch of the Devlin Guns?"

Not even one of them."
Gomez rubbed at hismoustache. "What exactly isthe
DevliinGun'

"A remarkable weapon. A pity it was outlawed." He dropped thefork,
undid the ngpkin and lft his desk.

Therewas alarge holo platformin front of theleft hand wall of his
large office.

Crouching, Barragray punched out something on akeypad at the edge of
the platform. "Thisisademo we produced some years ago,” he
explained. "At thetime, of course, we had no ideathat the UN was
going to be so conservative about the Devlin Gun and forbid itsuse.”

He chuckled. "A lot of them, the UN people, nicknamed it the Devil
Gun."

A field of grass cameto bright life on the platform.

Standing in the knee-high grass was a young man wearing only apair of
shorts. He was about two feet high.

"Oh, kegp in mind that thisisal smulation stuff, no matter how red
it looks" said Barragray. "Wedont, dei. spitewhat our critics
think, ever test our weagpons on human gUineapigs.”

A second figUre gppeared, wearing a camouflage suit.

She was holding an odd ivory-colored gun with a stubby

. arrdl in her right hand.

"Youll find thisquite interesting,” predicted Barragray.

on his heds, he watched the stage intently. The young man had seen



the woman soldier and he run from her. Sowly, sheraised the
gun. She gimed and squeezed thetrigger.

There was no sound, no projectile, no beam.

But dl a once the running man began to collgpsein on himsdf. His
legs turned to flabby sacks of flesh and crumpled. Historso seemed to
loseits skeletal structure and cavein. Inlessthan sixty seconds
therewas only a sprawled sack of wrinkled skin spread acrossthe
grass. Blood and innards and ydlow fluid wereleaking out of it.

Gomez gave up his chair, turned his back on the holostage and walked
away fromit. "Quite ademondgtration.”

"What the Devlin Gun accomplishedissmple” sad

Barragray to hisback. "It disintegrates the bones of the body, al of
them and very swiftly. You might say it causesasort of incredibly
accelerated form of osteoporosis. Without any skeleton inside, the
body becomes, to put it bluntly, a sack of guts, Mr. Gomez."

"Thisisawonderful busnessyou folksrun here” "Therell dwaysbe
wars and aneed for new, improved weapons,”" Barragray informed him.
"The 9de with the superior wegponswins. The Devlin Gun, in my
opinion, isan excellent weapon. Recommended, because of its
relatively short range, for guerrillaand commando operations.”

"And not one of those gunsismissing?
"Asl'vedready assured you. | personally made certain of that."

"What do you think gave Traynor theideathat a 9zable quantity of the
damned things had been stolen?’



Barragray tapped the side of hishead and smiled sadly. "Tek," he
answvered. "As| understand it, sometimes the halucinations continue
even after you unhook from the Brainbox. And, let me add, Mr. Gomez,
even though | thought Peter Traynor was imagining things--I did makea
very thorough, and persond, investigation of hisalegations.”

"If nothing'swrong at Gunamiths and Traynor hadn't sumbled onto any
hijacking--why do you think he was killed?"

Barragray moved behind hisdesk again. "Tek," hereplied. "Thewhole
tradeis controlled by criminas.”

"Traynor annoyed somebody in the Tek business and they had him killed,
huh?'

"That'sabout it, yes. He aroused someone's are and he suffered the
consequences. Whatever is behind his degth, it has absolutely nothing
to do with Gunsmiths, Ltd."

"Well, that'sdl for now. | gppreciate your help,” said Gomez. "Now,
if you'll summon one of those Spanish-spesking an diesto guide me out
of here, I'll bid you adios.”



Jake repeated, "L anding permission requested.”

In response the fuzzy sguawking noise came again out of the voxbox on
the dash of hissky car

It was |ate afternoon and he was circling the grounds of the large

Sherman Oaks Sector home where the actress Janet Mavity was supposed to
live. Next to the neo-redwood and plastiglass house was a smdll

landing area.

Twice now Jake, having noticed the red sec system box next to the
landing square, had asked to be cleared to set down.

After the second series of dtatic-filled squawks, he said doud, "Must



be on thefritz." etapped out alanding pattern and the car dropped
down and landed unhindered.

First easing his stun gun out of its shoulder holster,

Jake stepped out in to the hazy afternoon.

Suddenly from hisright came a sputtering, popping sound. Bringing up
the gun, he spun, in time to see the high thick hedge of hydrangeas
vanish. Only thelong narrow holoplatform remained.

Then, afew yards beyond the landing square, a decorative sundia began
toflicker. It vanished completely in about fifteen seconds.

Alert, gun ready, Jake, cautioudy, approached the house.
A side door stood open. Immediately inside abody lay,
facedown, in the shadowy corridor.

Carefully, Jakemoved toit. "Android butler," heredized while
knedling down next to it.

Someone had used a heavy instrument on the mechanical man'sskull. It
was dented, broken open intwo places. Curlsof colored wire and tiny
plastiglass tubes had spilled out onto the plaztiles, dong with a

growing pool of thin ocean-blue lubricant.

The big house was silent, and as Jake walked farther ong the corridor
the sllence closed in around him.

| He found another dead android, amaid thistime,
in the high domed living room. Otherwise,

everything wasin place. No furniture was over not asingle holovase



had been knocked to the The entire house was like that al t order.

Except for the centra control computer on the basement level. There

the entire house management and security system had been shut down. But
unobtrusively and deftly, so that no larm was given and no backup
system took over.

There was one other unusual thing about the dead house. Jake couldn't
find atrace of anyone's having lived there. No persond effects at

al. Inoneof the three second-level bedrooms he thought he noticed a
faint trace of flord perfume, ascent he vaguely associated with the
woman who'd told him shewas Traynor's sister.

"That's not evidence of adamn thing," hetold himsdf.

He made another dow circuit of the room, but there was nothing &t all
to be found.

When he looked toward the doorway, he saw a thin young man, not quite
twenty, standing timidly thereand smiling a him. "I followed you

here, Jake," he explained inamild, quiet voice. "I hope you don't

mind." He held abattered black briefcase pressed closeto his narrow
chest.

"Dependsonwho you are" Hetill had hisstun gunin hishand.

"Wadl, you don't know my name. I've been careful about that." The
young man took a step into the bedroom. "After what happened today,
though--I'm darned scared, Jake. They're going to kill me next."

"And what happened today.;"

"Y ou don't need that gun, Jake," the young man told him. "Youand |



have worked together alot over the past years, but you never knew
what | looked like. I'm

:anne, .

"Don't know you."

"That's right, you were saying that just today out in the PAlm Springs
Sector." Hedid ahandinsdethe briefcase. "'I'm the one who built
Dillinger. Wejust did that tracing of Wcs Handerss activitiesfor
you."

"Oh, | see, yeah."

"But thisis getting too dangerous. They destroyed

Dillinger and I'm afraid I'm next." The young man came closer. "Here,
let me show you something.” Hishand went deeper into the briefcase.

Jake grinned at him. He swung the sun gun up and shot him squarein



the head. he was dim and pretty and her hair was a glowing golden
blonde. Wearing ablack skirt suit she was standing in the exact center
of the high domed living room, aglass of whitewinein her left hand.
"Y ou're home early, darling,” she said.

All up above the clear oneway plagtiglass cailing of the beach side
villascores of white gulls were whedling and turning in the oncoming
dusk.

Dennis Barragray hesitated in the doorway. "I'm worried, Jean.”

Jean McCreashrugged. "Youre awaysworried lately, darling.”



He cameinto theroom. "Y ou've caled me darling twice dready.” :
Shelaughed. "And how do you interpret that?"

"I don't know," said Barragray. "It doesn't, somehow,

sound like affection.”

"Whet else could it be?’

Hedidn't answer immediately. Findly he asked her,

"Y ou do ill like me, don't you, Jean?"

"Who wouldn' likeyou? The manwho'sin lineto head Gunamiths, Ltd."
Shetook asmal sip of her wine.

What, exactly, has put you in thislousy mood, dear?"

"Doyou like this house?'

"Of course. Otherwise| wouldn't stay. 1'd move out and you could
spend more time with your wife" "I want you to stay here, Jean.”
"But you?'

He crossed to low white sofabut didn't St oniit. "The

Cosmos Detective Agency sent aman to talk to me today.”

"Did you actudly talk to him. 'Y ou don't, aman in your position, have
to do that, do you?"'

"A man, even in my position, with nothing to hide dwaystaksto
them." Hefrowned up a thecircling gulls.

"What do you suppose al those damn birds are so exe ired about?"
"Garbage. Which operative did you talk to?'

"Some flippant Mexican." He sat down, stood up.

i Were you hoping for Jake Cardigan?'

do you know about Jake Cardigan?'

probably their most famous op,” Jean said, rub rim of the glass across



her chin. "I've seen himlotsof times™ "Well, theonel got
was named GoFnez."

"Cardigan's partner.”

"Yes, that'sright. 1t wasdl inthe report our people gave me on
Cosmos."

"Sit down, darling,” she suggested. "We cantak thisdl out.”

Barragray remained on hisfeet, watching the gliding seagulls overheed.
"Killing someone, even when it doesn't go smoothly, usualy doesntt
bother me," hesaid. "But getting rid of Peter Traynor--it's not that

we were especially close. And--1 don't know--the way it was done.”

"Not very subtle” She amiled up at him over her wineglass. "It
couldn't bethat at your advanced age you're developing a conscience,
Oesx?'

"I'm not that old--not al that much older than you.” "Only
twenty-some years older,” said Jean, Sitting on the couch and crossing
her legs. "What were you referring to when you said you wanted meto
stay here?'

"I'm thinking of going away for awhile. Short vacation.”

"Alone?"

"Yes, completely alone," hesaid. "And, you know, the money 1've been
Setting aside--I might just take that along.”

"In case you don't come back?"

"Oh, I'll comeback. But I'd fed better with that dong with me."



"It's only about--how much isit now?--amillion dollars.
"Closer to two," he answered. "l can get dong on that for awhile
if | haveto."

"But | thought it wasacollection,” said Jean. "Paper currency from
the twentieth century.”

"It'sacollection, but it happensto be worth nearly two million
dollars™

"All the things you've done, dear, dl the arms dedls and the bribes
and the quiet nations you've okayed,"

shesaid. "How come this one upsets you so?'

"l don't know." He came over and sat beside her on the low sofa. "It
waswhile | wastaking to that damned detective. | seemed to detach
from everything for aminute or two. It waslike dying, and it scared
the hell out of me."

"A vacation will fix you up." She put her hand over his.

He moved hishand. "Y our hand iscold.”

"Chilled wine doesthat. When do you figureto go?'

"Soon. Inaday or 0."

"It'sagood ideg, darling." Sheleaned closer to him and kissed him,
once, on the cheek.

ARE ROBOT I# the shabby green tuxedo said, "Y ou don't want the
blintzes.

' Gomez gave him ainquiring look. "Milt's Delicatessen is noted
throughout the West for its blintzes."

Not tonight.”
then?' asked the detective.

only thing I'd trust is the chicken soup.”



his head, Gomez said, "Nope, I'm not in the mood for thet this
evening. Just brilfg me acup of nearcaf for now."

"A real spender 71 got here.”

Asthe waiter shuffled away from the small ground level booth, Jake
arrived and did in opposite his partner.

"Have aprofitable day?

"Fairly so-and quite scary at one point. Andyou?' "Memorable" Jeke
filled him in on his encounters with Dillinger, Wolfe Bosco and the
young man who'd followed him to the Sherman Oaks Sector.

After hefinished, Gomez asked, "How'd you know the lad wasn't the
creator of the Dillinger andy?'

"Because, Sid, | happen to know who the true owner and operator of that
Bam-tapping operationis” hereplied, grinning. "I madeit my

businessto find out quite awhile ago, but I've never let onto

Dillinger. Whoever sent thiskid to get rid of me was obvioudy
eavesdropping eectronicaly on my meeting in the PAlm Springs Sector
today, where | kidded with the andy about being ignorant as to who was
behind him."

"And thischolo had alazgun in hisreticule?'

Jake nodded. "Yeah, | found it in his briefcase after | stun gunned
thelad.”

"Am | correct in assuming, amigo, that this n turned out to have
no ideawho actualy hired him? He's afred ance murderer and was
contacted anonymoudy, paid afee and prepped on what to say and do.”

"That's my boy, yeah," agreed Jake. "I turned him over to the SoCal



cops and then ran amake on him. He works of the San Diego Sector,
has four arrests but no convictions and hisnameis Clare Victor
Hillman."

Gomez said, "Gracias," asthe green clad waiter plopped acup of
nearcaf down infront of him.

"Don't thank me until after you tasteit.”" Thewaiter scowled at Jake.
"You just hereto try out the seeting arrangements?’

"Il havethe blintzes
"Coming right up.”
Gomez tugged a the side of hismoustache. "Before

Dillinger became nothing more than a defunct mechanism sprawled upon
the burning sands of the desert, he claimed that there was atransfer

of an enormous amount of dinero from certain interestsin Spain into

the coffers of Gunamiths, Ltd." right?’

"Into afund that certain folks connected with Gunsmiths can access,”
said Jake "Keepin mind, Sid, that we don't as yet know what the money
was pad for."

"Devlin Gunswould by my guess" said his partner.

"Ah, and speaking of that little dingus--let me describe to you the
demo | got from Barragray." He went on to tell Jake about what he'd
seen on the holostage in the executive's office.

"That'sarough one," observed Jake when heldd finished. "Hateto think
there are hundreds of those floating around. Particularly sncethey
may bein the hands of

Zabicas Cartel by now."

"It'sdefinitdy kindly old Teklord Carlos Zabicas who the recipient of



the missing wegpons?' "Probably, Sid, dthough Dillingef'--just
before he ceased to be--wasimplying that, while Zabicasisthe
customer, hewasn't the origina source of the money.”

"If Dillinger was right--and considering that they knocked him off to
keep him from giving you more colorful details, we have to conclude he
was--then thetrail doesn't end in Madrid.”

1

"Weve got a couple of other informants who can tap bank records,” said
Jake. "I'll hit one of them tomorrow.

It1l morethan likely turn out that newer, stronger barriers have been
put up between us and the information we want--but I'll giveit a

try."

Gomez tried hisnearcaf. "Ai, muy mao, saysour dining out critic,”
heremarked. "Barragray, by the way, assured me that nothing was
missing, nobody was on the take and that the late lamented Pedro

Traynor was smply one more goofy Tekkie. From what you found out, the
hombrewaslying."

"Probably so. Althoughit's possiblethat Dillinger was fed somefake
information and that the Tek money never ended up with anyone connected
to Gunamiths”

"Naw, something has to be going on wrong with those

Gunsmiths pendgos” Gomez said. "Too many people and mechanisms
involved with them are biting the dugt.”

"That's what--Excuse meaminute." The band of hiswristphone had
begun contracting and expanding.

"Yeah?'

"ItsDan," camethe voice of hisson. "I think you'd better get



home--if you can." "Moretrouble?’

"Not exactly, but there's someone here who's very anxiousto talk to
you and pass dong some information.”

"Who?'
" She says her name won't mean anything,” answered

Dan. "But to tel you she's the one who owned and operated
Dillinger.”



Bev Kendricks said, "About time we had somelights.”

Thewindowsin her office blanked, light blossomed overhead and a
floor levdl.

The black young woman Sitting on the other Side of her desk said, "You
were right aboutJabb Marx."

"| redly wasn't sure," admitted the blonde detective.

"That'swhy | put you on him, Katie."

"Widl, Jabb ismogt certainly not working soldly for us," said Katie
McTdl. "Il giveyou the stuff | got on him by doingaBamtapina
while. Firg off, though, jeJ, I--"

"Wheréd you pick up thatjefe?"

"Jake's partner, Gomez. He always refersto Bascom that way."



Smiling, Bev said, "Y oull pick up bad habitsif you hang around with
him too much."

"|certainly hope s0," said Kate. "As| was saying, chief,

| picked up some interesting stuff at the hospital. Look on yonder
wadl for aminute, will you?"

On one of the large rectangular vidscreens pictures now appeared. It
was slent footage, showing the busy lobby of the Santa Monica
Emergency Center. The picture froze and zoomed in on alean, tanned
man who had been heading up aramp.

"I managed, at no cost to the expense account, to get a copy of the sec
system tapesat SMEC." Getting up, Katie went over to tap the image of
the tan man. "Thisguy visited Jabb and stayed nearly fifteen

minutes”

"| don't recognize the guy," said Bev.

"Fortunately, | suredo. There's some doubt asto histrue name, but
he's known as Gardner Munsey to the intelligence community.”

Bev went over to stand beside her operative. "Munsey is somebody I've
heard of," shesaid. "An agent of the US

Office of Clandestine Operations, isn't he?'

"Right, and Munsey specidizesin troubleshootingsometimes, in cleaning
up after operations get up. Sort of the like the guy who followsthe
elein aparade with abig broom and abucket." Katie afew feet back
from the wallscreen. "Trouble as defined by the OCO, includes



arranging as might be involved in the death of Wcs Flanders Bev went
back to her desk. "Aswell as Peter

Traynor."

"Okay, but if that'strue, what's he using Jabb Marx for?'

"To keep informed on how close we're getting to solving the FHanders
case" Bev answered. "And to incapacitate Jake. They obvioudy want

to sddine him and keegp him from working on the Traynor business.”

"According to the money trail, Jabb's been getting afat government
subsdy for over amonth.”

"Meaning the guy was recruited after we went to work on the Flanders
cae."

Kate sat down again and said, "'l heard you chastisng
Jake for working Jabb over. That was an act, huh?”
"l was pretty sure Jabb had provoked Jake into afight,”

answered Bev. "It'smy guess he anticipated being on the winning side.
Whoever's running him a the OCO

wanted to stop Jake but, gpparently, not kill him."

"It sure didn't work out that way for Jabb."

"No, Jakeis pretty tough--and extremely competent.”

"Whichiswhy you like him."

"But Jake didn't have to be so brutdl in what hedid,”

Bev continued. "He's got an unruly temper--and he's still much too
preoccupied with the desth of Beth Kittridge. So, even though | was
putting on an act for Jabb's benefit, some of what | said to Jake was

what | redly fdt. Doesthat make sense?’

"Tome," said Katie. "You're going to haveto tdll Jake what we've



found out about the OCO'sbeing involved.” "I will, yes™" said
Bev. "After | explain why | was s0 bitchy with him."

Tut 61RI. 1#the whedlchair was thirteen yearsold. Shewasthin and
pae and wore adark pullover and dark dax. The chair waslarge and
chrome plated and had obvioudy been expertly augmented and adapted
from astandard Mechanix International moddl.

As Jake entered the living room of his condo, he grinned at her. "Hi,
Jmmy," hesad. "Thisismy partner,

Sd Gomez."

"You'reaheck of alot smarter than | thought,” Jmmy

Brigtol admitted to him. "How long've you knownwho |

was?'

"Since shortly after | started using Dillinger as a source of
information." Jekesatinatinding char "I liketo know who's
behind what I'm being told. To make sure I'm not being fed something
from some Tek cartel or ariva detective agency that's bent on leading
me astray.”

Gomez joined Dan onthe sofa. "And thisnihaisthe only daughter of
Joseph S, Bristol, noted plutocrat and avery highly placed vice prez
of the Bam operation.”

"I don't livewith him any longer," said Jmmy.

"Y ou learned alot about the inner workings of the

Bam setup before you moved in with your mother last said Jeke

because | had alot of time on my hands,” she him. "When you're



crippled and ugly, most people don't want to have anything to do with
you. Not evenwhenyoureasrichasl am.”

Jake nodded at his partner. "Y ou're atop-seeded detective, Sid. What
does the evidence convey to you?"

Eyeing the ceiling, Gomez said, " Judging by the clues,

I'd say we've got a bad case of self-pity, amigo.”

"Hey, the poor kid's not faking," said Dan, scowling at

Gomez and then hisfather. "Sheredly does have serious problems.”
"Like everybody 2" Tothe crippled girl Jake said,

"If you're through trying to impress uswith your sad lot,

suppose we get to why you're here.”

"I'msorry | came." Sheglared at him. "I had something important to
passaongtoyou. And, after what happened to Dillinger, | figured
you were in serious danger, too." Shetouched a button on the chair
arm and the chair started rolling for the way out.

"Stay awhile," suggested Jake.

"Why? So you can tell me what acomplete mess|

an?'

"Weve had alot of conversations, even if they weren't face-to-face,”
he reminded her. "Y ou know what | think of you, Jmmy?*

"Thet I'm funny looking and--"

"That you'reterrificaly bright and gifted,” he corrected. "Onceyou
graduate out of this poor-little-me mode, | imagine you'll accomplish
quitealot.”

"Pep talk," she muttered, thin fingers drumming on the chair arm.



"Y ou might utilize your talent,” added Gomez, "to do something amite
more ennobling than deding in bootleg financid information,

chiquita

"Ohredly?' She made afant chuckling noiseindgde

'her narrow chest. ™Y ou guys both bought alot of that bootleg info
from meand Dillinger.”

"That'sbusness" sad Jake. I'll buy information from

just about anybody and | don't care much about how they came by it."
"Then why make an exception with me?*

Dan sad, "I think | seewhat he'strying to do, Miss

Brigol."

"Good for you. He'syour father, you ligento him." “Inhisblunt,
heavy-handed way, he'strying to get you to forget about your persond
problems and concentrate on getting on with--"

"Persond problems? What kind of halfassed euphemism isthat? I've
got adefective spine and not even dl the Bristol money could fix it
right. It bought me anice whedlchair, but--"

"Suppose Sid and | take aleisurdly stroll dong the beach?' suggested
Jake. "Youthink you'll bein the mood to talk by the time we get
back?'

Jmmy touched abutton on the chair arm again. Thebig Slvery chair
garted rolling for the doorway again.

Then the chair halted when shewas il severd feet from
Sowly, the metal chair did an about-face and her back to the center of

theroom again. "You do like me, don't you?' sheasked Jakeina
perplexed tone.



abit, yeah," hesaid. "Me, too, hi'ha," volunteered Gomd[. "And,
as one of the top-seeded experts on women in the whole state, | can
assureyou that you fdl into the cute category.”

"Laino hogwash," she said, garting to smilealittle. "Of al the
brands of hogwash available a the moment,” the curly haired detective
said, "Latino isthe best. Much better for you and no serious side
effects”

She sghed out adow breeth. "I'll tell you something,” shesaid to
al of them. "I'm sort of scared for mysdlf, too. They tumbledto
what | was using Dillinger for and they tracked him to the hideout in
the Palm Springs Sector. | wasredly upset when they disabled the

poor guy.”

"Y ou can congtruct another Dillinger,” said Jake. "Sure, but it'd take
months," thethin girl said. "Besdes, as Gomez pointed out, it may
wel| betimefor meto move on to something else."

Jake asked her, "Do you have something elseto tell me?”

She nodded her head. "After they hurt Dillinger, immediately after and
before | sarted getting uneasy, | wasjust smply mad,” Jmmy began.
"So | used the equipment | keep at home in the Westwood Sector to do
some more poking,” she explained, leaning forward in the chair and
gripping both the chrome plated arms. "It was very difficult, because
they'd erected al sorts of new barriers” She paused, smiling with
satisfaction and pride. "But, hell, I'm better at thisthan just about

anyone!

"Even 0, it's probably a good ideato quit annoying these folks for
now, Jmmy."



"| probably will," shesaid. "Anyway, Jake, heréswhat | madethe
arangements with Barragray to get ashipment of Devlin Gunsto himin
Madrid."

"Chihuahua," commented Gomez.

"But the money, not dl of it anyhow, didn't come from

Zabicasa dl, though it was dl filtered through him," Jmmy
continued. "The Zabicas Cartd put up just ten million dollars. The
rest of thedough..." She paused. "Therest of the dough came from
the Weber Pharmaceutica Company of New Batimore, Maryland.”
Jake sad, "Who'vethey afront for?'

She gave an exasperated snort. "Honestly, Jake, |

thought everybody knew that the OCO used the company to funnd payoff
money oversess.”

Gomez sat up. "So we got the Office of Clandestine
Operationsin on this, too?"

Jake was thoughtful. "Why isthe OCO helping aTek lord acquire a
subgtantia supply of deadly weapons?'

"Suppose, amigo, that Zabicas wants those nasty gadgets for somebody
ds=?’

"Right, yeah," said Jake. "Spainishaving alot of trouble right now.
President Garciahas been increasingly tough on the Tek cartelsthat
operatein hiscountry.”

"And at least two powerful rebel terrorist groups are to topple the
prez," added Gomez. "Could our

Zabicas be counting on the rebels, oncein power,
much more cordia to the Tek trade?’
got to beit."

nice scenario, guys,” conceded Jmmy. "Troubleis,



the hell are you going to proveit al? Besdeswhich, | thought you
two were supposed to b solving the murder of Peter Traynor?'

Jake stood up, thrust both hands deep into histrouser pockets. "It's
more than likely that Barragray of Gunsmiths, Ltd." had Petekilled,
using Tek goonsto help him. But | doubt we can ever put together a
casethat'll get to court.”

"There are, fortunately,” said Gomez, smiling, "other waysto assure
that Amy St. Marsand her offspring won't be harmed.”

"Yeah, just what I've been thinking about,” said Jake. "If we can
throw a spanner in the works of their whole operation--exposeit and
get everything out in the open--then they'd have no reason to want to
slenceAmy."

"WEelIl haveto movefagt, though." "I know of away to--" "Ali,
caramba. " "What'swrong?'

"The easest way to do thisisto bring my old nemesis, Natalie Dent of
the Newz vidnet organization, into thisat some point fairly soon,” he
redized. "She can help us gather facts and, when we know exactly
what's going on, shell get it onto the Newz network and tell the whole
world. She'd done that for us before.”

Jake grinned. "Better get in touch with Natdie and set up ameeting
for early tomorrow."

Gomez made apained face. "I keep trying to avoid that redheaded



scourge and yet--" "1 think," said Dan, "that you redlly like her,
Sd. Itemsto meyou protest just alittletoo ™

"Pot favor, dont try to tell methat | redly am fond of that woman.”
Groaning dightly, he made hisway over to the vidphone in the corner
of the room.

Jaketold Immy, "WEell escort you home."

"Good, that'll make me fed consderably safer.”

"I've dready put a Cosmos team to watching your place in the Westwood
Sector. One of them tagged you over here, | imagine.”

Her eyeswidened. "You redly are smarter than |
thought.”

"Apparently,” he conceded.

Gomez came back from the phone. "Muy interesante.”
"What'sinteresting?"

"I couldn't get through to Nat right now, because she's overseas on an
assgnment and isin thefield at the moment,” hesaid. "Seemsshe's



covering agtory in Madrid, Spain." bedside vidphone buzzed a afew
minutes past four AM. Jake, immediately avake,

sat up and said, "Yeah?'

The phone screen activated, showing him the frowning face of Detective
Lieutenant Drexler of the SoCd State

Police. "'l want to seeyou, Cardigan.”
"I'm touched. How about lunch sometime next month?"
"Get off your ass and come down hereto the Long

Beach Sector right now," ordered the cop. "Isthisan officia
summons?' "ltsureashdl is”



"Where, specificadly, areyou?'

"' thought you might have guessed,” said Drexler. "It'sthe hideaway
that Dennis Barragray had.”

"Had? Ishe--"

"Just get the hell down here. I'm redl eager to talk to you." Assoon
as he gave Jake the address, the phone went blank.

DREX ERa 1u pounds gunmeta forensic robot, "Outside for afew minutes.
Mr. Cardigan wantsto view the body."

Dennis Barragray was sprawled on his back, arms spread wide and legs
twisted. Someone had used alazgun on him, up close, and historso had
been cut nearly intwo. Blood and burnt cloth covered his mined chest.
"Y ou knew thisguy, didn't you, Cardigan?' "Never met him. Seen his
picture.”

"How come Gomez caled on him yesterday?"

"Agency busness"

"C'mon, don't be an asshole."

"You canfigureit out." Jake backed away from the body. He glanced
up at the starless night sky through the domed living room celling.

"Hewas Peter Traynor's boss."

"Exactly, lieutenant, and that'swhy Sid had to talk to lake said. "If
you knew it was my partner who in the guy, why drag me down here



instead of black cop crossed to a L ucite coffee table to pick the top
sheet of paper fromasmdl tack. "Thisian't Bar-rag ray officid
home," hesaid. "Infact, hiswife doesn't even know about it. No,
this place waswhat they call alove nest.”

"Arﬂ?'

"Welve taked to some of the neighbors-Y eah, | have enough ballsto
wake up any and dl the rich bastards who live hereabouts," he said,
passing the sheet to Jake. "Here's acomp portrait our 1D got printed
up, based on the descriptions of the lady who was sharing this place
with Barragray. Know her?"

The young woman in the smulated photo was Janine Traynor with blonde
hair. "Shelooksvagudy familiar," said Jeke. "Have you identified
her?'

"The name she's been using here' was Jean McCrea," answered the
policeman. "But yesterday afternoon you stun gunned afdlow inthe
Sherman Oaks Sector residence of alady known as Janet Mavity." From
an insde pocket of hisjacket, he took out afolded sheet of paper.

"I happened to be going over the file on that case, snce I'm awfully
interested in your activities these days, Cardigan. | had thiscomp

shot in my sky car withme." He held up this second smulated
photograph. "Except for the red hair, thisis the same lady who wasin
residence here."

"Say, it might be a that."
"Who isshe?'

"Y ou've got two names, Drexler--take your pick."



"I've sent both these pictureson to ID Central in DC. But those
bastards 11 take a couple of daysto grind out an answer asto her
trueidentity,” he said, putting the picture away. "Why were you
interested in her?*

"Had atip shewas afriend of Traynor's.”

"Have you contacted her?'

"Not yet." Heshook hishead. "Haveyou?' "Wethink she'sleft the
country.” "Bound for where?' "Spain."

Jake studied the night sky again. "Spain. Interesting country.”
"C'mon. Save me sometimeand tell mewho sheredly is."

"I don't redly know," Jake assured him. "Y ou think she killed
Barragray?"'

"Too soonto tell,” answered the lieutenant. "But she used to live

here and now she doesn't. Sheleft most of her clothes and belongings
behind, but took enough to indicate she was skipping.”

"When did she leave?'

"Shetook off inasky liner three and ahalf hoursago.”

Jake returned to the corpse. "He's been dead at least hours.”

"Fveor gx."

she could havekilled him and still caught her booked it at the last



minute, from a phone at the four-hour mal amile from here.”
Jake sad, "Of course, it could be she waked in and found him
dead. Got scared and ran.”

"That's another possibility, sure." Hewalked over to an open doorway.
"Here's something esefor you to look at, Cardigan.”

"Ancther body?"
"No, just aholeinthewadl."

There was a neat, sooty hole, about two feet in diameter, high in the
cream-colored wal 'behind the large ova bed. "Safe, huh?'

"Used to be," said Drexler. "The house's entire sec system by the way,
was disabled--expertly. So blowing the safe didn't ring any bells
anywhere" "Would Jean McCreado that?' "To get at the safe, sure.”

"If she was cozy with Barragray, sheldd probably have known how to open
it"

"Then to makeit look like an outsdejob."
Jake nodded at the hole. "Any idea about the contents?”
"Go over by the bed and look at the pillow. Don't touch anything.”

Lying on the pillow was an antique $50 bill. "Twentieth-century
currency, isn't it?'

"Nineteen-fifties. Worth about seventy-five dollarsin the present
collector market."

"Y ou figure Barragray had asafefull of that kind of cash?

"It'san assumption I'm consdering. And that would give the absent



Jean M cCreaa nice motive for gunning the poor bastard,” replied the
lieutenant. "Do you know anything about acache of old money?'

"Not adamn thing."

Drexler eyed him. "Y ou sure you never talked to this woman--under any
of' her names?"'



"I didn't, no," lied Jake again. omez said, "Vii." Heleaned back in

the pilot seat of hissky car which wastaking him through the bright
clear morning. He closed his eyes, clenched hisfists and groaned.
Then, getting his emotions under control, he glowered a the dash pandl
vidphone. "S; okay. For the good of the agency, I'll accept the

cdl."

"What sort of pagan orgy wereyou involved in last night, Gomez, or,
which | predicted, you recal, along time ago, isyour reckless
lifestylefindly catching up with you? Well, no matter, let's get

down to business and start--Did you, if you don't mind my pausing to
inquire, have that many wrinkles under your bleary eyesthelast time
wemg?'



"They appeared shortly after our last encounter, Nat." The dender
redhaired reporter, Natalie Dent, nodded. "l understand, and I'm not
at dl flattered, snce I'm aware, having been entangled with you, ina
purely workaday sense, severd timesin the padt, das, that you've
been trying to contact me numeroustimes over herein Spainand I'm
assuming, knowing you dl too well, that you're hatching some
duplicitous scheme that involves hoodwinking mein order to ensure its
ultimate success,

"Twice. | phoned you merdy twice."
"I have an important dinner date, strictly business,

with ahigh placed government officid herein Madrid, Gomez. Hell be
cdling for mein ten minutes, unless, like agreat many of the people
over here, he'slate," the Newz reporter told him. "So, if you can cut
out your usua circumlocutions and attempts to lead me up the garden
path, and get right to the nubbin of what you're trying to con meinto
doing for you, I'd, redly and truly, appreciateit.” Lowering her

voice, she added, "I'm using atap-proof phone and | assume, dimwitted
asyou are, that you have the sense to use one, too."

"Yes, cara," he assured her. "Heré'swhat | want to chat about. Jake
and | are working on a case that--"

"If you're going to go on at great length about the

Peter Traynor murder, spare yoursdlf, and me, thetrouble. | aready
know all about that."

"Bueno. Now, then, cara, we may well want to expose !mrtain of our
UPcoming findingsto the public,” he said.



"Y ou've been helpful in that areaiin the past and it's benefited your
aleged career aswell as--"

"Y ouve grown, if you'll pardon my pointing this out,

sncel'm doing it in an absolutely constructive manner, even morelong
winded Gomez. | wonder, and maybe you'll want to see your physician,
if your dready understaffed brain isn't getting even morefecbleasa
result of your growing older and--"

"Suppose, Nat, that in afew dayswe pass along some information about
thiscase? Canyou seeto it that--"

"What aspect exactly are you going on about? Doesthis have to do with
the supply of outlaw Devlin Gunsthat was ddivered to Janeiro
Martinez'srebels? | aready know quite alot about that.”

"SVIomentito," he requested. ™Y ou know for certain that the guns went
to Martinez and not one of the other rebe groupsin Spain?'

She smiled. "Of course, didn't you?"'
"We mugt, Natalie, compare notes on this whole setup and then--"

"That sounds just wonderful, Gomez, since, as disrespectful and snesky
asyou are, and even though you're even seedier than in former times, |
do, a my innermost core, have acertain amount of grudging affection
for you. And I'd be an ungrateful wretch, if anybody uses that
expression anymore, which | serioudy doubt, if | didn't fed acertain
gratitude to you for helping me get the scoop up there on the New
Hollywood satdllite, which enabled me to reassume my rightful position



in the mediaworld as one of the top investigetive reporters going,”
shesad. "Anytimeyou'rein Madrid, why, I'd love to get together.
Perhaps, if you pick up the tab, we can even have lunch. | haveto go

Gomez scowled at the blank screen. "Caramba," he said as the sky car
set him down on the Cosmos agency rooftop.

BRSCOH SRID, "I'lglad you mentioned Spain, fellas."
"Planning to send usthere?" inquired Jake.

"l amindeed." The agency head was perched on the edge of his desk
with his saxophone resting across hislap.

Gomez, douching in alime-colored bubble chair said,
"Isthe Widder Traynor going to pay for thejaunt?

"Amy St. Mars, I'm pleased to say, isnot the only well fixed client
interested in the Traynor killing."

"Arewe, jefe, going to be working for one of your sneaky government
agency chumsagain?'

"Actudly, Sdney my boy, for apretty powerful, dthough unknown to
the public, committee that overseesthe actions of theintelligence
agencies," answered Has- come. "They want usto perform, for atidy
fee, afew smple choresfor them.”

Jake asked him, "'Such as?'
rauy, they'd like you to determine how and why the
OCO isgpparently engaged in hdping to runillicit from GLA to Spain,”

the chief began. "Next, to get alist’ of dl the main participants
engaged in caper, whatever Sdethey'reon.” Setting his sax he left



the desk. "Oh, and it would be nice--and bring us a substantia
bonus--if you lads can get the Devlin Guns, every damned one of 'em,
out of rebd hands and back into a safe storage pot.”

Gomez smiled at his partner. "That shouldn't take more than a couple
days, do you think, amigo?"

"Three at themogt,” said Jake. "We can spend the rest of our timein
Spain going to robot bullfights and learning to play the guitar.”

"What was| just recently warning you guys about schoolboy buffoonery?”
Bascom squatted next to a holostage. "It's bad enough when you
hooligans get shirty with clients of the caliber of Amy St. Mars. But

bear in mind that we've got avery serious group of people running this
great land of oursand it won't do to razz 'em.”

Gomez produced arude noise.
Jake sad, "Arewe dlowed to hire some help over in

Spain? Going up againgt Janeiro Martinez and hisbunch isgoing to
require some assistance, Walt."

"We're, in amanner of speaking, working for the government. So spend
whatever you haveto." Bascom tapped the keypad of the stage. "Here's
some information | rounded up from a connection at the ID Centra back
in Washington, DC."

Animage of Janine Traynor, life Sze materiaized on the stage.
"Thisiswhat sheredly lookslike," continued Bascom.

"And her real nameis Janine Kanter. She'sfivefoot four, weighsone
hundred fifteen, has black hair, hazel eyesand istwenty five years



old." "Just one of her many bendings of thefacts," said Bascom,

backing from the platform and studying the young woman. "Janine Kanter
graduated from the University of NorCa's Petaluma Campusfive years
ago with top grades. Shemagjored in International Political Science

and had aminor in Dramatic Arts. Sheworked for ayear in Frisco at a
theater run by agroup calling itsdf Politiks Playhouse.”

"Shel'sadarn good actress," conceded Jake. "Who's she working for
now?"'

Bascom shook hishead. "Seemsto be fredlancing in the political area
and nobody is sure who's backing her. She doesn't go infor terrorism
or assassination--or if she does, nobody's ever caught her at it. hat
she's been up to openly in recent timesis aiding causes that some
folks congider far too liberal and radicd."

"Any examples?' asked Jake.

"She helped run gunsinto New Brazil to aid the guerrillaswho were
trying to topple the Furtado dictatorship, for instance. She spent

some time in the Angola back-country with Father Wepman's Chrigtian
Commandos." Bascom bent, hitting another key and Janine was gone.
"Thingslikethat, Jeke."

Jake was dtill looking a where her image had been.

say therés no indication she goesin for killing?'

"Nothing on her record, not even asuspicion.”

url

hismujer soundsto melike she'sanidedig, init for she believes
and not what she can make," observed



"If her record up to now is any indication, she sure doesn't sound

like somebody who'd be working for the Teklords." "And she probably
didn't kill any of the guyson our growing list of victims" said Jeke.

"But she sure as hell must have had something to do with those smuggled
guns. Especialy snce she seemsto have been living with Dennis
Barragray for the past few months.”

Gomez shifted hispostionin hisfat chair. "Asl percevethis,
Barragray must've been helping to get the gunsto the rebels-for a
handsomefee" hesaid. "Thelady must've wanted those gunsto get to
their destination, so she should have been happy about what this cabrdn
wasup to. Therefore, shewouldn't have diced him up with a

lazgun."

"Unless he sold the guns to the wrong rebel faction,” said Jake.
Bascom cleared histhroat. ™Y ou're booked on asky-liner flight that

departsfor Madrid at three this very afternoon,” he informed them. "I
suggest that you save dl further speculations until you're trotting



around on Spanish soil." the school day had long since ended at the

SoCd State Policy Academy and the second-leve corridor was empty.
Outsde the oneway window the misty evening showed. Dan moved rapidly
along, came to the door marked Background ID and tapped on it

quietly.

The heavy metd door hissed open.
"Geez, you took your sweet time getting here” A

robot, large, wide and copper plated popped up out of awicker
rocker.

"It takes awhile to get to the Santa Monica Sector our place,” said
Dan, dipping insgdethe big room. said it wasimportant that you talk
to me, Rex. So?'



30 lumbered over to the nearest wall, which was covered, floor to
caling, with rows of info screens "I was Sitting and rocking here on
nay toke this evening--being both the librarian and the night watchman
means| got alot of time on my hands, so to speak. Anyhow, Danid, |
got to thinking about thislatest case your old man isworking on."

"How'd you find out about that?*

Rex'smetdlic eydids clicked afew times. "Hey, didn't Molly tell
you she'd been--"

"Moally Fines been consulting you again?"

"That Moally, yes. Shewanted some materid on the assorted goniffsand
lowlifes connected with thisopus.”

Dan sghed. "No, she hasn't gotten around to mentioning that as
ya"

"She's an exceptiona skirt," said therobot. "Feisty, independent.
Not your standard confiding-type sweetheart."

"Mally's not exactly my sweetheart."

"Applesauce,” remarked Rex. "You're amitten and viceversa” He
pointed a coppery forefinger at one of the midlevel screens. It
flashed dive. "Towhile away thelondy hours, | Started digging
deeper into the lives and times of some of the centrd charactersin
thismishmash. When | got around to the late Dr. Garret Devlin, |
encountered something interesting.”

"That can't be very important, Rex. Devlin's been dead and gone for
years”

Rex/GK-3 0 gave arattling chuckle. "Maybe yes, maybe no, kiddo."



On the activated screen a]] ace and profile shot of apudgy,
balding man of about fifty gppeared Sde by sde.

"IsthisDevlin?'
"Himsdf. Out-of-shape gink, by the looks of him.

With proper exercise you can add yearsto your life, you
flesh-and-blood types.”

"Y ou were hinting that heisn't dead? That'simpossible, Rex."

The photos went away, replaced by printed copy that was dowly
scrolling upward acrossthe screen. "Here you have adull and tedious
account of the sky tram crash that was supposed to have put out his
lignts”

"Yeah, and it saysright here--" Dan tapped aline of text that was
dowly climbing by. "SaysaDNA scan of the burnt remains positively
established that the body wasthat of Garret Devlin, agefifty three.
S0?' "Feast your gums on the next document.” An Info Request sheet
showed up. "Who filed that?"

Rex's chest made amild clang when he tapped himsalf with his thumb.
"Me. | faked avery bdievable and officid-looking inquiry pertaining
to the SoCal Coroner's Office files on the deceased. That'swherethe
test results on the DNA scan are supposed to be, plus asample of the
materia used.”

A fresh document came onto the screen.

""No suchfileexists"" read Dan. "What'sthat mean?

got to havethe Devlinfile"



possiblethat the stuff on Devlin got misfiled somehow," acknowledged
therobot. "But, Danid, | sort of doubt that."

"Then somebody ddiberatey--"

"Dan, your condo told me you'd be here.” Mally Fine came hurrying into
the big Background & 1D room.

"What isit?'

"My Uncle Jerry--you know, the attorney from the shady sde of the
family tree--just phoned me a home."

"You look very upset." Hetook hold of her hand. Taking adeep bresth
and putting her other hand on hisarm, she said, "He till has contacts
with some of the deazy people he met while doing snesky jobsfor
Gunamiths, Ltd. And--well, he heard something about your father."
"Dad? Isheintrouble?'

"That flight to Spain," said Mally, taking rapidly.

"Uncle Jarry doesn't have many details, but he heard they planto try
to do something to the sky liner

"Jesus, blow it up?”

"I don't know. What you've got to do is get in touch with him right
now in flight anc--"

I'll take care of that," volunteered Rex, trotting over to the nearest
vidphone. "I got pasin the Internationa Controllers Guild and they
can patch us through faster than anybody.” He activated the phone.
"Give methe detalls of hisflight, Danid.”

Dan did that as he hurried to the robot'sside. "Whao'strying to get



a my Dad, Mally?" "Wedon't know for sure. But my uncleis
guessngit's

Teklords"
"Damnit, hurry up, Rex."

The robot turned away from the phone. "No luck, he said forlornly.



"They lost al contact with the sky liner over ten minutes ago.”
19

e man known as Gardner

Munsay waswalking along aquirky lanejust off Pennsylvania Avenue
with his shoulders hunched and his hands clagped behind hisback. There
was, as he made hisway through the chill, overcast DC night, athin,
satisfied smile on histanned face,

He continued to smile as he double-timed up the stone steps of the
narrow brownstone house that was his destination.

Thered real wood door opened before hereached it. A large silver
plated robot in aglossy black tuxsuit was standing in the carpeted
hallway waiting for him. "Not avery pleasant evening, Sr," he



observed. "On the contrary, Ramus, it'sasplendid night.” He
turned and alowed the got to help him out of his misted grey overcoat.
"IsMrs. Spangler about tonight?"

"Unfortunately, Sr, she had to escort two of the young ladiesto a
client'sin Chevy Chase"

"Sorry to have missed the lady."
"However, ar, MissMarieisin her usua room and awaiting you."

"Excdlent, old man." He gave the robot an appreciative pat on the arm
and headed up the carpeted stairway to the second floor.

At thethird door on the right he tapped three times.
"Comein," invited ayouthful female voice.
"It's a pleasure to encounter you again, my dear."

Munseyentered the soft lit peach-colored room and shut the door quietly
behind him.

Thegirl reclining on the antique four-poster bed was wearing only some
frilly lingerie. She waslean, blonde and no more than seventeen. "How
areyou tonight, Mr. Munsey?"'

"Just fine, dear." He smiled a her as he walked around

:-(the bed. He pressed his hand flat against a painting of awoman
Sitting on arock.

A section of the bedroom wall made avery dight before swinging
open.

Munsey said, "Nice seeing you again, Marie," and through the opening.
the wall had siwung behind him, he crossed to the chair, an antique



nineteenth-century bentwood rocker. Stopping behind the chair, he
rested hisright hand on itstwisted back. "Can we-get going, old man?
I'vearather full schedulethisevening.”

The circular holo* stage afew feet in front of the chair made some low
clicking sounds.

The man who materialized was about forty, short and redhaired. Hewas
grimacing and the left deeve of hisstriped shirt wasrolled up to

nearly the shoulder. Hisright hand was metd and he was touching the
forefinger to hisbare upper arm. "Trying out another new hand, got an
injection gun builtin."

The dark metal hand popped twice. The redhaired man jerked twice,
gritting histeeth, in hisstraight meta chair.

"Very impressive, Sam." Munsey settled into the bentwood chair,
causing it to rock gently afew times. "Suffering for the cause. If
it were up to me, old man, I'd award you amedal.”

"Screw you, Munsey," said Sam Trinity, scowling. "If | don't shoot
mysdlf full of painkiller dl thetime, | can't redly function at

al." He picked up awnhite glove and began working it back over the
meta fingers. "l wasn't in such lousy shape, hurting al the damn
time, until I had my run-in with Jeke Cardigan." "Relax and enjoy it,"
advised the other agent. "It givesyou alovely excuse to dope
yoursdlf up.”

Trinity said, "Areyou taking care of Cardigan?' "Even aswe spesk."”
"l don't see why we can't just kill the bastard.”

"Thedirective I'm forced to follow states he and that whimsica



sdekick of hisareto beincapacitated only. My assumption isthat
somebody higher up the line doesn't want to risk killing a couple of
Cosmosops.” Munsey smiled. "Of course, old man, we're not prevented
from putting Cardigan serioudy out of action. My people have some
leeway there" "Bagtard." "Me?"

"Cardigan, | mean." Trinity leaned suddenly forward,

grinding histeeth. 'Y anking the glove free, he administered another
shot of narcotics. "It's bad tonight.”

"Maybe you ought to useit to predict the weether,"

Munsey suggested. "1 had an uncle with a cyborg leg who could tdll
when it was going to--"

"Fill mein onthe Cardigan ded. I'm till, keep inmind, your
Superior.”

"For now."

"What the hell doesthat mean?"

"Not athing, Sam, merdly idle chitchat." Munsey smiled. "Still, with
an organization as volatile as our particular branch of the OCO--Well,

onenever cantdl.”

"Have you heard something, damnit?* Trinity was pulling the glove
back onto hismeta hand.

"No, not at al," Munsey answered. "Quit fretting and on Cardigan. Any
moment now his sky liner going to be making an unscheduled landing.
WEell take of him then.”

ought to dump the whole damn planein the frig ocean.”

inhumane, Sam, and againgt agency policy,”



the agent. "Y ou can dways hope, however, that my people become too
zedlous and kill him, quite by accident.”

"If I was running this operation, there wouldn't have to be any hoping
ab[utit." Trinity stood up. "Report to my office soon asyou hear
how it turns out.”

Munsey left therocker. "Of course, old man." "Do you ever spend any
timewith Marie?" "No morethan | haveto.”

"She's not bad in the sack. Y ou ought to take the timeto try her.”

"Thanksfor the recommendation, old man, but think I'll pass.”



"Your mistake." Trinity vanished from the platform. omez had been up
inthe gdley of the ky liner asit sped through theincreasingly dark

sky high abovethe Atlantic. "But I'm sincere, chiquita," he was

telling the pretty blonde android attendant who wasin charge of the
nearcaf machine.

"You redly do think so?'

"Absolutdy. You're completely believable," he assured her.
Shewrinkled her dightly upturned nose. "Oh, | just think s0," she
sad. "I'm cute and dl, but anybody tell I'm an andy, just adumb old
mechine"

at dl," the detective assured her. ™Y ou had mefooled. | mentioned
to my associate earlier injourney that it wasinteresting to note that



the Quixote Air Service was using human attendantsinstead of --"
"He'svery dtractive.”

"Why are you taking about mein the third person,

ea?

"Not you, Mr. Gomez, dthough you're sort of okay looking in an odd
sort of way. | mean your handsome friend, Mr. Cardigan." Shefilled
another plazcup with nearcaf. "He'smy ideaof aredly impressive
man. He'sobvioudy led arough life, but he's ill--"

"Hey, that's just areaction they built into you, Suzi,"

cutin Gomez. "If you ever want to be taken for area human being,
you've got to go beyond these traditiona judgments. When you can
honestly appreciate an offbeat charm such as mine, then you'll bea
red personingde.”

"Have you known Mr. Cardigan long?"

"Since before you were built, but we're straying from the topic.”

"Oh, don't be offended. It's..."

Hewaited, eyeing her. "It'swhat?'

Suzi giffened, arms dropping to her Sde. Her eyeswent wide before
they both clicked shut.

Gomez shook her by both arms. " Snap out of it."

But the pretty android had ceased to function and dready her very
believable flesh had started to cool.

Shaking hishead, frowning, he hurried acrossthe smdl galery and
into the passway that led to the cabins.

A few feet ahead amale attendant was standing rigidly against awall,
eyes closed.



"Muy mao." Gomez started to run.

Jake came out of their cabin before Gomez reached i,

having did the door open with hishands. "Something'swrong, Sd," he
sad. "Just about everything except the air circ system has shut down
inthere

"At least two of the flight an dies are defunct, too." He gestured at
the frozen attendant.

Someone started banging on the door of the cabin across the corridor.
"My lights have gone out and my door's stuck," cried an elderly
woman.

Jake crossed, prying her door open. "Some kind of emergency, maam.”

"Weregoing to crash?' sheexclamed. "You can fed thisplane
logng dtitude.”

"Now that she mentionsit, amigo, we are dropping.”
"Jane Sarted moving toward the front of the sky liner
"Better tak to the pilot.”

More passengers were shouting and crying out. Some of them managed to
force their doors open and were spilling into the long grey corridor.

"Mostly ocean down below, if | recall my geography,”
remarked Gomez as he followed Jake.

"We ought to be over the Azore Idands about now."

: "Not much chance of hitting one of those dinky idands
when you're plummeting toward the deep blue sea.”

"We're not exactly plummeting. Thisfedsmorelikea



"Descent or plummet, | expect to be mighty soggy any Jake knocked on
the door to the pilot cabin.

There was no response.

He tugged the door aside with both hands.

The grey haired wSman in the pilot seat was absorbed with the control
pand , tapping keys, twisting knobs, even whacking adid with her
clenched fist now and then. "No time for conversation, folks" she
sad without turning around.

"What the hell isgoing on?" Jake stepped into the small cabin.

"Fed like something's taken over the control of the ship,” the pilot

told him. "But that's not possible. All of Quixote's systemsare

tamper-proof. So this can't be a parasite box or--"

"According to this course screen,” said Jake, tapping the ova pand,
"we're scheduled to land on one of the Azore Idands.”

"I know, but | had nothing to do with that," she assured him. "I
can't, though, get the ship to respond at al. Somebody elseisflying
it

"Lookslikewell set down in lessthan 9x minutes.”

"Amigo, you've often heard melecture on the scarcity of coincidences
inthe universe”

"| agree, Sid. Thishasto have something to do with
us"

"St; meaning we can expect some sort of unpleasant reception down
there

"Yeah," said Jake. "And weve got about five minutesto get ready for



that." Rex/GK-30 spread hismetal handswide. "Kids, I've

checked with everybody | can think of, including ain the Internationd
Hight Monitoring bosom buddy up satdllite," said the robot. "Nobody
canfind atrace of the

Quixote sky liner carrying your pop and his partner.”

"But it hasto show up on the satellite scans.”

"Not necessaxrily,” sad Molly, who was holding Dan'shand. "If the
people who are behind this are sufficiently clever, there are savera
eectronic tricksthey can rig—-dl of themillega and expensive. But
neither of those thingsisablock to the Teldords.”

Dan said, "Weve got to talk with your uncle, Moally.

Seeif he knows anything € se about this.”

"That's not going to be especialy easy." She made a perturbed face.
"He phoned me from Mexico and didn't bother to give me his number or
mention where exactly hewas."

"| can track him down," offered the robot.

"Y ou better dothat.” Dan let go of Molly and hurried over to another
vidphone. "I'm going to talk to Bascom if

| can.”
The agency head was dlill in hisoffice. "1 dready

Dan," before young had finished il heard, he said the man spesking.



"So what do you know about Dad? Did they crash "Were not sure.”
Bascom was sitting behind his desk, leaning forward. "My guess,
hokvever, isthat the crate was hijacked in some pretty sophisticated
way. If it had smply crashed in the ocean, we'd know about it by

"The Teklordsareinvolved in this," said Dan, explaining about what
Molly's shady uncle had told her.

"They'reinvolved in much of what befdlsyour father,” said Bascom.
"There may aso be agovernment angle, which I'm pursuing with some of
my intelligence contacts.”

"Y ou mean maybe the Office of Clandestine Operationsisin onthis,
too? They've never liked Dad

"Too soontotell. Keepin mind that Jake and Gomez are damned good at
taking care of themsdlves.”

"Sure, but--"
"I'll call you soon as| find out anything.” The screen blanked.

Rex announced, "Hot dog, I've located Jerrold Finein the Borderland
a.%.II

Molly brightened. "Let mecal him, then,” shesaid.



They stood at the edge of the clearing, watching the Quixote sky liner
being brought down through the warm night. Rising up behind the three
figures was the immense plastiglass dome that covered the Faya Fruit
Company's#3 banana plantation.

The smdl fidld's landing lights splashed stresks of yellow acrossthe
dark clad watchers, two men and awoman.

Thetdlest of thetrio, alanky black man in hismiddle ‘thirties, was
arguing with thewoman. Shewas smadl, ashade over fivefeet, and
wore her long. "I'm not going to do that, Charlie, no."

"I'm afraid, Almita, you're going to haveto," said Lunden, holding out
hishand to her. "No laz-adlowed on thismission, so giveit to me.”



"No lazgunsfor you OCO butt-wipes," she said, shaking her head,
angry, and backing a. way from the agent. "But | don't have adamn
thing to do with your agency or your half ass govern rent

"Carlos Zabicas guaranteed your good behav/or, which isthe only reason
you were dlowed dong,” reminded Lunden. "Now, quick, theshipis
setting down. We've got to get aboard right now and take Cardigan and
Gomez."

"They're both rough bastards," indsted Almita Santos. "'I'm not giving
up my gun.”

"Almita, dear," said the other OCO agent, atall, husky blond man,
"thisisastun gun you fed inyour pretty little back. Take out your
lazgun, dropit. That will be more than enough crap for tonight."”

"Ligten, Helton, Carloswontt like you--"
"It would be ashame,” said Bayard Helton, jabbing the gun barrdl into
her spine, "if you were serioudy incapacitated-perhaps

permanently--during this operation. We can blameit on Cardigan
and--"

"Okay, cabrdn." She tossed the lazgun toward the brush and the night
swalowed it up.

"Cardigan and his partner arein Cabin 14," said Lunden. "But they!ll
be expecting trouble. Comeon, let's

Ol

"Try to keep in mind, dear,”" said Lunden, prodding her with the gun,
"that we're ateam.”

3[RROL." [1#] 101. everybody hewasforty seven, but shaving that



sx years off his age hadn't improved his appearance He had asalow,
deeply wrinkled face and his eyes dull and deeply sunk. Very
carefully, he ducked into phone booth in the lobby of the Hotel
Borderland.

"ThisisJerrold Fine" he said, dmost in awhisper.

"Therésapersond cal for mefrom GLA."

"What'sthat, segor?' A ball-headed gunmeta robot had shown up on the
screen. [ can't hear you at al

cealy."

"Firgt--are you absolutely certain this damned vid phoneis
tap-proof?'

"Of course, s=fo:"

"Some of these backward Borderland setups claim they're absolutely bug
free and then it turns out--"

"| assure you, sego; that no one can eavesdrop on your conversation.
Not even mysdf.”

"I'm Jerrold Fine," he repeated hisnamein alouder voice. "Therésa
cdl from Greater Los Angdeswaiting for me."

"S, fromMoally Fine. Un momento.”

Molly showed up on the screen, replacing the got.

"Uncle Jerry, you've got to help usfind--"

"Hold on just aminute, pet,” cautioned her uncle as he the hotel |obby
through the oneway plagtiglass of the booth. "Are you completely
certain you're on phone on your end?’

"Of course, I'm calling from the academy.”

SoCa State Policy Academy, you mean? Oh, |

know if | want to"



cam down, Uncle Jerry. Thisisdarned imto--" "Explain who that
isstanding immediatdy behind yOU."

"Dan Cardigan. Dan, my uncle.”
"Good evening, Sr."

"Jake Cardigan'sboy? Oh, | don't know about this, honey. Having
direct contact with--"

"Y ou're having direct contact with me," hisniecetold him. "Now,
about that warning you gave me about--"

"] shouldn't have donethat." He shook hishead. "That's thetrouble
with gill having avestige of conscience.”

"Something has happened to the sky liner Jake and his partner were
traveling on,” shesaid. "Do you know any more details, Uncle
Jerry--more than you told me?"

"I told you too much asit was, pet. These people don't like
informers”

"What people?' asked Dan.
"I don't want to be seen talking directly to Cardigan'skid."

"Tell me, then, darnit. Who, specificaly, rigged this?' "A very
powerful Tek cartel, for one." "Zabicas?' asked Dan.

After afew seconds of waiting, Mally asked, "Uncle

Jerry, isit the Carlos Zabicas cartel in Madrid?" "So I've heard.”
"Who d<?'

Fine studied the lobby again, watched arobot bellhop in abright
sergpe go hurrying up aramp. "Therés an dement ingde the OCO--a
rogue group that doesn't dways toe the line when it comesto officia



policy," sad. "They have had something to do with thisaswell.”
"What exactly did they do?'

"Molly, | told you to suggest to Cardigan that he didn't take that
flight. You--"

"It wastoo late to stop him. Y ou haveto tell me what's happened to
the Quixote Ky liner

"Thisisdl very dangerous, pet. Themorel tdl you,
the--"

"Did it crash?' asked Dan anxioudy. "Did they destroy the sky
liner

"Tdl him," sad Mally'suncle, growing increasingly unessy, "thet they
weren't planning, based on the limited information | have, to destroy
the ship or cause it any serious damage.”

Molly asked him, "What then?"

"A forced landing iswhat was planned. They've got some very powerful
equipment, outlaw stuff, that's powerful enough to take over the
control of the ky liner from adistance," explained Uncle Jerry.
"Where," asked hisniece, "did they planto landit?" "I don't know,
pet," hesad. "My guesswould beanidand. Therearealot of the
damned things scattered dll acrossthe Atlantic.”

"Can you--"

"Who the hell areyou?'

The door of the booth had been yanked open and a holding a gun thrust
in.

Jerry?'

pet,” hesad quietly.



Lunden gestured again with hisstun gun "It's not our intention to
hurt any of you," he announced. "Assoon asour routine search is
complete, your sky liner will--"

"What the hell kind of routine search do you cdl this?' demanded a
large, heavyset passenger who was standing, scowling, in the doorway of
Cabin 11. "Youforce our damned ship down on thisuncivilized idand
and--"

"The sooner we complete our business,” said Helton, "the sooner you'll
al continue on your way."

The pair of Office of Clandestine Operations agents had lined up dll
the 1t Class passengers--there were nine of them in the corridor.
Therewas d 0 till afrozen Quixote attendant standing tiffly there.



Almita had gone on to explore another section of the dovmed diner.
"Wereinterested in & e 0 men who werein Cabin
14," continued Lunden, "We have to ow where eye.”

The oer agent jabbed his smnn into e drooping midsection of e
belligerent manin 11. "Y ou must ow where ey went," he said.

"How would | ow agoddamn thing? | was stuck iniscabin until you
bastards busted in."

Moving down the corridor, Lunden stopped in front of an elderly woman.
"Y ou seem awlly agitated, maam.”

"owouldn't be?" shesaid. "Thishas been an outrageous

"Hold on, now." The black OCO agent put ahand n her shoulder. "L ook
at me, maam, if youwould. Now tell me you have no ideawhere eider
of osemenis.”

"l dont,” sheindgsted. But her eyes sng inadvertently to her left.

"Theandy," redlized Lunden. He shoved her back ain &t ewall and sng
hissmnn up.

Gomez, who'd been standing there in the android's front, unfroze and
dived for thefloor. he dropped,

out hisown smnn.
He and Lunden fired at just about the same ingtant.

SUIIDS PUSHED at the luggage compartment door with hand that wasn't
holding the stun gun Themeta 'swung open inward and remained that



way. She stood, listening, on the threshold for roughly twenty
seconds before crossing into the dimlit room.

Atop the nearest stack of baggage was awhite cat in aplastiglass
carrying case. It began amournful meowing the moment the young woman
entered.

"Shut up, gatito she suggested.

The cat ignored the request, wailing louder and clawing at the sde of
itscontainer.

"Pendgo!" Shefired the stung-un and its beam struck the wailing
animd.

The cat dropped, suddenly tiff, to the floor of the plastiglass
case.

"If you're through playing with that gun, miss, I'd like you to tossit

on thefloor." Jake had stepped out from behind the open door and had
his stun gun touching the small, dark young woman's back.

She, muttering, dropped her wegpon. "Which oneareyou ?

"How many others arethere?' Jake asked.

"Y ou must be Cardigan. From what | hear of Gomez,

heisn't smart enough to get the drop on me.”

"How many?'

"Y ou go find out, cabrgn. Almitamoved her right hand to her left
Side, as though she was about to scratch herself.

Jake chopped at her wrist with the side of his hand.

"I'm the smart one, remember?’ He tugged the smdl lazgun out of the
pocket shed been aiming for.

"They didn't want meto bring alazgun with me," shesad
disdanfully.



"So were dedling with humane highjackers, huh?" "Humane assholes.
iFi had my way, we--" "Congratulations, Mr. Cardigan. | seeyou've
been successful.”

"Thusfar," he said asthe grey haired woman who wasthe pilot of the
sky liner stepped into the baggage room.

"How come nobody's nabbed you yet?'

"Probably," she said as she, amiling, pointed alazgun a him, "because
I'm ontheir Sde”

GOIE. XAD BEE Il afew secondsfaster. The beam of his stun-gun hit
Lunden square in the chest, causing the OCO agent to go staggering
back. The stun gun shot held aimed at the detective went wild, just
missng the elderly woman.

She started screaming.
Lunden toppled over sdeways and lay, stiff, on the corridor floor.

Helton, meantime, had gone diving through the open doorway of Cabin
14.

The heavyset, angry passenger called to Gomez, " The other son of a
bitch isinyour old cabin, buddy."

"Gracias" Gomez, watchful, got to hisfeet. He pried wegpon from
Lunden's tiff fingers and thrust it into side pocket of the borrowed
uniform. "Youdl right,

"Not at dl, young man. But | wasn't hit by any stray if that's what
you mean.”



Gomez called out, "Hey, hombre, we've got U.S. standoff here. Suppose
you chuck your gun out into--"

"To hell with you, Gomez," answered the OCO man from within the
cabih.

"By now my partner hastaken care of thefeisty senorita,” said Gomez
as heinched closer to the doorway of 14. "So you're going to be alone
in... S, herethey come now."

Jake had entered the corridor, followed by Almitaand the pilot. "This
isn't avictory parade, Sid."

Frowning, his partner inquired, "Oue #ase?'
"Wall, it turnsout our pilot isin cahootswith them." The heavyset
passenger complained, "Damn, this gets worse and worse. Y ou can be

damned sure Quixote is going to hear about--"

"Bequiet,” ordered the grey haired pilot, "or you'll bein no position
to complain about anything.”

"Areyou threatening me?"
Helton emerged, gun in hand, from Cabin 14. "Shut up--tow”

"Y ou certainly haven't handled thisat dl well,” the pilot told the
OCO agent.

"Y ou can shut up, too, dear lady.” He pointed his stun gun in Gomez's
direction. "Put down al your wegpons."

Sighing, Gomez did asingructed. "Up until now, Jake,



| redly wasdoing greet,” he said ruefully. they climbed, dowly, up
thetwigting hillsde path. On their right rose athick tropica

forest, filled with ahumid darkness and with the sounds of restless
unseen animas and night birds. On the left was adark, deep and
brush-filled ravine. Gomez, till in the uniform held borrowed from
the sky liner android, was &t the head of the single-file procession.
Behind him trudged Helton, the blond OCO agent, and then came The
fourth member of the ascending group was

"I've got both my lazguns back now, cabrén,” shein Jake as she stuck
the barrel of one of the gunshisback. "Try something smartass now,



why don't "I'm conserving my strength,” he said over his shoulder.
"For my next assault on you.",

"Doit right now, cmon.”

Helton said, "that will be quite enough of that, dear.” "Y ou should
have let me change back into my clothes again,” complained Gomez,
sumbling again. "Thesetrousersaretoo long."

"Bethankful you're not wearing ashroud.”

"At least ashroud wouldn't have legsthat are severa inchestoo
long." Hetripped over one of the dragging pants cuffs.

"Speaking of shrouds," said Jake. "Areyou planning to arrange afatal
accident for us?'

"I'd liketo do something fatd," put in Almita, poking him with the
other gun. "It wouldn't be an accident, either.”

"Kegpin mind," Helton told her, "that I'min charge of thissoiree.”

He swung the lite rod he was carrying in hisleft hand around, touching
her with itswide, intense beam. "Asto your inquiry, Cardigan--you're
samply going to be detained here for aspdll.”

"How long aspdl?"

He used the lite rod to illuminate the narrow uphill trail. “"No more
than afew days."

"That means that whatever's going to be happening in Spain will happen
within the next few days."

The OCO man chuckled. "I don't know anything about Spain," he
answered.

"Y ou hold us here for awhile--then what?"



"Youll berdeased,” he answered. "Provided you haven't succeeded in
annoying anyonetoo much."

"Redly? And suppose| report you to--"

"Youll find that | don't exist, Cardigan. None of usdo,” explained
Heton. "Wdll, except for Almita, and |

redlly doubt you'll be ableto track her down.” "The Office of
Clandestine Operations will deny you're on the payrall, hun?’

"I'm not on anybody's--"

"Caramba." Gomez had tripped once more, this time sprawling facedown
onthetrail.

"Get up." Hetonturned thelight on him. "Very dowly,

and without asingletry at atrick, get on your feet.”

"Trick? Dios, | nearly bresk my favorite leg and you accuse me of--"
"Pay careful attention to me, Gomez," cut in the agent, angry. "I'm
very tired of this. Should you dip or stumble once more--I'll sun
gunyou. Then your partner can carry you the rest of the way.
"Behave, Sd," urged Jake. "I'm not up to lugging you."

"I'll try not to fall over, amigo. But these baggy pants--"

"Well continue on our travels," ordered Helton.

"Weve only got two milesto go."

"That'salong way to trek in pantsthat don't fit."

After they'd climbed afew minutesin slence, with the of Helton's
literod illuminating the pathway aheed,



inquired, "How'd you get the sky liner to set down "That'satrade
Secret.”

"The equipment here on theidand?’

Helton chuckled. "If it was, it wouldn't be by the time you can get
back with anybody officid," hesaid. "Actudly, though, it's
elsawhere, consderably elsewhere”

"And you got us here without leaving atrace?'

"To the outside world, Cardigan, your disgppearanceisamystery. The
vanishing sky liner is probably athirty second vidnews squib just
about now."

"Eventudly, | figure-"

"Ali, carambal” Gomez took anew, violent fal. Hetoppled off the
path completely. Crying out once, he went rolling down into the dark
foliage-filled ravine on therr |eft.

Y ou could hear him rolling and tumbling down through the darkness.

Helton stepped to the edge of the trail and shined the beam into the
gap. Therewasno sign of Gomez and no sound came up from below.

"That caord. I'll fix him." Almita, alazgun in each hand, pivoted
and moved to thetrail edge.

Jake moved to her side and bumped against her just as shefired. Both
shotswent up into the humid darkness and not into the ravine where
Gomez had vanished.

"Bagtard!"

"That'll be enough shooting,” ordered Helton. Heturned thelight on
the paway again.

"Let me go down and find him."



"No, no, dear. Well deliver Cardigan now." "What about that
asshole running around loose down there?”

"Thisisavery short-term escape,” Helton assured her.

I'll send some peopleto bring him back later on." He nodded at Jake.



"They'll probably haveto hurt him. But it can't be helped.” ardner
Munsey's ky car didn't warn him at dl. 1t landed on the misty two

AM.

landing area atop his gpartment building on the fashionable edge of New
Bdtimore and told him, "Area secure, Sir."

"Thank you." He activated the door, ducked out of the sky car and onto
the roof.

All thelights died and he was surrounded by darkness. "Why'd you kill
him?'

The door had shut behind him and now the sky car ceased to function.

Munsey narrowed his eyes, squinting into the darkness. He couldn't



make out the figure standing over by the ebony sky van to have
shuffled off2"

supposed
"DennisB arragray

Munsey took afew stepstoward thefigure. "Isthat you, Lee Ann Why
al this-"

"Y ou're supposed to be cooperating with my branch of

OCO, Gardner," said Lee Ann Rhymer.

"I am, dthough my people don't know it." He glanced around the
darkened roof. "Very impressive, this. Y ou took care of the sec
sysemsthelights, my--"

"Why was Barragray killed?"

"l haven't the faintest notion, old girl. It wasn't my work, nor that
of any of my people out therein Greater

LA

"Y ou didn't take the money?"

"Which money?'

"Thetwo million dollarsin antique paper money he had set aside.”

Munsey shook hishead. "Did you catch that? 1'm shaking my head
negaively," he announced into the darkness.

"Barragray was essentid to getting dl the Devlin Gunsto---"

"All the guns have been ddivered. So, actudly, he wasfurther use
to--"

not good policy to nate people on hislevd they've helped
lﬁ"

fedingstoo, old girl. Whichiswhy | had nothing with the poor
felow'sdemise” He coughed into



"Ought you be here—-it's not exactly discregt?' "Who did kill him?"
"At the moment | can only guess.”

"Who?'

"The young woran he wasliving with off and on at the posh hideaway."

"No, that doesn't make sense. She was working with Zabicass people to
make certain the guns were delivered to--"

"Was she, now?"
"Y ou know that, Gardner."

"Wheat | actudly know, old girl, it that she convinced you, and some of
those haf wits you work for, that such was the case.”

"Y ou don't believe her? Her story checked out completely.”
He shrugged. "Did you seethat? | shrugged,” he said.
"She'san actor, and | never trust actors."

"I don't believe shekilled him."

"Evenif shedidn't, she may well have made off with theloot. It's
only two million, yet--"

"I'dlikeit located.”

Munsey sad, "I'm planning to hop over to Spain tomorrow. | believe
she'sback in Madrid by now."

"Look her up, Gardner, and retrieve the money." "For the agency?'
"Ddiver it to me, then well talk about itsfind destination.”

Heamiled thinly. "I'm amiling askepticd smile, old girl," hetold
her. "Areyou redly certain that you trust me?"



This 1l beaway of finding out."
Munsey coughed again. "What about that oaf Sam

Trinity? I'm getting awfully weary of having to report to him and take
ordersfrom--"

"Hewon't be with usmuch longer."
"Y es, 30 you promised when | initially agreed to participatein this
farrago. Sam, however, continuesto flourish and is till bossing me.

He continuesto ind< that | rendezvous with him at the offensve
whorehouse he--"

"Has Cardigan been taken care of 2."

"That he has, old girl, dong with hiswhimsical partner,” answered the
agent. "They're going to be spending afew ddightful days languishing
Ontheidand of Fayd in the picturesque Azores, Lee Ann

"And he wasn't harmed in any way?'

"Not in the least, even though he and Gomez stun gunned one of our

agerts”

Shetold him, "Make certain they both survive. After the coup, they're
to be st free”

"Like caged birds, of course. I'll seetoit,” he promised. "And I'll
locate the money for you--or perhapsfor us. | may even havetimeto
determine who did in poor

Barragray. Would you like meto handle that, too?" Therewasonly
dlenceinreply. LeeAnn

The lights popped back on, flooding the rooftop with

Munsey was done.



Gomez came to asudden, rattling stop a what fdt like the bottom of
the dark ravine. Disentangling himsdlf from a splash of spiky brush,

he scrambled to hisfeet. Taking adeep bresth, hetugged off his
borrowed trousers, wadded them up and lobbed them off into the thick
surrounding darkness. Actually, athough he'd informed their captors
otherwise, he was wearing his own clothes under the appropriated
uniform.

Crouching low, he moved carefully to the left dong the now level
ground.

He glanced up behind him. Far off on the night trail the bunch that



had Jake was moving on and away. The beams of the lite rods were
pointing dong thetrail and not down into the dark ravine.

Therewasno sign of pursuiit.

"Those pendgos must fed confident they can collect me at their
leisure," Gomez said to himself as he continued making hisway through
the tangle of foliage at the gorge bottom. "Still, it was worth making
atry a escaping. And possibly the fabled Gomez cunning will help me
eludethem.”

He had arough idea of the layout of theidand and he knew the city of
Horta ought to be only afew milesfrom here.

"If I can makeit there, | ought to be able to get word to Bascom and
get sometroopsin hereto help me spring

Jake from this band of cabrons.”

Unlessthe entire population of thissmall Portuguese idand wasin
cahoots with the Office of Clandestine Operations.

"Nope, that's not likely."

He hated for amoment, ligening. Birdswere cdling off inthe
aultry darkness. Gomez could hear brush ratting, leaves rustling.

"Apparently | woke up at least half the neighborhood fauna.”

He yanked off the uniform coat, wadded that and flung it to the right.
Then Gomez continued on hisway.

He was navigating by the stars and felt confident, well,

T confident, that he was heading toward civilization.



"Or at least what passesfor civilization in these parts.” He
traveled through the tropica night for another five minutes before he
became aware o the new sounds behind him.

It was a steady thumping, mixed with the crackling of underbrush. Then,
growing louder, came athin humming noise.

Something was running down through the darkness, following histrail.

"Would that 1'd been able to keep at least one weapon.” Gomez
increased his pace, but didn't bresk into arun yet.

The methodical thumping was getting closer, louder.
"Robot hunting dogs,” he guessed. "At least two of them."

They had picked up his scent, then closed inon hisaura. It wasa
good bet that they'd catch up with him before too long.

Even so, Gomez gtarted to run.

"COZY," REHRRH[D 3RH .

"Quite cozy indeed,” agreed Agent Helton "And, considering we're
underground beneath a banana plantation, it'samuch nicer detention
cdl than you've any right to expect.”

The small roomwaslaid out like aparlor, with comfortable black and

white furniture, carpeting and drapery. The narrow vie window showed a
sundrenched stretch of the American Southwest.



"Why should this bastard be comfortable?' Almitahad into the cell
with them and was leaning, armsfolded under her breadts, against the
wal.

Ignoring her, Helton continued, "The sofaand armchair arered. The
bookcases are ho |os meaning you can't read any of those colorful old
noves"

"How long astay am | registered for?"

"Only afew days, as[ mentioned earlier, Cardigan.”

"What about my partner?’

Helton's pae blond eyebrowsrose dightly. He gave asmdl shrug,
saying, "All depends on the man's attitude.

Hewon't bekilled, however, if that's what you're--"

"Don't betoo sure” cut in Almita. "If | help track down that son of
abitch, hell--"

"Enough, dear." Helton took hold of her right arm,

just abovethe elbow. "Weve dready sent the dogsto find your chum
and bring him here."

"Got dogs?'

"They're gentle souls,”" assured the OCO agent.
"They're set to do no damage. No serious damage.”
Nodding, Jake sat on an arm of the low black sofa.
"How come you guys arein cahoots with abastard like
Zabicas?'

"Oh, but we aren't, Cardigan. The OCO wouldn't think of collaborating
with anotorious foreign Teldord whose--"

"He's a better man than you are, Cardigan.” Almita, had pulled free of
the restraining hand of the She moved closeto Jake, raising ahand to
dap acrossthe face.



As she swung, Jake caught her wrist. Helevered her around, yanked

the arm up behind her back and then shoved her in Helton's direction,

ha she stumbled against the OCO man, Jake suggested, "Maybe you better
lock her up for the night.”

"Cabrdn.t" Shereached for apocket that held one of her lazguns.

"Dont, please." Hedton's stun gun wasin hishand, thetip of the
barrel touching Almitalstemple. "Say goodnight to Cardigan, dear.”

Spinning on her hedl, saying nothing, Ahnitawent striding out of the
room and into the grey meta corridor.

"Thefridgeisasored," said Helton, "should you care for asnack.
If you mind your manners, Cardigan, you'll do easy time here and things
will be pleasant for usal." "Including Almita?"

Frowning, Helton said, ™Y ou know' how unpleasant necessity can be at
times”

"Why'sit necessary to help Teldords smuggle guns?' Helton smiled.
"Y our vie window is equipped with fifty Six appeding vistas," he said,
backing to the doorway. "In case you want something to do.
Goodnight.”

GOHE?. FEl. 1. DOIdN again.

Thistime hed caught hisfoot in athick twist of root.

Hetripped, feding a sudden jab of painin hisankle, and then went
fdling over into the darkness.

Hehit on hisside, new pains shooting through hisribs. Histeeth



rattled and the breath went sighing out of him. of the pursuing robot
dogslaunchitsdf a him.

It wasthe size of apolice dog, made of slvery meta that gave off a
fant glow. Itswidejaw wasfilled with sharp meta teeth, many more
than anormal dog came equipped with. Its plaz eyes glowed an intense
red and sent two thin crimson beams of light right at hischest. The

dog seemed to be drifting through the night, amed straight a him.
Gomez swallowed hard as he flattened out on his back.

The heavy robot dog hound went sailing clean over himto land afew
feet avay.

Gomez struggled upward, feding new pains as he put weight on his
injured ankle. He spun to face the glowing metal dog.

Itsdow metdlic humming sounded increasingly like
‘an angry growl.

The winded detective managed to grab a heavy stone from the ground.
"Scram, perro,” he suggested, "or I'll bop you with this."

The creature eyed him, legs spread wide and silvery head tucked low.
Suddenly something hit Gomez terribly hard in the middle of hisback.
He went staggering forward, arms flapping wide,

the rock.

The second of the pursuing robot dogs had jumped at



Its meta forepaws smacked him between the shoul Crouched, he turned
to face the second hound. He held out both hands toward the thing.
"Back, perro.”

The dog lunged, leaped, caught hold of hisright wrist. The sharp
metal teeth dug into Gomez's skin.

The got made anoise that sounded like"Yawp." 1tsjaws snapped open.
It et go of Gomez's bloody wrist and dropped to the ground. The
lightsdied behind itseyesand it lay Hill.

"Still one more metalic mutt to go." Perplexed, Gomez madeit to his
feet again.

The other dog waslying siff and till onitssivery metdlic sde



just to the left of Gomez. hat were you expecting to accomplish,
Senhor Gomez?!

"From the way you pronounce senor, 1'd judge you to be Portuguese.”

"Sm."

"Wdllgr, | saw achanceto get away from some goonsand | took it,"
sad Gomez. "Which sde areyou on in thisfracas, by the way?"

Thelean young man was abouit thirty, wearing dark trousers and a black
pullover. "I'm sureyou've heard of Pax International.” Hewas
ganding afew feet away, an odd-looking gun dangling in hisleft

hand.



"Privately funded bunch of do-gooders.” He laughed. "Y ou ought
to be grateful | was around to do you good, Gomez."

"l was saving the gratitude until 1 was dead sure you're not Smply an
OCO yunkus posing as ado-gooder,” said the detective. "Or maybe a
Teklord heavy. How comeyou know my name 7'

"l have agood memory."

"Weve megt?'

"No, but | study alot of dossiers. That was Jake Cardigan up there
withyou, wasnt it?' "S. Andwho areyou?' "Jose Silveira” "A
locd lad?'

"No, I'm from the continent. Lisbon."

"And just hanging around the jungle waiting for achanceto be
hdpful?'

"Tel mewhy you're here, Gomez," countered Slveira. "We had not much
choice" Gomez, while hewrapped hisbloody wrist in aplyochief,
explained the eventsleading up to his being hounded through the night
jungleon thisparticular idand inthe Atlantic. "And you?'

"I'mwith the branch of Pax that's devoted to discouraging the spread
of illicit arms," he answered. "Theres atemporary way station here

on Faya. I've been keeping an eyeon it for the past few weeks." "Do
you hole up hereabouts?' "Y, | have ahideaway nearby."

"Might | suggest, amigo, that we adjourn there now?"

He looked beyond the other man and at the surrounding dark jungle.



"That's probably agood notion, Gomez. They'll be getting curious as
to why their dogs haven't reported in latdly.” He gestured with the
gunin hisleft hand. "We haveto cut through the brush over that

way."
"What'd you use to discourage those hounds?’

"It'sanew type of son blaster Slveiragtarted moving into the
brush. "Oncein awhile keep asample from a batch of wegponsweve
confiscated."

"Handy." Nodding, Gomez followed him.

FINISHING up his second circuit of the cozy cell. Hed located two
hidden monitor cams so far, one up in the smulated stucco celling and
one behind the hol ographic floor-to-ceiling bookcases. Therewasaso a
backup audio bug under the holo end table

Tongue poked in cheek, he sat on the sofaand gazed upward. Getting
out of herewas going to betricky. The door of the cell suddenly

whispered open.

Almita, dropping an eectro key into her trouser pocket, dipped into
the parlor.

The door shut behind her.

"| thought you were forbidden to drop in,” he said. "They don't know
I'm here, asshole.”

"Surethey do." He pointed athumb at the concealed d cam.

She smiled, coming closer. Shejabbed her right hand her jacket
pocket. "I jammed the sec system for this section.”

take them long to find that out.”



"I only need a couple minutesto take care of you."

Her hand came out clutching, one of her lazguns.

"There's no reason to keep you dive, Cardigan.”

"l canthink of severd.”

"So can these OCO mariposas.” The gun hand came up. "You don't want
to make the OCO unhappy. They--" All at once Jake was no longer on the
sofa. He had dived to theleft of Almita, hitting the floor about five

feet from her.

"Cabrdn.r’

As she swung around to get ashot at him, he dived.

Hetackled her waist high, at the same time smacking her wrist with the
gdeof hishand.

She cried out, fingers splaying, dropping the gun.

It hit the holographic end table and fell right through it to the
floor.

Almitastruggled to get her second gun out.

The two of them fell back toward the bookcases. Almitahit first and
seemed to blend into the rows of bright-covered books.

Jake broke free of her, then caught hold of the front of her jacket.

He pulled her toward him with hisleft hand and dedlt three hard jabs
to her gpproaching chin.

Her teeth made a grinding sound. She groaned, lost consciousness.
Almitafdl back against the holographic bookcase again, did down
through the images of books.

Jake knelt on one knee, grabbing the lazgun from her pocket and
thrusting it in hisbelt. Then hetook the dectro key sheld used to
getinto hiscel.



After collecting the second lazgun and dipping that in hisbelt
beside the other one, Jake sprinted to the door.

There wasn't going to be much time left before they got the sec system
working agan.

He used the key. The door whirred and did open. Standing in the grey
corridor with hislazgun aimed directly at Jake was Agent Helton. "I
was coming to rescue you from Almita, Cardigan,” he said, smiling.
"Apparently that won't be necessary."



The second robot guard came rambling down. Hisgunmeta body dammed
into the ground with arattling thud.

"It dso works pretty well on humanoid robots," mentioned Silveira,
holstering the son blaster

"So | noticed." Gomez was standing beside the first of the fallen got
guards. "Theselads|ook as dormant as the hounds that were on my
tall."

A warm wind was drifting through thejungle. Upinthe dark tree
branches overhead some unseen birds began to cry mournfully.

"We've got about ten minutes or lessto get in and out.” He nodded at



the immense plastiglass dome that rose up adozen yards away, covering
the sprawling plantation.

From his side pocket Gomez did the palm top monitor the Pax agent had
loaned him. "According to this spy-screen of yours, Jose, there's

gtill somebody in detention cell 6 on Level C," he said after scanning

the small rectangular screen. "I'm betting it's Jake."

Silveirahad two smal dark meta discsin his hand.

"Wesar this, amigo." Hefixed adiscto the front of Gomez'sjacket,
the other to his. "A little gadget that'll confuse the sec monitors
downinthetunnds.

"Whet'll they think they're viewing as we wend our way to Jake?"

"Robot guards.”

"Something € se you confiscated 7'

"No, this one we came up with oursalves." Hetook hold of Gomez'sarm.
"The entry to the underground pass waysis over here. Well pass under
the domewall and come out two levels under the plantation buildings.”

He moved quietly through the brush. "Itll take usat least five
minutes to get to where they seem to be keeping your partner.”

"Which meansweéll have less than five more to spring

Jake and get the heck out of there."

"Sim." Hdting and letting go of Gomez, Silveiracrouched beside a
large flowering bush. "Whilewerein the corridors, don't say
anything. Even with these gadgets, the monitorswill detect an

unfamiliar voice™"

"Caramba, | don't know if | can go that long without asingle pithy
remark."



"Try." Hetouched alarge metal panel embedded in the damp ground.

The pand did slently aside, reveding adimlit metal stairway
quirking down into the corridors below.

01/.. I'itt FULL, coughed into his hand.

Walking singlefile, he and Silveira stepped through the doorway to the
section of Level C where the detention cdllswere located.

They'd been in the underground pass way exactly sx minutes now. Thus
far they hadn't encountered anyone, robot or human.

The Pax agent waswalking, rapidly, two paces ahead of the detective.
Hedowed, inclining hishead very. dightly to theleft.

The number etched on the coppery metal door was 2. Gomez wrinkled his
nose. Theair circ system down hereon Level C didn't seemto be
working exactly right. Therewasavery sirong odor of ripe bananas
everywhere.

Or maybe, reflected Gomez, that* ‘as what they intended. Thiswas,
after all, supposed to be a banana plantation and nothing else.

They passed adoor numbered 4.
Silveirahdted at the next door. This one was designated 6.
Hetook out a master electro key

Gomez, casually, eased hisright hand into the jacket pocket that held



his borrowed stun gun The door did open.
There was abright cozy parlor acrossthe threshold,

furnished in black and white. Therewas acomfortable sofa, an
armchair and wall high bookcases.

But there was no sign of Jake, or anyone else, inthe cell.



Bascom waslooking rumpled again. He was Sitting on the edge of his
desk, legs dangling, and noodling out a chorus of atwentieth century
bop tune, "Un Poco Loco," on his saxophone.

The desk vidphone buzzed.

The Chief of the Cosmos Detective Agency set the sax aside. "What?' he
asked, turning toward the phone-screen.

Theimage of the metd head of the switchboard got was wiped off,
replaced by Rex/GK-30. "Excuse my barging in on you, Bascom," the
robot said. "But these two tykes are getting anxious for news."



Behind the large got Bascom saw Dan and Molly standing. "Nothing new
gncelast timewetalked, kids,"

he said, shaking his head sadly.
"Arethey aive?' asked Dan.
"There's no report of acrash, Dan," replied Bascom.

"I've been urging afew of my contacts back in DC to find out what the
OCO knows about this."

"Youresureitisthe OCO?'
"At least a contingent of that esteemed organization,
"Aren't you doing anything else?'

"Dan, I've got five of my best operativeson this. And I've put out
the word to our informant network. Sooner or--"

"But right now, you aren't even sureif my dad and Sid are ill
dive?'

"I'm betting that--"

"The Teklords are dso involved in this frumus, kiddo," cut in Rex.
"Here, take agander at thisgink."

A vidclip of adark, thickset man filled the screen. The manwas
walking, head down, across the lobby of a hotdl.

"Thisis Roberto Martinez," explained therobot. "I glommed thisfrom
asecsyst camin the lobby of Hotel and.”

"Arﬂ?.

"Martinez isthe bozo who camein, interrupted neer-do-well uncle
while he was chinning with waltzed the guy out and possibly into



oblivion." connected with one of the Mexican Tek cartels?" "Yep, the
Navarro Cartel, biggest onein Borderland." Frowning, Bascom tapped
the bell of his saxophone. "Usudly they hire outsde help for these
smple chores™ he said thoughtfully. "They mustve beeninarushto
stop--"

"Important holocal coming in," blurted out one of the holograph
stages..

"I'll get back to you, Dan. Don't worry."

Bascom crossed to the platform and activated it.

Thelife-gze projection of aman in aydlow suit materidized. He

was pudgy and he had no head. Therewasjust ablurred ball of pale
bluelight resting on hisshoulders. "I understand you're interested

in the present whereabouts of Jake Cardigan and Sid Gomez, Bascom.

True?'

Making adow haf circuit of the stage, Bascom said, Y ou don't
usudly ded in this sort of information, Wordsworth."

"| came across this gem of intelligence by chance," said the headless
informant. "Being dedicated to the cause of justice, | decided to risk
my anonymity by contacting you in person in thismanner.”

"How much?'

"Naturaly my first concern isthe safety of your operatives and--"

"Your price?'

A coughing noise came out of the blur. "Five thousand dollars.”



"Three thousand tops.™ "1 know where your ops are languishing,
Bascom. "Forty-five hundred.”

"Thirty-five hundred.”
"Four thousand dollars or | depart.”
"Ded. Now tell mewhere--"

"Jesus! Got to go. Stand by until later, Bascom." Therewasafant
popping sound and Wordsworth was gone.

"Shit," observed Bascom.

R6ENT HECTON'S OFFICE was small, crowded with too many meta chairs,
data boxes neo wood packing crates and bundles of old fax memos His

desk was wedged in acorner and there were two dozen small vidscreens
inthewadlsto theleft and right of it. ™Y ou're not paying

attention, Cardigan,” he complained from the meta chair that was

jammed behind the narrow gunmetal desk.

"I'm till admiring the decor.” Jake was straddling achair, facing
the OCO man.

"Thisisatemp setup, purdly functional.” He gestured at abank of
viewscreensto hisleft. "What do you see there?”

"Assorted views of what | assumeisthe jungle outside, shot with
nitecams.”

Nodding dowly, Helton said, "What you don't see, however, isas much
asatrace of your damned missing partner.”

"True," agreed Jake.

"Notice Screen Seventeen.”



This showed awhite metd lab table, bright lit from overhead, upon
which sprawled alarge robot dog. "Defunct dog," said Jake.

"That's one of the two highly efficient robot tracking dogs that were

sent to locate Gomez, incapacitate him and then sgnd our people,”
continued Helton. "They never fal.”

"Until tonight."

"Both of these dogs were rendered inoperative by ahighly sophisticated
sonic wegpon.” He put both elbows on the desk, leaning forward, eyeing
Jake. "Whered Gomez get such aweagpon?

"The gift shop at the sky port

Helton's frown deepened. "Do you bastards have allieson this
idand?'

"Sure. We sent awhole troop of them here on the off chance we'd
someday be high jacked Hegrinned. "C'mon, Helton, berationd. |
have no ideawhat Gomez used on your mechanized mutts.”

" want him here." He tapped the desktop with ablunt forefinger. "He
has to be brought in--now."

"So keep looking for him."
The agent said, "No, you're going to help me round him up, Cardigan.”
"No, I'm not, nope."

"My ingtructions are not to harm you, not serioudy," hetold Jake.
"Still, we have some gadgets here that--"

"How about aDevlin Gun?' asked Jake. "That might scare meinto



cooperating." After exhding dowly, then inhaing, Helton
advised him, "Y ou don't want to know anything about the Devlin

Guns™

Jake sad, "Almitalsworking for Carlos Zabicas. He's got the guns
and--"

"'Zabicas haan't got them.”

"Oh, s0? Thenwho did you guys arrange to--"

"Right now al you have to worry about is helping me get Gomez herded
inhere" Helton stood. "We're going out into thejungle, you and I,
Cardigan, and--"

"And I'm what--bait?'

"Yegh, exactly.”

Jake shook hishead. "I decline.”

"Then I'll haveto persuade you."

Jake asked, "How high up in the OCO doesthis go?

Who told you to waylay us but not knock us off?2."

Smiling, Helton answered, "Maybe nobody ordered me to spare your
lives" he suggested. "Perhaps|'m smply conning you, Cardigan. It
might be that your only real chance of surviving depends on your

helping melo cate Gomez. Otherwise--"

"No need to come hunting for me, cabrdn.” Gomez came striding into the
office, sungunin hand. ™Y ou okay,

Jake?"!
"Ftasafidde"

"Then well-No, hombre." Gomez had noticed Helton reaching toward a
shoulder holster. Hefired the sungun

Helton took ajerking step back, bumped into thewall.



Both his elbows went snapping back, one nudging into aviewscreen and
shattering it. He gave abrief gargling cry, then pitched over onto
his desk, scattering fax memos and data discs

"Thiswould be adandy timeto depart, amigo." Gomez headed for the
door. "If you've no objections.”



"None." Jakefollowed his partner. ilveirapointed up the dark
hillsde. "Therésalittle town caled Castel’ Branco about another
three milesfrom here," hetold them. "If we can get there, I'll be
ableto set you up with asky van

"I1f?" inquired Gomez asthey started double-timing up atwisting
roadway that was cut through rocky ground. "Can't you be abit more
optimigtic, amigo?"

"Widl, they must know by now that Jake's gone. be sending out as many
people asthey can spare track us.”

Jakesad, "Thisisn't going to help your standing on idand much.
"""Nobody spotted me while Gomez got you out of Itl be safefor meto
stay around awhile longer.”



They climbed in sllence for severd minutes.

Then from the darkness far below, near the plantation came afaint
chuffing sound.

"Skycars,” said Jeke.
"At least two of them," added Gomez.

Silveirahalted. From atrouser pocket he took three small black
squares of plaz. "Fix one of theseto your clothes," hetold them,
passing a square to each and dapping oneto hisjacket. "It'll block
your auraand fool their sensors.”

"If they use lite beamsthey may spot us anyhow," said Jake.

"Well haveto make surethey don't." Silveirasprinted acrossthe
roadway and into the tangle of jungle that stretched away besideit.

When they were in among the trees and flowering brush, Gomez said,
"Maybe we should've tried to take back the sky liner

"Toomany guards.” Silveiraled them up through the night woodlands.

The sound of the sky car engines was growing louder. Looking back,
Jake saw three of them drifting up through the darkness. The
headlights bobbing like lanternsin thewind. From the belly of each
craft came awide beam of intense bluish light. The ky carswere
moving dowly at aheight of about 200 feet, sSweeping the ground below
themwith light.

The cars separated after amoment. Two of them headed inland and the
third kept heading up toward Jake and his companions.



"That onell be overhead in about aminute,” said the Pax agent. "We
better flatten out under the brush.”

Gomez dretched out in atangle of spiky bushes. "Oops," he muttered.
"I think I'm reclining amidgt the remains of some animd friend's
snack."

Jake was ducked down afew feet from his partner.

In lessthan thirty seconds the sky car was directly above the three
men.

The beam of glaring light dowly and methodically probed at the jungle
al around them. The car seemed to hover there for along time.

But then it moved on, flying uphill and away. Going very dowly,
illuminating thejungle asit went.

Five minutes after it had flown out of Sght, Silveirasaid quietly,
"Muito bern. We cantry for Castel' Branco now.” Herose up out of
the tangle of brush held been hiding in.

Gomez stood, brushing at the front of hisjacket with ahandful of
leaves. "'l wonder if we can find a haberdasher open at thishour,” he
sad.

Gomez guided the sky van up into the darkness above the deeping

town.

The black craft rose quietly up and away from theis In the passenger
seat Jake was hunched dightly and a scanner screen on the dash pand.
"According this, al three of those Sky cars are over on the other



idand." "Let usatempt to sneak away without their tumbling to our
departure.”

Gomez kept the sky van at alow dtitude until they were out over the
dark Atlantic. Then he gradually climbed up to 10,000 fest.

Jake said, "Looks like were away clear.”

Gomez turned on theflying lights. "Remind meto send Joseafax card
next Xmas," hesaid. "Hewas very helpful to the cause of Gomez
preservetion.”

"Find out anything new about the shipment of Devlin Guns?'

"He's of the opinion that severa crates of them were routed through
here"

"Bound for Spain?'

"Far as he knows, which confirms what we've aready been pretty sure
of."

"During my chat with Helton | played dumb and--"

"That must've required a heck of alot of acting ability on your part,
amigo."

Jake grinned. "Good thing I'm aware that these jabs at my character
are dueto the stress you've been through recently,” hesaid. "The
point is, | suggested that Zabicas

Carte wasthe destination for the Devlin Guns."

"Did he confirm or deny?"

"Helet dip that the guns went to somebody other than Zabicas."

"Meaning that Natalie Dent'stip is probably right,” said Gomez. "The
weapons went to Janeiro Martinez and hisrebel outfit.”



"Probably, yeah. But since Almitaworksfor Zabicas and has
congderableinterest in putting us out of business, we gill haveto
figurethat Zabicasisinvolved in whatever's coming up in Madrid and
environs"

"If our recent hosts weren't poofing us, these events are due any day
now," speculated Gomez. "They implied they only wanted us Sidelined
for aweek at most."

Jake tapped the vidphone. "I'll contact Bascom," hesaid. "Tdl him
we're back on the job and aso where Quixote Airlines can pick up their
missing sky liner He punched out the number of the Cosmos Detective
Agency in Greater LA. "Then I'll let Dan know we're okay."

"Our esteemedjg may also want to aert certain DC cronies about this
littleidand paradise OCO outpost.”

Jake shrugged. "Heton and his crew are probably packing dready,” he
sad. "By thetime those dimwitsin Washington take action, there
won't be anything at the banana plantation but bananas.”

Bascom's face gppeared on the phone screen "Jake," he said, giving a
pleased smile. "I'm glad to seeyou. Y ou've saved me from having to



pay an informant four thousand bucks" wasraningin Madrid. A
heavy danting rain that was hitting hard at the blue sky car

"Conddering al the expense Newz, Inc." went to in overhauling you,
not that they aren't wading in money, sSnce they never pay their
crackerjack reporters anything near what--"

"Walowing."

"Hum?'

"Walowingin money, not wading.”

Nataie Dent shifted dightly in the passenger seet, running her thumb

knuckle aong her freckled nose. "Now see? Thereyou go again,
Sidebar, exhibiting the caustic wit that | associate with a streetwise



reprobate of the order of Sid Gomez and--" "A putz.”

"I'd hoped, as I've been trying to convey, despite your constant snide
interruptions, that being rebuilt and reconstructed would have modified
your character some. It strikesme, and | am, after al perceptive
enough to be considered one of the best, if not the best, investigative
reportersin the vidnews business, that a robot such as yoursdlf,
Sidebar, ought to know his place and not be continually--"

"My placeisto be an ace cameraman.” Sidebar was piloting the Newz,
Inc." sky car through the rainswept Madrid afternoon. "Not to
chauffeur you around thisrinky dink town."

"Madrid isn't, by any siretch of theimagination, rinky dink Natalie
shook her head, causing her long red hair to brush her shoulders. "We
are, after al comradesin arms, asit were, and you ought to be glad

to do me agood turn now and then, especially since our regular pilot
islaid up with some sort of rarevirus."

"Boozeisnt ararevirus." Therobot punched out alanding pattern.
"We're over the Cane Mayor. And there'sthe side street where that
abysmd mongrosity the

Hotel Condor aspires abovethe--" "I think it'srather cute.” "That it

is
car glided down through the rain and landed on
Lot Quatro, which was next to the towering sl meta and black

plasdglass Hotel Condor. "1 trust, Sidebar, that you won't smply sit
here and



I'min the Cafe Picasso talking to Secretary of State Torres. Usethe
time to improve your mind or to meditate, which, | understand, isas
valuable for mechanical brainsasit isfor--"

"My cdling inlifeisto takeingghtful pictures”" The robot tapped
the vidcamera built into hischest. "Not st on my toke and listen to
the raindropsfdling on--"

"Secretary Torres wantsto talk to me privately. That'swhat he said
when he cdled thismorning.”

"Privately in ahotel restaurant?”

"We're operating, as | shouldn't have to point out, in the realm of the
politica intrigue here," said the redhaired reporter. "Senor Torres
wantsthisto look like a perfectly routine interview, yet he doesn't
want any of it going on therecord. | should think by now, having ably
asssted meon avariety of highly complex and dangerousinvestigative
reporting missons, Sidebar, you'd bein possession of aheck of alot
more politica savvy." Sighing, she unfastened the safety gear, tugged
asmall force-field umbrellafrom her coat pocket and stepped out into
the rainy afternoon.

"He's SUFFERING FROm a bad case of granulated eyebals," mentioned
Gomez as he headed the sky van down toward Parking Lot Quatro.

"Thought it was your ankle and your wrist that got bunged up on the
idand."

"I'm suffering from those battle scars, too, now that you mentionit.



But lack of rest and degpisdsotakingitstoll.” "I had the
impresson you were snoozing avay while the van was on automatic en
route hereto Spain.”

"l dept fitfully," explained Gomez astheir vehicle set-fled down onto
alanding space. "I've never stayed at the Hotel Condor before, but
Bascom assures meit's a deluxe estabhshment.

"Haveto beto get away with that facade.”

Gomez asked, "Y ou il going to concentrate on locating the
multifaceted Janine?"

"Initidly, yesh. Whileyou sart tracing the Devlin Guns™

"Frgt thing for meto do is make certain they ended up with Janeiro
Martinez--and then find out where 'he's got them stashed.” Unhooking
his safety gear, Gomez nudged the door open. He was hafway out into
the rain, when he sat back down again, Sdeways, legs hanging out in

the downpour. "Do my bleary eyes deceive me, amigo, or isthat indeed
aNewz, Inc." crate over yonder?'

Jake glanced in the direction his partner was pointing. "Looksto
mll

Gomez nodded forlornly. "I didn't think 1'd be encountering my nemesis
S0 s0on," hesaid. "But | recognize the smug camerabot Sitting there
inthecar. It's Sidebar, known accomplice of Natalie Dent. That
means, das, tha thelady hersdlf must bein thevicinity.”

"You'll get soggy perched there, Sid. Let'sget indde damn hotdl.”

ateisapeculiar thing, observed Gomez ashe



stepped completely out of the sky van "It never throws meinto the
path of sweet-tempered and highly intelligent young women, but rather
grews my uphill path with--"

"A highly intelligent young woman would head for shelter the moment you
camewithinrange”

"Another nasty trick that fate playson me," said Gomez, "isto pair me
with a partner who doesn't gppreciate my immense charm.”

A few. spacestother right the pilot sde window of the Newz, Inc.”
sky car opened aquarter. "Hi there, putz,”" caled the robot
cameraman.

"WTedcometo Madrid,” muttered Gomez, heading for the hotel entrance.

The CAFE PICR$ was alarge multilevel place adjacent to the vast
soaring lobby of the Hotel Condor. Nataie and the short pudgy
secretary of state had taken atable on the level that featured a
replicaof Pablo Picasso's studio built on afloating platform. An
androidsim of an aged Picasso was a work at an easdl, clad only ina
pair of khaki shorts and sandals.

Turning away from watching the android, Secretary

Torressad, "A very fascinating artist. Full of fire" "He'sokay,"
sad Natdie.

"Before we leave, well go up to thetop level of the cafe and seethe
animated Gzeica" From his breast pocket he took a bright orange
plyochief and dabbed at his perspiring forehead. "I find mysdlf, my



dear, in an un Not merely unpleasant but danger She rested one arm on
the smdl table, which had aPi dove etched onits plagtiglass
surface. Leaning closer to the politician, Natdie said, "Thishasto

do with what we talked about the other day, Senor Torres?"

Hewiped hisforehead. "S/, my dear," hereplied. "Theguns, s On
that previous occasion | made light of your suggestionsthat the Garcia
regime was going to be the target of animminent coup.”

"Y ou were perspiring alot then, too, Mr. Secretary,” reminded
Natalie, watching the pudgy man. "Being aseasoned reporter, | knew
you weren't being absolutely honest and forthright with me.”

"Esver dad admitted Torres. "1 dready knew that weapons of some kind
had been delivered to Janeiro Martinez, that he was planning to use
them in an attempt to overthrow our government.”

"Does President Garciaknow what you know? | assume, asatrusted
member of his cabinet, you'd have--"

"The Stuation, senorita, isacomplex one, very ddicate," he sad,
wiping at hisforehead with the orange ply-ochief. "Onehasaloyaty
to one's country, but aso to onesdlf.”

"So you haven't discussed thiswith Garcia?'

"There are savera factorsto consider,” said Torres, glancing again at

the android Picasso. "For one thing, your American government is
involved."

"I know about the Office of Clandestine Operations.”" "It goes somewhat



higher thanthat. Thereis, | amfairly certain, someone highinthe

I nterim Cabinet, which was established after your president was forced
toresgn. Someonein that cabinet who isactivein what'sgoing

on.

Natdiesat up. "I didn't know that. Who?"

"l am unableto say. However, | know that a certain segment of the
United States government wants President Garciaout of power.” He
wiped at hisforehead with the orange plyochief. I'll go, too. But

I've been hoping to arrange a safe and comfortable retirement for
myself.” "And that's not possible anymore?!

He shook his head dowly and sadly. "I'velearned that | won't be
alowed to live should the coup succeed,” hesaid. "That isavery
sobering redlity to haveto adjust to."

"1 won't alow anything like that to happen,” she said, angry. "“I'll
use the power of vidnews to expose--"

"Thereisaquicker and, from my point of view, more helpful way to
gpproach this, senorita,” the perspiring secretary of state cut in. "If

your esteerned Newz, Inc., organization could arrange me safe passage to
else-where--and provide me with sufficient funds—-1'd be willing to
provide them information.”

"What exactly do you haveto sdl?"

Glancing for afew seconds at the painting android, he turned back to
her. "A brilliant artist, so confident and sure of himsdlf,” he

observed. "But then, the twentieth century was a more confident age
than ours.”

"What isit youre sdling, Mr. Secretary?'

"I know the reasons your government wants us out of power."



"That's easy to guess. The OCO, or at least part of it, wantsto
encourage the Tek trade again in these parts. Garcia's administration
has been cracking down on--"

"Ah, but it's much more complicated than that, my dear.” Torres
lowered hisvoice. "Zabicashaspromised to..." Hehaf roseinhis
chair, saring toward the artist's tudio. "Deus/"

Picasso had tossed his brush aside. From the waistband of his shorts
he drew alazgun. Spinning, smiling, he amed the gun a thetable



where Torres and Natalie were Sitting. 31

omez had spotted her first. "7/, it'sjust as| feared,” he remarked,
dowing asthey crossed the many-tiered |obby.

"What?' inquired Jake.

"The bane of my life, gtting in the restaurant yonder with--
Caramba?'

Leaving Jake, Gomez went tanning across the lobby and up theramp to
the second levd of the Cafe Picasso. Held noticed the artist android
discard his brush and reach for the lazgun tucked into his wai stband.

The racing detective reached Natalie Dent'stable just as Picasso aimed
and fired.

Gomez tackled the redhaired reporter and they both fdl to the right



and hit thefloor in atangle. Secretary Torrescried out athin
keening scream when the beam of the lazgun diced into his chest.

Rolling free of the sprawled Nataie, Gomez snapped out his stun gun
and fired a the android.

The beam hit the mechanica Picasso while he was swinging around to
take am at the fallen reporter.

The andy's arms snapped to his Sdes, the lazgun fdl to the smulated
studio floor, bounced twice. Picasso tottered forward, teetered on the
edge of the platform for several seconds before plunging over onto a
tablejust below.

"Y ou in passable shape, chiquita?' Gomez inquired, holstering hisgun,
and offered her ahand.

"Yes, fine, thanks, Gomez. I'll expressmy gratitude later." She
waved away his assistance, pulling apam.-phone out of her skirt
pocket. Punching out anumber, she said, "Sidebar, get the heck in
here onthetriple. Ther€'sjust been an assassination and werethe
first ones on the scene”

[01. #I. [AOESCR OF the Policia Nationa was atall, lean man of
fifty. Hiscrigp tan uniform wastrimmed in gold and there were many
bright medals and ribbons on the chest of thejacket. Hislarge
circular office was a the top of the Justicia building on the PlazaDe
Laln-dependencia. From hishigh, wide vie window you could eea
portion of the smulated greenery of Retro Park below.

Jake said, "Not adamn thing.”



Turning away from the window, the colonel returned to hisrea wood
desk and stood besideit. "I have, Senor Cardigan, heard many
favorable things about you," he said, smiling briefly. "ltissad

that, despite your earlier crimina career, you have an excellent
reputation as a private investigator who--"

"What | don't have, Colond, isan earlier criminal career.” Jakewas
douched in an armchair near thewide desk. "That wasa Teklord frame.
You canfind dl thedetalsin--"

"Of course, &; forgiveme." Marescasmiled apologeticdly. "l was
alowing the fact that you'd served considerabletimein an American
cryoprison known in the underworld asthe Freezer affect my judgment
and my memory." Hesmiled again, even more briefly. "The point | was
making isthat | find it odd that you, arespected investigator, would
withhold information from--"

"I'm not withholding any information, Colond," Jake assured him. "My
partner and | don't know, as I've already said, adamn thing about the
nation of Secretary Torres."

"A true shame that Senor Gomez couldn't make our meseting.”

"Sinceyour invitation said thiswasn't an officid request but just a
courtesy thing, he decided to go out and work on the case were herein
Spainto cover."

"And you believe this case, whatever it is, has nothing to do with the
murder of the secretary of state?" The colond sat down behind the
desk.



"I'd bet that it does," answered Jake. "But right now, Colonel, |
don't know exactly how it tiesin. What did Natdie Dent say?"

"Y ou're acquainted with the young lady, | believe?' "Yep," admitted
Jake, "know her well."

"During my recent interxiew with her, she was her usud circumlocutious
odf"

Jake grinned. "Y ou think Janeiro Martinez is behind the killing?'
"That'sapossibility.”

"Whereisthe guy?'

"That | don't know. He and his core people move about."
"Don't the National Police keep track of their prominent rebel s?*

"Wetry to, Senor Cardigan,” said Maresca. "But the fact that Martinez
isgtill not in prison attests that he's very good at outfoxing us."

"What about Carlos Zabicas?'

"A suspected Teklord,” said the colond. "He hasavilla, amost
impressve one, on the outskirts of the city.” "He's linked with

Martinez, isnt he?' "That'smy belief, but thereisn't any proof.”
"President Garcias been cracking down on the Tek tradein Spain,” said
Jake. "That gives Zabicas amotive for wanting him out of office.”

"A motive shared by agreat many other Teklords." "Have you questioned



Zabicas about his association "Zabicasis not an easy manto
question.”

"You cantinvitethegy infor aninforma chet like ours, huh?"

Colonel Maresca smiled. "Unfortunately, no, seho: You're awarethat a
great dedl of money; no matter how it's made, has the power to insulate
onefrom agrest man} of the annoyances of society. Including police
questions.”

Jake nodded. "What about a supply of illega weaponsthat recently
cameinto your country?'

"The smuggling of unauthorized wesponsisathriving trade. Canyou be
more specific?'

"Devlin Guns”

The colond got up, returning to thewindow. "We believe that Martinez
hasthem." ™Y ou don't 'know where?' "Not at thistime, no." "What
would be your guess?’

"I don't make guesses. That's an occupation for private detectives."
Jake stood, too. "Something's going to happen within the next few
days, Colond," he said toward the policeman'sback. "The

nation this afternoon must tiein.”

"Weé're dready investigating the possibility of an attempt to overthrow
Presdent Garcia," Marescaassured him. "Graciasfor coming in. I'm

sorry you werent able to provide me with moreinformation.”

"l was about to say the samethingtoyou.” Giving him alazy sdute,



Jake made hisway out of the office. Afterdl, I've dready
expressed--"

"Hangdog. It'sahangdog expression people display when shrouded in
gloom, chiquita. Not applicable here, Snce outrageiswhat | am
attempting to--"

"My point, Gomez, and you redly seem intent on muddying the waters
with alot of unnecessary verbiage, instead of following the examplel
aways strive to practice and that isto get right to the point without
alot of Shilly-shalying around the bush, my point isthat I'm

obvioudy grateful to you," said Natdie Dent asthey walked side by
sde dong alanelined with holographic projections of trees. The



rain had stopped and the sky over Re tiro Park was ayelowish grey.
"Afterdl, by knocking meto thefloor, spilling my soup of the day dl
over my best skirt in the process, you undoubtedly saved my life and
kept that assassin andy from carrying out hisfull mission." She gave
him a-cordia pat on the elbow.

"| accept your deftly phrased expression of undying gratitude." The
detective glanced back over his shoulder and scowled. "Doesyour snide
cambot haveto stick so closeto US?"

"Sidebar isaso acting, consdering al I've been through today, asmy
officia bodyguard. Newz, Inc." orders, which indicatesthey think a
lot more of me than I've been assuming.”

The robot, who was walking about ten feet behind them, cupped his metal
handsto hisvoxbox. "I've got exceptiond hearing, putz," he cdled.
"A couple more wise arse remarks out of you and--"

"Hush, Sidebar," ordered Natdlie, frowning at thegot. "Don't let his
sometimes surly attitude annoy you, Gomez Hisill manners are caused by
amechanica quirk that frequent overhauls have failed to detect.”

Gomez lowered hisvoice, saying, "Okay, tell me why somebody wanted
both you and Secretary Torres dead?"

"I've been doing aheck of alot of brooding over that very exact
question,” the redhaired reporter told him. "It's my impression, and
my indinctsin Stuations like this have proven fairly accurate on
previous occasions, keep in mind, that the secretary, poor man, was
Qgetting ready to tell me something important.”



"Do your infdlibleingincts hint to you asto what it might be?"

"Y ou know that the Office of Clandestine Operationsisuptoitschin
in thisgun running don't you?'

"Uptoitsears. S."

"Secretary Torres was getting ready to reved, I'm nearly certain, some
further motivation for the OCO'sinvolvement in Spanish politicsand
the operations of the country'slargest Tek cartd."

"Money," said Gomez, guiding Natalie over to awrought-iron bench.
"Let'srest whilewe chat."

"Wecan't gt onthat." She pointed with thetoe of her shoe at alow
aon.

"Warning/" thesgn saidin severd languages. "Thisisbut aholo
image. Do not attempt to sit.”

"As| was saying, the OCO must beinvolved in raisng money for some
other shady operation.” He and Natdlie continued walking.

"Guerrillaactivitiesarewarming up in Brazil again,”

sad the young woman thoughtfully. "And so far, Congressand the
Interim President are opposed to supplying any funds.”

"Africasabetter bet. Severd choice sneaky conflicts underway
in-"

Something buzzed in her skirt pocket. "Excuse meaminute, Gomez." She
pulled out her pam phone " Go ahead.”

"Hi, Nat. ThisisEddie Wexler with New sTalk magGot sometime
for--"



"Hold onfor just asecond, Eddie” She nudged the detectiveinthe
ribswith her forefinger. "Could you stand over there out of earshot
for abit? Thisis, I'm sure, going to be an offer from thistrashy
zincto do apiece onthe Torres business. 1'd rather you didn't hear
me negotiating for money with thisgoniff, Snceit might tarnish the
bright image you have of me as a sweet and demure person.”

", | don't want to shatter anymoreillusonsthan | can hep,” he
said, taking astep away from her. "But, bonita, we have yet to talk
about the possible whereabouts of Martinez and company.”

"Wewill," she promised. "Now, shoo."

Thrugting his handsin histrouser pockets, Gomez trotted across the
lane and stood under ared oak tree.

"Careto play agame of chance while cooling your hees?" cdled
Sidebar.

Gomez replied with an unfriendly sound.

THE OFFICES 01: Maravilla Detective Services were in a brand-new
building on the Cane Goya. The ninth-floor corridor smelled fresh, and
there were two copper plated robots laying carpet down at the far

end.

"Sefxor Cardigan,” said the voxbox built into the licorice-colored
Lucite desk in the agency reception room as Jake crossed the threshold
and the door did shut behind him. " Sefor Soberano will bewithyouin
approximately thirty seconds.”



A door in the far wall opened and a short plump man of about forty
gmiled out a him. "Comeonin, Jake" heinvited. "I'mglad you
persuaded Bascom to hire usto back you up on this."

Shaking hands, Jeke said, "We have arich client, so | figured we could
afford theinflated fees you guys charge, Pflvo.”

"Maravillais known throughout Europefor itsreasonablerates. What
do you think of the chairs?'

"Canyoudtinthem?’

Carefully, Pavo Soberano lowered himsdlf into one of hisoffice'sfive
metal and imitation canvas chairs. The chair groaned and swayed. " See?
They hold me, so you shouldn't have any trouble.”

Jake sat. "No desk?!
"Oldfashioned, according to our decorator.”
"Tell mewhat you've found out about Janine Kanter," suggested Jake.

Soberano said, "1 went to work right after | got your fax gram
yesterday, Jake. Asyou found out from your police friendsin Greater
Los Angeles, she--"

"Gomez'sfriends," corrected Jake. "'l don't have many buddies | eft
among thelocd lawvmen.”

The chubby detective continued. "Janine Kanter, sill using the name
Jean McCrea, arrived here on a Quixote sky liner flight from Greater
LA. By thetimethe request from Lieutenant Drexler of your local
constabulary arrived at Judticia, it wastoo late to detain the young
lady. Theliner had long sincelanded and its passengers scattered to



thefour winds." "Wher€d she scatter to?"
"Shetook asky cab to the Hotel Espafia on the Cane dela Princesa.”
"But she never actudly registered there?"

"St; exactly." He spread his hands wide and gave asad shrug. "She
vanished at that point. | till have two operatives working onit,
trying to find atrace of her. Do you wish usto continue?"

"Keep at it, yeah," said Jake. I'll try afew other angles. You tried
finding her under other names? Shetendsto stick with first names
garting in J, and M's one of her favoriteinitidsfor alast name."

The detective shrugged again. "I persondly checked out Josephine
Macldin, JadaMercado and Jennifer Milligan,” hesaid. "They dl
arrived in our fair city on the day in question and checked into
varioushotes. None of them isthe eusve Janine Kanter."

"She'sagood actress and can disguise hersalf so--" "She can't
disguise her fingerprints or ret patterns, Jake. Trust me, she's not
hiding under any of those diases”

Jake leaned back, as best he could, in hischair. "What about Janeiro
Martinez?'

"The best guessisthat he's holed up in the GuadarramaMountains. But
sofar, that'sonly aguess. Martinez,

as might be expected, moves around agood dedl.” "Okay, keep working
onlocating him, too."

Soberano said, "From what we've been able to find out, Jake, the Devlin
Gunswere delivered to Martinez. But we don't have any ideayet where
they were taken."



"From what |'ve dug up on thisguy, Martinez is supposed to be a
champion of democracy. He and his bunch are opposed to President
Garcia because his adminigtration istoo harsh and redtrictive.”

"So Martinez dlams.”

"But learning up with a Teldord like Carlos Zabicas doesn't sound like
something aliberd fighter for freedom would do.”

"Politics often requires compromises,”" reminded the detective.
"Martinez will take help from just about anybody."

"And why isthe Office of Clandestine Operationsfled in? Usudly they
tend to support conservative and dictatoria fellowsjust like
Gacia"

"It's probable that your OCO has reasons for wanting Zabicas to be able
to run his Tek cartel with less government nterference,” said Soberano.
"Our presidente has been getting very tough on the Tek trade of

late”

Jake extracted himsdlf from the chair. Thechair fell over. Righting
it, he said, "We're staying at the Hotel Condor.” He moved toward the



door. "Let meknow soon asyou get anything more.” uniformed police
officer looked from the permit in hishand to thewall clock insgde his
smdll, narrow kiosk. "How long do you plan to be in Recinto #3, Senor
Gomez?'

The detective was standing just outside the checkpoint kiosk. He had
the collar of hisjacket turned up, but the twilight drizzle was
managing to hit at hisneck anyway. "Maybe an hour."

"You'reafriend of Colond Maresca?"

"Nope, the permit to get into this section of Madrid was obtained by an
associate.”

The guard glanced again at the clock before returning the passto



Gomez. "There are agreat many disreputable people living in the
recintos,”" hesaid. "It'swise not to remain too long among them. You
know how the poor can be."

"Spent part of my youth being poor.” Gomez turned away. "And | was
noticeably disreputable mysdf.”

Therewas ahigh plagtiglasswall risng up afew yards from the bright
lit kiosk.

When Gomez reached the small gatein the high wall,

avoxbox advised, "Passthrough quickly, porfavor. The entry will only
be open fifteen seconds.”

The gate snapped open, Gomez dived through the opening, the gate
snapped sht.

"Show your permit to the scanner eyeto return,” said the voxbox.

There was a de adman sprawled in the middle of the street, facedown,
and arms and legs spread wide. Two small boys, raggedy and shoeless,
were crouched over the corpse going through the tattered pockets. A
third boy wasjabbing ametd stave at a scruffy black dog who was

trying to get at the body.

Mogt of the buildings on thisside of the wall were tumbled down and
gutted. Thelight showing at the jagged windows came mostly from
flickering candles or lite lanterns The misty air wasthick with the
mingled odors of cooking mest, stagnant water, urine, neo wood smoke,
sharp spices, damp and rot.

The boy with the stave dipped, fell to one bare knee.

Thewild dog, snarling, came leaping at him.



Gomez yanked out his stun gun and fired. The dog yelped once,
diffened in midair, dropped, splashing water when it hit the rutted
dreet.

"Gracias, tori to said the boy, pushing upright and kicking at the
stunned dog.

"Why areyou calling me stupid,-lad?’

"Stupid to show an expensive gun like that around here. Somebody's
going to hop you and swipeit."

Slipping the gun away, Gomez gave anegative shake of hishead. "That
wouldn't be awise thing for anyoneto attempt. Adios.”

"Muy ton to observed the boy.

In ashadowy doorway on hisleft afrall teenage girl sat huddled. She
was wearing a battered Tek headset and there was a crooked smile on her
cracked lips.

"Y ou have something we want, cabrdz.”

Planted on the sidewalk afew yards ahead of Gomez was alarge, broad
young man in the remnants of aplaid overcoat. An electro knife rested
in hisleft hand, whirring loudly.

"We:"

Someone coughed in the dley next to the lout in the overcoat. "My
amigosand me."

Gomez narrowed one eye, glanced up at the rainy darkening sky overhead
and then back at thelout. "What you want to do, cachorrito, is

pretend you never tried to stop my progress,” he advised. "Slink back
into the dley and forget the wholeincident. Otherwise, come mahana
you'll--" Gomez's stun gun was suddenly in hishand and firing.



The beam hit the large youth square in the chest. He roared, took one
thumping step ahead before dropping down onto hisknees and faling
face forward onto the dirty wet paving.

Gomez,spun around, fired again. "Not light-footed enough,” he
mentioned to the thin hairless youth who'd been snesking up on him
armed with aneo wood club.

Whilethat assallant was faling toward awide scummy puddle, Gomez
sprinted out to the middle of the Street.

Gun in hishand, watchful, he continued on hisway. Hewatched the
aley ashepassad it.

There was another dry. cough, but no one emerged to confront him.
Gomez moved on toward his destination.

JAHE'S 5X CAB LAIIDEIL inthedarkening twilight. A light, misty rain
wasfaling straight down through the increasing dusk.

"Thereisthe house you want, senor,” announced the robot cabbie. "The
onewith the spires.”

"Impressive.” Jake eased free of the cab.

He was on the outskirts of Madrid, and thelarge Victorian-style

mansion covered nearly an acre of wooded land. The house had been
enhanced with holographic projections, and you could seetherain

faling down through the spires and turretsto hit on the core of the
mansion below. Two of the projected stained-glass windows were on the
fritz and they flickered" going from bright reds, blues and greensto

shades of fuzzy grey.



Jake hurried up the flagstone pathway that cut through the decorative
lawn to the oaken front door.

"State your business, pot favor.”

Standing on the lawn near the wide neo wood porch was a cast-iron elk.
It had been fitted with avoxbox and avid cam

Grinning, Jake faced the metal animal. "Jake Cardigan.
| have an gppointment with Mr. Mockridge.”
"Which Mr. Mockridge?'

"How many do | haveto choosefrom?' "No levity, please” "Denis
Mockridge."

"Y es, you're expected, Senor Harrigan." "Cardigan.”
"Go onindde and wait inthe parlor.”

Jake climbed the thirteen steps to the front door. Creaking, the door
swung open inward.

There was along shadowy halway beyond the doorway. And to hisright
adimlit room that looked to be the parlor.

Jake went into the parlor. It was furnished in the style of the
nineteenth century, with fat armchairs, two bentwood rockers, heavy
clawfoot tables, landscape paintings of rustic scenes, vasesfilled
with dried flowers.

From somewhere on another floor of the mans on began the sound of a
harmonium being played. A deep voice Sarted singing, "By and by, I'm
going to seetheking...”

"I'm afraid, Cardigan, old chap, that you're hearing my brother.” A



amall, lean man with silky white hair was sanding just indde the
parlor. "€sbecome, don't you know, somein of ardigiousfanatic.”

"You're DenisoclMge?!

"Righto. Forgive mefor not introducing myself sooner, old man.”
Mockridge came further into the parlor, holding out hishand. "So
you're achum of deer little Jmmy Brigtol, eh what?"

"She suggested | talk with you." Jake shook hands with Mockridge.
"By and by I'm going to seetheking..."

The white-haired man nodded at the door and it did shut. ™Y ou must be
aware of how younger brothers can sometimesbe. Do sit down, old
chap.”

"You British?'

"Not at all, my boy. It'san affectation. Too strong, do you
think?"

"Somewhat, yeah." Jake settled into one of the armchairs.

Smiling, Mockridge sat opposite him in one of the rockers. "That'sthe
trouble with camouflage, don't you know; one tends to spread it on too
thick at times"" "About the money."

"I happen to be, as dear Immy informed you, the largest dedler in
antique American paper currency in Spain--in al of Europe for that
metter."

"Has anybody offered you alarge quantity of late?' Mockridge rocked
back and forth once. "What say | save usalot of bother, old man, and
dtate at the offset that | believe | purchased the lot of

twentieth-century United States currency you're interested in two days



ago

inthisvery parlor,” hesaid. "Jmmy and | arered chums--tak net
chums. We share financia indgghts of one sort and another and |
respect her greatly. She assures me you're a chap worth helping

From an inner pocket Jake took a s mulated photo of Janine Kanter. "She
the one?’

Therocking chair creaked when the money dedler leaned to take the
picture. He brought it up closeto hiseyes, then moved it out to
arm'slength. "She had short-cropped silver hair during our
negotiations, otherwise, old chap, it'sthe samelass.”

"What name was she usng?'
"JllianKearny."
"Do you gill havethe currency here?!

Mockridge shook hishead. "No, it's aready been split up and sold to
severd of my cusomers. | tend to move very swiftly in matters of
thissort."

Jake asked, "Can you give me arough idea of what you paid her and in
what form?"

Mockridge steepled hisfingers under his chin, gazing beyond Jake
toward a stained-glass window that had begun to flicker. "The
collection the young woman offered me isworth about three million
dollarsin American money," heanswered. "l wasabletoredize
consderably morethan that in selling it, which isaknack | have. The
young woman took somewhat lessthan thetruevaue. Itwaspadin
cash chits, drawn on aNew Y ork bank."



"Where was she staying?" Mockridge shook hishead. "She
contacted me originadly from Greater Los Angeles, three weeks ago, and
mentioned--"

"Three weeks? That waslong before--"

"Before the unfortunate Mr. Barragray met hisend.” ™Y ou knew it was
hiscollection.”

"| was one of the dedlerswho helped him put the collection
together."

Jake frowned. "Then she must have known he was going to be killed.”

"Not necessarily, old chap,” said Mockridge. "She caled meinitidly
toinquireif 1'd be willing to purchase the collection on short

notice. Well, sincel do most of my transactions on short notice, |
assured thelassthat | would be. It was my impression that she
expected the money eventudly to be hers.”

"Barragray was going to giveit to her?"
"She was giong to come into possession in some way or other," Mockridge
replied. "l often don't probe too deeply into these things, old

Jake asked, "Where was she staying in Madrid?"

"I don't know that. She called me and we set up an appointment for an
hour later.” "Any ideawheresheis?' "None whatsoever."

Jake | eft the chair. "'l imagine you have atap-proof phone.”

"Severd, old chap." He gestured toward a heavy rea-wood cabinet in
the corner. "Youll find onein there."



"I'd liketo cal Jmmy," said Jake. "I need one more favor from
her."

Mockridge stood and moved to the doorway. "Give her my heartfelt best
wishes, old boy."

The door opened and he stepped out into the hall. "By and by, I'm
going to seetheking..."



Gomez, dmost to his destination, was passing the ruins of acafe when
histrouser pocket made asmall chirping sound. He stepped under what
was eft of ameta awning, grabbed out his pam-phone. "What?"

A pack of skinny cats was fighting over something that had died in the
tumble-down remains of the cafe, yowling and sputtering.

"So attending a cat fight was more important than keeping your
gppointment. | hestitateto call it adate, since that would connote
some pleasant socid aspect to what is actualy--"

"Cara," said Gomez to thetiny image of Natalie Dent was eyeing him



reproachfully from the phone screen "I've been delayed in the line of
duty. I'mgoing to beatriflelate for our meeting.”

"Triflelate? Isan hour and fifteen minutes your notion of a
trifle?’

"Nat, thisisnot anided location for agpat,” cut in the detective.
"However, you have my word that I'll seek you out at your posh hostelry
as soon as--"

"Youll seek invain, Gomez," the Newz reporter told him. "['m moving
oninlessthan an hour. Whichis, if you stop and reflect on the

matter in that peanut brain of yours, ironic in that you stood me up

and now I'm, more or less, doing the sameto you."

"Where are you heading in such arush, chiquita?' Natdlie frowned.
"I've been getting the feding that you're not sharing information with
me anymore. So | see no reason to continue cooperating with you."

"Soon as| dig up anything, Natdie, I'll send it dong to you, no

matter where you are," hevowed. "Right at the moment I'm en route to
see alady known as Sister Feliz, who does good works among the poor
and a'so managesto be anifty source of information on the Spanish
underworld. Where can | send theinsghts|'m going to gain?'

After afew seconds Natdie replied, "I'm heading for Santa Francesca,
it'saresort town in the mountains about forty milesfrom here.”

"Is Janairo Martinez there?"

Therain wasfinding itsway through the holesin the awning and
hitting a him.

Nadiesad, "If your investigations take you to that region, Gomez,



look me up at the Encantadoralnn.” She gave him asmile of avery
short duration and was gone from the screen.

Gomez pocketed the phone. The cats had ceased their contest and grown

dlent. Infact, astiliness seemed to have spread dl acrossthe
rainy sde street hewason. Slowly, he resumed walking.

Then from behind him he heard the sound of running. He pivoted around,

reaching for hisstun gun

Therewasadim girl of fifteen coming toward him adong the narrow
rutted sdewalk, clad in faded trousers and aragged pullover, her long
dark hair tied back with acircle of slvery wire.

"Hurry, get off the street, senor,” she warned, breathing hard, as she
neared him.

"Any particular reason?"'

She caught hisarm, urging himto run. "Another raid. Los Cazadores
arehere”

"Cazadores--hunters?' He started to jog beside the darkhaired girl.
"What are they hunting?"

"Us," she answered.

THREE OF THE stonewalls of the small church till sood and one of
them held part of alarge stained-glass window showing the
Annunciaion. Thedtar had long ago collapsed, but alarge crucifix
dill hung from awall and the night was drenching the figure of

Chrigt.

"Downthisway." Thegirl, awheeze sounding in her chest, was pulling



him along the sde aide of the church. Rats, disturbed by their
advent, went scurrying away, skittering over the rubble and under the

rotting pews.

"Explain in more detail why were running, cara”
"It'saCazadoresraid. Haven't you ever heard of them?”
"I'maturiga”

They reached the doorway in the wall and she urged him to follow her
down ashadowy stone staircase. "The Hunters haven't raided this
recinto for nearly amonth. It was overdue.”

"Who are these hunters?"

Thegirl dipped asmall lite rod from beneeth her pullover, clicked it

on and illuminated the twisted stone staircase they were descending.
"They comefrom outside the recintos,” she explained. "They believe,
asdo many in Madrid, that there are too many poor people.” "But this
in't acharitable organization, huh?"

"They have asmple solution for poverty, seho: They thin out the
number of poor people.”

"Deus--by killing them?"

They were deep below the ground now in what had once been alarge
crypt. Thesmel of damp earth, ancient dust and anima droppingswas
grong dl around. 'S, killing usisther port.”

There were severa stone coffins down here. They'd long since been
broken into, and yellowed bones and tatters of shrouds and vestments



were strewn on the cracked stone floor. Huddling in a corner,
touched now by the thin beam of the girl'slite rod were three ragged
children. A jawlessskull lay at their feet.

"Pobrecitos,” the girl said to the children. ™Y ou should be safe
here." She crossed to along stone dab that had once held a coffin
and seated hersdf atop it, inviting Gomez to join her with agesture
of her free hand.

He perched beside her, noting that he was Sitting atop amemoria to an
elghteenth-century bishop. "Chiquita, doesn't the government do
anything to stop these huntsmen?”’

She laughed, the wheeze rattling in her chest. "It's no secret that

they encourage them,” shetold him. "Wethink they would liketo see
usal dead and gone. Oh, President Garcia made a speech denouncing
Los Cazadores last month. Our mayor appointed acommittee to look into

the gppalling outbreak of lawless daughter. What will result? Nada,
not adamned thing."

She clicked off thelight and athick, musty darknessclosed inon
them.

One of the children made a sad, whimpering sound.

"How many of these bastards," asked Gomez, "come over hereon a
rad?'

"It varies, but never lessthan fifty men and women.
More often over ahundred.”
"Nobody fights back?'

"A few try, but it's smarter to hide," she answered. "They use
lazguns, needle guns--some wegpons I've heard of before. They travel



inarmored sky cars land them in plazas and squares and disembark.
Then they travel on foot through our streets, hunting us™ "How many
peopledo they kill in an evening?'

"Oh, usudly at least seventy five or more. The children arethe
easest to catch and we lose more of them. And the old people.”

Gomez asked, "How long doesaraid last?'

"Two, maybe three hours. Depends on their mood--and if they've been
drinking alot. When they drink, they stay longer and.." do worse

He sad, "Some of them were heading thisway?"

"Y es, agroup of adozen or more of them set down in asgquareonly a
few blocksfrom wherel met you." ™Y ou've hidden down here before?"

"Y, and it'saways been safe” In the blackness she touched hisarm.
"But tonight, I'm not sure.”

“Why?

" think they have, this hunting party, tracking dogswith them," she
said quietly. "A pack of those, you know, robot hounds.”

"Yeah, I'm familiar with that type of perro. Only recently-"

"Quidado.t" shewhispered, gripping hisarm. "There's someone upstairs
inthe church.”

The sound of heavy footfalls came drifting down into the crypt.



Jtraddling a carved wooden chair, Jake was facing the tap-proof
vidphone that rested atop the desk in the living room of the Hotel
Condor suite. "It might be," he said, "so long asit doesn't put you
or Mally in danger, Dan."

From the phone screen his son said, "It may not lead anywhere. But
since Rex came up with the information that there might be something
odd about the reports of Devlin's death--or that the guy might not even
be dead-Well, | thought we ought to look into it."

"Go ahead, but be careful,”" hisfather cautioned. "Were still not
aure of dl the factionsinvolved in thisgun running mess.”

"| can tell you somebody else who's connected.”



"That operative of Bev Kendrickssthat you tangled with. Jabb
Marx."

"How'd you find that out?'

"Bev just phoned to ask how to contact you over there," said his son.
"She's going to be calling you, but she gave me the basic facts.”

"Pass 'em aong now."
"Have you ever heard of an OCO agent named Gardner Munsey?'

"Munsey, yeah. He'sknown asthe pricks prick," answered Jake. "Marx
isworking for him?'

"That'swhat Bev thinks. Jabb was planted in her office to keep Munsey
filled in on her work on the Flanders murder,” said Dan. "And dsoto
incapecitate you if he got achance."

Jake grinned. "Helet Munsey down on that chore.”

"Oh, and Bev is pretty sure Munsey is either over therein Spain or on
hisway."

"Maybewell run into each other and exchange pleasantries.”
"l dso--"

In the right hand corner of the phone screen atiny dot of red light
appeared and started blinking.

"Another cal comingin, Dan," said Jake. "Could be Bev. I'll talk to
you laer."

"Okay, Dad. Bye. Mally sends her best."

Dan'simage was replaced by that of Immy Bristol. "Meagain,” she
sad.

"Y ou have something dready?'



"Sure. I'm not caling you for another of your pious pep talks."
"No need for that anyway; one pep talk from mell last you months," he
assured her. "What about the moneyJa-nine Kanter got from your old
chum Mockridge?'

Sheamiled. "Ishedill using that awful British accent?"

"Heis"

Jmmy shifted dightly in her whedlchair. "Do you want to view dl the
charts and graphics--or can | just verbdly fill youin onwhat I've
found out?'

"Tdk tome, Jmmy."

"Okay--Janine Kanter, using the name Jessica Col-burn, deposited a
million, eight hundred thousand in the First Bahaman Fddlity
Organization yesterday morning.”

"Not in person?"

"Nope, from atrace-proof computer in the town of Santa Francesca,

Span.”

"Y ou can trace atrace-proof transaction?’

"Easy." Jmmy smiled. "JesscaColbornislisted in the bank's non
access blefiles asthe Executive Secretary of the Worldwide Pacifism
Foundetion. A good name for weapons smugglers, huh?’

Jake asked, "How much was in the account before her deposit?”
"Twenty-five thousand.”

"That'snot much.”

"Thisgetsmoreinteresting.”

"Sotdl me"



"Three hours--well, two hours and forty-seven minutes, to be
exact--after the money was deposited, it was withdrawn again.”

"ByJanine?'

"Ah, no, by agentleman named Rafe Santos,” answered Jmmy. "Héesthe
only other person, by theway,

who can access the Worldwide account.”
"Where€'d the dough go next?'

"Switzerland, Zurich Fiddlity. It'snow in Santos's private account,
aong with the three million, two hundred thousand that was already

reposing there"
"Where was this Santos guy when he played with the money?*

"Als0 in Santa Francesca, which isn't that far from Madrid, you
know."

Nodding, Jake said, "Any ideawho heis?'
"Not so far, but I'm in the process of ting to find
"Out."

Regting his chinin the pam of hisleft hand, Jake eyed the ceiling
for afew seconds. "Wonder if Janine knows the money isn't where she

put it
"| canit tell you that."

"| gppreciate your efforts, Jmmy," hetold thegirl. "Send Cosmosa
bill and keep at it."

Jmmy sad, "Thisoneison the house

THE ROBOT OOG made ametallic snuffling sound asit came clattering



down the stone steps and into the crypt. Its plagtiglass eyes glowed
an intense red, filling the musty underground room with acrimson
gae

The dog halted at the bottom of the steps, legs planted wide and
slvery head low. After scanning the crypt, it Started producing a
loud metalic bleating sound.

"He'sfound some of them,” shouted awoman's voice from up in the mined
church. "And none of themisarmed.”

She came hurrying down the stone steps. She was a heavyset woman in
her late thirties, dressed in ablack skirt suit and carrying achunky
lazrifle cradled in her muscular aams. "Only zihos" she said

scornfully, frowning from the cowering darkhaired girl to the three
children hunched in the corner.

Thesmallest kid jerked back in fright, accidentally kicking at the
ydlowed skull. When the skull rolled afew feet across the dusty

floor, the robot dog snarled.

"Please se hora pleaded the fifteen-year-old girl. "We are only poor
innocent children. Don't hurt us.”

"What sort of prey?" caled aharsh masculine voice from the top of
thedairs.

"Pequehos,” answered thewoman. "Threekidsand agirl.”
"Y ou can havethem dl, Rosa"

Laughing, Rosatook two steps farther into the crypt. She aimed her
lazrifle at the three huddled children. "Thelittlest first.”

"Oh, please," pleaded theteen girl. "Spare them,

seora.



Rosa swung the gun barrdl around, moving closer to thegirl. 1'll
take care of you firgt, ning," she decided. "Then you won't annoy me
whilel bring down the others"

"No more sport for tonight.". Gomez sat up in the stone coffin where
held been hiding and fired hisstun-gun twice. First at the startled
Rosaand then at the snarling robot hunting dog.

Darting forward, the girl wrenched the lazgun out of the toppling
Rosa's grasp.

Dust swirled upward and an ancient bone cracked when the huntress
dammed into thefloor.

Gomez rubbed at the disc held attached to his jacket, the one Silveira
hed given him ontheidand. "Still works, the hound didn't notice me
atdl," hesad, pleased. "Youdl did your partswell, my children.
Now, pot favor; let's move into the next phase of the operation.”

Thegirl hurried over and pressed her back to the wall near the
entryway. She held thelazrifle against her chest. " Seor, oh,
please" she caled up the stairs. "Quickly, comeand help. These
hora has had some kind of seizure and needs your help.”

After afew secondsaman caled, "What are you talking about?"

"A fit, sheshad afit and hasfdlento thefloor. Please, | fear
shesdying.”

"I'm coming down,” hesaid. "Dont try anything." "Oh, no," she



promised. |hunder rumbled through the dark mountains that rose up
outsde the windows of Sesson Room #5. Thelanky black man raised his
hand. "I'm Leon," hesaid in alow nervousvoice, "and I'm aTek

addict.”

"Hello, Leon," said the other five people in the sonewaled room. They
were seated in straight back metal chairs around asmall holo stage.

Leon rubbed hisleft hand dong hisleft Sde afew timesbefore
ganding up. "I'malittle uneasy, Dr. Ortega."

Ortegawas alarge, wide man of fifty. He occupied the chair nearest
the white bench at the edge of the platform.



"Youredoing fine, Leon. Thisis, after dl only your second visit
to our Monasterio Tek Clinic."

The black man walked, dowly, around the platform, stopping at the
bench.

A chrome plated robot came over from where he'd been standing near the
windows. "Just get comfortable, Leon," he suggested in hisrumbling
metdlic voice.

AsLeon sat on the bench, lightning crackled suddenly out in the night.
The black man jumped up.

The robot put a hand on his shoulder and guided him back down. "Only
the storm, Leon." He attached a headset that looked like a piece of
modified Tek headgear to the man'shead. "Not too tight, iSit?"
Reaching up, Leon tapped at the headpiece. "No, it fedlsfine"

"Tdl himif it hurts, Leon," said a plump blonde woman from the other
sde of the platform.

"No, it's okay, Georgine."
The robot backed off. "All ready, doctor.”

Dr. Ortegasaid, "Y ou've seen the others go through this, Leon. It
isnt, redly, difficult.”

"I know. | dowanttotryit." Hetouched the headpiece again. "The
topic tonight--people that you've hurt and how you fed about it
now--that's something thet | till have problemswith. | want to talk
about my wife--my former wife."

"Concentrate on her, Leon," ingtructed the doctor. "Her nameis
Anne"



Very dimly on the holostage appeared the image of adim blonde woman
of thirty. When Leon looked up and saw her, heinhaed sharply.

The woman faded away.

"Relax, Leon." Dr. Ortega patted him on the shoulder. "Y ou're doing
very well. Bring her back now, concentrate on that.”

Leon leaned forward, resting his palms on hisknees and breething in
and out through his mouth.

Anne returned, her image sharper and clearer. Anger showed in her face
and sounded in her voice. "I don't want to hear anymore of this shit
fromyou," shesaid. "Y ou keep accusing me of things | haven't done,
Leon."

Animage of Leon joined her on the stage, but aLeon at least ten years
younger and twenty pounds heavier. "Jesus, Annie, | followed you there
thistime," he shouted. "I saw you with that bastard.”

"Who the hdll gave you theright to trail around after me?"

Dr. Ortegaleft hischair, patting Leon on the shoulder again. "I've

just been summoned,” he said, touching at hiswristband. "Y ou go right
on, Leon. I'll be back very soon. You'redoing fine."

Theyounger Leon said, "Youremy wife. That gives

Out in the stonewalled corridor Dr. Ortega hurried through the old
monastery. His office was on the next level down.

When he entered, he found Gardner Munsey seated behind his desk and



consulting his desk computer. "It seems,” said the OCO agent, "that |
arrived none too soon, doctor."

Saying nothing, the large Dr. Ortegamoved around behind his desk and
took hold of the lean, tanned man by the armpits. He pulled him clean
out of the chair and deposited him afew feet from hisdesk. Taking
possession of hisdesk chair, hesaid, "I don't allow anyoneto use my
desk in my absence, Gardner."

"That'san odd quirk,” said Munsgy, smiling thinly.
"Perhaps some group therapy iscalled for."
"Why areyou here?'

"I'm looking after, asdways, my country's best interests, old man.”
Munsey seated himsdlf inthevisitor'schair.

Ortega chuckled. "Looking after Munsey's best interests.” He frowned
at the monitor screen. "1 don't like anyone to go over my appointment
schedule, Gardner."

"Come now, doctor. Thefeeswe pay you alow me al sorts of rude and
intrusive perks." Hefluttered hisright hand in the direction of the

monitor. ™Y ou have an gppointment tomorrow morning with ayoung woman
named Natalie Dent."

"That has nothing to do with anything that you and

"Ah, but it does, doctor. She'sareporter with Newz,

Inc. Andavery inquigtivelittle bitch.”

"I know she's areporter, Gardner," said Dr. Ortega, scowling at him.

"Shel'sgoing to interview me for that Science Cel ebrities segment of
the nightly--"



"Natalie Dent isworking on only one story at the moment cut in the
Office of Clandestine Operations agent. "It hasto do with the
whereabouts of some high jacked Devlin Guns."

Ortegaleaned back in hischair. "You're certain?' Munsey dlowed a
very flegting smileto touch his deeply tanned face. "I rardly make
mistakes," hereminded. "And Icertainly haven't in thisingtance,
doctor. When the young lady calls on you, see that something nasty
happensto her.”

After afew seconds, the doctor nodded. "Yes, I'll haveto.”
[IpIItEN TIRE I, IGItTIING flashed, the domed living room of the
mountaingde villawasflegingly illuminated. He saw her theninthe
intense blue glare, Stting sraight and giff inablack armchair,

legs pressed together and arms folded.

From the wide arched doorway he sad, I'll turn on thelights.”
"Dont, Rafe"

Darkness had taken over the room again, hiding her from him.
"Since you came back, Janine," said Rafe Santos,

"you've been apainin the assto get dong with."

"I'm dwaysapain in the ass, dear heart; you just never noticed
before.”

Lightning flashed again.
Janine was Sitting exactly as she had been.
"Everything worked out in Greater LosAngdles”

Santos reminded her.



"Not everything."

Santos, very carefully, came farther into the big dark living room.
"Don't tell me you're mourning Dennis Barragray ?"

"He wasn't supposed to be killed.”
"Don't blameme. | didn't makethat decison.”

"Oh, | know, darling, it was an OCO decison,” Janinesaid. "Onethey
never bothered to tell me about.”

"Barragray helped set up the gun transfer. He suggested that Peter
Traynor be taken care of because he was getting too close to what was
going on," said Santos, moving farther into the darkness. "He siphoned
off acouplemillion dollarsfor himsdf and turned it into antique
currency. The hombrewasn't what you'd cal apillar of virtue,

Janine"

"They didn't haveto kill him."

"Listen, dl you had to do was hang around him and make sure the gun

deal went through smoothly," hetold her. "And once that was set up

for certain, you were through with your job." Helaughed. "Taking

that two million in collectible currency was a bonusfor us, something

the OCO didn't know about. We came out ahead, and that money will help
Martinez and the revolution.”

"It had better."

"What do you mean?"

When the lightning came again, Janine was no longer in the armchair.

"Janine?' Hewhirled, trying to spot her before the blackness came



back. "Would you mind leaving me aonefor awhilelonger, Rafe?"
Her voice came from the far sde of the room.

"I would mind, damn you. 'Y ou sound like you're accusing me of
something.”

"Nothing," shesaid. "I'm not accusing you of adamn thing, Rafe, not
ye."

"We both believein Marrinez and what he'sdoing. Everythingl dois
for that."

"What he and the Teklords are doing.”

"A little more Tek on the market is better than more weeks and months
of Presdent Garcia," said Santosinto the darkness. "I've been his
trusted lieutenant for over three years now, working diligently for the
day that isamost here. | don't liketo hear you hint that--"

"I never noticed it before, Rafe dear, but there's avid-preacher note
that dipsinto your voice when you talk about Martinez and the

Angry, he went stalking across the black room to where hefigured she
was. "Now I'mafraud?’ he dapped out with his hands, trying to
locate her. ™Y ou pretend to be al kinds of different women, you deep
with anybody they order you to, and then you come and tell methat I'm
the onewho'safake.”

"Nobody ordered meto deep with you."
Hisright hand found her and he grabbed hold of her arm. "Didn't they?
How do | know it wasn't Munsey or one of those other OCO bastards who

put you into my lifeinthefirst place?'

"Let go," sheasked quietly.



He caught hold of her other arm and yanked her up off the sofashed
been ditting on. "Maybe the only one you loved was Barragray. That's
why you've been so damned--"

"I never loved any of them," Janinetold him evenly. "Not even you,
dear heart. I'm only interested in seeing regimes like Garcias

knocked down. If that means deegping with Barragray, then it hasto be
done."

Helet go of her, took two steps back. Santos hadn't calculated on the
coffee table and he tripped over it.

Hefdl to thefloor, sharp painsknifing through hisright Sde.
Janinedidnt say anything.

After amoment Santosgot to hisfeet. "Intwo days Garciawill be
gone" hesaid. "Then | suppose you'll be happy."”



"Then," shetold him, I'll move on to someplace else.” The dead wagon
rolled dowly dong the misty midnight street that Gomez waswaking
aong. A large open land truck it had the words L os Muertos scrawled
onitssidein whiteglopaint.

Rattling, coughing, it halted afew yards ahead of the detective.

From the passenger side of the cab athickset man in a heavy overcoat
dropped to the rutted paving. A body, that of athin boy of about
eleven, lay facedown on the wet, cracked sdewak. The big man made
the sign of the cross, then bent and grabbed up the dead boy by the
back of the shirt and the seet of the trousers.



The boy had been killed by alazrifle blast that had cut acrosshis
middle. When the man gathered him up, part of hisinsdes spilled out
and splashed onto the street.

Ignoring that, the man from the dead wagon carried the corpse over and
tossed it into the open back of thetruck. Therewereat least ten

bodies piled there dready. Climbing back into the truck cab, the man
said, damos. "

The dead wagon rolled on into the night.

Gomez shook his head and resumed walking, avoiding the place on the
sdewdk where the boy had been sprawled.

Lessthan ten minutes later he arrived at the old two-story schoolhouse
that he'd been trying to reach since he entered Recinto #3.

SISTEH HI'l, HISasmdl, thin woman in her middlefifties, wearing a
dark swesater and trousers. "Where did shego?' shewas asking
Gomez.

He made avague gesture. "'l don't know--elsawhere.” Hed been telling
her about the girl who'd taken him to the mined church and helped him
overcome the two Cazadores who'd come hunting them. "After theraid
seemed over and we |eft the church, | invited her to come here to your
missonwithme"

They were standing in ahdlway just outside what had once been the
school cafeteria 1t was amakeshift infirmary now with twenty beds,
all of them occupied, and two robot nursesin attendance.



Sigter Fdliz nodded. "Many people are afraid to come here.”
"lan't thisasanctuary?"

"Not completely, dthough the hunters and most of the gangs don't
bother us."

"Soon as we saw those three kids safely home, the girl took off,"
continued Gomez. " She kissed me on the cheek, then went running off
intothemist. | don't even know her name.”

"Too bad you're not a Chrigtian, Gomez."

"I'm asplendid fellow in spite of my heathen Satus™ "Y, to be

aure. If you had faith, though, you'd be able to accept everything

that befell you tonight as God'swill. Something that was meant to be
exactly asitwas."

Shrugging, Gomez said, "No, I'm going to keep worrying about her."
The smdl, thin woman told him, "I've been able to gather some of the
information you wanted." Beckoning him to follow, she moved dong the
hall.

"How doesthe Lord fed about your Sdeline profession, Sister?"

Asthey moved toward the rear of the building, she answered, "He's of
the opinion that the ends justify the means.”

A smdl onetime storeroom had been converted into an office and was
crowded with data-gathering equipment and gadgets.

Gomez sat on the edge of the lopsided wicker chair she motioned &t.



"When | checked in with my partner alittlewhile ago,” hesad, "he
mentioned agent caling himsdf Rafe Santos. Can you dig up anything
about--"

"| dready know about him." She settled in front of asmall desk that
contained several monitors and some unorthodox attachments. "Santosis
aclose associate of Janeiro Martinez. Second or third in command,
depending on the mood Martinez isin.”

"What kind of lad ishe?'

She made a sour face. "Muy guapo, very handsome," she answered. "Very
deft at using hischarm to further the cause.”

"Reigble?'
"At the center, | believe, loyd only to himsdf. Why?"

"Would he be capable of, say, appropriating money--alot of
money--intended for Martinez and the rebels?*

"Hewould. Martinez, however, hasagreat ded morefaith in him than
| do." Shetouched akeypad. "Pay attention to the right-hand
monitor. Y ou're seeing the town of Santa Francesca.”

"A very popular spot thistime of year."

"Now you're looking a the Monasterio Tek Clinic. In lessheathen days
it was an actud monastery.”

Gomez leaned forward. "Thisis more than ascenic tour you're giving
me, | assume, Siger.” "The Devlin Guns are stored there” "You
ure?!

Shesmiled a him. "Nearly certain, let ussay." "Does Presdent
Garciaknow what you know?"

"One or two members of his cabinet may know, but not € presidente.”



"Wasthe late Secretary of State Torres one of those who knew?"

"He knew severd thingsthat made his continued existence
imposshle”

"Who's behind this?"

"My sources indicate that segments of your own United States government
want President Garciagone,” shereplied. "And, whilel don't have
enough information on thisyet, I'd say that your Office of Clandestine
Operations has entered into some sort of deal with the Zabicas Tek

Cartdl. A ded that will supply continuing funds for some operation of
theirs”

Gomez leaned back, hiswicker chair creaked. "Did you run across
anything pertaining to Janine Kanter, alias awhole mob of other
women?'

"She'sliving with Santos at avillain Santa Francesca™ "A versdile
young lady.” "Andsad." "Oh, 907"

"She bdievesin thewrong things."



"That can be the trouble with faith sometimes,” he said. the morning
sun above the mountain town of Santa Francescafilled the twisting
uphill lane with brightness. The striped awnings of the white-faced
buildings gleamed, the plasticobbles of the sdewak glistened. Gomez
interrupted hiswhistling to mutter, "SV/y trige.” Alone, hands

thrust deep in histrouser pockets, he was climbing toward the
Encantadoralnnto cal on Natalie Dent. It was Jake'sideathat his
partner contact the reporter while he concentrated on tracking down
Janine Kanter. "It's sad that a sensitive lad such as mysdlf hasto
undertake such disheartening chores.™

On the corner achild-sized silver robot was hawking fax papers "Read



al about it," he shouted in achirpy voice. "President Garcids
popularity climbsthree percent.”

"Up fromwhat?" inquired Gomez as he passed the newsie.

"Y ou intending to have me print you out the morning news, senor?'
“Nope”"

"Then take a hike, schmucko."

"Exactly what I'm doing, latita."

Theinn, narrow and made of pae grey stone, stood halfway up the next
block.

Making the kind of noise people make prior to jumping off a precipice,
Gomez entered the paneled lobby. He avoided the oaken registration
desk and walked up the ramp leading to the second floor.

He tapped on the neo wood door of Suite 213. Nothing happened. Gomez
tapped again.

From the far end of the hall came alow chuffing noise that sounded
like some ailing appliance struggling to pure rocks.

Trotting down there, Gomez found an android house dick lying on his
back in avid phone alcove. Eyes staring, legsrattling.

"Que pase?'

Somebody had used a stun gun on the security andy. Frisking him, Gomez
located a passkey.

He sprinted back to Natalie's door and used the borrowed electro key to
openit.



There was a stunned robot in there. Sidebar, the snide robot
cameraman, was spread out on his back in the center of the living room
thermocar-pet. The coffee table was on its side next to the got.

"Nat?' Gomez cdled, drawing his stun gun and crossing to the bedroom.
He booted the door open, stood back, listening.

The bedroom was empty. A bedside table had been knocked over in there
and the contents of one of the reporter's suitcases was scattered
acrossthefloor.

V ghen he returned to the living room after searching the suite, Gomez
heard a sound.

Sidebar had murmured something that sounded like "putz." The robot
managed to bring up hisleft hand and tap once a the lens of the
builtin camerain hischest. "Y ou got pictures of something?”

Sidebar gave apositive-sounding metalic groan.

Extracting the vidcaz from the camera, Gomez crossed and thrust the caz
inthe dot under the vidwall.

"...1 know | don't have my symbols crossed, Dr. Ortega, and I'm
certain | was supposed to meet you at the clinic and not the other--"

"Signds, Seborita Dent,” corrected the large man who wasfacing
Natdie acrossthe living room. "The proper clicheis”| don't have my
sgnas-"

"Bethat asit may," said thelife-szewall image of the redhaired
reporter, "I'm darn sure | was supposed to cdl on you a eleven this
morning. Hereit isbarely nine and you-'

"A change of plans has been necessitated, Senorita Dent. | won't be



ableto seeyou later and so I--" tel mofleq eST
"And who are these guys?'

Sidebar zoomed in on two broad shouldered men who'd appeared behind the
doctor.

"Oh, them? $4 my dear, they've come aong to help carry you out the
back way."

"Carry me? If you think | intend to--"

Dr. Ortegahad pulled a stun gun from his coat pocket and fired at the
young woman.

She rose up suddenly on tiptoe, her arms flapped up and her fingers
spread wide. Shefdl out of camerarange.

"Ah, | didn't notice you standing in the bedroom doorway." The doctor
fired hisstun gun directly at the camera.

The carpet rose up to met thefaling lens and then the vidwall was
blank again.

After tugging thoughtfully a hisleft earlobe, Gomez extracted the
vidcaz and dipped it into ajacket pocket.

As he passed the fallen robot, he said, "Be of good cheer, pobrecito,
the effects should weer off in ten or twelve hours.”

Very faintly Sidebar murmured something that sounded like "putz” as
Gomez hurried out of the suite.

3RHE NOS CROSSING toward the door out of his hotel room when hispam
phone buzzed in his side pocket. He stopped, pulled out the phone and
sd, "Yeah?'

"Y our phoneistap-proof, isnt it?"
Jake nodded at the image of Janine Kanter on thetiny screenin his

hand. "Sure" Herested onthe arm of afat neo leather chair. "What
areyou cdling yoursdf?."



"Janinewill do." The dender young woman had black hair and she
looked much lessinnocent and vulnerable than when hed met her in
Greater Los Angeles and sheld pretended to be Pete Traynor'ssistel’.
Shewas sitting in a high back red wicker chair in ashadowy
sonewalled room.

Jake said, "I hear you're staying in Santa Francesca, Ja-nine."

"I haveto tak to you, Cardigan.”

"Where?' he asked, watching the image on the small screen.

"I've found out some factsthat have upset me," shetold him. "I'm at
awinery on the edge of town on the Cane Esperanza. It'scalled Los
Hermanos Vifieos, Ltd. I'll be a Bodega#3, that's one of three small
warehouses.”

"When?'

"Assoon asyou can.”

"| have astop to makefirgt," he said to theimage of Janine. "I can
be there in about an hour.”

"That should be dl right, Cardigan, but try to makeit sooner.”

"If it'stoo dangerous for you there, try to get over hereto--"

"No, I'll be okay herefor awhile," shecut in. "Oh, and be careful
coming onto the grounds. They're running wine tastings here al day
and you don't want to get tangled up in that crowd.”

Jake grinned. "Thissoundslikethe last timewemet." Shefrowned.



"How s0?" "That drunk in your gpartment building, the onewho
ingsted on inviting usin for adrink," reminded Jake. "He'd been
guzzling Spanishwineas| recdl.”

"Oh, him, yes. I'd forgotten,” said Janine. "Soon asyou can,
Cadigan.”

"Soon as| can,” he promised.

RVERY SHRI, I,"birdwasanging. "Stop that,” murmured Natalie. The
bird ceasad its chirping.

Her asams and her legs were stiff and sore, the bonesin her skulll
didn't fed asthough they fit together properly any longer, and she
felt asthough she was suffering from more toothaches than she had
teeth.

Inhding dowly, which started a series of brand-new painsal across
her chest and along her ribs, Natalie opened her eyes.

The soft ydlowish light of the smdl room jabbed into the blurry eyes.
Shutting them tight, she sat up on the canvas cot shed awakened upon.
The floor was carpeted with something that felt thick and coarse under
her bare feet.

"Barefest?'

Sowly, carefully, sherisked opening her eyes again. Someone had
taken off dl her clothes, down to her underwear, and dressed her ina
stained and wrinkled blue hospital gown that was at |east ahalf-dozen
Szestoo large.



Besides her and the uncomfortable cot, therewas nothing elseinthe
room except asmall gold plated birdcage that sat on the floor in the
far corner. The canary waslying on the bottom of the cage, amid a
spill of red and black feed--dead.

Shivering, Natalie rested her forehead againgt the pam of her hand.
"Dr. Ortegaused a stun gun on me, the so-and-s0," she said to
hersalf, remembering. "Then had those two lunks carry me here--and
undress me, too, probably."

Shewas most likely, she concluded, a the Monasterio Tek Clinic.

"What does the doctor havein mind for me?' shewondered. "Arethey
going to kill me or smply keep me out of theway for awhile? The
coup againgt President Garciais set to begin very soon and they may
just want to keep me out of action until..."

Very dowly, the door to her room was swinging open inward.

"Dont yelp with delight, chiquita, or do anything elseto attract
attention. 1'vefritzed the sec system in thiswing of the clinic, but
that won't last forever." Smiling, Gomez dipped into the room and
shut the door behind him. "What happened to your canary?"

"He died, and before you criticize me for not spending moretime on
mourning the thing, tell me how we're going to get out of here” She
stood up, then swayed, grabbed at the air as shefell back to the
cot.

Gomez came running to her, taking hold of her arm. "Easy a fird,
bonita," he cautioned, helping her to sit upright. "They used astun



gunonyou." "Dr. Ortegadidit,” shesad quietly. "Did you
say thiswasthe Tek clinic?"

"St', you're in the bowels of the Monasterio setup.” He seated himsdlf
close beside her, put asupportive arm around her. "I'mglad | found
you, Na." Helowered hisarm, then dipped hishand inside the
opening at the back of the gown. I've never told you this before,
cara, but my flippant exterior masksared affection for you."

"That'sflattering, Gomez, but oughtn't we be getting the heck out of
here?'

"The coast won't be clear for afew minutes.” He moved hisrough hand
aong the flesh over her ribs and then touched her right bresst. "While
we're waiting, Nat, we can make up for lost time.”

She caught hiswrist through the thin fabric of the hospital gown,
tugging at it. "Don't think I'm not grateful over your risking life
and limb to bugt into this hellhole to rescue me, Gomez, and, asa
matter of fact, if | were completely and totaly truthful, I'd have to
admit that you're very attractive to me even though your flaws and
negative aspects would use up severd bytes of--"

"Any portinastorm.” Gomez took hold of her breast. "Please, no,
sop."

"Thisisvery discouraging.”

"Backdiding on her very first day with us" "How'd she smugglethe
suff in here, Nurse 27A?" "I havenoidea, Dr. Sinjon."

Opening her eyes, Natdie discovered she was lying flat out on the cot
agan. "Wheres Gomez?"



A lanky black man in awhite jacket wasleaning over her, pulling at
the Tek headset she waswearing. It becametangled in her red hair.
"Y ou're hereto cure your serious Tek addiciton, Patient Dent." Pulling
harder, he got the Tek gear free of her head, along with severa red
hars. "Who smuggled thisin to you?'

"She must have aconfederate in the clinic,” suggested the white
medibot beside him.

Natdie glanced around the room, feding dizzy and hollow. "Gomez
wasnt here at dl, neither was the darned canary,” she said. "That
wasonly aTek fantasy, induced by your hooking me up to that Tek

Dr. Sinjon shook the Tek gear in her face. ™Y ou're never going to be
cured if you won't accept responsibility for your--"

"Listen, I'm areporter, ahighly respected one, with Newz, Inc.,” she
told him, angry. "Soon asthey hear you louts have abducted me,
they'll raise--"

"Don't you remember, Patient Dent?" asked the doctor, shaking his head



sadly. "It wasNewz, Inc." that had you committed here." ardner
Munsey rested the tanned fingers of hisright hand againgt the oneway
plastiglasswindow, tilting his head very dightly to the left.

"Fairly convincing," he said, looking into the smal stonewalled room
at thefigurein the high back red wicker chair.

"She aready fooled Cardigan, even before | polished her," said the
plump grey haired woman who was Sitting at the nearby image console.

"Thistime she's got to ook convincing up close, Irma," said Munsey.
"Thisisntasmple phonecal."

"Oncethe son of abitch stepsinto the room," reminded Irma Bomgarner,



"wevegot him. It won't matter if he tumblesthat shesonly aholo
projection and not the true and authentic Janine Kanter."

"He may have as much asfive seconds to back off and get the hell out
of there before the door shuts completely and he's secured.”

Irmatouched a keypad.

Out in the other room the image of Janine turned to smile at Munsey.
Shewaved a him. "Y ou're much too critica, Gardy," shesadin
Janingsvoice. "Cardiganisgoing to wak right into this"

Turning his back to the observation window, the OCO agent said, "I've
found, Irma, that overconfidence never paysoff.” Shelaughed, resting
back in her chrome plated chair. "I'm an expert at creating

holographic images likethisone," she reminded him. "The best onthe
damned OCO payrall, infact. Theimage he saw on the phone was
flawless, and thisoneis even better since | dicked it up. Besides,

you know he's dready on hisway here.”

"All I know for certain isthat Jake Cardigan |eft his hotel
approximately one haf hour ago.”

"Don't you have someonetailing him?'
"He shook thetall.”

Sheraised her shaggy grey eyebrows "Haven't they picked him up with
auratracking gear?'

"He's using something that alows him to dude dl our tracking
hardware, Irma.”

Shelaughed again. "Right now, then, my part of thisoperaionis
going ahell of alot better than yours.”



Munsey returned to the window. Out inthered chair the image of
Janine leaned back and crossed her dim legs. Smiling, sheraised a
hand in the air and gave him thefinger.

"TRSTE THIS," URGED the short, chubby man.

Very rductantly, Gomez forked asmall chunk of the brownish tuff into
his mouth and started chewing. "What'sit taste like to you?"

After swallowing twice and blinking, Gomez answered, "Old fish,
soybeans and--isit glue?'

"No, you're paying attention to the basic ingredients. 'Y ou should be
tasting London Brail "

"London Broil, Pad'e, doesn't have glue as one of itsingredients.”

Father Romero shook hishead. "That'sthe Sin Vita Senor Gomez," he
explained. "Thewonderful vitamin supplement that we add to al our
Comidas, Inc." meds" "Don't'your customers noticeit, too?"

"Y ou gpparently have an exceptional and abnorma sense of tagte.”

"It smdlslikeold fish, too," put in Gomez. "Now then, Father
Romero, can we move on to--"

"Of course, of course, §. There's no earthly reason why you should

want to sharein my joy of discovery,” the black clad priest said,

sounding somewhat disappointed. "The fact that we've been ableto come
up with acompletdy believable London Broil that istotally synthetic
isacause of great satifactionto us." He picked up adice of



imitation beef between thumb and forefinger and took abite. "Mmm,
ddicious. That'sLondon Brail, for afact.”

They were standing in avast white kitchen next to one of the severa
long white worktables. The synthetic medl, in awhite plate, sat on a
whitetray.

Gomez swallowed again, noticing that his eyes were starting to weter.
"Siger Feliz suggested that you could tell me about certain activities
at the Monagterio Tek Clinic."

"I know agood dedl about what's going on up there," replied the portly
priest. "We used to own the monastery, back in the days when we were
dill intheliqueur business” He gestured at the dozen white stoves

and the dozen or more white-enameled chef bots a work al around them.
"That was before we got into the more lucrative business of mock food
manufacture and catering.”

"My partner and | came to Santa Francesca on thetrail of a shipment of
illegd wegpons," Gomez told him. "Now, though, it lookslike afriend
of mine's been kidnapped and taken there."

"Y ou can forget trying thelocal law for help,” said Romero. "They
have been persuaded to ook the other way when it comesto the
activitiesa thedinic."

"| figured that wasthe case. Sowhat | need from you is sometipson
how to get inside the damn place unobtrusively to--"

"Youdlook dl rightin black."

"Possibly. So?"



"The Tek Clinicisone of our biggest catering customers. We ddliver
two hundred nourishing med s there every day, senor.”

Gomez brightened. "1 could go in as one of your priests when the next
ddivery ismade?'

Taking astep back, the priest scrutinized Gomez. ™Y ou don't look like
the sort of fellow who'd profane the cloth,” he decided. "I'm not at

all pleased with what's been going on at that place of late. Isit
possible, however, that in extricating your friend and locating these
illicit weapons of destruction, you can refrain from putting the clinic
totally out of business? Two hundred mealsaday is-"

"I'll make every effort to leave the monastery standing when I'm
finished," he promised. "Do you know for certain that the weapons are
there?'

"I am nearly certain, Senor Gomez." Heindicated the plate of mock
food. "Want another bite?’

"Not at thistime, gracias."

"Then I'll take you into our Data Room. | actudly have floor plans of
the entire monastery printed on real paper,” said the priest. "Plus,

of course, dl the most recent modifications stored in our computer.”

"That would be most helpful.”

After pausing to pick up another piece of imitation London Brail,
Father Romero led the detective out of the mammoth kitchen.

ACI#IH[ oH$[HY All]# room, Munsey said, "That'sasurprising vice,



Irma" "It isn't avice, Gardner, merely amild bad habit." Shewas
gtting at the console smoking acigarette. "Tobaccoisillegd, has
been for--" "It's nowhere near asbad as Tek." "True, but that doesn't

Out in the other room the holo projection of Janine Kanter had cried
out.

Turning to face the oneway window, the OCO agent saw thefigure rise up
off thered chair.

Janine brought one hand to her breast, dumped and started to pitch
forward. She vanished before she reached the floor.

All thelightsin her room died.

"Damn." Irmawas struggling with the keypad and the other controls.
"What'swrong?"

"Some kind of power outage, 1'd guess.”

From another part of the winery warehouse alarms started bleating.

Theair circ system was commencing to produce shuddering, rasping
noises. Thin ydlowish smoke started seeping into the room.

Irma pushed back and jumped free of the chair. "Some sort of massive
breakdown is happening.” She went trotting toward the doorway. "Weve
got to get the hell outside.”

Munsey coughed, kept coughing. Thewhole room wastaking ona
ydlowishtinge



"Thisgoddamn door.” The heavyset woman was pushing at the neo wood
door whiletrying to twist the handle. "Stuck."

Munsey hit the door with his shoulder, pushing hard. "Keep trying.”
All at once the door went flapping open.

Irmastumbled out into the corridor, which wasfilling with yellow
smoke and the sound of running feet.

Munsey coughing again, started running. The nearest exist to the
outside was severa hundred yards from here.

As he passed the open doorway of an office, someone reached out and
caught hold of hisarm.

Munsey was yanked into the office and the door was shuit.

"Gardner Munsey, huh?" said Cardigan, poking him with hisstun gun
barrd. "I'd liketo have achat with you."



Munsey said, "Apparently you didn't find the bait credible” Hewas
gtting in the chair Jake had shoved himinto.

From outside in the corridor you could till hear people hurrying out
of thewarehouse.

"A smulated holo never quite convincesme," hesaid. "I spotted that
image of Janine asfake. | double-checked by asking her about
something that never happened.”

"The drunk with the Spanish wine?'

Jake nodded. "But | dropped in to find out who wanted to lure me here
andwhy."



"How'd you break in here unnoticed and do al thisdamage?' "It's
aknack | picked up, initidly whilel wasacopin Greater LA," he
answered. "I'veonly got afew minutesto talk to you, so let's cut
the--"

"Interfering with a United States government agent in--"

"l imaginethat officialy the OCO would never admit that you're even
inSpain,” cutin Jake. "Fact is, it's possible that your splinter

group within the agency isacting onitsown. Therewon't be any
officia repercussons.”

"Even 50, old man, it wouldn't be smart to treat me badly.”

"Oh, s0? What'll you do--use aholo projection to luremeinto a
trgp?' Jaketook asmdl circle of blackish meta from hisjacket
pocket. "You know what thisis. Outlawed in dl civilized countries,
but handy. It'satruthdisc Oncel attachit to you. Munsey, it
sanksfour little needlesinto you. Y ou get adose of somevery
powerful truth drugs and, equaly important, you are hooked up to
receive some very panful joltsif you fight againg the drugsand
don't tell the complete and absolute truth.”

Munsey'stan face grew pae. "No, don't try that on me, Cardigan,” he
pleaded. "Please.”

"Okay, then tell me where the Devlin Guns are stashed.”
"I can't do that."

Keeping his stun gun aimed at the agent, Jake leaned closer. "I have
to know about those guns.”

"You don't understand.” Munsey's voice rose in pitch and he began to



perspire. "Listen, I've got a skull implant that will react to the

truth disc Hisleft hand, which was shaking, reached up to tap at his
temple. "The OCO makes sure that none of its agentswill ever give
away secrets. Please, don't usethat. Once those damn needles break
my skin--Jesus, itll trigger theimplant and I'll die within Sixty

seconds. You can't doit, Cardigan." "Degth before dishonor, huh?"

"Exactly, yes. You know how the OCO operates. They don't careif--"

"Let'shopeyourelying.”" Jake dapped the disc against Munsey's
tanned neck.

T,[ I]LO#DE NUItSE inquired, "What did you say this stuff was
Father?'

"London Brail, my child,” Gomez informed thetal, thin woman.
Shetried another bite. "Hasafishy taste, don't you think?"

"I never sample our wonderful Comidas, Inc." meds." Hewas sharing
the smdl officejust off the clinic'slarge kitchen with her whiletwo

real priests carted in the two hundred meal containers. "I took avow
to eat only fresh vegetables and drink spring water.”

"It hasn't done much for you." The nurse pushed aside the mea sheld
chosento sample. "l il think London Broil shouldn't be fishy.”

"Well, London isasegport after dl Smiling beatifically, Gomez took



afew backward steps. "If you'll excuse me, my dear, | must return to
oversee the unloading of the rest of our hedthful, nourishing medls
for your poor unfortunate patients.”

"You'renew."

"New to you, but alongtime defender of thefaith,” hesaid. "l was
only recently transferred to Santa Francesca from aquaint little
churchin Mgorca"

Nodding, the nurse said, "The Tamae Pielast night tasted fishy, too,
now that | think of it."

"| shall speak to Father Romero, God bless his loving heart, as soon as
| returnto the office” Smiling further, he hurried out of her
office

Once out of sght of the nurse, Gomez went hurrying dong aside
corridor. According to what held figured out after talking to Father
Romero about the clinic, Janine was probably being held in the East
Wing of the old monastery. Held brought dong a pocket-sized tracking
device and once over there he ought to be able to pick up her aura. The
maps he'd looked at had given him apretty good idea of the layout of
the place.

Gomez was wearing ablack clericd suit, and the set of plastiglass
Rosary beadsin his coat jingled as he made hisway rapidly dong the
twisting stone corridors.

The halsin the East Wing weren't aswdll lit, and a chill dampness
hungintheair.

From the pocket that held the Rosary beads Gomez drew out the copper
plated tracking device. It had become entangled with the beads and
they came out with it and fell free.



Gomez kndlt to retrieve them off the stonefloor.

"I don't wish to interrupt you in your prayers, Father," said adeep
voice close behind him. "But perhapsyou'd better get up and tell me
what in the bloody hell you're doing here.”

NRT"'|E"OHE or, very dowly.

Shewas dill feding the painful aftereffects of being stun gunned
thismorning.

Or whenever the heck it was.

She had ceased to be anywhere near certain what time it was. What day,
for that matter.

Sitting on the edge of the uncomfortable cot, bare legs dangling, she
rubbed at the upper part of her left arm.

They'd shot something into her.

"That obnoxious medibot has an injection gun built into one of his
fingers," sheremembered. "They gave me something that... What? Put
meto deep, for onething. But I'm very much afraid it dso made me
talk."

She placed her hands beside her thighs and gripped the edge of the cot.
After apainful moment she was able to push hersdf to astanding

position.

"Wouldn't you think by now that Newz, Inc." would know | was missing
and comelooking? Sidebar should have derted them that | was
abducted.”

Shetook afew steps, feding extremey unsteady and unsure.



But maybe they'd done something to the cambot. After they'd stun
gunned her. Used adisabler on him. Dragged him along to the
dinic.

"Wdl, therés gtill Gomez. Hedid, after dl have an gppointment with

me thismorning, or whatever morning it was. Although he'sgot a
history of standing me up, I'm pretty sure he would've dropped by this
time because | know more about the Devlin Guns than he probably does.
If he showed up at the hotel and | wasn't there, then he--Gomez!"

The door to her room had come swinging open inward and Gomez had
entered. Smiling, he said, "That's not an especidly fetching getup,
chiquita Not what's being worn for escapesthis season. Where are
your clothes?'

"l haven't even the vaguest notion asto..." Frowning, narrowing her
eyes, shetook abackward step. "Thisisworse than thelast one.”

"Beg pardon, cara?"

"Now youreapriest. What sort of perverse mind could choreograph a
Tek fantasy in which you are--"

"Momentito, Nat." Gomez came acrosstheroomto her. "l amcladin
priestly garb, it'snot anilluson. It'sal part of thedisguisel
used to get ingdethewadls"

"| suppose you're going to tell me you've fritzed the sec sysemin
thispart of theclinic.”

"| did do that, with the help of kindly Dr. Ortega."



"That'sanew touch. Ortegawasnt inthelast halucination.” Gomez
took hold of her arms. "Have they been forcing Tek on you?'

"Yes, and they're doing it again right now. Programming my
hdlucinations o | experience the most awful things."

"Listentome, Nat. | got into thisrascally indtitution by posing as
one of the priests ddlivering tonight's catered meals.”

"Wdll, there. Therésaslly notion that could only show upina
Tek-induced fantasy or--"

"While making my way here | chanced to encounter Dr. Ortega. A
perceptive gent, though moraly corrupt, he recognized measa
crackerjack private eye and not a humble clergyman,” continued Gomez.
"Fortunately | was able to get the drop on him and theresfter persuade
him to lend meahelping hand.”

"Areyou going to fondle me next?"

711, carambal” He let go of her and jumped a couple of feet away. "Was
that part of your Tek dream?”

"Yes, it wasawful."

"Awful," heagreed. "Pay attention, Nat. | am not ahdlucination,

but the one and only authentic Gomez come to spring you. We haveto
make haste out of thisjoint before the dumbering Dr. Ortegais

missed or discovered where | deposited him. | can bop you on the coco
and carry you out over my shoulder, but it will belotssmpler if you
could trot dong beside me."

"You are Gomez," she decided, scanning hisface. "Yes, that nasty



undertone to your voice was missing in the nightmare version, dong
with those age wrinkles dl around your squinty eyes."

"We haveto make abrief stop to locate the Devlin Guns," he said,
pulling her in the direction of the door.

"Oh, | know wherethose are," she said as she followed him into the



stone corridor. eppermint,” said Gomez, sniffing.

"Spearmint actudly.” Shivering, the barefoot Natalie crossed the
threshold of the low-cellinged stone room. "The monks used to brew
that vileliqueur of theirsdown here."

The large room had big neo wood vats lined up acrossit. On shelves
aong one shadowy wall hundreds of empty, pale green plagtiglass flasks
s, dusty.

After carefully closing the heavy door, Gomez scanned the room. "Would
that be the Devlin Guns over againgt the far wall, Nat?"



When the reporter nodded, the back of her hospital gown snapped open.
"I redly wish we'd had timeto locate my clothes” Sherefastened the

gown.

Gomez, weaving hisway among the minty vats, headed for the severd
dozen neo wood crates stacked at the back of the room. "Been
consderable activity down here of late, judging by al the footprints,
smudges and drag marksin the dust of the centuries.

Each crate had Estling Pharmaceuticals, Bridgeport USA etched onits
sde. Gomez lifted thetop crate off a stack and set it on the stone
floor. "Extraho,” he observed, frowning down at the crate.

"What are you nattering about?’ She came over to stand beside him.

Gomez crouched besidethe crate. "It'stoo light," he said, tapping
the side of the box. "Chihauhua, this one's aready been opened.”

Kneding, Nadielifted thelid off. "Darn."
"Nada. "

The crate, except for athin layer of plast raw across the bottom, was

empty.

Gomez hefted down another box. "This one doesn't fed any heavier,
cara”

Stretching, The reporter lifted down a crate on her own. She dropped
it to thefloor, knelt and lifted off thelid. "It'sempty, too. How
about yours?"'

"Inasmilar state.” Gomez put the lid back on the crate and sat on
it. "We have severd possbilitiesto consider now, Nat."



"Thefirst one that occursto you, cynic that you are, isthat | was
misinformed,” shesaid. "But | don't think so. My source--"

"l don't think you got abumttip," hetold her. "There was something

in these crates and it probably wasn't drugs and sundries. But there's
agood chance that the stuff has been here and gone, unloaded aready
and taken off by Martinez."

Natalie shook her head. "It was my understanding that the pickup
wouldn't be made until late tomorrow sometime,” she said, sitting on

the empty crate next to his. "1 know I'm il pretty dippy frommy

Tek journey and the dope they shot into me--but I'm not wrong about the
chedule

"Schedules can change.”
"| suppose, yes, that that's possible.”

"There's dso a chance that the guns have been high jacked once
agan.”

"By whom?'

"We have severa contenders, cara. It could be the Of-rice of
Clandestine Operations decided to put the weaponsto better usein some
other clime.”

Hunching her shoulders dightly, Natdie gazed up at the stacked

crates. "'l suppose, Gomez, being good and thorough investigators, that
we ought to ingpect every darn one of these boxes to make absolutely
surethey aredl empty.”

"SI, but I'm betting they--"

"Up onyour feet, both of you." Thelean black Dr. Sinjonwasin the
room, alazgunin hisright hand. "Get the hell away from those guns.”



"It'sDr. $injon Natdie said to the detective. "He'sin
cahootswith Dr. Ortega."

"Judging by the vidphoto I've seen, you must be Sidney Gomez of the
Cosmos Detective Agency,” said Sin jon, moving closer. "The picture
flattered you."

Making hisway through the vats, he stopped closeto

Gomez. Glancing down into the open crate, he jabbed , the barrel of
the lazgun into Gomez'sside. "Damn you, what the hell have you done
with the guns?"

"NONSENSE." SIOFine.

"Therésalot | admire about you," Dan told her, "but your fondness
for sunt flying is not one of--"

"For acalow youth who clams he's got detective blood in hisveins™
she said, looking away from the control pand of her lemon-yellow sky
car long enough to give him apitying smile, "you sure don't ssemto be
ableto tell the difference between expert handling in traffic and
dangerous grandstanding.”

"Hey, I'm barely ayear younger than you,” he pointed out. "So
dragging my age into what was rational discussion doesn't--"

"Truce" suggested the girl.

It was |ate afternoon and they were heading aong the coast toward
Dan's condo apartment. They were at an dtitude of 5,000 in the hazy

y.

Dan grinned. "Okay, | won't mention your suicidd sky driving if



you'l forget that I'm the youngest of your many suitors.” Molly
sad, "Matter of fact, | think | used to date akid who was
even-Damn!”

Asthe sky car swung sharply to the left, Dan sat up. "What's
wrong?'

Molly was punching at control keys. "Don't know," she answered. "I
don't have control of the car anymore.”

The sky car descended athousand feet, flew across the wide stretch of
beach and then shot out over the afternoon Pacific. It continued to
losedtitude.

"C'mon," Molly said to the dash. "Give me back control."

Dan jabbed at adash button |abeled Help.

The small screen above the button cameto life and the words Help Menu
appeared in red acrossthe top. Below that therewas only asingle
phrase--I Su're beyond help, kiddies.

DR. 61NJO11 SLNPP D Natalie, hard, acrossthe face. "Maybe you can
answer me" hesaid angrily.

"Cdbrdn." Gomez took alunging step toward him.

"I don't need both of you dive," he reminded, jabbing the lazgun
barrd into Gomez's side once more.

"It'sokay, Gomez," said Natalie, her eyes watering as she rubbed her
hand across her cheek.

Sinjon repeated, "Where are the guns?”

"Ligten ton to said Gomez evenly. ™Y ou ought to be ableto figure out
that we didn't swipe your goddamn guns.”



"| find thetwo of you here and the gunsgone. "That--" "Natalie was
locked up in one of your cages until afew minutes ago,” reminded the
detective. "Y ou know that."

"Maybe, but | don't know how long you've been roaming around down here,
Gomez."

"& 1've been wandering around with acrew of fredlance movers. Use
your cabeza, doc.”

Scowling, he said, "It must be you."

"When'sthelast time you actualy saw the guns?' "Two days ago, when
they arrived.”

"Y ou saw the guns, laid your very own eyes on them? Not merdly the
craes?’

"We opened severd of the crates. Therewere definitely gunsin
the--Wait, now!" The doctor gave an angry shake of hishead. "Playing
detective gameswith you isn't going to help.”

Gomez held up hisforefinger and touched it. "We didn't take the

guns," he said, then tapped the next finger. ™Y ou say you didn't move
‘em ether.” Hetouched athird finger. "Ergo, it was somebody else.
Who?'

"Martinez's people will be here tomorrow to pick up the guns. What the
hell are we going to--"

"See?' Nataie nodded at Gomez. "l told you it wasn't going to be
until--"

"Quiet," ordered Dr. Sinjon. "I'vegot to find Dr. Ortegaand--"

From out in the halway came aloud crash. It sounded asthough a



large robot had suddenly fallen over. That distracted the doctor,
which caused him to look toward the door.

Jumping, Gomez dammed afist into his somach.

Then he grabbed the wrigt of hisgun hand, and levered him, hard,
againgt the sde of ahigh neo wood vat. Sinjon gasped, made a choking
noise.

Gomez twisted the man'swrist until the lazgun dropped to the dusty
gonefloor.

Before the doctor could straighten up, Gomez kneed him in the groin.

As Sinjon cried out in pain and doubled over, Gomez booted him twicein
the chin.

Sinjon fell against the vat again as he dropped to the floor.

Gomez dived, snatched up the lazgun and moved to stand over the
sprawled body. Simon was unconscious.

"Good lord, Gomez, you came near to killing him." "He shouldn't have
dapped you." He caught her arm, shoving her behind the vat. "Hunker
down herewhile | seewhat caused the commotion outside.”

He ran across the room, managed to get behind the vat nearest the
doorway as the heavy door came creaking open.

Gomez remained hidden, watching the figurein the doorway. Then,
nodding to himsalf, he stepped into the open. "What brings you here,
amigo?'

"I had atip the Devlin Gunswere here," answered Jake, grinning. "And



you?' "Camefor thegunsand Natdie.
"Find them?'

"Hefound me." Nataie, tugging her extra-large hospita gown into
place, came driding over to them. "But the guns seem to be long



gone." or incapacitated,” said Molly. "W'e can't even phone out.”
"Why? Whao'sdoing this?'

Theyelow sky car had been flown out several milesfrom the Greater LA
coast. They wereflying only afew feet above the pae blue Pacific.

Dan gave the door handle another try. "If | could get this open,
maybe--"

"Here's something wed like you to think about.” "Clanl™

The vidphone screen in the dash had turned itself on. A skull showed



on the screen, itsjaw fluttering asit spoke. "Congder this, kids,"
the death's-head said. "It would be extremely easy to carry thisone
step further. Dive your showy sky car right into the ocean.”

"Who the hell areyou?' asked Dan.

"A concerned citizen." The skull laughed. "And herésthe sales
pitch. Quit tryingtofind outif Devlinisdiveor dead.”

The screen went black.

Molly touched the controls and her sky car started to climb. At 3,000
feet sheturned it back toward land. "Jesus," she said.

"Hokum," said Dan.

"A desth's-head isamite melodramatic.”

"Shit, they're tregting uslike kids-whoever they are. Mally gave
him a gentle nudge, then put her finger to her lips. "Wdl, weare
kids, Dan," she said quietly, sounding uneasy. "I don't know about
you, but I'm scared.”

"| supposeyou'reright, Molly. But it ticks me off to haveto give
in

"We don't have any choice, do we? They could havekilled us."
Sghing, Dan said, "Y ou'reright, well haveto quit." Hisvoice
sounded frightened and resigned, but anger and determination showed in

hisface.

RRFE SRNTOS YEI.I. ED. Hethrew the pam phone to the carpeted floor



of hisden. "Janine!" He shouted again, running out into the
hdlway. "Janine, where the hell areyou?'

Thevillaremained quiet.
"Put." heydled.
She wasin the kitchen, wearing awhite shirt and dark trousers,

Stting at the raw wood table with acup of steaming herbd teain her
hand. "Looking for me, dear heart?'

He came striding across the room and dapped the cup out of her hand.
n %,ry/“

The hot tea splattered the front of her whi* e shirt, splashed the
tabletop. The cup smashed againgt the high white cabinet behind her.
" Something's upsetting you, Rafe?"

Leaning down, he grabbed hold of her shoulders. "Where are the damned
guns?' heshouted. "No meada, Janine Just tell me."

She shoved back in her chair, twisting free of his grip and standing
up. "They're gone from the monastery.”

"I damnwell know they'regone.” Standing wide-legged, he scowled at
her. "Sinjon just called me. Y our goddamn friend Cardigan was there
at theclinic. They stun gunned Dr. Or. tega, dragged that Newz

bitch away.

But he doesn't think they took the Devlin Guns™ "That'sright, they
didnt." ™Y outook them."

Shesad, "l arranged to have them moved.”

"Why? Haveyou sold out to Garcia?'



Janine amiled. "Speaking of sdlling out, Rafe,” she said. "I found
out that you haven't been completely truthful with me."

"What'swho | deep with got to do with--"

"Not the other women, that never bothersme,” shecut in. "No, it's
the money, Rafe dear. The money | took from Barragray was meant to
help fight againgt the Gar-ciaregime.”

"That's exactly what it'sdoing.”

"Explain how that works--sinceit'sin your private account in the
wilds of Switzerland now, love."

Santos lowered his head for afew seconds, fists clenched at his sSides.
"We aren't dl dedicated asyou are, Janine," hesaid findly. "In

case something goeswrong, in case wefail, | want to have money
to--"

"And you didn't fee you were obliged to mention that you'd swiped the
money?"

"If | had told you, Janine, you'd smply have had atantrum and--"

"l seg," she said, resting her right hand on the handle of the cabinet
door.

Santossaid, "Therea point is, whatever you think of me, that
Martinez needsthe guns. They're an important part of the coup plan
and without them--"

"I'm afraid Janeiro's going to have to improvise."

"No, welve got to have the Devlin Guns. It gives us an advantage that
otherwise--"

"I'm withdrawing my support, Rafe dear,” shesaid. "Whilel was
finding out about what you redly did with the money, | gathered some



other interesting information about thiswhole aleged revolution I've
been helping. It turns out that the OCO--or at least the extreme
faction ingde that outfit--hasn't been exactly truthful ether.”

"Perrg, | don't havetimefor alot of politica theory crap. It'sthe
whereabouts of the Devlin Gunsthat--"

"It seems these OCO fdlows have made aded with the Zabicas Cartd to

get financing for some very dubious guerrillamovement in Brazil. |
mean, Jesus, the adminigration in Brazil isrotten enough asit is,
but these OCO darlings are even worse."

Quietly Santostold her, I'll have to make you tel me where the guns
are, Janine."

She opened the cabinet behind her, reaching insde. "Y ou'reright,
Rafe. | should be more cooperative with you." Smiling, shetook a
snub-nosed, ivory-colored handgun off ashelf. "Okay, heré's one of
theguns.”

Pointing the Devlin Gun a him, shefired.

Santos had started to reach for the lazgun tucked into his waistband.
But the soundless, unseen touch of the gun hit him.

An odd, sad, mewing cry came spilling through hislips. Fromingde
his body came grating, splashing noises.

Hetried to make a pleading gesture toward her, but his hands and then
his arms collapsed into dangling, bulging bags of skin. Fragments of
bone made hundreds of puncturesin the skin; blood and fluid came



dribbling out. Hisskull dissolved, leaving just acollgpsing,
puckering baloon of wrinkled flesh and hair.

The bloody, foul-smelling messthat had been Rafe
Santos just amoment before went splashing to the floor,
spilling blood and bile and body fluids.

Janine, lowering the gun to her Sde, sepped asde to avoid getting
her shoes splashed by the spreading spill of liquids.

From the kitchen doorway Jeke said, "Evening, Janine."

"Jake" Sheliftedthegunand amedit a him. "I washoping youd
stop by."



Jake was gtting on the opposite sde of thevillalivingroomina
grey armchair. "Y ou found out about what held done with the money,
huh.;"

Shoulders back, kneestogether, Janine sat on the sofawith the Devlin
Gunresting in her lap. "This probably sounds strange after you just
saw mekill Rare," shesaid, "but I'm anidedist. He betrayed what |
thought was a cause that | could work for."

"[t's not your cause anymore?"

"No," shesaid. "How'd you find your way to the Monasterio Tek
Clinic?'



"Gardner Munsey confided in me, told me the guns were stored there,"
answered Jake. "I used afew tricks I've acquired and got past their
sec sysem at theclinic." He shrugged. "The gunswere no longer
there and it occurred to me that you might have had something to do
withthat."

"l did. Where'sthat bastard Munsey now?"

"After our chat, | used asmngunon him,” hesaid. "Then| left him at
aspot where another US government agency could collect the guy.
They're dedicated to curbing the OCO's more uncivil activities.”

"That'sright,” she said, fingers stroking the handle of the gun, "you
and Bascom are thick with al sorts of intelligence types.”

"Bascomis," he corrected. "I'mjust aplain and smple private
investigetor.”

"Cynica Jake Cardigan,” shesaid. "You kidded mein Greater LA about
being anaivekid."

"| thought you were younger then. Y ou're aconvincing actor.”

"Yes, that'strue. It probably comes from never being quite surewho |
redly am.”

"I'd liketo find the Devlin Guns, Janine."

She watched him for afew silent seconds. "Y ou're probably alot more
honest than most of these bastards,” she said. "And, maybe, more of an
idedist than| am.”

Jake grinned, saying, "Naw, it'sonly aknack | havefor giving fase
impressons.”



Sherose up, holding the Devlin Gun at her sde. "I'm going to leave
here" shesaid. "The gunsare stored here, down in what used to be a
dungeon some centuries ago. | had them brought in while Rafe was off
in the mountains consulting with Martinez.”

"Weren't you afraid hed find them?"

"It wouldn't have mattered,” she said. "Assoon as| learned about
what hed done with the money, | knew | was going to kill him."

"Y ou don't intend to let Janeiro Martinez have the guns?'

"No, | made amistake about him, too," she said, moving toward the
doorway. "I'm trusting you to see that the Devlin Guns get to
someplace where they can't be used.”

"I'll do thet," he promised.

"For awhilelI'm going to beinactive. Eventudly I'll find something
towork for." She held up the gun as she went out of the room. "I'm
keeping this one for asouvenir.”

[ItBI] r|HtX'SHIGHLY chromed sky car set down inthe middle of a
dark grassy field that was surrounded by what looked like jungle. The
safety gear unhooked and the door on his side flapped open.

"Last stop, al out,” announced the dash voxbox. "What thehdll is
going on?' The big wide man whapped the dash with hisfis. "Why'd
you land me here?"

Something roared out on his|eft.



It wasalargelion. Head dightly lowered, the beast wasloping
acrossthe grasstoward him.

"Up, take me away from here," hetold his sky car punching at the

controls. The car didn't respond. "Good Christ." Marx grabbed at the
door handle, trying to pull it shut. The door remained stubbornly wide

open.
"It'sonly arobot lion.”

Marx jerked in his seat and gazed to hisright. "How'd you get in my
ca?'

Bascom appeared to be gitting in the passenger sest.
"It'saholoprojection, Jabb, my boy."

"Where arewe?'

"Santa Monica Sector Electro Zoo Don't you ever come here?!

"Just because you run a hotshot detective agency, Bascom, doesn't give
you the goddamned right to--"

"I wanted to have alittle conference with you.”

The lion stopped beside the open door and began sniffing curioudly at
Marx's|eft leg.

"Go away, get the hell out of here," hetold the furry mechanism.
"They're built not to attack people, aren't they?"

" Sure--unless somebody's tampered with thisone.™ "I'm getting some
nice suff for alawsuit againg you," warned the big man. "It's
illega to take over the control of asky car in--"

"Y eah, but the notion appealed to me so much,” explained the head of
the Cosmos Detective Agency. "Since you used the same gimmick on Dan
Cardigan and Molly Fine only afew hoursago.”



Marx raised his hand to swat the lion, then thought better of it. "I
don't know any--"

"After Dan told me what had happened, | started doing some digging,”
the projected Bascom said. "Wasn't too difficult to trace the whole
operation to you."

"You can't establish adamn--"
"Skull faces, Jabb? C'mon now, redly.”

"I didn't threaten those kids and | had nothing to do with sending
their sky car out over the damned Pacific Ocean.”

"No, my sources aren't wrong thistime, Jabb," Bascom told him.
"Takeajump for yourself, Bascom.”

Snarling, the lion reared up and plopped both heavy pawsin Jabb'swide
lap.

"Get avay, go."

Bascom continued, "Y ou were hired by some of your OCO chumsto throw a
scareinto the kids, persuade them not to keep trying to find out if
Devlinistruly dead."

"I have nothing to do with the Office of Clandestine Operations,”
ingsted Marx. "Until that bastard Cardigan screwed me up with Bev
Kendricks, | wasa private-"

"I'min the process of seeing to it that nobody in Washington bothers
Danor Mally again,” cut in theimage of Bascom. "But | wanted
persondly, or dmost persondly, to suggest to you that you leave them
alone, too. Best coursefor you to follow, my boy, would beto



resettle in some other state. Learn atrade and forget about being a
toady for theintelligence boys."

"You can't order meto--"

"Take acouple of daysto mull thisover.” Bascom vanished.



Acrossthe night field came two morelions. Then hetook out his
pam phone and tapped out a number.

Gomez, surrounded by darkness, appeared on thetiny screen. "Isall
well, amigo? I've been chilling my favorite portionswhile lurking out
here watching the villaand covering the backside."

"It's okay, yeah. Janineisleaving here, but the guns are supposed to
be stored below.”

"Supposed? Y ou dlowed that multifaceted mujer to escape before you
made certain about the weapons?'

"It wasn't aquestion of alowing, Since shewas carrying aDevlin



Gun." "And | decided to trust her."
"| tend to trust armed women, too."

"Contact Bascom from the sky car vidphone, Sid," suggested Jake.
"Arrange for the local branch of whatever Washington agency he'sin
cahoots with to get here fast and gather up these damned guns. Then
comeonin here. I'll be down in the subbasement.” "What'sthe status
of Santos?" "He'sgoneto hisreward.” "Thanksto you?

"Nope, Janine arranged that.”

"Haldujah, | find out anew talent of hers each and every day," said
Gomez. "She'san ingpiration to ayouth such as mysdf.”

Jake pocketed the phone, then headed downgtairs.

Helocated the guns where Janine had told him they'd be found, far
beneath the villain alarge room that had been cut out of the

mountain. The Devlin Gunswere in unmarked plazcrates, Sx gunsto a
box, stacked al adong one rough sonewall.

Some remnants of the days when the underground room had been a dungeon
remained. There was awooden stretching rack, abrazier for hesting
hot irons, ascatter of chains and manacles.

Jake lifted one of the stubby, off-white guns out of itsbox, hefted it
in his hand and then put it back.

Behind him aboot scraped on the stonefloor.

Not turning, he said, "Y ou're getting impressively swift, Sid."



"Hewon't bejoining you, asshole” "Whereishe?'

She shrugged one shoulder. "1 don't know exactly where he fell after |
shot him."

"T",,." 1 haetobecritica of the guy after heamodt literaly
plucked me from the maw of destruction, typica of the way Gomez can
let me down in moments of need.”

"Jaws," corrected Sidebar. The cambot was Sitting in an armchair with
hislarge metallic feet up on ahassock. "It'sjaws of destruction.”

He and Natalie were sharing an office in the Madrid offices of Newz,
Inc.

"To someone who's chock-full of clichesmaybe." The reporter, wearing
amint-green skirt suit was Sitting on the edge of a L ucite desk with a

talk riter mikein her hand. "He promised to contact me here soon as

he and Jake had news about the Devlin Guns."

"Y ou should have tagged dong with them."

Natdie sighed. "It's astounding how I'm surrounded by a sea of
ingratitude,” she mentioned. "I came back to Madrid to find out if you
were okay. My concern for you, however, doesn't seem--"

"Y ou need agood cameraman. It wasn't my well-being that--"

"And, though this may not make senseto you sincethey didn't build any

human fedingsinto you, | was very anxiousto shed that dreadful
hospita garment those goons at the clinic had decked meout in,”



continued Natdie, spreading her amswide. "Doesthis outfit look
al right for an important newscast, Sidebar?”'

"To someone without any human ingincts builtin, it looks okay." The
robot leaned back, locking his hands behind hismeta skull. "You dso
persuaded the Newz, Inc.” dimwitsto let you do aspecid vidwall
broadcast tonight.”

" Wadll, it'saheck of abig story,” shereminded, smiling. "It's
certain to throw ascanner in the works of

Janeiro Martinez's planned revolution.”
"A spanner iswhat peopletoss.”

"| doubt they'll try the coup now, so Garcia, who seemsto meto bethe
lesser of two evils, dthough heisavery short and unattractive man,

but that doesn't much matter in palitics, | suppose, will stay in power
for awhile" said Nataie. "And I'm betting that the Office of
Clandestine Operationswill be forced to clean house again. On top of
which, Sidebar, the reasons for the murders of Peter Traynor and that
Flandersfdlow will come out in the open. Traynor's wedthy ex-wife
and her two kidswill be safe from--"

"The power of the pressisawonderful thing." Pointing the mike at
him, Natalie said, "I -know what's gnawing at your innards. They're
letting me go out and Ssimply st there and look the viewersright in
the eye and tdll them al the newsI've dug up. Without any of your
digtracting vidfilm to get in theway. Y ou hateto admit that | can
hold millions of well-informed viewersin my spell without a

sngle-"



"A mongoose can do the same thing with asnake." "Exactly, and

they don't need video footage either.” She tapped the talk writer mike
on her knee, then set it aside and dropped from the desk. "Darn, I'm
dueto go on worldwidein sixteen minutes. Pinpointing the location of
the Devlin Gunswill make such aterrific tag for thisreport.” She
frowned at the vidphone atop the desk. "C'mon, Gomez. Cal me, darn
it

The phone remained slent.

Y ou didn't count for anything,” Almitatold Jeke. "Martinez is il
going to get these Devlin Guns and everything will go just the way
Carlos Zabicas wants."

"Not exactly,” hesaid.

"Why not, asshole? | figured out where the guns must be once | heard
they were gonefrom the clinic,” shesaid. "I've got them now and,
once | fix you for good and dl, I'll phone Carlosto send acrew

to--"

"In ashade less than ten minutes therell beaNewz, Inc." broadcast
going out." Jaketook astep to hisright. "They'll outlinethewhole

damn plan that your boss and Martinez and the OCO worked out. That's
redlly going to makeit difficult for you folksto do adamn thing."

"Bullshit."

"What you redlly ought to be doing is packing,” he suggested. "You're
going to have to hide out, because Presdent Garciais going to crack



down even more on the Tek cartelsnow.” "Weve got the guns. We can
dill makealot of trouble.

"Maybe, but you've sure as hdll lost the dement of surprise.”

She shook her head from |eft to right twice, angrily. "No, | don't
bieveyou."

He pointed athumb at the low, beamed ceiling. "Therésavid wall up
intheliving room of thevilla" he said, taking another step to the

right. "Let'sgo up there and watch the Newz show when it comes on.
After that, Almita, you'll probably decide to--"

"You'rejust galling, hoping someonéll get here to save your
miserable ass”

"It'syour ass you ought to be worrying about.”

Shelowered her gun hand, eyes narrowing. "All right, cabrdn, welll
watch TV together." She nodded at the doorway.

When Jake started to move, hisfeet seemed to get tangled with aspill
of chain on the old dungeon floor. He smbled, fell to one knee.

He came up clutching alength of the heavy rusty chain and swung it at
the young woman.

Almita brought up her lazgun and squeezed the trigger.

Theend of the chain hit her wrist and the barrel of the gun tilted up.
The szzling beam cut one of the wooden beamsin two.

Jake snapped the chain again, knocking the gun from her hand. Diving,
he grabbed it up from the floor.



"Cochino!" shesaid, rubbing at her wrist. "Updtairs," he advised,
gesturing with the gun. Gomez wastiptoeing acrossthe living room
when they got up there. "Ah, I'mtoo late for thefedtivities" he
complained.

Jake grinned. "Glad to seethat you aren't dead,” he said. "Almita
was under the impression sheld knocked you off, Sid."

"The senoritais far from being atopnotch marksman, especidly at a
distance," explained hispartner. "It seemed wiseto dive into ahandy
gully, and pretend to be defunct until sheld moved on. Then | headed
for here”

Almitamade an angry spitting noise. "1 thought I'd taken care of a
least one of you assholes.”

"Alas, no, angelica," said Gomez sympatheticaly. "Andthiswasthe



last chance you're ever going to have, too." omez stepped out of the
sky port vidphone booth, shaking his head forlornly.

"Nada," hereported. "Sister Feliz hasn't been able to find out adamn
thing about the girl. And the op from Sober-ano's Maravilla detective
agency hasn't found atrace of her either.”

Picking up his suitcase, Jake asked, "How important isthis?"

"I don't know," his partner answered. "She'sjust akid who helped me
when those hunter bastards were trying to turn meinto atrophy. |

don't know--1'm just concerned about her."

"Want to stay in Madrid and find her?'



Gomez sghed. "Nope, | guessnot,” hesaid. "This isn't aromance
thing, amigo. What it redly is-well, I'm getting old. | fed
paternal toward her and i'd like to be sure she's going to do okay."

"Soberano'slikely to locate her beforetoo long." Bending, Gomez
gathered up the bag he'd set down next to the booth. "SI, and when he
does, | can do something to improve her lot."

Jake reminded, "Our sky liner for Greater LA leavesin twenty
minutes"

"Paternity at adisanceismorein my lineanyway." He started
heading for their departure ramp.

Holocommercials for nearcaf, wine and botsoccer floated overhead.
"Hey, wait up, Gomez!"

He hunched his shouldersand hdted. S, it'sthetdltale cry of my
nemesis”

Natalie, dodging around passengers and baggage bots was hurrying toward
them along thetinted plagtiglassramp. "Hello, Jake," she said when

she caught up with them. "Gomez, I'm glad | found you, and | won't

even take precious time, since the liner's about to depart, to

criticize you for scooting out of your hotel without so much asa
fare-thee-well or--"

"Y ou're not booked on our flight, cara?”’

"How could | be? | haveto remain herein Madrid for at least two full
working daysto follow up on thiswhole busness. Thefailed

revolution, thelocating of the stolen guns, the siniter linkswith

the OCO--the whole complex mess. I'm doing anightly broadcast and a



whole dew of mini reports and asumming up for Newz's week end
sarvice" Reaching out, she put both arms around him and hugged him
enthusagticdly. "I redly appreciate your help and particularly your
taking the time, after you'd been about as close to the brim of death
asyou could possibly be, to vidphone me at our studiosjust forty
seconds before artime to confirm the location of the Devlin Gunsand,
honestly, | won't even mention thet in the futurei'd redlly gppreciate

it if you could get meinformation like that at least five minutes

ahead of broadcast so that | can make sureit getsinto my scriptin
the polished yet breezy style that my millions of viewers--"

"Chiquita," cut in Gomez as he extricated himsdlf from her enthusiastic
embrace. "We haveto take our leave."

"Certainly, don't let medetain you,” shesaid. "I smply took time
out from my impossibly crowded schedule to rush down hereto wish you a
heartfelt bon voyage, Gomez."

"Graciasand ad ids

She caught hold of hisarm, pulling him back toward her. "Oh, and,
Gomez, I've been thinking about that strange and awful Tek-induced
nightmare | had, the one, as| believe | mentioned, where you expressed
adeep passion for me," shesaid. "While you're winging your way
homeward, you might want to think about that notion and, as repellant
asitisto me, determineif perhgpstherésagrain of truthinit. It

would explain some of the odd aspects of our long-running
relaionship.” Shekissed him on the cheek and let him free.

I'll giveit my unswverving atention,” he promised,



taking off at atrot up theramp. AFTERIII)N $17 over Greater Los
Angeleswas asooty golden color. Jake, alonein hissky car was
flyinginland.

On the dash phone screen Bascom was saying, " Concentrate on the bonus.
It be subgtantiad for both you lads.”

"TheDevlinangleisalooseend.”

"For now," conceded the head of the Cosmos agency. "I've dready
assured you that nobody is going to bother your son or Molly Fine over
this"

"Butisthisguy dive?'

Bascom said, "Thusfar | haven't been ableto find out. However, Jake,
it occursto methat | may be able to persuade certain interested
partiesin our nation's capti d to finance an investigation." He held

up hishand. "That will be another case. Thisoneisofficidly

over." "Okay."

"Oh, and I'm curious about an item that just camein from Madrid. Why
am | gill being billed by Soberano's agency in Madrid?!

Jake looked away from the phone screen "It'sall part of the case.”

"Says here Gomez authorized these further investigations,” said Bascom.
"Can | deduct these charges from his bonus?’

"It would not," advised Jake, "be agood ideg, chief." "All right,
benovelent patriarch that | am, I'll forget about the matter. Unless
it goes on beyond the end of the week." Bascom ended the call.



Jake tapped out alanding pattern and the sky car began drifting down
toward asmulated nature preserve in the Pasadena Sector.

Bev Kendricks waswaiting at the edge of the landing lot. Holographic
redwood trees rose up behind her, with mossy trails winding through
them. "Most of what | said to you when you got into that fight with
Jabb Marx [ didn't really mean,”" she began as he came toward her.

He put hisarms around her for amoment, then stepped back. "But some
of it you did believe.

"Y ou've been hanging on to your anger over Beth'sdeath along time,”
shesaid.

Hesad, "I'm not ready to giveit up yet."

She hesitated afew seconds, then took hishand. They walked into the



deep shadows of the forest.



