Guardian Angd
by Mike Resnick

Her skin had cost her abundle. It was smoother than silk, and at least thirty years younger than her eyes,
which had ahard glitter to them that she couldn't quite hide. She had ahdll of afigure, but therewas no
way to know how much of it was hers and how much was courtesy of the same guyswho gave her that
skin. She wore aring that was brilliant enough to have given her the tan she sported, and another one that
could have eaten the first one for breskfast.

She told me her name was Bestrice Vanderwycke. | didn't know if | believed her. Y ou get used to being
lied to in my line of work, and eventudly you assume everything you'retold isalie until you know for a
fact that it isn't. Still, she looked enough like a Begtrice Vanderwycke that | waswilling to accept it for
the moment.

Besides, | needed the work.

"And that wasthelast time | saw him,” she was saying as she toyed with a bracelet that was worth more
than | earnin adecade. "I'm terribly worried that something has happened to him, Mr. Masters."

"Cdl me Jeke," | replied.

"Do you think you can help me?" She shifted her position and the chair instantly adjusted to
accommodate her, then gently wrapped itself around her. | envied the chair.

"l cantry,” | said. "But I'll be honest with you: the police have far more resources than a private detective
does. Have you spoken to them?'

"They sent me to you. I'm sure he's not on Odysseus, and that means he's beyond their jurisdiction. A
very nice officer named Selina Hernandez recommended you.”

_Weél, that's one way for Sdinato make sure | take her out for that dinner | owe her.

"All right," | said. "Let me start making arecord of thisso | don't make too many mistakes.” | activated
My computer.

Sheamost laughed at it. "That machine must be aleftover from thelast century. Doesit till work?”
"Mog of thetime."

"Why don't you get anew one?"

"I've got afondnessfor old broken-down machines,” | said. "Can | have his name again?

“Andy.”

"Age?

"Nineteen.”

"He'slegdly of age on every world in thewhole Albion Cluster,” | pointed out. "Even if | find him, | can't
make him come back with meif he doesn't want to."

She pulled out awad of money that could choke damned near any animal I've ever seen. "Yourea
resourceful man. Youll find away."



| stopped mysdlf from legping for the money and reached for it with some dight measure of restraint. It
was mostly Democracy credits, but there were some Far London pounds, Maria Theresa dollars, and
New Stalin rubles.

"I'm aresourceful man,” | echoed, diding the cash into adesk drawer. "I'll find away." | paused. "Have
you got apicture of him -- holo, portrait, whatever?'

She placed asmall cube on my desk and activated it. The image of a nice-looking kid with blue eyes and
wavy brown hair suddenly appeared, hovering inthe air.

"Can | keep it?" | asked.

"Of course.”

"Can you supply mewith alist of hisfriends, and how to contact them?"
"Hedidn't have many," she said.

"How about agirlfriend?"

"Certainly not, Mr. Magters," she said firmly. "Heé'sjust aboy."

_He'saboy who looks to be about two inchestaller than | am,__ | thought, but decided to keep my
mouth shut.

"Any dienfriends?’
She gave me ahaughty stare. "No."

"Y ou've got to give me alittle more to go on than just an image of him, Mrs. Vanderwycke," | said. "It'sa
big gdaxy out there."

She produced another cube. "This contains the names and addresses of dl of hisfriendsthat | know
about, plus some of histeachersand alist of al the schools he's attended.”

"Whereis he presently going to school 7

"Hequit last year."

"All right -- where does he work?"

"He doesn't.”

"What does he do with histime?'

"He'sbeenill," shesad. "That'swhy I'm so worried about him."

"He looks pretty hedthy inthe holo,” | said.

"It'svery difficult for meto discuss” she said uncomfortably. "Hehas... _emotiona__ problems.”
"The kind that would make him wander off and forget who heisand where helives?' | asked.

She shook her head. "No, Mr. Masters. But he needs to continue his treatment, and he's aready missed
three sessonswith histherapigt.”



"I'll want the name and address of the therapist.”
"It'son the cube.”
"And you say he disappeared three days ago?"

"That's right. | had an appointment. He wasin hisroom when | eft, and gone when | returned.” She
stared at me with cold clear eyesthat looked more like a predator than a distraught mother. "I'll pay your
daily fee and cover al your expenses while you're looking for him. When you return him to me, there will
be asubgtantia bonus."

"Y ou dready gave me one."
"That was an inducement, not abonus," she said. "Will you find my son?"
"I'll giveit my best shot,” | promised.

"Good." Shegot to her feet, tall and elegant and reeking of money, areal knockout -- and with her
money and her cosmetic surgeons, she'd look just as good at seventy, or even ninety. "1 will expect
fregquent reports.”

"Youll get them.”

She dtared at me. | used to Stare at things | was about to dissect in biology class the sameway. "Don't
disappointment me, Mr. Magters.”

| walked her to the door, it irised to |et her pass through, and then | was done with all that beautiful
money and the promise of alot moreto comeif | could just find one missing kid.

| fed the cube with theinfo to my computer. It spit it out. | put it in again, waiting to make sure the
machine wasn't going to turn it into an appetizer, then sat back down at my desk and began sifting
through the data she'd given me. There were four teenaged boys and a couple of teachers -- names,
addresses, holos. | decided to put them off until 1'd spoken to the thergpist to find out what was wrong
with thekid, but he wouldn't break doctor-patient confidentiaity without Andy's permission. | told him |
could get Bestrice Vanderwycke's permission, and he explained that snce Andy was legdly of age that
wouldn't change anything.

So | began hunting up the names from school. One teacher had died, another was guiding tourists through
the ruins of Archimedes 1. Two of the boyswerein offworld colleges, athird wasin the Navy and
posted half agdaxy away. That left Rashid Banerjee, adightly-built young man with athick shock of
black hair. | managed to get him on the holophone, which saved me atrip out to his place, and
introduced mysdif.

"I'm looking for Andy Vanderwycke," | explained.

"l didn't know hewas missing,” said Banerjee.

"He's been gone for three days,” | said. "Is he the kind of kid who would go off on alark?

"I hardly knew him," said Banerjee. "He never struck me asirresponsible, but | don't know..."
"|s there anyone who would know?"

"Try hisgirlfriend.”



"His mother told me he didn't have any girlfriends.”
"He'sgot one. Or at least he did. His mother did her best to break it up.”
"Any reason why?" | asked.

"Who knows?' he said. "She was a strange one, that lady. | don't think she liked him, even though he
was her son.”

"Can you give methe girl's name and tell me how to get in touch with her?"

"Méeanie Grimes,”" answered Banerjee. He gave me her contact information. | thanked him, and went to
the hospital where Médanie Grimes worked. They told me I'd have to wait in the cafeteriafor her until she
was on her bresk. 1t was a big, bustling room, with enough anti-grav sensorsthat any patient who found
any kind of exertion difficult could smply float to atable. | found an empty table, and the moment | sat
down amenu appeared afew inches above the table. Then adisembodied voice listed the day's specials.

"Jugt coffee” | said.

"Please press your thumb againgt the illuminated circle on thetable," said the voice.

| did s0.

"Y our coffeewill be billed to your account at the Odysseus branch of the Bank of Deluros.”

| still don't know how the coffee got to the table. | turned away for amoment to watch avery proud,
very stubborn old man ingst on waking with crutches rather than let the room waft him to achair, and
when | turned back the coffee was aready there.

| lit asmokeless cigar, and amused myself guessing the professions of every patient and visitor who
walked by. Since there was no oneto correct me, | gave mysalf ascore of ninety percent.

Then ayoung woman began walking across the cafeteriatoward me. She was very dender, dmost thin,
with short-cropped red hair and big brown eyes. While | wastrying to guess whether she was afourth
level computer programmer or an apprentice pastry chef, she cameto a halt.

"Jeke Magters?' shesad. "'I'm Méanie Grimes.”

| stood up. "1 want to thank you for seeing me."

"I haven't got much time. Weve dready had eight ddliveriestoday.”
"So you're an obstetrics nurse?”

"No, I'm not."

"Y ou're too young to be adoctor."

"I'm alab technician,” she explained. "Every time ababy is born, we take some umbilical ssem cellssowe
can cloneits various organs should they ever need replacement. It's not very exciting,”" she continued,
then added defengvely: "But it isimportant.”

"I'm don't doubt it," | said, handing her abusiness card. She studied my name and seemed fascinated by
the little animated figure stalking the bad guys. Finaly shelooked up a me.



"Thisisabout Andy, isnt it?'

"Y eah. According to his mother he went missing three nights ago.”

"He'snot missng,” shesaid. "Heran away."

"Fromyou?'

She shook her head. "From her."

"Areyou taking about his mother?'

"Y es. He wasfrightened.”

"Of her?'

"Wes"

| drained the last of my coffee. "Can you think of any reason why he should be frightened of her?"
"Y ou've met her. Wouldn't you be afraid of her?!

Not much scares me besides the prospect of poverty these days, but | saw her point.
"If you wanted to find him, where would you |ook?"

"l don't know." Then: "He had thisfriend..."

"Hismother gave me alist of hisfriends. I've spoken to Rashid Banerjee, and none of the othersare on
the planet.”

"His mother didn't think this one could possibly be afriend, so of course she wouldn't give you his name
-- but he was the closest friend Andy had. Maybe hisonly redl friend.”

"Can you give me his name?'

"Crozchziim."

"Either you're choking or hesan dien,” | said.
"HesaGromite."

"Whet'sa Gromite?'

"A native of Barsoti V"

"Humanoid?'

"es"

"How long has he known Andy?"

"A longtime" replied Mdanie. "Andy's mother was too busy to bother with him, so he pretty much
raised Andy. Over the years he was anursemaid, atutor, and a paid companion.”

"Could Andy be staying with him?"



She shook her head. "Helived in an outbuilding on the Vanderwycke's estate. A little shack, redly,
hidden from sight in agrove of trees. She/d have looked there before she contacted a detective.”

| showed her the list of friends 1'd been given. "Can you add any namesto this"

She sudied thelist. "Not redly. | don't think Andy would have congdered any of them friends. They
were just classmates he knew."

"What about Andy's father?" | asked. "Dead?'

She amiled, thefirg smile I'd seen from her. "Didn't shetell you? But of course shewouldnt. It might ruin
her socid standing.”

"Youwant to let meinonthejoke?"' | said.

"Andy'sfather isBen Jeffries”

"Hatchet Ben Jeffries?’ | said. "The kingpin of the Corvus sysem?”
"That'shim."

"There's an outstanding murder warrant for him right here on Odysseus,” | noted. " They've been trying to
extradite him for years.”

"That'swhy he never comesto the lliad system,” said Melanie.
"| assume he and Bestrice are divorced?'

"Andy saysthey were never married.”

"Andy knowshim?'

"Of course. HE's been paying al Andy's expenses since he was born. He just can't visit him on Odysseus.
He'sflown Andy out to Corvus|l afew times."

"Dothey get dongwel?

"l guesss0.”

"Could Andy be on Corvus now?' | asked.
She shrugged. "'l don't know. Maybe."

| thanked her for her time, then went back to the office to check on Crozchziim's whereabouts. | had the
computer accessthe dien registry. Hed reported once aweek to the Department of Alien Affairsfor
closetofifteen years ... but held skipped hislast check-in, and the Department had no ideawhere he
was.

Which meant my next step wasto talk to Hatchet Ben Jeffries. I'd much rather have spoken to himvia
computer or subspace radio, but he was my only remaining lead, and | figured I'd better have a
face-to-face with him, so | contacted the spaceport and booked an economy ticket to Corvusli.

Corvus was seventeen light-years from Iliad. | don't know who or what Corvus was, or why they named
adar for it, but I thought the guy who named the planets was pretty unimaginative. They were Corvus|
through Corvus XIV. It made lliad's planets -- Achilles, Odysseus, Ajax, Hektor and the rest -- look



pretty classy by comparison.

Wetook off bright and early the next morning. | watched aholo of amurderball game for acouple of
hours, then took a nap until the robot host woke me and asked if | wanted something to eat. | dways get
nauseous when | et at light speeds or traveling through wormholesin hyperspace, so | took a pass and
went back to deep until just before we touched down.

I'd sent amessage that | wanted to see Jeffries about his son, but I'd lft before there was any reply, and
| hoped | hadn't wasted atrip. It's been my experience that crimina kingpins are often reluctant to speak
to any kind of detective, even private ones. | cleared Customs, then rented an aircar, punched in the
address of Jeffries estate, and settled back to watch the countryside whiz past as we skimmed along a
few inches above the ground.

When we got to our destination there was astone wall around the entire place, dl ten or twelve acres of
it, and there were half adozen robots patrolling the exterior. The aircar stopped at the gate, its sensors
flashing, and afew seconds later amechanica voice came through its speaker system:

"State your name and business. We will not be responsible for you or your vehicleif you attempt to enter
the grounds without permisson.”

"I'm Jake Masters, and I'm expected. Tdll your boss| need to talk to him."
"Pleasewait."

| waited afull two minutes. Then the gate vanished, and | redlized I'd been looking at one hell of a
hologram. | suspected that the entire wall was nothing but a carefully constructed image. For al | knew,
so were the robots. The aircar began moving forward, and once we wereinsde the estate | ordered it to
stop. Then, just to seeif my guess about how the place was really protected wasright, | picked up a
titanium drinking mug that came with the vehicle and tossed it at thewall. It wasingantly atomized. which
isexactly what would happen to anyone who tried to enter without first being cleared.

We glided up to the front door of amansion that would have been impressive on any world and
especidly out here on the edge of the Inner Frontier, and | found threemen-- _real_men, not images or
robots -- waiting for me. Nobody was displaying any weapons, but they each had afew tdlltae bulges
under thelr tunics,

"Well?" said the smallest of them.

"Heiscarrying alaser pigtol,” replied the aircar.

"Anything ds=?"

"A wallet, apassport, 37 creditsin change, two Maria Theresadollars...”

"That's enough. Please hand me your burner, butt first, and step out of the vehicle, Mr. Magters.”
| did ashe said, and the two larger men frisked me about as thoroughly as|'d ever been frisked.
"What wasthat for?' | asked when they had finished.

"Mr. Jeffrieshasalot of enemies” the small man explained. "And of course there are dways bounty
hunters.”

"Y eah, but you've dready scanned me and got my burner.”



"You can't betoo careful, Mr. Masters,” hereplied. "Last week aman tried to enter the house with a
ceramic gun that got past every sensor. Step over here, please.”

| walked over to a scanner that read my retina, my bone structure, and my fingerprints and checked them
againgt my passport. Then they checked my passport againgt the registry office back on Odysseus.
Findly they were satisfied that | waswho | claimed to be, and that if | tried to kill their bossit wouldn't
be with any wesapons that had gotten past them.

"Pleasefollow me," said the small man, turning and entering the mansion. We passed through ahuge
foyer with afloor made of marble with the distinctive bluetint that identified it as coming from far
Antares, then down acorridor lined with dien artifacts on quartz shelves, and finally entered aluxurious
study lined with books -- not disks or cubes, but real books made of paper. The carpet was very thick,
and seemed to shapeitself around my feet with each step | took.

A tdl man was standing beside a desk made of half a dozen different dien hardwoods. He was a stedl
gray man -- hair, clothing, even his expression -- and | knew he had to be Ben Jeffries. | half-expected to
see the hatchet that made his reputation and gave him his sobriquet displayed on awall or in aglass case,
but therewas no sign of it.

"Mr. Magters?' he said, extending his hand.
| took it. The grip was asfirm and sted gray astherest of him.
"Cdl me Jake"

"Have aseat, Jake," he said, snapping hisfingers, and a chair quickly floated over to me, asresponsive
asawd|-trained dog. "Can | get you something to drink?"

"Whatever you're having,” | said.

"Cygnian cognac, | think," he said, and before he could ask for it arobot had entered with two haf-filled
glasses. | took one, so did he, and as the robot exited, he nodded to the man who had brought me to the
study, and he left too. Now it was just the two of us.

"I've checked you out thoroughly, Jake," he said. "A man in my position hasto be very careful. After dl,
you're a detective and there are close to eighty warrants for my arrest al acrossthe Cluster. Y ou've been
scanned, so | know you're not carrying any recording devices, but just the same we're going to need
some ground rules. Y ou said you wanted to talk to me about my son. Fine -- but that's the only subject
that's open for discussion. Isthat okay with you?"

| had afedling that if it wasn't agreeable, | probably wouldn't live to make it back to the spaceport.
"That'sfing" | sad.
"| assume Andy's mother hired you?"'

| nodded. "Mrs. Vanderwycke, right." | took asip of the cognac. I'd heard of Cygnian cognac for years,
but | could never afford it. | guess1'm used to cheap booze; | didn't like this stuff all. But sinceit was
Hatchet Ben's cognac, | figured I'd better keep that observation to mysalf.

"Mrs. Vanderwycke," he repeated with an amused chuckle. "When | knew her shewas just plain Betty
Wickes. Well, maybe not so plain." Hetook asip of hiscognac. "All right, what do you need to know?"

"Y our son hasgonemissing,” | said, "and I've been hired to find him."



"Yeah, | gathered asmuch,” said Jeffries.

"Has he been in contact with you? Asked for money or hep?"
"No. Hed never show that much initiative."

"| takeit you don't think too much of him?"

"He's adecent enough kid," said Jeffries. "But he'saweakling."
"He looked pretty sturdy in the holos I've seen.”

"Therearedl kinds of weaklings" said Jeffries. "He'sthe kind | have no usefor. If you push him, he
won't push back. He never stands up to Betty, which isan open invitation to get walked dl over. The
kid'sgot no guts. Helets every little thing get to him. Hell, he was actudly catatonic for awhile back
when hewasfive or Six. Y ou wouldn't believe how much | had to pay ateam of shrinksto snap him out
of it."

"Sounds like an unhappy kid," | said.

"I was an unhappy kid too," said Jeffries. "Y ou learn to overcomeit -- if you're tough enough. Andy
isn't." He paused. "Maybe held have turned out better if 1'd raised him. It's hard to devel op toughness
growing up around Betty."

"Tdl meabout her," | said.

"Watch your back around her," he said. "Y ou know what | do for aliving, I'm not going to lie about it. |
ded with the scum of the galaxy every day -- killersand worse.” He stared a me. "Believe mewhen | tell
you she's more dangerous than any of them.”

"If that's so, why did you hook up with her?"

"She was young and gorgeous, and | was young and foolish. It didn't last long. | was gone before Andy
was born.”

"When'sthe last time you saw her?’

"Maybefifteen or Sixteen yearsago,” he said. "No, wait aminute. | saw her a couple of years ago when
Milos Arum was inaugurated as Governor of Beta Capanis|ll. | didn't talk to her, but | saw her across
theroom.”

"Beta Capanis,” | said. "That'sway to hell and gone, out onthe Rim. | takeit Arum's aclose friend?’

"That's not part of our ground rules, Jake," he said with ahint of sted beneath the friendly smile. "Stick to
Andy."

"Sorry," | sad. "What can you tell me about a Gromite cdled Crozchziim?"
"I never met him, but Andy talked about him alot.”

"Any ideawhere he might be?'

"He?Y ou mean the dien? Isn't he back on Odysseus?’

"Not asfar as| cantdl," | said.



"So you think he'swith Andy?*
"It makessense” | said. "They'refriends, and they're both missing.”

"Interesting,” said Jeffries. "All | know about him isthat he used to be an entertainer, ajuggler or tumbler
or something. He broke an arm or aleg, | don't remember which. He was on Odysseus, and they let him
go. Betty hired him to amusethekid.”

"He performed on stage?" If he worked for atheatre company that played human worlds, he had to
belong to aunion, and that would make him alittle easer to trace.

"Inacircusor acarniva, something like that." | must have looked my disappointment, because he added:
"I'll have one of my men find out exactly where it was and get the information to you.”

"Thanks," | said. "'l guessthat covers everything.”
"Almost. Now I've got one for you."
"Fairisfar. Go ahead and ask."

"Twelve years ago you put three of my men away for along time on Odysseus. Y ou were agood cop.
Why did you quit?'

"I wasn't corrupt enough,” | said.
He chuckled. "Y eah, | heard about your problems when you arrested the wrong guys.”

"Right guys, wrong adminigtration,” | replied. | wanted to ask if they were his, but | knew he wouldn't
answer, so | got to my feet and he did the same.

"Have you got any ideawhere he might be?"' he asked.

"Not yet," | said. "But I'll find him sooner or later -- unless Mrs. Vanderwycke getstired of paying my
expenses and per diems.”

"I'll tell you what," said Jeffries, walking meto the door of the study. "If she stops paying you, I'll pick up
the tab and you'll report to me.”

| looked at him for amoment without saying anything.
"What are you saring &?' he said.

"I'm trying to picture you as aconcerned father."
Suddenly hewasdl ged again. "Jug find him."

Then | was being escorted back to the car by another of his men, and an hour later | was on a spaceliner
bound for Odysseus. When the trip was allittle less than half over, the robot host handed me the printout
of asubspace message that had just arrived from the Corvus system:

_"The show Crozchziim worked for islong defunct. There are presently 137 circuses and carnivals
touring the Albion Cluster. For what it'sworth, only one of then, the Benzagari Carnival and Sideshow, is
owned by a Gromite, Crozchziim's former partner in ajuggling act.”

It was as good a place as any to start, so before we landed | ran a check and learned that the carny had



been playing on Brutus 11 for eight days and was dated to be therefor four more. | didn't even leavethe
Odysseus spaceport; haf an hour after we touched down | was en route to the Alpha Pirias system,
wherel'd transfer to aloca ship that hit dl the inhabited worlds within athree system radius, including
BrutusI.

When | got to Brutus | found that the carny had been kicked off the planet for running crooked games,
which at least showed that the management had some respect for tradition, and was now on New
Rhodesia. It took me another day to make connections. We touched down on nightside, and | got off
with perhaps ten other passengers while the ship continued on toward its ultimate destination in the
Roosevet system.

| got inline to pass through Customs. When it was my turn | stepped up and handed over my passport
disk to the robot Customs officer that was running the booth.

"Areyou visting New Rhodesiafor business or pleasure?" it asked me.
"Budness”
"The nature of your business?'

"l amaduly licensed private investigator,” | replied. "I don't believe I'm required to tell you more than
that."

"Will you require acopy of our congtitution and pend code so that you may study what isand isnot
permitted in the pursuit of your business?'

"That won't be necessary."
"How long do you plan to stay on New Rhodesia?"
"One day, two at the most."

"I have given you athree-day visa," said the robot, handing me back my disk. "It will vanish from your
passport a that time, and if you are fill on New Rhodesiaand have not filed for an extension, you will be
inviolaion of our laws™"

"| undergand.”

"Our standard currency isthe New Rhodesia shilling, but Democracy credits and Maria Theresadollars
are dso accepted. If you have other human currencies, you may exchange them at any of the three banks
within the spaceport.” It paused asif waiting for aquestion, but | didn't have any. "Our atimosphereis
21% oxygen, 77% nitrogen, and 2% inert gasses that are harmless to carbon-based life forms. Our
gravity is 96% Standard, and our day is 27.23 Standard hours."

"Thanks" | said. "May | passthrough now?"

"I must check to make sure you have sufficient funds to purchase passage away from New Rhodesia,” it
replied, asit transmitted my thumbprint to the Master Computer back on Deluros V11I. | tensed, because
whileI'd just deposited the money Mrs, Vanderwycke had given me, my credit history was what they
call spotty. "Checking ... satisfactory. Y ou may enter the main body of the spaceport, Jacob Masters.”

| walked straight to an information computer and asked where the Benzagari Carnival and Sideshow was
performing. It gave me an address than didn't mean athing, so | took it to the Transport Depot and hired
an aircar to take methere.



It was about ten miles out of town, aseries of tents and torch-lit kiosks that were meticul ous recrestions
of the onesthat had plied their trade on Earth before Man had reached the stars, with the added
advantage that they were climate-controlled and a cyclone couldn't blow them away. There were games
of every variety, gamesfor humans, gamesfor diens, even racesfor the ugly little Six-legged creatures
that passed for pets on New Rhodesia. The barkers and shills were everywhere -- Men, Canphorites,
Lodinites, Mollutei, Atrians, even a couple of Belargans.

The din was deafening. There were grunts and growls, trillsand shrill whistles, snorts and clicks, and here
and there even somewords | could understand. The standard language in the galaxy is Terran snce Men
are the dominant race, and usudly the other races wear T-packs -- trand ating mechanismsthat were
programmed to work in Terran and their native tongues -- but someone had decided the carniva would
have amore exotic flavor if the T-packs weren't used, and | have to admit they had apaint: it certainly
fdt different from anything I'd ever encountered.

Except for the frigid, methane-breathing Atrians who had to wear protective suits, al the other diens
were warm-blooded oxygen breathers, and they were al more-or-less humanoid. There were haf a
dozen races 1'd never seen before, ranging from aten-foot-tall biped that looked like an animated tent
poleto ashort, burly, three-legged being covered with what seemed to be dull purplefeathers.

Findly | walked up to one of the human barkers and asked him to point out a Gromite to me. He looked
around for amoment, then turned back to me.

"l don't see any right now, but they're al over the place,”" he said.
"What do they look like?"

"Maybe afoot shorter than you, rich red skin, two arms, two legs, too damned many fingers and toes.
They don't wear clothes. | know thisis supposed to be asexual galaxy, but if they've got genders, they
keep it to themsalves." Suddenly he pointed. "There's the boss, making his collections.”

| looked, and decided I'd never mistake a Gromite for anything el se. Thelegs had an extrajoint, the
elbows seemed to bend in both directions, there was no nose but just a narrow dit above abroad mouith,
the eyes were orange and were faceted like an insect's, and if he had any genitalsthey sure ashell weren't
externd.

"Maybe he doesn't need pants,” said the barker, "but he sure as hell could use amoney belt. Wereredly
rakingit intonight."

"Have you been with the show long?" | asked.

"A yedr, giveor take."

"Do you know if theré's a Gromite called Crozchziim working here?!

"Besatsthe hell out of me" hesaid. "It'snot anameI'd remember.” Then: "Who'd hekill ?*
"Why do you think hekilled anyone?’

"Why dsewould you belooking for him?*

"Henokiller. | just need to talk to him. I'm told that he'sajuggler, or somekind of entertainer.”

"Wdl, there's your answer. HEd be in the big tent, and | work the Midway. We could both work the
show for ayear and never meet.”



"Thisparticular Gromite might be traveling with ayoung human.”

"Bully for him," said the barker, losing interest. Y ou got any other questions, or do you mind if 1 go back
to work?'

| left him and headed over to Benzagari. | flashed my credentids a him and he cameto a stop.

"We're breaking no laws," he said. "If you have any complaints, please speek to Lieutenant James
Ngoma."

"I'm not here to arrest you or shake you down,” | said. "1 just need some information.” He didn't say
anything, o | continued. "'I'm looking for ayoung human named Andy Vanderwycke. He's probably
traveling with a Gromite named Crozchziim.”

"l have never heard of ether of them.”

Birds of afeather. | aready knew that he'd been Crozchziim's partner in an act years ago, so hewas
obvioudy protecting afellow Gromite. | consdered explaining that | didn't want the damned Gromite,
that | was after the Man, but he had no reason to believe me and aiens don't sal out their brothersto
humans

| left him and headed for the main tent. It was packed, split just about evenly between humansand
everything ese. New Rhodesiawas a human world, but it was also a center of commerce, and it had a
large Alien Quarter. The Men till outnumbered the dliensthree or four to one, but Men had alot of
thingsto do with their evenings, and obvioudy the diensdidn't.

Therewereatrio of Lodinite tumblersin the center, and acouple of human clownswerewalking the
perimeter of the ring, entertaining some of the kids of al specieswho couldn't work up much enthusiasm
for dien acrobats. They were just finishing up their act when | got there, and aminute later ahuman
knife-thrower entered thering. A pretty, scantily-clad girl wastied to ahuge spinning whedl, the whed!
was set in motion, and the man hurled hisfirst knife. There was an audible gasp asthe knife buried itself
in the woman's ssomach and she uttered a shrill scream. The man released four more knivesin quick
succession, and each one failed to missthe girl, whose screams grew weaker each time. Then, just
before the audience could charge the ring to dismember the knife thrower, the whed came to astop, the
shackles cameloose, and the"dying" girl walked briskly to the center of thering, pulled dl five knives
from her body, politely handed them back to the thrower, and bowed to the audience.

"Nicetrick," | said to ahuman who waswaking down the aide, hawking candies and the wriggling little
wormlike thingsthat the Mollutel est for snacks.

"That'snotrick,” hesaid. "Those arered knives. If he throws oneinto you, you die."
"Thenwhy didn't shedie?'

"Mutant. Her blood coagulates ingtantly, and her skin heals by the next morning -- and heredlly isagood
am. He dways misses her vitd organs.”

"That doesn't explain why the shock and pain doesn't kill her."
"She had al her pain receptors surgicaly disconnected.”
"Areyou guessing, or do you know that for afact?’

Hesmiled. "Shesmy sger.”



| bought a candy bar from him to cement our friendship, then asked another question. "I'm looking for a
Gromite who might be working here as ajuggler. Have you seen one?"

"Sure. Y ou want Crunchtime."
"Crunchtime?" | repested.

"That's not hisname, but it'sas close as| can come to pronouncing it, and he answersto it. Most
everyone calshim that now.”

"Is he traveling with a human, ayoung man maybe 19 or 20 years old, kind of dender, maybe two or
threeinches over Sx feet?'

"Never saw himintheact, and | don't mix with dienswhen I'm on my own time."
"When is Crunchtime due to appear?”’

He glanced at the ring, where a Canphorite was putting some huge forty-ton creature through its paces,
tossing it abal, making it and on its back four legs, climbing into its huge maw.

"Soon asthisguy and his pet are done."
"Some pet,” | remarked.

"Yeah, | know, it lookslikeit could et half the audience for breakfast, but it'sredlly aherbivore.
Friendliest damned monster you ever saw. It loves everybody.”

You liveand learn. The deadliest killer | ever came acrosslooked like amilquetoast who'd faint if you
just frowned a him.

| waited until the Canphorite and his pet |eft thering, and then atrio of jugglers entered -- one human,
one Lodinite, and one Gromite. And since the Gromite | sought had been ajuggler and aguy who had a
difficult time with aien names had dubbed this Gromite Crunchtime, | was pretty surel'd found
Crozchziim.

| have to admit he was damned good as what he did. He kept six or seven objects of different shapes

and weights going a once, then tossed them even higher and got an even dozen in motion. 1'd assumed
that sooner or later the three of them would start juggling things back and forth, but none of them even

acknowledged the others existence until they al took their bows afew minutes|ater.

When they left thering | handed the candy bar to alittle girl, then walked to the exit they'd used and was
soon just afew steps behind the Gromite,

"Hey, Crunchtime!" | called.

He stopped and turned to face me.

"Do | know you?' he asked in perfect Terran.
"Not yet," | said. "My name's Jake Masters.”
"MineisCrozchziim."

"I know. Will you settle for Crunchtime? It'sahdll of alot easier for meto pronounce.”



He nodded his head, which startled me. Theway he was put together, it looked like it was about to fall
off. "What do you want of me, Mr. Magters?

"l just want to ask you afew questions,” | said. "Y ou used to work for Beatrice Vanderwycke, right?”
"Thet iscorrect.”
"Youleftinkind of ahurry.”

"She doesn't want me back," he said, "and sheis not the type to send you dl thisway to present me with
my vacation pay -- S0 why are you here?'

| pulled out my card. "Can you read Terran?' He nodded again, and | handed it to him. "I've been hired
to find her son."

"And do what?'

"Bring him back."

"Why?

"That's not my concern,” | said.

"It should be," said Crunchtime.

"Why do you think s0?'

"Before you disrupt an innocent young man'slife, don't you think you should know why you're doing it?"
"She's his mother and she'sworried about him," | said.

He stared & me, and when he was done | knew what a sneer of contempt and disbelief from a Gromite
looked like.

Findly he spoke. "Tdl Mrs. Vanderwycke heis safe and healthy and she has nothing to worry abouit.
Now your job is done. Good-bye, Mr. Masters.”

"Lehimtdl me" | sad.
"He has no desire to see anyone connected with his mother," said the Gromite.
"Hisfather's concerned too."

"Hisfather had seen him atotd of 27 days since he wasborn. It isdifficult to believe that he is suddenly
concerned about the boy'swell-being.”

"So nobody cares about him except you?"

"Médanie Grimes does,” said Crunchtime. "But you dready know that. Who else would have given you
my name?'

" She trusted me enough to tell me that Andy was probably traveling with you. Why can't you trust me
enough to tell mewhere heis?’

"l have my reasons, and Andy has his"



"Why not make things easy on both of us and cooperate with me?" | said reasonably. "Y ou know I'm
going to find him with or without your help.”

"Without." He paused and stared at me for along minute. ™Y ou may think you know what thisis about,
Mr. Magters, but | assure you that you have no ideawhatsoever."

"Enlighten me"

"Keep out of mattersthat don't concern you,” said Crunchtime. "If you find him and take him back before
he's ready, you will be responsible for whatever happens.”

"Before he'sready for what?' | demanded. "And what do you expect to happen?’
"I have said enough. | will spegk no further. Thisinterview isover."

Heturned and walked away. | considered following him, but decided it was awaste of time. The kid had
to know his mother would send someone after him; he probably had a prearranged set of signalswith
Crunchtime to warn him when anyone showed up.

| spent the rest of the night wandering through the sideshow, searching for Andy Vanderwycke. | had his
holo with me, but | never had a chanceto useit, because | never saw ayoung man of hisheight and
build. Asthe crowdsthinned out | began looking behind the kiosks. | turned up acouple haf my age
having sex behind a shooting galery, three men and two aliens who were so zoned out on booze or drugs
that nothing was going to wake them before morning, and ten or twelve hucksters of al races sdlling
contraband items, some of which made no senseto me.

One bedraggled man approached me with some truly unique pornography -- an animated deck of cards
with aqueen of hearts| still dream about -- and another tried to sell meapair of halucinogenic dphandla
seeds, which areillega on just about every world in the Democracy. | asked each of them if they had
Seen anyone answering to Andy's description, but once they saw | wasn't about to buy their goods they
muttered their negatives and went looking for some other sucker.

When a Andrican hooker who looked like afour-foot tall Tinker Bell, complete with wings and avoice
that sounded like gentle chimes, hinted at what shewould liketo do for or tome, | pulled out a
fifty-credit note and told her | wasn't interested in what she was selling but 1'd give her the money if she
could tdl mewhereto find Andy Vanderwycke. She explained that she didn't know any human mae
caled Andy, but if | was after male companionship her uncle was available.

Finaly | ssumbled upon Prospero the Living Encyclopedia, ahumanoid alien. To thisday | don't know
what race he belonged to; from adistance he could pass for aman, but when you got close to him you
noticed the lidless eyeswith the dit pupils, the third nostril, and the hair that was congtantly weaving itself
into new patterns.

Prospero's booth was at the far end of the midway, and he offered a prize of one hundred New
Rhodesa shillings to anyone who asked him a question that he couldn't answer. Hewasredly
remarkable: he knew the timefor the fastest mile ever run on Greenveldt, the gross planetary product of
Far London, and the copyright date of the Canphorite poet Tanblixt's first book.

Findly | stepped up and faced him.

"Greetings, my good gir,” he said in shbilant Terran, and now that | was standing right in front of him | saw
that histongue wasforked, not like asnake's but like ared fork, with four ditinct tynes. "And what
guestion do you wish the magnificent Prospero to answer?"



"I'm looking for ahuman named Andy Vanderwycke," | said. "Ishewith the carniva?"

"es"

"Wherecan | find him?'

"Only one question to acustomer, good Sir," said Progpero with avery dien smile.

"I'll just get back inlineand ask again,” | told him.

"Thatisyour privilege"

So | went to the back of the line, waited half an hour to reach the front again, and walked up to him.
"Remember me?' | said.

"The dl-seeing and dl-knowing Prospero remembers everything. What is your question, good sir?"
"Where can | find Andy Vanderwycke?'

"At the Benzagari Carnival and Sideshow.”

"Where e the carniva ?'

"I'm sorry, good Sir, but each patron islimited to only one question.”

"l can keep thisup aslong asyou can,” | said irritably. "And | can get alot nastier about it. Why don't
you make it easy on both of us?'

"Good sir, you are causing adisturbance,” said Prospero. "Please do not force meto call for Security.”
Theline was shorter thistime, and | was facing him again in another seven or eight minutes.

"Condgder your question very carefully, good sr," he said when | confronted him. “The show will be
shutting down in another five minutes”

"Okay, thisismy question: No matter how often | ask or how | word it, you're not going to tell me what |
want to know, are you?"

"No, good gir, | am not. Next?"

| stepped aside, consdered waiting for him to leave his booth, and decided againgt it. Carnies dways
stuck together against outsiders. It was possible that | could best the information out of him -- but if |
couldnt, then by morning not a single member of the carnival would ever spesk to me again, and that's
assuming | wasn't arrested for assault.

Within haf an hour the entire show was shut down. | was about to hunt up someplace to spend the night
when | saw them starting to break down the tents.

"What's going on?" | asked the insectoid aien who seemed to be in charge of the work crew.
"We open on Arigtides |V in two days, and it will take aday to set up there," he squeaked at me.
"But you've only been on New Rhodesafor two nights" | said.

"We're only here because we were thrown off of Brutus|I,” was hisanswer. "Our next scheduled



playdateis Aristides.”

| considered trying to hitch aride with the carny, but | knew Crunchtime would have derted Benzagari
about my snooping around, and there was no way | could go with them except as a stowaway. So, since
al my expenses were being paid, | went back to the spaceport and booked passage to Aristides |V, then
rented aroom at the attached hotel. The ship didn't leave until midday, and when | showed up they told
me that the carny's chartered ship left a dawn, so Andy Vanderwycke was going to have haf aday to
hide before | got there.

When the ship touched down and I'd cleared Customs, | asked an information computer where the
carnival was setting up shop, and was informed that they'd be playing at the locd indoor stadium.

| didn't likethat at al. If they'd taken their tents out into the countryside, the crew would be staying with
the show, and I'd at least know where to start looking. But if they hadn't unpacked the tents, that meant
they'd be staying in hotels.

Arigtides 1V waslike most Democracy worlds -- Men lived where they wanted, and all the other races
were confined to the Alien Quarter. Maybe Andy was new a being on the run but most members of a
carny have spent their entire lives avoiding spouses, bill collectors, or the police, and they'd have given
him aquick education in laying low. And the firgt thing they'd have told him was not to stay where they
stayed. They could misdirect me and protect him out in the countryside, but not in ahotel on astrange
world. It would be too easy for me to bribe adesk clerk or bartender, too easy for an experienced
detective to crack any computer lock on any door.

So if he had haf abrain, he wouldn't be where | could pay afew credits or let myself into afew roomsto
find him. If it was me and | wastraveling with a Gromite, I'd be hiding with him in the Alien Quarter until |
had to show up for work, and | granted the kid enough smarts or access to enough advice to do the
sane.

In oneway, it made my job more difficult, because aiens stick together the way carnies do, and they
don' like Men walking through the little piece of each city that's reserved for them. On the other hand, a
sx-foot three-inch human would be alot easier to spot in the Alien Quarter than in astring of hotelsand
restaurants populated by nothing but Men.

| took the didewalk out of the spaceport, moved over to the expresswalk, and found mysdlf at the edge
of the Quarter afew minuteslater. A Lodinite patrolled the gate, and gave me the standard warning
about how no one could be held responsible for anything that happened to me once | |eft the human
section of the city and entered the Alien Quarter. He recited the usud liturgy about how aienswere
judtifiably resentful of their status on human worlds, and that even though | was doubtlessin no way
responsible | nonetheless represented the race of Man and they might be inclined to take out their
frustration on me. When | answered that | knew al that and told him to cut the lecture short, he glared at
me and then announced that the gate's sensors had detected a weapon that was hidden from sight.

| pulled my burner out and showed it to him.

"Thisisa Stern and Mason laser pistol, Modd ZQ, purchased on Odysseus, registration number
362LV5413. If you'll check my passport, you'll seethat I'm licensed to carry it."

He ran amicro-scanner across my passport disk, then deectivated it.

"1 would recommend that you keep it concedled,” he said tiffly. "No other raceis alowed to own or
carry weapons on Aristides, and displaying it would just create resentment, which is present aready.”



"I wasn't displaying it when your sensor potted it,” | pointed ouit.

He had no response to that, so he waited another minute just to annoy me and then let me pass through
the gate.

| was ablock into the Alien Quarter before the smell hit me. It was kind of a cross between rotting flesh
and raw sewage, and it got stronger the farther | proceeded.

The squalor was amost unbelievable. Alien waste washed dowly aong the street guitters, exposed to the
air, going God knew where. Everything wasin a state of decay, doors and windows were rotting or
missing, dead animals and the occasional dead aien lay on the Streets and didewalks. Here and there
undernourished dien children, most of them naked or nearly so, played incomprehensible games. When
they saw me every last one of them rushed up, hand or paw or tentacle extended, begging for food or

money.

| tried to ignore them, but they wouldn't go away and fell into step behind me. Findly | figured | might as
wdl seeif | could make some use of them, so | stopped, turned, and asked if any of them knew where
the performersfrom the carniva were staying. | got nothing but blank looks, and | realized that none of
them were wearing T-packs, so they couldn't understand me.

After another block | came upon an ancient Triskargi who had atarnished T-pack hung around his neck.
He looked like he wanted to hop away on hisfroglikelegsas | approached him, but when he saw al the
children he seemed reassured that | wasn't out to harm him and he stayed where he was.

"Hi," | said. "None of the kids can understand me."
"They have no T-packs," he said.

"I know. But there are a couple of Triskargi kids among them. Y ou can speak to them, and most of them
seem to understand each other, so they've probably developed some sort of linguafrancato
communicate with each other. | want you to ask them if they know where the carniva performersare

daying."

It took afew minutes, because the old Triskargi had no ideawhat a carnival was, but finaly he
understood and relayed the question. One of the Canphorite kids-- | never remember which ones come
from Canphor V1 and which from Canphor VI -- said he could lead me to some of them. He wanted
seventeen trillion creditsfor his services. We negotiated, and | talked him down to twenty credits.

"Have himtell hisfriends not to follow us," | told the Triskargi. "'If they hear usdl coming, they'll have
timeto hide"

"They are entertainers” he sad. "Why should they hide?'
"Jud tdl him."

Hedid as| asked, and the Canphorite child and | set out to the west. The planet's four moons were all
out in midafternoon, casting strange flickering shadows across the Quarter. | was going to ask my guide
for the names of the moons, but then | remembered he couldn't understand me, so | just followed himiin
Slence

Finally we stopped at a deep burrow, and the child turned and looked at me.
"Isthisit?" | asked.



He couldn't understand my words, but he knew what | was asking. He pointed into the burrow.

| thanked him, tipped him another ten credits, watched him race back toward his playmates, and then |
entered the burrow. The tunnels, which were about ten feet high and amost as wide, descended at about
atwenty-degree angle, twisting and winding, occasionally broadening into what passed for aroom. It
was almost an underground city. A number of aliens saw me, but no one greeted me or tried to stop me.
They smply stared in slence, asif thisintrusion wasjust one more humiliation they were being forced to
uffer.

At last the ground began to level out, and | cameto atall, heavily-muscled Sett who was wearing a
T-pack.

"I'm looking for aGromiteand aMan,” | said. "They would have arrived thismorning.”
He gtared at me without spesking.

"They weretraveing with acarnival.” Slence. "Have you seen them?'

"They arenot here.”

"That wasn't my question. Have you seen them?"

"es"

"Where are they now?"

"l do not know."

"Who does?'

"No onein this burrow knows. When they heard that you had entered the Quarter, they left. We asked
them not to tell ustheir destination, so that you cannot torture it out of us.”

"l don't torture people.”
"Then you are amost unusua Man." He paused. "Go back where you belong, Jake Magters.”

They'd been there, dl right. No one esein the Quarter knew my name. And if they had friends watching
me, they were going to be able to stay one step ahead of mein the Alien Quarter. Therewas no sense
wasting any moretime there, o | retraced my steps, and an hour later | checked into the Rega Arms,
which wasn't rega and didn't have any arms, but it was where the carny's human contingent was staying.

| hung around the bar, and bought haf adozen of them drinks at various pointsin the evening. | didn't get
the resentment herethat | did when | spoketo the diens, but | didn't get any information either. When
money couldn't pry any answersloosg, | tried invoking Hatchet Ben Jeffries name. He waslooking for
hisson, | explained, and he could get pretty deadly when he didn't get what he wanted. It didn't help.
Maybe they knew where Andy was, maybe they didn't, but carnies have this code, and they don't break
it.

| have acode, too. It hasto do with earning my pay, and | wasn't going to let awall of slence get in the
way. | went up to my room acouple of hours after midnight, dept in until noon, and wandered down to
the hotel's restaurant for some breakfast. The whole mea was composed of soya products, but they
were wd | disguised and it wasn't too difficult to pretend | was egting eggs from Slverblue or Prateep VI
and coffee imported from Earth itsdlf.



I'd learned the night before that because of some city ordinance the carny's games couldn't open until
dusk, and since there was no sense drawing a crowd if they couldn't be bilked, the entertainment
wouldn't start for another hour or so after that.

| showed up while they were still setting up, and found out where the performers dressing rooms were
located. The dlienswere segregated, so | figured | wouldn't find the kid there. | went to the human
dressing rooms and checked out their occupants, but there was no one who matched the holo | was
carrying around.

| walked up and down the games and booths, checking out the barkers, the shills, everyone who might
be remotely connected to the carniva. No luck. | entered the main auditorium, studied al the ushersand
candy butchers. Nothing.

| findly decided that my best bet wasjust to keep an eye on Crunchtime. Sooner or later he had to make
contact with Andy Vanderwycke, had to let his guard down, and | planned to be there when he did.

| grabbed a seet in the front row and settled back to walit for the Gromite. Asthe crowd filed in, atrio of
clowns, two human, one Lodinite, began doing some ancient routines and pratfalsto warm them up. The
kidsloved it; after al, it wasn't ancient to them.

Then camethe wire waker, and the intricate flight patterns of the winged diensfrom far Shibati, and the
dinosaur trainer (or the whatever-the-hell-it-was trainer), and the magician, and some tumblers, and
findly Crunchtime and the other two jugglers entered thering. | waited until his performance was over,
then followed him out.

A young woman approached him and handed him something, | couldn't see what. He studied it for a
moment and gave it back to her, and then she walked away. | followed her, made a mental note of the
office she entered, and then returned to Crunchtime.

"Fed liketaking yet?' | asked.

"Y ou camelooking for mein the Alien Quarter,” he said. "That was very unwise."
"l likesghtseeing.”

"Y ou are wasting your time, Mr. Masters.”

"I'm being paid for it," | told him. "And | plan to follow you night and day until | find Andy or you tell me
whereheis."

"That isyour right," hereplied. "And it ismy right not to tell you."
"A Mexican standoff."

"What isaMexican?'

"Beatsme," | admitted. "It's an ancient expression.”

"l am going into my dressing room now," he said. "Unless you have an insatiable curiosity to observe how
a Gromite passes the food he has digested, you will not accompany me.”

With that, he turned on what passed for his heel and entered the room, and | went over to the woman's
office. The concrete floor could have used a carpet, the whitewashed walls could have used some
paintings or holographs, and the coffee pot could have used some coffee. She was Sitting in achair that



was probably adecade older than she was, studying holos cast by her computer. | know she heard me
comein, but she didn't bother to look up.

"Hi," | said. "My nameis Jake Magters. I'd like to ask you a question.”

"The answer isno."

"Y ou haven't heard the question.”

"l don't haveto. Y ou're Jake Masters, and you're harassing Crozchziim. Go away and leave him aone.”
"Word gets around pretty fast.”

"Thisisacarnivd," she said asif that explained everything.

"l admireyour loydty, but I'm not herefor the Gromite. | just need some information.”
"Read an encyclopedia.”

"| tked toonelast night,” | said wryly. "It didn't help.”

"Lifeisfull of disgppointments.”

"Just show mewhat you showed the Gromite."

"It's been atomized."

"l don't believe you. Let metakealook and I'm out of here.”

Shefinally looked up a me. "Go, stay, what you do doesn't interest me.”

| decided to take a different tack. "The games are crooked, and the carny has broken maybe thirty laws
dready tonight,” | said. "'l could tell the authorities”

She actudly smiled. "Go ahead. Do you think you can pay them more than we aready did?'
| smiled back. "Okay, lady, you win this round. But I'm going to find the young man I'm looking for."

"Maybe you will, maybe you won't, but you're not going to do it with my help.” She went back to staring
at her computer's array of images, and | findly |eft the office.

| went up and down the rows of games and attractions again, trying to spot atall nineteen-year-old who
looked anything like the holo of Andy Vanderwycke, but with no luck. | went through the lighting booth,
the prop room, the performers cafeteria, al the backstage rooms, got a pleasant eyeful in the ladies
dressing room, but couldn't see any sign of the kid.

It was driving me crazy. He had to be there. Crunchtime had as much as admitted it. So had the alienin
the burrow. So had the lady with the computer. It wasn't that damned big a carnival -- so why couldn't |

spot him?

It wastime for the next show, and | went back into the main auditorium, trying to figure out what | was
overlooking. The crowd began getting restless, and the clowns came out to amuse them again -- and
suddenly | knew where Andy Vanderwycke was hiding. | watched the whole damned show again, then
walked out the performers exit. Crunchtime went past me and seemed surprised that | didn't stop him to
ask more questions. | stepped aside as the dinosaur lumbered past, smiled at a couple of good-looking



girlsintights, and findly the person | waswaiting for appeared.

"Hi, Andy," | said.

He stopped cold and stared at me.

"Nicedisgguise" | said.

Hetook off hisred bulbous nose and green fright wig. "I thought so until now."
"Redly, itis" | sad. "Who'd ever look twice a Bonzo the Clown?"

"How did you spot me?' he asked.

"Modtly it was aprocess of dimination.”

| handed him my card.

"What happens now?" said Andy. "Y ou're not going to kill meinfront of al these people. And if | yell for
help, my friendswill tear you gpart no matter what you do to me."

"I'm not hereto kill you," | said, surprised. "I was hired to take you back to Odysseus.”
"Samething," hesad.

"Y our mother's very worried about you."

He smiled ruefully. "I'll just bet sheis.”

"One way or another you're coming back to Odysseus,” | said, "so why not do it peacefully?
"Oh, I'll go back to Odysseus," hereplied. "But I'm not ready yet."

It was the same thing Crunchtime had said, and | offered the same response. "Ready for what?"*

He gtared long and hard at me, asif trying to make up hismind. Findly he shrugged. "What the hell. |
might aswdll tell you. If you'relying and you're hereto kill me, you're going to do it anyway. If you're
telling the truth, maybe what | say will make a difference -- though my guessistha my mother paid you
S0 much that it won't maiter.”

"Youtdk, I'll listen."

"Let'sfind Crozchziim fird," said Andly.

"What do you need him for?'

"We're dueto leave the planet in a couple of hours, and he knows the ticket codes.”

So now | knew what the girl had shown Crunchtime -- the codes he'd need to get them aboard the ship.
"Forgetit," | said. "Your pal can come or go as he pleases, but you're not running away."

"I'm not running away,” hesad. "I'm running to something.”

"Towhat?'

"When we find Crozchziim." He paused. "He can corroborate everything I'm going to tell you."



We walked to Crunchtime's dressing room. Andy was about to enter it when | grabbed hisarm.
"Have someone elsetdl himto comeout,” | sad. Y ou're saying with me."

He spoke to a Canphorite who was walking by. The Canphorite entered the room, and a moment later
Crunchtime emerged.

"So you found him," he said tondlesdly.

"Yeah, | found him," | answered. "I told you | would."

"And thistimeyouwill kill him."

"Thistime?' | repeated, confused. "What are you talking about?"

"Itistimeto drop dl the pretenses, Mr. Magters -- if that isyour real name," said Crunchtime. "Y ou have
been stalking Andy for six days. Y ou came close to killing him on Brookmandor 11. Now you have
changed your tactics and are impersonating a detective, trying to enlist the help of others, but you are il
akiller."

"I'm adetective,” | sad firmly. "I work out of Odysseus, and | was hired five days ago by Bestrice
Vanderwycke. Thefirst timel ever saw you or Andy waswhen | arrived on Aristides yesterday. If
someone's gaking thekid, it isn't me."

They exchanged looks, and finaly Andy spoke up. "All right, Mr. Magters. | believe you. Now let'sgo
somewhere private and seeif you can return the favor.”

"Lead theway," | sad. "And don't run."

Heled meto adeserted office. "Benzagari's working out of thisroom while we're here. He's checking the
take on the midway, and then he's got to pay off the police, so he won't be back for at least half an hour.”

| sat down onasofa. "All right, I'm listening,” | said. Andy sat on the edge of adesk, and Crunchtime,
who wasn't built to fit in or on any human furniture, scood near Andy. " Start with why | shouldn't believe
you bought passage off Arigtides tonight expresdy to get away from me.”

"Becauseit'strue," hesaid. "I haveto go to Port Samarkand.”

"Never heard of it."

"It's about seventy light-years from here."

"What's on Port Samarkand?"

"Durigan."

"What's Durigan?’ | said.

"Duristan isawho, not awhat ... and my life depends on my reaching him.”
| looked from one to the other. "Keep talking."

"What, exactly, did my mother tdll you about me?"

"That you ran away and she wants you back."



"What did she say about me?" he repeated. "Y ou can tell me. | won't take offense.”

"That you were emotionaly unstable and had been in therapy. | saw your father too. He confirmed that
you've been troubled since you were achild.”

"He'sright," said Andy. " Something happened when | was six, something that made me losedmost a
wholeyear of my life. They tell mel was catatonic and it took them almost ayear to snap me out of it.
Did hetdl you that?"

"Yes hedid."
He gared & me for amoment. "Did hetell you anything about my mother?"
"He doesn't think too much of her."

"You're being coy, Mr. Masters, and we have no time for that. My ship leavesin an hour, and | haveto
beonit. What did hetdll you about her?”

"He said she was an extremely dangerous woman."

"He'sright." He paused. "I'm legdly of age, Mr. Magters. I've been living on Crozchziim's savings until |
got my first paycheck two nights ago. | didn't take asingle credit with mewhen | eft, and I've asked
nothing of her, indeed had no contact with her, since then. Why do you think she wants me back?*

"Why should | play guessing gameswhen you're going to tell me?' | said.

"During the two months before | left home | had increasingly violent nightmares,” said Andy. "Terrible
images of blood and carnage.”

"Lotsof peopledo,” | said, though most of my dreams were about ripe naked women | was never going
to have and bill collectors| was never going to avoid.

"Thiswas different. It was the same dream every night. | couldn't make out exactly what was happening,
but it wasterrifying." He paused. "Do you know what | think?'

"Probably, but why don't you tel me anyway?"

"| think she did something when | was six years old, something | wasn't supposed to see, something so
terrible that after | saw it | couldn't face the truth of it and became catatonic for ayear. When | came
back to my senses, | couldn't remember anything. | ill can't.” He paused. "I don't know if thisrecurring
nightmareiswhat | saw when | saw six, trying to burst into my consciousness -- but she thinksit is.
When | mentioned that | kept having this dream night after night, things began happening. | got what
seemed like ptomai ne poisoning from spoiled food -- but she ate the same meal and wasfine. | found a
pill that didn't belong among my prescriptions. And every day she would ask about my dreams. | knew if
| stayed there sheld find away kill me, so | took off."

"I had remained in Mrs. Vanderwycke's service only because of Andy," added Crunchtime, "and when
he explained the situation, | agreed that he could not remain on Odysseus. Asit is, there has dready been
an attempt on hislife on Brookmandor 11, just before we joined the carnival.”

"It'snot that hard to spot atal skinny kid and a Gromite traveling together,” | said. "1 camein cold, and it
only took me two days, even with his make-up. What ever gave you the ideathat you could hide out in a
carniva? Hell, you didn't even change your name, and Hatchet Ben Jeffries knew you'd been ajuggler.”



"Benzagari isan old friend,” replied Crunchtime. "And we had to perform hereto get our _bonafides
before traveling to Port Samarkand.”

"Y ou were making senseright up until now," | said.

"We must make contact with Durigtan.”

"Thisiswherel camein," | said. "WhoisDurigan?'

"He'saRabolian,” said Andy.

| frowned. "I know something about Rabolians, but I'll be damned if | can remember what it is."
"They'rementdids”

"That'sright," | said, asit suddenly came back to me. "They're one of the few telepathic races.”

"They're more than telepaths,”" said Andy. "A telepath can just read what I'm thinking. A true mentaist, a
Rabolian, can dig out things | didn't even know werein my mind.”

"And you think he's going to be ableto tell you what you saw?'
"That'sright."
"Thenwhat?'

"It be my insurance policy. I'll write up the details, swear to it, storeit in haf adozen locations, and let
her know that if anything happensto meit'll be made public." He paused. "Y ou ook dubious, Mr.
Masters."

"Cdl meJake. Andl _am_dubious."

"You think I'mlying to you, Jeke?"

"Nobody could think up alielikethat,” | said. "No, | believe you."
"Well, then?'

"Maybe your mother had nothing to do with what you saw. Maybe you went alittle haywire and
dissected your pet puppy. Maybe you saw acouple of kids making whoopee and were scared by all the
forbidden activity and noise. There are diens whose gppearance would give anyone nightmares, maybe
you bumped into one. Or maybe it was something ese.”

"It was her!" he snapped. "Why e'se would she be trying to kill me?"

"I don't know that sheistrying to kill you,” | said. "But even if you'reright, are you sure you want to go
through with this? When we bury things so deep it takes a Rabolian to dig them out, they're probably
better left done”

"I'vegot to doit. It'sthe only way I'll ever get her to leave me done. And..."
llArml
"I've got to know."

"Okay, I've got another question. Why are you pretending to be carnies?



"Duristan works for acarniva," explained Crunchtime. "Mrs. Vanderwyckeisno fool. She knows
Andy's best defense againgt her is the knowledge of what he saw al those years ago, and she knows that
the most likely person to unlock that information isaRabolian.”

"All I've heard so far isthat Duristan worksfor acarniva,” | said. "Why not just walk up and pay himto
do whatever it isthat he does?'

"When someone tried to kill Andy on Brookmandor |1, we decided that he couldn't continueto travel
without adisguise, and | imposed upon an old friendship with afellow Gromite to get us jobs here. Andy
never takes off his clown make-up, not in public, not backstage. We felt that we would attract no undue
atention if we went to Port Samarkand as performers.”

| Sghed deeply. One of the problems with novicesin any line of work isthat the ideas they think are new
and unique are usudly old enough to have long white whiskers.

"So where do you stand, Mr. Masters?' asked Andy. "Are you going to stop us?'
"Jake," | corrected him. "And I'm thinking about it."

"Think fast. Were running out of time."

"I'l makeyou aded," | said at last.

"What kind of deal?" asked Andy suspicioudly.

"I'll go with you to Port Samarkand,” | said. "If thiswhole thing isafalse darm and you don't know
anything that would make your mother want to kill you, you agree to come back to Odysseuswith me. |
don't giveadamn if you just walk in the door, say 'Hi, Mom," and walk right back out. I'm being paid to
take you back, not to make sure that you stay."

"Andif | do know something?'

"Well play it by ear,” | said. "No promises. That'smy dedl. Takeit, or we go back to Odysseus on the
next ship bound for lliad system.”

Andy looked a Crunchtime, asif expecting the Gromite to say something, but the alien kept his mouth
shut, and findly the kid nodded his agreemen.

"Okay, Jake, you've got aded. Now let's get the hell out of here.”

The three of ustook an express aircar to the spaceport. Crunchtime had boarding codes for both of
them, so they boarded immediately. | had to buy my passage, but the flight was half empty and sncewe
were late, they let me board and pay the robot host once we'd taken off.

Crunchtime had to St in the dlien section, so Andy and | sat together toward the front of the ship. The kid
was dill in his clown make-up, which attracted some stares. One guy wasn't laughing, just staring, and |
thought 1'd seen him before.

| nudged Andy with an elbow.
"What isit?" he asked.

"Don't make aproduction of it, but take alook at the guy across the aide, maybe three rows back. He's
wearing abrown tunic, and he'sgot ascar on hischin. Tell meif you recognize him."



"Yes," hesad amoment later. "Hewas at the carnival every night.”
"Is hethe guy who tried to kill you on Brookmandor 117"

"I don't know. It was dark, and he wastoo far away."

"But he was definitely hanging around the carny?"

"Yes." Helooked nervous. "What do we do about him?"

"Nothing -- yet."

"Areyou going to wait until he shoots me?' demanded Andy.

"He has every right to be on the ship,” | said. "At least now | know what he lookslike, so | can spot him
on Port Samarkand.”

"What if he shoots meright at the spaceport? | mean, you're carrying agun, so why shouldn't he have
onetoo?'

"My gunisseded," | explained. "Anditl stay that way until they automatically desctivate the sedl aswe
leave the Port Samarkand spaceport. That'sthe rules, kid. The only thing | can useit for isaclub. If he's
got one, it'sin the same condition. Besides, no one'sgoing to try to kill you at a spaceport. They've got
more security there than anywhere else on the planet.”

"I hopeyoureright,” he said dubioudly.
"l am," | said. And added silently: | hope.

We braked to sub-light speeds four hoursinto the voyage, and touched down on Port Samarkand afew
minutes |ater. Before we | eft the ship we got the usud information about atmospheric content, climate,
gravity, time zones, the whole deal. Humans sit at the front and exit first, and once we got off we waited
a Customsfor Crunchtimeto catch up with us.

"Maybe I'd better go wash this make-up off before | pass through Customs,” suggested Andy.

"Why bother?" | asked. "Y our passport says you're an entertainer. Nobody will stop you. If the clerk
asks, just say you're late for aperformance.”

"It'1l never work," he said, but of courseit did. Nobody questioned him, and we passed through Customs
without any problems.

We stopped at an information computer to find out where Duristan's carnival was playing, but even
before | posed the question | saw the guy in the brown tunic head off for the men's room.

"You take care of this" | said to Andy. "I'll be back inaminute.”
The guy was standing in front of asink when | got there.

"Warm," he muttered, and warm water poured out. "Soap.” When hewas done he said "Dry," and a
burst of warm air blew across his hands. He saw mein the mirror, but didn't even bother to turn and face
me while hewas drying his hands.

"| figured we'd talk sooner or later, Mr. Masters," he said.



"How do you know my name?'
"My employer told me you'd betraveling with the kid."
"So she's paying you to kill himwhile | takethefdl?' | said.

"Bealittle more discreet, Mr. Masters," he said easily. "There are security monitors everywhere.”
Suddenly he smiled. "And | work for him, not her."

"Him?" | repested.

"Thefather," he said, making sure he didn't mention Ben Jeffries name aoud. "I'm hereto make sure
nothing happensto hisson.”

"Then that wasn't you on Brookmandor?'
"Not theway you think."
"l don't follow you."

"l was on Brookmandor, but | didn't try to kill him. The only reason he made it to Aristidesis because 1"
-- heremembered the camera-- " _hindered _ the man who was after him."

My guesswas that he hindered him right into the morgue.

"So the kid'sfather is paying you to be hisguardian angd,” | said. "He offered the samejobtome." |
frowned. "Why? He doesn't even like him."

"There's an outstanding warrant for my employer on Odysseus,” said the man.
"Yeah, | know. For murder.”

"That'sright." He paused. "He's committed alot of crimes, including his share of murders -- but that
wasn't one of them. He wants to go back to Odysseus, but he can't set foot on the planet while that
warrant'sin effect. If this Rabolian can unlock information that the mother did it, they'll drop the warrant.”

"What's on Odysseus that's so important?”

"I don't know and | don't care. Maybe it'sloot he hid there twenty years ago, maybe it's something el se.
My job isjust to make sure no harm comesto the kid until he reaches this Rabolian telepath.” He paused
again. "I'm glad we're on the same side. | wasn't sure when you showed up. | was afraid you were going
to take him back, and then I'd have had to kill you." He didn't choose hiswords for the security monitors
thistime; they don't arrest you for what you might have done under other circumstances.

He could have sounded aggressive or arrogant, but he said it so matter-of-factly that | realized killing me
would have been nothing persondl. It was just businessto him. He didn't care whether | lived or died, he
didn't care what reason Jeffries had for wanting to return to Odysseus, he probably didn't care what was
buried in Andy's memory. Hejust did hisjob and never got involved. Hard to like aguy like that, but
equally hard to hate him. He was just another fact of Nature, like arefreshing breeze that might or might
not turn into a hurricane. Y ou may get out of itsway, but there's no sense getting mad at it.

"Okay, werredlies, a least for thetime being,” | said. "Y ou got aname?"

"Lotsof 'em."



"None of which you want to share?"

"What purpose would it serve?’

And that way no one could best it out of me.
"I've got to cal you something. How's Boris?!
"Asgood asany other."

We had nothing further to say, so Boriswent back into the main lobby of the spaceport. | waited another
couple of minutes, then followed him. | didn't want anyone to see ustogether. | couldn't hide the fact that
| wastraveling with Andy, but if anyone was watching us, | didn't want them to know Boris was part of
the team.

"Wefound Duristan,” said Andy as| walked up to him and Crunchtime. "He's about ten minutes from
here." He sneaked alook at Boris. "Did you find out who heis?!

"Don't worry about him," | said. "He'son our side.”
"What!" It was more an exclamation than aquestion.
"Heworksfor your father," | answered. "He's the guy who saved your ass back on Brookmandor.”

| thought the kid was going to walk over and thank him, so | grabbed hisarm. "Justignorehim,” | said.
"Hell be alot more effectiveif it doesn't ook likewe all know each other."

Thethree of uswalked to an aircar and told it to take usto the carniva where Duristan wasworking. As
we glided afoot or two above the ground, | turned to Andy.

"I'm going to get out maybe 400 yards from the carny and walk the rest of theway," | told him.
"Why?

"Y ou're supposed to be a clown and ajuggler, remember? What am | -- your agent?”

"I hadn't thought of that,” he admitted. "Well apply for the jobs, and then -- *

"Why bother?" | said. "Y ou've seen how fast acts come and go at these shows. Just walk around like you
belong. If anyone stops you, then play dumb and say you're looking for work."

"That makes sense," he agreed.
"All right," | said. "I'll find out where Duristan hangs out when he's not performing and meset you there."
"Okay," he said asthe carnival cameinto view and | ordered the aircar to stop.

"Remember,” | said as| climbed out. "If you see Boris -- that's your father's man -- don't stare at him or
try totak to him."

Then | was on the street and the aircar shot ahead. | walked up to the ticket booth, paid for my
admission with cash in case my name had shown up on any computers, and entered the show.

Durigtan didn't figure to be in the main arena-- everyone knew that Rabolians were telepaths, and most
people didn't want Duristan or any other Rabolian having alittle fun at their expense by reveding some of
their more embarrassing secretsto the audience. He figured to set up shop asafortuneteller or



something smilar, so | went to the rows of games and exhibits, looking for him.

Hewastheredl right, stting al donein aglittering turban and a satin robe covered with the symbols of
the zodiac. That outfit would have looked mildly slly on ahuman; it looked positively ludicrouson a
tripoda Rabolian that was aswide as he wastdll.

There was no sign of Andy and Crunchtime, so | went to the next booth, picked up atoy pulse gun, and
began shooting a images of dien predators that seemed to be legping through the air a me. | hit the first
two. When | missed the third the cresture smiled and informed mein exquisite Terran that | was lunch,
and once he digested me -- it would take about three seconds -- | could play again for another twenty
credits. | decided not to.

| killed alittle more time waking up and down the rows of games -- they looked exactly like the games
I'd seem on Aristides and in every other carnival 1'd ever been to -- and then headed back toward
Durigtan's booth. | saw Andy and Crunchtime approaching it, and then | head Borisyell "Duck!"

Theflare from a pulse gun nailed Andy in the right shoulder and spun him around. Boris jumped into
sght, screecher in hand, and fired ablast of solid sound at the man with the pulse gun. He dropped like a
rock, but then Borisfell backward, a black smoking holein hisbelly. | spotted the guy who'd doneit and
downed him with my laser pistol. Then | raced up to Andy, who had dropped to one knee.

"Areyou okay, kid?' | asked.

He nodded, and | went over to Boris. Onelook and | knew he wasn't going to make it to the hospital.
"Did | get him?" hewhispered as| knedled down beside him.

"Y ou got one of them. | got another. How many were there?"

"Only two, | hope," he said with aweak grin. "l never saw the second one.”

"I'll tell Jeffries what happened. If you have any family, does he know how to contact them?'

"No family," Boris grated. His hand reached up and clawed my shoulder. "Y ou're his guardian angel
now," he said, and died.

| walked back to Andy and helped him to hisfeet. "Can you stand on your own?" | asked.

Hedidn't answer. At first | thought he was too weak, or had lost too much blood. Then | saw him staring
a something, and | followed his gaze.

Duristan had fdlen out of his booth and lay sprawled on the ground, dead. A wild shot from the pulse gun
had taken the top of his head off.

"Shit!" | muttered. "Come on, let's get you out of here."

But the local security team had shown up by then, and held us until we could be turned over to the police.
The police surgeon treated Andy's wound and gave him something for the pain.

They kept us most of the night, but the few people who'd been on the scene verified our stories and they
findly let us go about six hourslater. They'd probably have kept me until the inquest, but there were so
many warrants out for the two dead men that they figured I'd done them afavor.

"What now?" asked Andy aswe walked out of the station. "Are you taking me back?"



"Eventualy,” | replied. "Let me get to a subspace radio firs.”

Wefound oneinaloca hotdl, and | contacted Jeffries back on Corvusll. | told him what had happened
and that Boris was dead, then waited about three minutes for him to receive the message and for hisreply
to get back to me.

"Where are you going next?' he asked.

"I'm being paid to return him to Odysseus, and that'swhat | planto do,” | said. "But if you'll pay our
passage, well stop at Rabol ontheway." I'd have paid it if he said no, but | didn't see any reason to tell
him that.

"It'saded. By thetime you get to the spaceport the tickets will be waiting for you.”
"Therearethreeof us," | sad. "Don't forget the Gromite.”
"Right."

He broke the connection, | told Andy and Crunchtime what he/d said, and we had the hotel summon an
arcar.

The spaceport wasn't crowded, but every face looked like a potential assassin. | went to the men'sroom
with Andy while he removed his make-up -- there was no sense pretending to be a clown any longer --
and then we went to the waiting area. Crunchtime was dready Sitting in the diens section when we got
there.

A pretty young redhead in a spaceport uniform walked up to the passengers, asking each if they wanted
anything to drink while they waited to board the ship. Andy asked for alocad fruit drink, and | requested
acup of coffee. She returned afew minuteslater, passing out drinks and pocketing payments and tips.
Finaly she approached Andy and me.

"Your drinks," she announced, handing us each what we had ordered.

"Thank you," | said. | grabbed her wrigt as sheturned to go. "Andy, don't touch it."
| could see puzzlement in hiseyesand fear in hers,

"Whatever they paid you for this, it wasn't enough,” | told her. "Who hired you?"
"Pleasal" shesad. "You're hurting mel”

"I'll do alot morethan hurt you if | don't get an answer.”

"Security will be here any second!”

"Then Andy will givethem hisdrink, they'll analyzeit, and you'll be about 75 years old before you seethe
outsde of aprison again,”" | said. "Now, who are you working for?"

"I don't know! It wasaman I'd never seen before! He said it was ajoke -- that it would get the young
man drunk and acting silly! | swear it!"

"What was his name?"

"l don't know! | never saw him before! He gave mefifty credits. It wasajoke!”



The speaker system announced that our ship was ready for boarding.

"I'm going to let you go,” | said. "Just walk away like nothing's happened. We're taking the drink onboard
with us. Y ou say aword to anyone, we give the drink to the police and tell them where we got it. Do you
understand me?"’

She nodded her head and | let her go. She walked away asfast as she could without breaking into arun,
and was soon out of sight.

"How did you know?" whispered Andy, hiseyeswide.

" She collected money from every other customer before she gave them their drinks, but she was so
anxious for you to down yours that she never asked usto pay her."

"That'san awfully littlething to go on,” he said.
"Wait for big thingsin this business and you don' live too long." | stood up. "Let's get on the ship.”

| took the drink from him as he stood up. We passed arow of potted plants on the way to the hatch, and
| dumped the contentsinto the last of them.

"That was our evidencel" hesad.

"Do you want to go to Rabol, or do you want to stick around and press charges?' | asked. "Besides,
they won't et you take an opened drink onto aship. The jump to light speeds does strange thingsto i,
even in apressurized cabin. If sheredly worked here, shed have known | was bluffing.”

Aswetook our seats, he till looked disturbed. "Maybe we should have stuck around long enough to see
her putinjail."

"She'sjust adupe,” | said. "And don't forget -- there's still someone on Arigtides who wants you dead.”
"Maybe shelied," he pergsted. "Maybe she knew it was poison. Maybe she poisoned it herself."

"I doubt it, but even if you're right we've seen the last of her. She knows we can identify her.”

"Bt - "

"Look, kid," I said firmly, "I'm not a cop anymore. I'm being paid to get you home in one piece, not to
put dl thebad guysinjail.”

Hefindly shut up. The trip was uneventful -- dmost al trips are uneventful these days -- and we touched
down on Rabol sixteen hours later.

Thear wasthin, the sun was so far away that it seemed like twilight even though it was midday, and the
gravity was 1.23 Standard, which meant that you felt like you were carrying a forty-pound back on your
back.

There were afew humansin the spaceport, aswell as some Mollutel and atall, long-legged Domarian,
but mostly there were hundreds of little round Rabolians scurrying al over the place.

Aswe approached the Customs booth, | pulled out my passport disk.

"Put it away, Jacob Magters,” said the Rabolian working the booth. "Y our passport isin order, but you
have no business on Rabal. Y ou will remain herewhile Andrew Vanderwyckeis alowed to pass through



Cugtoms. The Gromite Crozchziim will stay herewith you."
"You got dl that out of my mindin five seconds?’ | said.

"Yes," hereplied. "l gpologizefor not reading it faster, but | am being bombarded by thoughts from the
Customs booths on each sde of me.”

"If you're that good, why don't you just tell Andy what he needs to know right now, and we'll get back
on the ship before it can take off again.”

"I would do irreparable harm to hismind if | were to probe as deeply asrequired,” answered the
Customs officer. "He must go to an expert who can extract the necessary information without damaging
him."

"Who do | see?' asked Andy, who was standing behind me.

"I have dready made the gppointment,” came the answer. "Please pass through, and you will find an
escort waiting to take you there.”

Thekid did as hewastold, and Crunchtime and | went to awaiting area. Since thiswasn't a Democracy
planet, humans and non-humans weren't segregated, and we sat down together.

"How long do you think thiswill take?" he asked.

"I don't know. But given how fast this guy read our minds, it could be just afew minutes." | looked back
at the Customs officid. "I'm surprised he was so polite.”

"Why should that surpriseyou?"

"Because on aworld of telepaths, why would anyone learn manners or whitelies or any of the socia
graces when everyone knows exactly what you're redly thinking?' | replied. "I'll bet it's probably just a
courtesy for off-worlders. They probably insulted the first few, read their minds, and figured out what
was required.”

"Why would Duristan leave Rabol to take ajob in asdeshow?' mused Crunchtime.

"Maybe Mrs. Duristan didn't like what he was thinking every time a pretty young Rabolian twitched by," |
said. "Maybe he had an urge to chest at poker. Maybe he just wondered what the rest of the galaxy
looked like; after dl, atraveling carniva seesan awful lot of it." | got to my feet. "Wait here.”

"Where are you going?' he asked.
"To the subspace sending ation.”

When | got there | fed Beatrice Vanderwycke's code into the machine, and a couple of minutes later her
hol ograph appeared before me. It kept trying to break up but somehow preserved itsintegrity.

"Mr. Magters," she said to my image. "'Y ou were supposed to report to me at regular intervals.”
"Every fourth or fifth day,” | said smoothly. "And herel am.”

"l want aprogress report."”

"I'vegot him."



"Excdlent. How soon can you have him here?”

"Five days, maybefour,” | said. "It depends on what kind of connections | can make."
"Why solong?'

"It'svery complicated. I'll explain when we get there."

"I'll sseyou then."

She broke the connection.

"He'sin fine hedth," | said sardonically to the spot where her image had been. "'l was sure you'd be
concerned.”

| returned to Crunchtime and sat down next to him.

"You'll be pleased to know that Mrs. Vanderwycke expressed no interest in you whatsoever," | said.
"She never even mentioned your name.”

"Y ou contacted her?' he said, surprised.

"But she's been trying to have Andy killed!" he said. "Now shélll be prepared for him when he returnsto
Odysseud”

"| told her weld betherein four or fivedays," | explained. "After | checked the flight schedule. If Andy
can get back here in the next hour, we can get on aship to Pollux 1V, transfer to one bound for the Iliad
system, and betherein lessthan aday. If she's setting up atrap, she's going to be three days late.”

"l see" he said, hiseyeswidening. "It's probably just aswell that we remain isolated from the Rabolian
population. If telepaths cannot lie, observing the way your brain works might drive them al mad.”

"| assumethat'sacompliment,” | said dryly.

Hewas dlent for so long that | began wondering if it redly was acompliment after al. Then he nudged
me and pointed across the spaceport huge lobby. "Here he comes."

The kid was waking toward us, accompanied by a Rabolian, who left him at the entrance to the waiting
area. Andy came over and sat down, hisface an expressonless mask.

"How did it go?' | asked.
"ltwasan ... unusud ... experience,” he said. "'l hope | never undergo anything likeit again.”
"Didit hurt much?

"Not the way you mean," he said. "l learned what | needed to learn." He shuddered. "'l dso learned
things no one should have to know about themsalves.”

He refused to say any more about it, and we soon boarded the ship to the Pollux system. We had a
four-hour layover there, and | realized | hadn't eaten since wed left Arigtides, so we stopped a a
restaurant in the spaceport. They didn't mind that Crunchtime was with us, but the chairs couldn't
accommodate him, so he waited outside. | wanted abig, thick steak, but when | saw the prices -- even



mutated cattle couldn't metabolize the stuff that passed for grass on Pollux 1V, and al their beef was
imported -- | settled for asoya subgtitute instead. | kept telling mysalf thet it tasted just like grade-A
prime besf, but my stomach knew | waslying. Andy just wanted water, and when they inssted that he
had to order something if he was going to Sit there, | told him to order abeer and | drank it when it
arived.

Then wewaited for the boarding cal, and finaly clambered onto the ship that would take us back to
Odysseus. After we'd been traveling for a couple of hours, | turned to Andy. A cartoon holo was running
on his entertainment center, but he was staring through it, not at it.

"Areyou going to be okay, kid?' | asked.
"Yes I'mfine”

"We don't haveto go right to your home," | continued. "We could go to the policefirst, maybe bring
some of them dong.”

"WEell have dl the back-up we need,” said Andy. ™Y ou don't think my father isgoing to let anyonekill me
before | prove he didn't commit that murder on Odysseus, do you?'

"No, | don't."

"l know he doesn't give adamn about me," he continued. "The only reason hewantsme aiveisto clear
him so he can go back to Odysseus and pick up whatever he left behind from some robbery."”

"How come he never asked you to get it and bring it to him?" | asked.

"He doesn't trust me," said the kid. "He doesn't trust anyone." He paused. "Before we touch down, 'l
have my pocket computer prepare a cube proving that my father was innocent, that my mother
committed the murder he's wanted for and alot worse crimes aswell. But -- *

"I know," | interrupted. "I won't turn it over to your dad until after you see your mother, or hewon't have
any reason to protect you."

He looked relieved that we were on the same page. "Right."
"How areyou holding up, kid?" | asked him.

"I'm not afraid," he said camly. "For thefirgt timein my life, I'm not afraid of her. Besides," he added,
"you saved my life at the carnival on Port Samarkand, and again at the spaceport. You'll saveit on
Odysseusif you haveto.”

| wanted to deny it, but | knew deep down he wasright. Maybe | wasn't acop any longer, but | still had
an urge to seejudgtice done. I'd do whatever | could to keep him alive, regardless of therisk. | beganto
redlly resent the guardian angel business.

He stopped talking, and | closed my eyes. | was just going to rest them for amoment, but the next thing |
knew he was nudging me and telling me that we'd entered Odysseus stratosphere.

"Here," he said, dipping acubeinto my pocket. "1 trust you to know when and how to useit.”

"| appreciate your trust, but weren't you going to make half a dozen copies and ship them to various lock
boxes around the Democracy?' | asked.

"I've been thinking about it,” he said. " The information the cube containsis my insurance only whileit'sa



threet, something to hold over her. If someone actualy releassesit, shelll go tojail, but she'svindictive
enough to put a hit out on me. One cube's as good as twenty to make her leave me adone, and it's
probably safer for me."

"That's some family you got yoursdlf, kid,” | said.
"My father's not so bad,” hereplied.

Hatchet Ben Jeffries, extortionist and bank robber and murderer, Hatchet Ben who considered hisson a
uselessweekling worth keeping dive only until he could get his hands on whatever held |eft behind on
Odysseus, wasn't so bad compared to his mother. It made me understand why he didn't have any
friends, why the only thing he trusted was an adien with an unpronouncesble name.

The ship touched down in afew more minutes, and | turned to the kid as we got off. "We're not going to
your mother'shouse,” | said. "It'stoo dangerous.”

"Why?" hereplied. " She's not going to do athing until she finds out what 1 know and who I'vetold.”

"Jugt the same, | want to meet her on neutral ground. She may have ways of extracting theinformationin
privae"

"A restaurant?’ he suggested.

| considered it. "No, too easy for her to pay off the owner, or plant her men at every nearby table.” |
looked at the big Welcome to Odysseus screen that greeted newcomerswith alist of the day's major
events. "Okay," | said, "therésamurderbal game going on right now in the stadium. That's about two
milesfrom here. I'll tell her to meet us outside the box officein” -- | checked the starting time -- "about an
hour. The game figuresto be over by then, and therell be thousands of people streaming out.”

"Youredly think | need thiskind of protection?" he asked.
"Kid, | don't even know if thiswill be adequate, but it's better than going to your home."
"All right,” he consented. "Y ou're the boss -- at least, until | see her face-to-face.”

| went to a vidphone booth and called Bestrice Vanderwycke. When she recognized me her image
registered surprise.

"Mr. Masters," she said. "I hadn't expected to hear from you for three more days. Where are you?"
" At the Odysseus spaceport.”

"Excdllent! How soon can | expect you here?’

"Theré's been achange of plans” | said. "We're not coming to the house."

"l am paying you to find my son and deliver him to me, Mr. Magters. That was our agreement.”

"l found him, and I'm going to deliver him," | replied. "But there was nothing in our agreement that
dipulated | had to return him to your home.”

"Wherewill you ddiver im?"

"The box office a the murderball stadium, one hour from now," | said. "And Mrs. Vanderwycke?"'



llYg.)l
"l want to be paid in cash.”

She gave me alook that said sheld rather pay mein red-hot pokers. "I'll be there," she said, and broke
the connection.

Since we had an hour, we began walking to the stadium. | stopped when we were about a quarter-mile
away fromit.

"What now?" asked Andy.
"No crowd,” | pointed out. "The game hasn't let out yet. Wed be sitting ducks if we went there now.”

We ducked into a coffee shop. They wouldn't serve Crunchtime at our table, but there was an alien
section, and he sat there.

"l don't see anyone,” said Andy, staring at the stadium through awindow.
"Neither do1."

"Y ou look disappointed.”

"I am. Not surprised, just disgppointed.”

"Why to both?'

"I assume any men your mother hired are too good to be spotted, and | know your dad's got nothing but
professionason hispayroll. So I'm not surprised that | can't find them -- but | wish | knew where they
were. Y our mother's muscle may not be here yet -- after al, she just found out we were on the planet
forty-five minutes ago -- but | have to assume your father has had some men tailing us since we came
through Customs. | just want to know where everyoneis so | know when and where to duck.”

"Maybe being in acrowd will scare them off," he said.

"Kid, the safest place to kill someoneisin the middle of acrowd,” | told him. "They'll givethe copsa
hundred different descriptions of you, and that'sif they don't start accusing each other firgt.”

"l never thought of that."

"Y ou never had to. And the best way to kill someone in acrowd or anywhere elseisto crack his head
open with ablunt ingtrument. Not much ballistics can do with aclub or ahammer.”

""So much for dl those locked-room mysteries | used to watch," he said with asmile,

"They're good entertainment,” | said. "But mighty few murders are committed by left-handed
tightrope-walking midgets. They're committed by professonaswho do it for aliving and know al the

angles”

Suddenly we could hear ahuge roar, and then, about aminute later, the first people began leaving the
stadium. Soon there were more and more, a veritable flood of Men and diens.

"Okay," | said, getting to my feet. "Let me make apit stop and then well go.”

| entered the men'sroom, pulled Andy's cube out of my pocket, and hid it insde aventilation shaft where



the wall joined the calling. If Bestrice VVanderwycke's men got the drop on me, they weren't going to find
it when they frisked me.

| returned to the table, left some money onit, told Andy to get up, and signaled Crunchtimeto join us.
The three of usleft the restaurant and approached the stadium. Making any progress againgt dl those
people who were in such ahurry to get home was like swimming upstream againgt araging river, but we
findly medeit.

"| don't see her," said Andy as he stood in front of aticket booth.
"Shell be here" | said with absolute certainty.
"Maybe she can't see uswhere we're standing,” he said.

"Then shell find us. Stay right where you are, with your back against the booth. If anything's going to
happen, let's make sure it happensin front of us."

And then, suddenly, shewasthere. | never saw her approaching us, but she was standing maybe six feet
away, saring coldly at the kid.

"You've put meto alot of trouble, Andrew,” she said.

"You put meto more," he answered. "Y ears and years of it." Hisvoice quavered just abit. Hewas ill
scared of her, but he wasn't going to back off. | was proud of him. "But it's over now," he continued.
"My nightmares are gone" -- heforced asmile -- "and yours are about to begin.”

"I'm sure | don't know what you're talking about, Andrew," she said. "Y ou're back, and that's al that
matters. Y our roomisready for you. Let'sgo home."

The crowd was getting thicker. It was difficult to hear over the noise. A man in agray ouitfit jostled
againg me and gpologized.

"It won't work, Mother," hesaid. "l _know_."
"What do you think you know?" she asked, her face reflecting her contempt for him.

"I know who you killed, I know how you madeit look like Father did it, | know where you hid the body,
and | know that even after dl these yearsthere's enough DNA evidence to convict you."

"That'savery dangerous thing to say, even to aloving mother,” replied Bestrice Vanderwycke.

"Areyou threatening me, Mother?' said Andy. "Becauseif you are, you should know thet if anything
happensto me, Jake will turn everything over to the police.

She caught it ingtantly.

_Youdamned fool! I thought. Y ou just told her that you and | are the only ones with the proof!
She turned to the man in the gray outfit, who was till standing near us.

"Kill them," shesad camly.

He pulled apulse gun, but before he could fireit alaser beam caught him in the chest and hurled him
backward. | looked around. It wasthe small guy from Jeffries house. Before | could nod athanks he
keded over, and suddenly there was asmall firefight going on between her men and Jeffries men.



Peoplein the crowd started screaming and running. A couple of kids got knocked down, and one got
trampled pretty badly. So did an old man. There was confusion everywhere -- and suddenly therewas a
small screecher in her hand, and it wasaimed a me.

"No!" cried Andy. He dove for the wegpon, but she was aready pushing the firing mechanism, and he
got the full force of the solid sound on hisleft temple.

He dropped like a brick, and she turned to fire at me, but | had my burner out, and | put a black
bubbling hole right between her cold hate-filled eyes.

Theingant Andy and his mother fell to the ground the firefight stopped. No matter which sde they were
on, they seemed to know that everything was over. If they worked for Jeffries, they'd failed to save his
son, and if they worked for Beatrice VVanderwycke, they hadn't been able to protect her.

Andy twitched feebly, and | knelt down next to him.
"Crunchtime, he'sdivel" | ydled. "Get some help!”

Therewas no answer. | turned to look for him, and saw the Gromite lying on the ground in apool of pink
blood. HEd stopped a shot that was meant for mother or son, it no longer mattered which.

The police showed up afew minuteslater. They raced Andy off to the hospita, and | spent the next four
hourstelling my story over and over again. Finaly enough eyewitnesses testified that 1'd shot Bestrice
Vanderwycke in sdlf-defense that they had to let me go.

| rushed to the hospitd to see how the kid was doing. He was in surgery, and six hours later they guided
the airded out. It was two days before he woke up, and he wasn't the same Andy Vanderwycke I'd
been traveling with. His eyeswere dull, hisface expressionless, and he didn't spesk.

| asked his doctor how long it would be before he recovered.

"Hetook the full force of asonic pistol in hishead at arange of perhapstwo feet," said the doctor. "It's
burned out haf hisneurd circuits.

"Whenwill hebe himsdf again?'
"Quite possibly never."
"He'sjust going to lie there and stare for the rest of hislife?" | asked.

"Intime hell respond to his name, and be able to locomote and feed himsalf. Eventudly helll comprehend
about thirty words. There's aalways a chance that he'll recover, of course, but the odds are not in favor
of it. You haveto understand, Mr. Masters -- he'slucky to be dive.”

| stared at thekid. "I wouldn't cal _this_luck,” | said bitterly.

| had one last stop to make, one loose end to take care of. | went to the coffee shop by the stadium,
waited until the men's room was empty, and made sure the cube was il there. | had every intention of
turning it over to Ben Jeffies, but first | wanted to make sure Andy would be taken care of once he got
hishandsonit.

| caught the next ship to the Corvus system, and afew hours later they passed me through the security
checkpoints on the Jeffries estate and ushered me into the mansion.

| cooled my hedlsfor afew minutesin alibrary that wasfilled with unread books and unwatched cubes,



and then was summoned to the study. Jeffries, all sted and gray, waswaiting for me.
"I heard you had some trouble on Odysseus,” he said. "I lost three men there.”
"Yeah, it got messy.” | paused. "I'm afraid I've got some bad news for you."

"You don't have what | need?"

| blinked. "I'm talking about your son. He took a shot meant for me. There's every likelihood that he's
going to be avegetable for the rest of hislife.”

"I don't give ashit about that!" he snapped. "I need to get that murder warrant quashed so | can get to
Odysseus! Do you have any ideawhat he learned on Rabol ?*

_Yousonof ahitch, | thought. Y our kid has been turned into a potted plant getting the proof you
need, and al you care about is picking up some loot you left on Odysseus twenty years ago._

It wastime, | decided, for the guardian angel to perform one last duty.

"He said he could prove that you were innocent of the murder on Odysseus,” | said. "But he was shot
before he could tell me the details or make any record of them."

"So I'll talk to him and find out.”

| shook my head. "He won't know you or understand you. His neura circuits are blown."
"Isthere any chance hélll come out of it?'

| shrugged. "Who knows? There's dways a chance.”

"All right, Jake," he said, pulling out awad of hills. "I told you I'd pay you if Betty didn't. Thiswill cover
your time and expenses. Our businessis done.”

His men escorted me back to the spaceport and stayed with me until the ship took off. By thetime I'd
reached Odysseus Andy Vanderwycke had aready been transferred to the most expensive, most
excdlusvefacility on Deluros VIII.

That was three years ago. | haven't seen or spoken to the kid since they took him away. | stop by the
coffee shop every few months to make sure the cube is il there. If the medica team on Deluros VIl
can fix Andy, I'll turnit over to hisfather. And if not ... well, one of these daysI'll teakethe kid on alittle
trip to Rabol and seeif they can straighten out al the crooked wiring and fuse some loose connections.
I'll dso remind them that there are a couple of areasthat are better |eft done.

Who knows? Maybe one team or the other can pull it off. After al, aren't angels the harbingers of
miracles?

-end-
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