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Thekiller was carrying two weapons. One was a stungun, the other
alazgun.

It was two weeks before Xmasin the year 2120. In the narrow
aleys and passway's between the towering apartment complexes
aong the Seinein Paris seasond carols were being piped out of
compact floating speakers shaped like tiny golden-haired angels.
The hour was close to midnight and athick fog was drifting in of f
the chill river. Thesmall fluttering wings of the overhead angels
were speckled with migt.

A short, thin man of forty, staggering some, was making hisway
aong one of thetwigty, foggy lanes. Hisexpensive suit was
rumpled and he kept one hand pressed againgt the damp plazbrix
of the nearest wall as he glanced around. On his pale, perspiring
face both anxiety and puzzlement showed. He appeared to be
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lost in the deserted passway, confused asto how to find hisway
home.

He dowed his pace, feet shuffling.

As he moved beneath one of the smdl singing angdls, its
mechanism suddenly expired. Song dying, it lost power and fell,
hitting him on the left shoulder and then crashing to the damp
pavement.

The man, mumbling to himsdf, hated. Squatting, he attempted
to pick up thefalen angd. Hisfingers missed on thefirst scoop
and, losing his balance, he went sprawling out on the ground.

Thekiller appeared behind him, materializing out of the thick
night fog. He was young, didn't look more than twenty-one or
twenty-two, tal and lean. He had short-cropped hair, abushy
moustache, and dangling from his|eft ear was an earring fashioned
from aBrazilian coin. He was dressed in atattered, bloodstained
uniform. It wasthe kind that had been worn by the United Nations
Combat Forces during the Brazil Wars years ago.

He carried the sungun in hisleft hand, the lazgunin hisright.

The smal man became aware of him. He'd been ableto push
himself up out of his sprawl and was attempting to stand.

Grunting, he managed to struggle to hisfeet. He swayed,
started to turn.

Thekiller fired his stungun.

The man rose up on histoes, made afew broken, fluttering
motionswith hisarms, then toppled forward. He hit the wet paving
hard, facedown.

Easing dowly closer, the killer stood over thefdlen man. He
used hislazgun now, very carefully and precisaly, to inscribe a
huge X onthebody. That, very efficiently, chopped it into four
chunks.

Some of the spurting blood dotted the white wings of the broken
angel, some of it splashed acrossthe toes of the killer's boots.

Genuflecting beside the remains, hejerked anote out of a
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pocket in hisragged tunic. He fixed it to one of the pieces of the
body, aleft arm and part of the torso.

The handprinted note said-"Thisisfor Brazil! (Signed) The
Unknown Soldier."

"Jesus," observed Sd Gomez.

"Y eah, exactly,” agreed Jake Cardigan.

It was thirteen days before Xmas, and an artificial snow was
falling al across Greater Los Angeles, part of the seasona specid
effects. Upin Tower 11 of the Cosmos Detective Agency Building,
Walt Bascom, the chief, had been showing a holographic snicast
to Jake and his partner. The computer-generated projection was
based on data gathered by the agency, plusinformation provided
by various law enforcement agencies.

Bascom, amodest-sized man of fifty-sx, wasrocking in his
lucite rocker afew feet from the now empty oval projection stage.
He wasfiddling with something deep in the | eft-hand pocket of his
coat, making more wrinkles and rumplesin his aready rumpled and
wrinkled suit. "What we've just seen, gentlemen, isare-creation of
the daying of our client's husband.” He nodded toward where the
amcast had unfolded. "The earlier killingsin this seriesaso-"

"Who'sthe client?" Jake interrupted.

"Her nameis Madeleine Bouchon. | will giveyou afilewith al
the background information available to us up to this point.”

"And her husband?’

"He was Joseph Bouchon, aformer French diplomat who was
currently-"

"But nobody actualy saw Bouchon being killed?' Jekewasa
good-looking man, just ayear from being fifty. He had aworld-
weary, weather-beaten look and sandy hair. "What we just watched
was redly acomputer's pipe dream.”

"Wdll, partidly, Jake. But there was somebody up in awindow
who got aglimpse of the murder asit wastaking place.”
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"And didn't bother to make any fuss or try to Stop it?' Gomez
looked disgusted.

"Most people seeing aserid killer a work try to remain as
unobtrusive as possible" remarked the agency head. "I might have
ducked under something myself after getting agander at thisguy.
Thiskilling wasbrutd.”

Gomez, a curly-haired man some ten years younger than his
partner, shrugged and settled back in his rubberoid chair. "Es
verdad, " he conceded.

"Thiskilling ssemsto fit in with the previous eight werre
attributing to this murderer,” continued Bascom, rocking more
dowly. "They commenced a shade less than two monthsago. The
first one took place, appropriately enough, in Rio de Janeiro, and
from there the Unknown Soldier started moving across the world,
following anitinerary that so far only he understands.”

"He's hit Panama, Manhattan, Lisbon, Madrid and other choice
locations,” Gomez commented.

Jakewasleaning againgt aviewdll, armsfolded, his back to the
fase snowfdl. "From what I've heard, most cops around the world
seem to think this pattern killer is a deranged veteran of the Brazil
Wars"

"It's certainly plausible" said Bascom. "Since most of the
victims, including Bouchon, had at least some sort of connection
with thosewars."

"Thissamulated killer we 'ust got through watching is supposed
to be based on what few eyewitness accounts there are, right? Not
only of thislatest daying, but of some of the earlier ones, too."
Bascom nodded. "That'sright, Jake."

"But the killer we saw can't be avet, crazed or otherwise. The
find 711 War ended nearly ten years ago.”

"S, " seconded Gomez. "This Unknown Soldier wejust viewed
can't be much older than twenty-two or so. They didn't have any
twelve-year-old soldados down there-at least not on the UN side.”

Bascom said, "Most law officids assume the man is extremely
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youthful looking for hisage. None of the witnesses, keep in mind,
got an up-closelook a him."

Jake shook hishead. "Something's not right.”

"Indeed. Mrs. Bouchonisaso of the opinion that certain
aspects of her spouse's murder don't smell right,” the agency head
told him. "She's offering us ahandsome feeto prove that her late
husband was not eliminated by the Unknown Soldier.”

"Handsome enough to provide Jake and me with abonus?*
inquired Gomez.

Bascom studied the celling. "Possibly, Sid," hereplied eventu-
aly. "Atany rate, you two need to rush over to Parisright away and
find out who redlly did kill Bouchon. Weve got you booked to leave
fromthe GLA Skyliner Port tonight.”

"Tonight?" Jake was frowning.

"With atricky case like this one, and an extremely anxious client,
getting to the crime scene with dacrity scores big points.
Sometimes bonus points.”

"l figured we'd leave in the morning,” said Jake. "That way | can
get up to Berkeley tonight to say goodbye to Beth Kittridge."

"| can depart for Paristonight alone, amigo, " offered Gomez.

"Y ou can spend the night on fond farewe s and join me over there
mefiana. "

Bascom had begun tapping hisfingertips dowly on the arm of
hischair. "Ever sinceyou joined the outfit, Jake, I'vetried to
accommodate your personal life," hesaid. "But, you know, the
Cosmos Detective Agency isn't primarily dedicated to rehabilitating
troubled ex-cops who are trying to rehabilitate themsaves. "

"Nope, you'reright,” said Jake. "I don't want too many specia
favors. Well both take off for Peristonight, as scheduled.”

"Bueno, " Gomez said with asmile.

13



"Xmas," muttered Jake sourly.

" "Tisthe seasonto bejolly," remarked Gomez, "or so | hear. But
you sure an't, amigo.

"I'm not," agreed Jake.

They wereflying acrosstwilight GLA in an agency skycar,
through the smulated snowfall, toward the Skyliner Port in the
Ventura Sector.

"We're embarking on atrip to Paris," reminded his partner,
relaxing in the passenger seat. "That should cheer you up. Orisit
that you hate to leave home and loved ones a such afestivetime
of year?'

"Cnion, Sid, you know that what few loved ones| have are
scattered hither and yon."

"Beth Kittridgeisonly upin NorCd, in Berkeley. That isnt dl
thet hither."

14
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"Her I'm going to miss,” said Jake. "l redlly wanted to see her
tonight.”

"Y ou couldvetold Bascom to go to hell. Held have backed
down."

"No, that's really not theway to do things. Asking for specia
favors-that's something you get away with when you're ayoung
hotshot.”

"Even middle-aged hotshots like us deserve afew perks.”

"Once we get settled on the skyliner, I'll 'ust call Beth on the
vidphone."

"A poor substitute for an in-person encounter.”

"Yeah, lately | seem to be having most of my meetings second-
hand, usudly over the vidphone," said Jake. "Now that my son'sin
England, | only see him on the damn phonescreen.”

"Ligten, amigo, England isonly asmal jump away from Paris"
reminded his partner. "Once we clear up thisnew casein our usua
speedy and impressive manner, why you can hop over and visit Dan
at his posh private schoal in the British countryside.

I

"Y ou know, I'm not at al happy about what's been going on
lately," said Jake. "l didn't like Kate's moving over there three
months ago and dragging Dan dong.”

"Ex-wives-and | ought to know-have atendency not to behave
nicdy," said Gomez. "At least Kate didn't bop you on the cabeza,
the way my former first wife did just prior to leaving my conjuga

"I'm glad Kate's back in good health." Jake punched out a
landing pattern on the dash. "It'sjust that | don't believe she went
to London for the reasons she clams.”

"OK, | grant you the notorious Bennett Sands was transferred
from aprison facility in NorCd to onein the British Ides. That
doesn't mean he's going to be seeing your ex-wife once again.”

"Sands got switched to England because supposedly that's the
best place to get fitted for an artificial arm to replace the one helost
during that Tek raid down in Mexico afew months back." Jake
frowned. "Maybe that part'strue, but | tend to doubt that he had to
be moved.”

15
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"The hombreisabusted Teklord, Jake. He doesn't cdll the
shotsanymore.”

"l wonder. Sandswasrich, still haslots of money stashed here
and there"

"You redly think he'sin England for some other reason?"

"Yeah, | do. Andthefact that Kate'stheretoo isn't acoinci-
dence."

"Has he got enough influence | eft to rig a prison break?"

Jake shrugged. "If he does and wantsto run off with my
erswhilewife, that'sfine" hesaid. "But, damnit, if they involve
Dan, |-"

"Cam yoursdf, amigo, " cautioned Gomez.

Their skycar was drifting down through the snowy afternoon.
"Dan's school isn't that far from the prison where they're keeping
Sands," said Jake.

"Well, they've got to put schools someplace. | know that people
complain-they don't want schoolkids in their neighborhood.”

"Another thing. Sands daughter isover in England too."

" She's about the same age as Dan, isn't she?”

"Year or so older.”

"Ali, ayear can be an enormous gap when you're that age,” said
Gomez, sghing. "I recall once, down in the San Diego Sector, when
| wasamere sprig of eighteen. | waswarned off an older woman
of twenty, who possessed alovely set of-"

"His daughter's being thereisn't a coincidence ether.”
"Daughtersliketo bein the vicinity of their pops sometimes.

"Why in thisingtance, Sd? He can't have any vistorsat a
maximum security facility likethe onehesin.”

Gomez settled further into hissest. "I think mayhap you're
making too much of the geographica proximity of these folks."

"Could bel am," acknowledged Jake. "Dan and I, though, were
gtarting to get along better. Then Kate hauled him over thereto
England.”

"Look on the bright Sde," said Gomez. "Y ou'll probably be
seeing him again in afew days"
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"l don't want him getting hurt. Not, damn it, over something Kate
does."

Their skycar, after dowly circling a Skyliner Port landing area
twice, settled down and landed.

" Suppose we chat about something more cheerful 7' suggested
his partner.

"Such as?'

"What kind of guy sgnshisnameto hiskillings?'

The Skyliner Port was alarge ovd structure with four tierscircling
afour-story-high centrum. Because of the holiday season, festive
sounds, smdlls, and colors were being pumped through various
outlets. Jngling bells could be heard, mingled with the voices of
youthful carolers. The scents of hot eggnog and blazing yulelogs
werethick al around, and zigzags of green and red light were
crackling high overhead.

Walking aongside Jake as they made their way toward aticket
kiosk, Gomez kept busy rating the row of soliciting charity robots
who wereringing bells, rattling tambourines, and shaking money
tins. "Legit, legit, bunco, bunco," heticked off. "Bunco, legit,
borderline, bunco."

Jake grinned. "1 notice you didn't contribute to any of them, not
eventhelegit ones.”

"By thetime | settle my current missus Xmashills, I'll haveto
head down here with atambourine of my own, amigo. "

The skyport was crowded. Vistorswere arriving and departing,
many of them laden with brightly wrapped bundles of Xmas gifts.

Just beyond atall decorative pam tree that had been festooned
with Xmas ornaments stood a plastiglass kiosk. Jake strode up to
an empty dot to pick up their Paristickets.

Gomez waited nearby, handsin pockets, and glanced around.
"What'swrong, chiquita?' he asked, noticing aforlorn girl of about
fifteen with two large suitcases standing next to awatervending
mechine

17
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"Oh, nothing, redly." She was pretty and dark-haired.
" Someone was supposed to meet me and they're late.”

"Maybe| can help you find-Chihuahual

The girl gasped, pressing her left hand to her breasts.
"What's happening?"

One of her suitcases had risen up off thefloor. After
hestating for afew seconds a kneelevd, it went flying up
toward the domed celling.

"Telek," redized Gomez, aring upward.

Jake, ticketsin hand, came running over. "He'sup on Leve
3" hesaid, pointing. "1 spotted him catching the suitcase.

Y ou go up that ramp, I'll use thisone."

"WEell retrieve your bag, linda, " promised the curly-haired
detective. Pivoting, he started dodging through the crowd.

Jake went sprinting up the ramp, weaving through travelers
and porterbots.

Theteekinetic thief, who'd used his psi powersto levitate the
suitcase from thefirst level up to the third, was ebowing hisway
toward an exit door by the time Jake caught up to him.

"Let's have the suitcase," called Jake, closing in.

"Skarf yoursdlf," thetelek replied. He was agaunt young man,
wearing somebody else's dirty white suit. About thirty yearsold,
he had a grinning skull tattooed on hisforehead in livid purple.

He lunged suddenly, pushed through the white metal door of
the men'sroom.

Jake followed.

Thefirgt thing Jake noticed was that the robot attendant was
lying flat out on hisback on the white plaztile floor. A thread of
gray, acrid smoke was drifting up from his dented skulll.

Thetdek, smiling, was by thefar wal. Hewas gtting on the
dtolen suitcase.

Standing beside him was alarge, thick man in a sea-blue suit.
Hehad agunin hisright hand. "Figured you'd take the bait,
Cardigan,”" he said, chuckling.



The big man with thelazgun said, "We don't necessarily haveto
kill you, Cardigan.”

"That'scomforting." He came afew stepsfarther into the
room. "Who the hell areyou?'

"Just amessenger boy."

Thetelek, stting hunched on the suitcase, snickered.
The big man continued. "The message isthis-you and your
greaser partner don't want to go to Paris. No, shit, no. You guys
want to stay right herein GLA whereit's safe”

"Who's sending me this advice?' He took another step ahead,
coming nearer to the sprawled white-enameled robot.
"Oh, just somebody who'sinterested in your health and well-
being," heanswered. "If you ignore thisfriendly warning-then
trust me, you're probably going to have an accident.”
"Y eah, an accident.” Thetelekinetic thief snickered again.

19
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"Y ou might for instance lose an arm.” The gunman gestured with
hisweapon. "I might, you know, dice the damn thing right off.
That'd be painful, but it would sure as hell keep you from wandering
off to Paris. So what we have-"

"Hey, I'm not anxious to shed an arm.” Jake sounded uneasy, a
littlefrightened. "C'mon, we can talk this over and work something
out." He started, nervous eyes seemingly on the gunman, toward
him.

"L ook out for the bot, asshole!" warned the telek.

Jake tripped over the spread-eagled attendant. Hefdll, turned
inmidair, landed on hisleft Side, and went scuttling acrossthe dick
whitefloor in the direction of the row of slvery sanair nozzles.

When he came to a stop, his stungun wasin hisright hand.

He fired and the beam took the gunman squarein his broad
chest before he could swing hislazgun dl the way around to take
am at Jake.

The big man made an angry gulping noise, started shivering
violently. Hisgun fdl to the floor as he went toppling backwards.
Unconscious, he dammed into the swinging door of atoilet cell. He
fell back into the cubicle, his head cracking againgt the metallic seat
of the unit.

Theteek jumped to hisfeet. Using hisps power, helifted the
suitcase up off the floor and was about to send it hurtling into Jake.

"Naw, don't do that, cabrén, " advised Gomez, who'd come
quietly into the room with his stungun reedly.

He shot the telek.

The skinny man gasped, stiffened, sat. The suitcasefel, landing
with athump in his narrow lap.

"It'smuy triste, " said Gomez, glancing around and then diding
his gun back into his shoulder holster.

"What is-getting ambushed in atoilet?!

"No, amigo. | meanit'svery sad being set up by that swest little
nifiadowngairs. Shelooked so innocent.”

"They usudly do." Nodding, Jake added, "L et's turn these goons
over to the cops. We have a skyliner to catch.”

20
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"Any notion why they wanted to maim you?"
"Somebody doesn't want usin Paris."
Gomez laughed. "They don't know you very well," he observed.
"Warning you to stay away isthe surest way to get you to go there.”

A robot in a Santa Claus suit was circling the satphone lounge of

the Paris-bound skyliner, handing out eggnog. When he reached
Jakesdcove, hesad, "Merry Xmas, sr. Compliments of TransNip
Skyways." He held out asteaming plazmug.

"Scram," suggested Jake, returning his attention to the ball-
headed robot whose fuzzy image was flickering on the phonescreen
he sat facing.

"Ho ho ho." The robot Santa moved on.

"Ah, herésthe problem,” said the bot on the screen, giving
himsdf awhack inthetemple ashe arrived & aningght. "Miss
Kittridge, you see, has agovernment monitor on her vidphone and
therefore we-"

"| aready gave you the bypass code number.”

"Right, yes, soyou did."

"So put through the damn cdl.”

""Xmas season got you down, too? Y ou'd be surprised how many
customers we get thistime of year who are grouchy and-"

“Thecdl."

The robot vanished. Blackness replaced hisimage, then ran-
dom spurts of rainbow light.

All at once Beth, dim and pretty, appeared with great clarity.
"Jake-where are you?"

"Enrouteto Paris," he explained. "Didn't havetimeto call you
until now."

"Y ou're working on anew case for Cosmos?'

"Yeah. And according to Bascom, an important one. Otherwise
I'd bein Berkeley now ingtead of midair.”

She smiled gently. "I missyou, too,” shetold him. "Thisduty
stuff can redly foul thingsup. What sort of jobisit?"

21
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"Y ou've heard of the Unknown Soldier.”

"Wait now, Jake," she said, frowning. "Your client must be
Made eine Bouchon."

"She'sthe one. Y ou know her?!

"Yes, | do. Her husband was atop officid with the International
Drug Control Agency for the past five years or s0."

"Six years. | just read the Cosmosfile on him,” said Jake.
"Youvemet him?'

"Yes, sure. Because of my father'swork, we got to know quite
afew people connected with the IDCA.."

"Before he joined the agency office in Paris, Bouchon wasthe
French ambassador to Rio," said Jake. "He was there during the
fina months of thelast war."

"Which means he could possibly have done something that
caused the Unknown Soldier to put him on hislig.”

"That'strue, but-"

"But there are dso lots of peoplein the Tek trade with reasons
for wanting him deed,” Beth said, finishing Jake's thought.

"Made eine Bouchon gpparently thinks this was a copycat kill,
with somebody using the Unknown Soldier's style to cover their
murder." Jake douched somein hisseat. "It's possble I'm not the
right operative for this case, snce | suspect the damn Teklords of
being responsible for dmost everything that goes wrong around the
world."

"A good ded of thetime | suspect they've aso corrupted my
father."

"Things aren't getting any better now that you've been working
with him again?'

"Ever snce what happened down in Mexico-wdll, | smply don't
trust him completely anymore," shereplied. "But when those
various and sundry government agencies started pressuring meto
rgjoin him so that the last phase of hiswork could be speeded up-
Jake, | just found it impossibleto say no."

"l know, since | went through most of it with you."

"Mogt of it but not al,” she said quietly. "Lotsof my most
difficult debateswent oninsde my head. Anyway, | findly let
myself be persuaded. Y ou know that the hardest part was leaving
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you and GLA for awhile and moving up hereto work at thelab
they've set up for my father. Tek isadreadful thing, and if | can
help wipeit out-well, that's an accomplishment.”

"How closeishisanti-Tek system to being ready to use?'

"We'revery close," shesaid. "It should be soon.”

"I'd better sgn off now, Beth," he said reluctantly. "This doesn't
look to me my best Xmas."

"Well makeup for it," she promised him.

After her image had faded from the phonescreen, Jake sat in the
a cove watching the dead phone for nearly aminute.

Therobot Santareturned, started to offer him amug of eggnog
and then thought better of it.

In England the snow wasredl.

All across Barsatshire athick, silent snow wasfaling. By dawn
the moorlands surrounding Maximum Security Prison #22 lay under
afoot or more of fresh snow and a sharp wind was whistling around
the high neostonewadlls.

Oneof theforcefield barriers that isolated the hospital wing from
the rest of the prison buildingswas mafunctioning dightly. It
sputtered every now and then, making harsh crackling soundsin
the thin gray dawn.

A door inthe dick gray wal of the Hospital Complex hissed
open to let three squat, whedled robots comerolling out. They
gped to the nearest forcefield transmitter and began making repairs.

In the second-leve doctors lounge two android medics were
gtting slently in straight-back meta chairs, absently watching the
repair work.

The only human in the gray room was alean, dark-haired woman
of forty. Wearing atwo-piece medsuit, she was standing near one
of the high, narrow viewindows with aplazmug of nearcaf clutched
in both hands. After taking asip of her nearcaf, she again glanced
up at thefloating clock.

Nodding to herself, shefinished drinking, tossed the empty
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cup into abin. After checking the time once more, she crossed the
quiet room and stepped out into the corridor.

A white-enameled nursebot was going by, carrying ayedlow
plaztray with two doses of medication onit.

The lean woman caught up with the robot and casudly patted
her onthe side. "Keegp up the good work, Sophie.”

"Thank you, Dr. Dumler, maam."

The nursebot continued along the hall, then walked up aramp
to the next leve of the prison hospital. When she hated in front of
the door to Cell 302, the scanner mounted above the number tag
looked her over thoroughly.

"ID code," requested the voxbox.

"30/203/083."

The door did open.

"Ah, Sophie." Bennett Sands was Sitting in the cushioned chair
besdehisbed. "Asusud it'sapleassureto seeyou.”

"Thank you, Mr. Sands, sir."

Sands was thin, thinner than he'd been ayear ago, and hisface
was pale. The deegp shadows under his eyes were dark and sooty.
He had onearm. ™Y ou make this hole dmost tolerable,” he said as
he picked up one of the small cupsfrom thetray and drank down
the sea-blue liquid it contained. "Ugh. Never can get used to the
foul tegte”

"Sorry, Mr. Sands, sir." For less than thirty seconds, as Sands
took the bright orange stuff in the second little cup, the nursebot
leaned closer to him. Inavoice pitched so that only he could hear
it shetold him, "Bouchon dead. Stand by."

The parasite disk that Dr. Dumler had attached to the robot's
sde now disintegrated. 1t became afine dust that would dissipate
as the mechanica nurse continued on her rounds.

After the nursebot |eft his cell, Sands brought his only hand up
to hisface. Masking his mouth for afew seconds, he alowed
himsdf abrief, unseen amile of satisfaction.
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Gomez was rdaxing in their compartment when Jake returned from
phoning. He was spping an eggnog while he studied ayellow
faxgram. "Isdl well with Beth?'

"Aswaell as can be expected.” Letting out adisgruntled sigh,
Jake settled opposite his partner. "Whered you get the drink?’

"A robot decked out like Santa Claus came around giving them
away. Even had awhite beard. Very festive." Hewaggled the
faxgram. "Bascom sent us someinfo on that pair of loutswho tried
to sandbag you. Careto guess?'

"Let'ssee... They'refree-lance hoods," said Jake. "Got long
crimina records. They don't know who hired them.”

"Bingo." Gomez |et the faxgram drop to the neowood table next
to hischair. "Except you missed one point-they, both of them, have
prior connectionswith Tek dedlers.”

25
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"Yeah. I've been nurturing a hunch that there was going to be
aTek angletothiscase"

"Whilst you were romancing Beth via satphone,” said Gomez,
"I've been rereading al this stuff the agency gave uson the
Unknown Soldier murders.”

"Commendable. Any indgghts?’

"Esposible, " replied his partner. "Of the nine known victims so
far there are three, including our Joseph Bouchon, who were
currently tied in with anti-Tek activities of one sort or other.”

"But they dso had prior linkswith the Brazil Wars?'

"S, that tie-inisadso there” Gomez paused to sample hisdrink
again. "Thefdlow who was victim number 4-Colonel
W. T.Reisherson, killed in Washington, D.C., late this past
October-had trained combat troops for the First Brazil War.
Thething is, Jake, thishombre turned into avery vocd critic of the
wars, started a stewpot of peace movements, and was eventually
put out to pasture by the Army. At the time he was knocked off, he
was managing an anti-Tek research facility just outsde Batimore.
Infact, two of histop technicians were transferred out to Berkeley
to assist on the Kittridge Project.”

"Another connection with Beth'sfather," said Jake. "Joseph
Bouchon and hiswife were both friends of the professor and Beth.”

Gomez took along, thoughtful sip. "The sixth victim wasDr.
Francisco Torres, who got himself bumped off in Madrid the middle
of November," he continued. "Now Torres did serve on the staff of
aUnited Nationsfield hospital during the Second Brazil War, but
that doesn't exactly make himawar crimind.”

"Not to you, but amadman might look at it differently."

"Verdad. But this Torres had been running a scatter of rehab
centersfor Tek userssince back in 2116. Initidly, and until hefdll
from grace, none other than Bennett Sands provided about sixty
percent of the operating funds for those centers from the impres-
sve profitsfrom hisvarious legit business enterprisesin Europe.”

"Sands.... Kittridge, said Jake dowly. "Okay -were there any
discrepancies on any of these three killings? Details thet
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don't exactly match those of the other Unknown Soldier mur-
ders?'

"The message tagged to Colonel Reisberson wasworded exactly
like dl the others, and you know that the law boys around the world
have never released the exact context of any of the notes. But-"

"We found out the exact wording, so could a copycat.”

"That'swhat I'm coming to, amigo, " said his partner. "The
|ettering on the Rel sherson note wasn't done by the same person
who did the others. Wait, let me amend that.. The other notes|ook
to have been lettered by some mechanical means-by arobot, an
andy, or asecretary machine. None of them showed the
characteristics of ahuman hand at work."

"Maybe the copycat didn't know that when hekilled the colond.

"Si, but he found out sometime before he knocked off Torres,"
sad Gomez. "If hedid knock him off."

"Okay, suppose three of these damn killings arefake," said Jake.
"If that's s, then we're talking about something much more
complex than someone's killing Bouchon and trying to mask it."

"And behind that complexity, amigo, " said his partner, "the
Teklords are probably lurking.”

The highly polished bellbot carried their luggage into the second-
floor hotd suite. "The Louvre Hotel has quite anillustrious history,
messieurs,”" he explained, placing the three suitcases on avaet
stand. "Though completely up to date in its modernity, it dates back
to the twelfth century. Before the Louvre became afirst-rate hotel,
it was"

"We know." Gomez wandered over to awide window to gaze out
at thesmulated Tuileries Gardensthat stretched away below in the
overcast afternoon.

"Oui, this splendid place was once afamed museum,” continued
the robot, moving around theliving room to flip on
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switches and push buttons. "Then came the dread Panic of 2093
and our esteemed government was forced, das, to sdl al the art
treasuresit held and convert it into this-"

"We know." Gomez turned away from the arched window.

One of the things the bellbot had turned on was the vidscreen
that occupied onewall. Three people were sitting in uncomfortable
chairs and arguing with each other on the huge screen.

"That's none other than Professor Joel Freedon on the left
there," Jake noticed. "The guru of the pro-Tek cause." He nodded
at the thin man with thelong, dead-white hair.

"l recognized him, A " To thelingering robot Gomez said, "Y ou
can turn up the volume on that and then take your leave.”

"Very wel. Adieu. "

Tek smply isnot addictive,” Freedon was saying. "In point of
fact, Tek isaharmlessliberating agent that freesthe imagination,
soothes the psyche that's been ravaged by the scourges of our so-
cdled civilized mode of-"

"Repetition doesn't make lies any truer, Mr. Freedon,” interrupted
the heavyset woman gitting two seats over from him. ™Y ou know full
well that Tek isindeed dangeroudy addictive. That inafar too high
percentage of casesit also causes severe and irreversible brain
damage. Theincidence of epileptic seizuresamong Tek addicts
has been growing-"

"Folk talesand fancies purely,” dismissed the professor. "There
does not exist one shred of reliable research to-"

"Perhaps,”" cut in the nervous young maninthe middle, "if we
were to return to some semblance of coherent debate we might-"

"Thisman isincapable of coherence.”

"If Doctor Lance would smply attend to what I'm saying, and
listen with her heart and her supposedly brilliant mind, shed
perhaps hear something new and wise. She might cometo redize
that she has Smply been mouthing Internationa Drug Control
Agency propaganda and pap rather than-"

The three of them suddenly vanished. Replaced by a scene of
fireand confuson.

"A specia newsbulletin," said adeep, excited voice. "Just
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moments ago here at the Central London Skybus Station an alleged
maor British Tek dedler-as yet unidentified-was assassinated. In
addition to the aleged Tek kingpin, five gpparently innocent
bystanders were dso killed. And fifteen-no, weve just been
informed the toll has risen to seventeen-others were serioudy
injured. Police believe akamikaze wasused. Asyou know, a
kamikaze is an android loaded with explosves. When the kamikaze
makes physica contact with itsintended victim, atremendous
explogonfollows. Inthistragic-"

Gomez turned off thewall. "Those Tek lads never grow tired of
their tried and true tricks,” he observed.

"Y eah, and they don't mind killing bystanders.”

Gomez glanced around the living room. "1 believe I'll freshen up
and change before we drop in on our client,” he announced. "Don't
let in any exploding andieswhile I'm away."

The snow continued to fall in Barsetshire, England.

It flickered by the leaded windows in the main study hal of
Bunter Academy.

Leaning closer to the black young man seated next to him at the
long neowood study table, Dan Cardigan whispered, "What would
you do, Johnsen?'

"I'd wait, old man. 1'd St on my buitt, bide my time."

"But shesmissing.”

"Y ou think shesmissing,” said Rob Johnsen while pretending to
be gazing into his studyscreen.

"She's gone, nobody knows where sheis.”

"Y ou're letting the fact that you're hot for Nancy Sands cloud
your judgment, Cardigan.”

"Ligten, I'vetold you about her father and the way she's been-"
"Lotsof girlshave crooksfor fathers.”

"Ahum." A gray monitorbot had rolled over to their table. 1t
shook its metdlic head negatively. "Quiet, please, gentlemen.”
"What about my request?' Dan asked the mechanism.
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"It's being processed, Mr. Cardigan.”

"| asked for permission to make acal to my dad early this
morming.”

"Your father isin America," reminded the robot. "Overseas
cdlsteketime.

"No they don't.”

"Overseas cdlsfrom Bunter Academy taketime," modified the
monitorbot. "Now, gentlemen, | must ask you to refrain from
further conversation.”

As soon as the robot had returned to its place in the center of
the large, beam-cdllinged hall, Dan leaned and whispered to his
friend, "My father may be ableto hep."

"All theway from the United States, old man?"

"He'sadetective.”

"Yes, | know, Cardigan. Y ou've goneon a great bloody
length about him. The chap soundslike acombination of Sher-
lock Holmes and Sexton Blake."

"Thethingis, | don't know if helll have any timeto help meon
this"

"Fathers, especialy fatherswho gtick their offspring into cita:
dels of learning such asthis one, rardly havetime evento return
acdl."

"No, he had nothing to do with my coming to Bunter. That
wasal my mother'sidea.”

"Y our mother'sin England, isn't she?"
"Yeah, in London."
"Then maybe you ought to contact her about this.”

"No, | cant dothat,” Dan said. "Sheused to ... well, she'sa
friend of Nancy'sfather."

"All the better, old man.”

"No, it's... | can't explaindl that. Butif I'mgoingtolearn
what happened to Nancy, I'll need my father'shelp,” hesaid. "Or
I'll just haveto find her on my own.”

Johnsen gave him apitying look. "I redly don't think, old
man, that detective ability isinherited,” hesaid. "Simply because
your father happensto--"
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"Mr. Cardigan." Therobot had returned.

"Sorry, well quit talking.”

"I've cometo summon you. Therésavidphonecal.”
"Findly." He stood up. "From Greater Los Angeles?!
"No, from Paris."

While Gomez wasin using the sonishower, Jake seated himself in
the vidphone alcove in the living room. He put through acdl to the
dorms at the Bunter Academy in Barsetshire, England. He had to
argue with three robots, an android, and someone who might've
been human, and he had to raise his voice twice before his son
finaly appeared on the phonescreen.

"Hi, son. Gomez and | 'ust got to Paristo work on anew case,
and | wanted to hear how you're doing.”

"I'm glad you cdlled." Dan was alean boy of fifteen, dightly taller
and darker than hisfather. Right now he waslooking worried and
upset. "I've been trying to get hold of you."

"|s something wrong?"

"Not with me. What | mean, Dad, isthis has nothing to do with
how I'm getting along at this stupid schoal.”

"| thought you told meyou liked it a Bunter."

"Nope, what | told you was that this shithole is better than the
shithole | used to attend in GLA. But pleasejust listen aminute,
will you?'

"Go ahead.” Jake leancd closer to the screen.

"Y ou remember my telling you that Nancy Sandswasliving near
here?'

"Sure. You dill seeing her?”

"Okay, | hear your disgpprova inyour voice" sad Dan. "I
redlize you think her father isacrook. But Nancy's different.”
"Let'shope s0."

"Dad, Nancy's disappeared.”
"Glvemesomedetals.”
"For the past five or six days she's been acting ... you know,
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strange. Women can beinoody, I'm aware of that, but thiswas
different. She's been redly depressed and very nervous. Unhappy,
too."

"About what?*

"She wouldn't tell me, but she hinted it was something pretty
awful. "

"Having to do with her father?"

"| think so, yeah."

"He's going to have anew arm fitted. It could be she'ssmply-"

"No. Shetold melast week she knowsthat the fecility hereis
just about the best in the world for that sort of work."

"Okay. How long has Nancy been missing? And are you certain
gheredly ismissng?'

" She's been gone for over aday and, yeah, I'm damn certain,”
answered Dan. "Because one of those assholes came barging right
into the school thismorning to ask meif | knew whereshewas. "

"Which asshole would that be?"

"Oh-Mr. McCay," answered his son impatiently. "He used to be
abusiness partner of Bermett's. Ever since she came over hereto
England, she's been staying with McCay and hisdumb wifeinabig
ugly mansion about ten milesfrom here.”

"Has McCay goneto the police?"
"No. They'retrying to find her first on their own."

"Did Nancy give you any hint that she was thinking of running
avay?'

"Not exactly.”
"BUt?'

"Well, she has been taking about friends she knowsin London."
"What does McCay think?"

"That | persuaded her to run away for some reason.”

"He doesn't suspect that she may have been kidnapped or had
an accident?’

"| asked him about that and he told me they were certain sheld
taken off on her own."
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"Then she probably |eft some sort of note.”

"He saysshedidn't.”

"He could belying."

"Y eah, assholesdo that,” said Dan. "Dad, could you come
over hereand hdlp find her?'

"No, wejust arrived in Paris. 1'm going to have to work here
for afew daysat least.”

"But something may've happened to Nancy. Evenif shedid
run away, it-"

"I'll contact a detective agency in London, Dan, onethat's
affiliated with Cosmos," hisfather promised. "They'll put an
operative or two right on this. Okay?"

"Sure, | guess. But it would be alot better if you could help
out yoursdlf."

"These ops are good, and they know England better than | do.
Do you have apicture of her?"

"Lotsof them."

"I'll tell them to get some from you.”

"Should | go to the cops myself just to be on the safe Sde?’ Jake
shook hishead. "Wait onthat,” he advised. "It'sust that, you
know, | want to be doing something.” " Get a detailed account of
everything you know about her disappearance ready. One of the
detectiveswill be contacting you and that'll help.”

"l want to do more than that," said hisson. "What'sthe
earliest you can come over here?!

"Probably two or three days from now. But if therésan
emergency, | can comeright over."

"Thisisan emergency.”

"I know you fed it is, Dan, but | don't think my bosswould
agree" Jaketold him. "Theréstill aposshility, too, that shelll
come home on her own. Runaways, it's been my experience, do
that pretty often.”

"No, | don't think Nancy will."
"Why not?'

"Y ou didn't see her these past few days, the way she was

acting, the way shelooked.”



William Shatner

"All right, hold on and I'll seeyou soon as| can." He gave Dan
the number of the hotel. "Cdl meif anything new happens.”
" ill wishyou could. Okay, 'bye, Dad.”
"Goodbye, Dan."

When Gomez, dressed in anew suit, came back into the living
room afew minutes later, Jake was till Sitting in the phone
acove, athoughtful expression on hisface.



The chrome-plated robot rose up out of hiswrought-iron chair at the
foot of the bright-lit gangway. Bowing smoothly, he reached up with
his gleaming left hand and tipped his black beret to them.
"Gentlemen?' hesaid cordidly. Hismetdlic right hand, which had
swvung up towaist level, had alazgun built into the forefinger and
astungun in the thumb.

Gomez stepped closer, nodding at the large ivory-white
houseboat that was anchored in the night Seine. "Thiswould be the
residence of Mrs. Bouchon, would it not?*

"Perhaps,” replied the wide robot, right forefinger casudly
pointing at the detective's midsection.

"We're from the Cosmos Agency." Jake moved up to the foot of
the gangway, putting himsdf between the guard and his partner.

"We have an appointment with Mrs. Bouchon."
Smoothing his beret back in place on hisdick, chromed head,
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the robot inquired, ™Y ou perhaps have identification, gentlemen?

Gomez fished hisID packet from the pocket of his sky-blue suit.
"That's a handsome boat Mrs. Bouchon dwellson,” he observed as
he passed over hisidentification.

"Oui, 11 agreed therobot. A small rectangular pandl in his chest
opened and he held the ID to the gap. Lights flashed within, new
whirsand humswereaudible. "All in order.”

After Jake had gone through asimilar ritud, the guardbot
stepped aside, tipped his black beret once again, and directed them
to climb the gangway to the houseboat.

The boat was ornately decorated, thick with intricate neowood
trim and looking more like a nineteenth-century villathan atwenty-
second-century houseboat. There were hundreds of tiny glowing
beads of white light worked into the trim on all three decks.

"Reminds me of the cake we served a my second wedding,"
remarked Gomez as they stepped aboard.

"Itisquite gaudy, | know." A dim blonde woman of about thirty-
five stepped out of anearby cabin. "Joseph's tastes tended in that
direction. I'm Maddeine Bouchon." She held out her hand,

"Jake Cardigan." He shook hands. "My partner, Sid Gomez."

When Gomez took her hand, he clicked his hedls, bent, and
kissed the knuckles. "A pleasure, maam.”

Smiling, thewidow invited, "Join mein the conservatory,” and
led them aong the highly polished deck into alarge, glasswalled
room. "One can see quite away aong the Qua Henri IV from here.
If oneissoinclined.”

"Niceview." Gomez sat in adelicate wooden chair.

Jake sat opposite their client. "Y ou don't think your husband
waskilled by the Unknown Soldier,” he sad.
"Ali ... right to busness.”

Jake continued, "We've talked to the Paris police since we got
here, and to someonein the IDCA office."

"Yes, and I'm sure they dl told you that Joseph, coming home
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intoxicated from an Xmas party, was stalked and killed by that
lundtic. Yes?'

Nodding, Gomez said, "They seeit asfitting the pattern, Mrs.
Bouchon."

"Do you fed then that thisisn't worth looking into further?”

"No, were hereto investigate," Jaketold her. " Supposing you
dart by tdling uswhy it isyou don't agree with everybody el se?'

Madeleine Bouchon left the sofa she'd been occupying, crossed
to aglasswal, and stared out into the night. "Isit the boat that
unsettlesyou, Mr. Cardigan?”'

Jake frowned. "Boat'sfine. Lovely."

"Family money bought it. Joseph'sfamily. | just live here” She
turned to face him. "Y ou may have theideathat I'm the usud
spoiled rich bitch. But I'm not.”

Jake reflected for about ahaf minute, then grinned. "Could be
itistheboat," hesaid. "Excuse my churlishness.”

"Let meexplainthat | was never deeply in love with my late
husband," she said, returning to the sofa. "Yet | don't wish his
murder to be covered up, for whatever reasons.”

"Let's go over the things that bother you," Jake suggested.

"Would either of you carefor adrink?’

Jake shook hishead. Gomez said, "An ae maybe?'

Maddeinesaid, "Maurice?'

A small, tank-shaped headless robot rolled into the room. "Ouir

"Anaefor Mr. Gomez."

"Oui. " Therobot rolled over to where Gomez was Sitting. Its
drumlike chest popped open and it reached amug off a shelf within.
Holding itsforefinger over the glass, it poured out foamy ae.
"Valv"

"Gracias. "

Jake waited until the whedled robot had |eft them. "Okay, let's
tak."

"For onething, as| mentioned to Mr. Bascom, therewas a
witness who said she saw my husband staggering along the Bou-
levard Vincent Auriol ashort time before hisdesth,” Madeleine
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said. "Joseph never drank, not at al, and he obviousy never used
drugsof any kind."

"The police suggest he'd been at a party.”

"That's merely asupposition. There were, admittedly, severa
Xmas gatherings that evening that he might have goneto. Parties
given by colleagues and friends. There's no evidence, however,
that my husband attended asingle one.”

Gomez, after spping hisae, inquired, "Where were you that
night?'

"Home, here on the boat. Asl dready told your agency chief."

"Youdid, A"

Jake asked, "Y ou think that witnessislying?"

"Perhaps. | think it more likely that Joseph was staggering, but
that he'd been drugged somehow."”

Gomez said, "Y ou aso told Bascom you thought your husband
was going to be vigting a colleague that night.”

" Joseph had been paying severd visits over the past two or
three weeks to aman who worked with him at the Internationa Drug
Control Agency office herein Paris," shesaid. "Hisname's Zack
Rolfe"

Nodding, Jake said, "But Rolfe, from what we've been ableto
find out, says your husband didn't visit him that night. Or any of the
other nights

"Yes, I'm aware.of that. Zack now claimsthat my husband has
been having an affair with ayoung woman in the agency.”

"Y eah, but Rolfe doesn't know who sheis."

"Yes, exactly. Zack'sstory isthat he was only doing my hus-
band afavor by letting him pretend he was with him on dl those
nights. And obvioudy everyone seemsto believe Zack."

"Did you ever try to phone your husband at Rolfe's?* asked Jake.

"No, because | never had any reason to. And Joseph didn't
especidly liketo beinterrupted during abusiness meeting, not
unlessit was avery serious emergency.”

Jake sad, "Rolfeslying?’
"Ohbvioudy, yes"
Why?'
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"l don't know."

"How did you fed about Rolfe before this?'

" Joseph seemed to like him, and trust him." She shrugged
gracefully. "To me Zack isn't the sort of man who causes strong
fedingsédther for or agang him."

"Perfect agency type,” commented Gomez.

"My husband had been worried about something,” said the
widow. "For about the same length of time, | believe, that he'd been
cdling on Zack evenings. But, since Joseph had adtrict rule never
to discuss IDCA businesswith me, | have no notion what it was that
was upsetting him so."

"And he didn't mention being worried about anything outsde the
agency?' Gomez finished hisae and set the glass on the floor.

"No," shereplied, shaking her head. "Hedidn't tell me, if that's
what you havein mind, that he was fearful the snshedd committed
during the Brazil Warswere about to catch up with him. "

"Were there sins, maam?’

"No, there weren't,” Madeleinereplied. "Atleast | don't believe
s0. Joseph never discussed his days as ambassador to Brazil with
me. All of that took place before we were married, you understand.

"If your husband had been seeing awoman,”" asked Jake, .,would
you have known?'

"Joseph wasn't interested in affairs of that sort, Mr. Cardigan,”
she assured him, amiling. "Thework he was doing at the agency
waswhat excited him."

"And, recently anyway, that was aso what worried him."

"Yes. Whatever it was, it somehow tiesin with the rea reason
why Joseph waskilled.”

"The police and hisfellow IDCA agents don't agree,” Gomez
reminded her.

"And that," said the widow quietly, "may be another part of the

puzze”
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Gomez, after he and Jake had separated to pursue different sources
of information, strolled for awhile dong the brightly lit boulevards
of nighttime Paris. Hewalked by adozen or more sdewak caf&s,
most of them operated by the Dutch conglom Bistros, Inc., and
through three small hologram parks. When twenty minutes or so
had passed and the curly-haired detective was completely certain
that no one wastailing him, he made hisway to the Boulevard
Voaltare.

He paused beside asdewak stand where a chunky woman in
her fiftieswas peddling plazflowers. Sniffing a abunch of Imu-
lated yellow roses, Gomez studied the story-high illuminated
archway acrossthe Street.

"Y ou planning to buy those goddamn blooms, monsieur? Or are
you just going to snuff dl the smell out of them?”

"Ali, Marie, and here| thought you'd never forget me."
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"Mon dieu! Gomez." Chuckling deeply, the heavyset vendor

bestowed an enthusiastic hug on him. "You'rein Paris.”
"So I've been led to believe. How are you faring?”

"Better than you, judging from your appearance." Marie shook
her head sadly as she scrutinized him. "Since | saw you two years
ago, you've gotten paler and thinner. And you reek of cheap
booze."

"I'mtrim actualy. And that's expensve de, consumed purely
and drictly in theline of busness.”

"You gill adick?" Shetipped her head and smiled at him.

"l am, private now." He nodded at the arch across the way, which
had the words METRO ESTATES written large on it in oldfashioned
neon tubing. "Fact is, I'm planning on dropping in on our mutua
chum, Limehouse."

Marie grunted. "That halfwit."

"Wédl-informed hafwit. He till living down in the estates?!

"Qui, he's down there, moldering away."

Gomez patted Marie on her broad back. "It'struly warmed my
heart, chiquita, especialy at this sentimenta time of year, to
encounter you once again." After dipping her a$10 Banx note, he
went trotting across the Strest.

The arch rose up over alarge holein the sdewak. Two flashing
arrows pointed at the broad stairway leading below.

Gomez paused to take adow, careful look around, then headed
underground.

Jake, meantime, dropped in at a Left Bank establishment known as
the Hot Club. The club specidized in hologram and android re-
creations of American jazz music of the twentieth century. Onthe
ground level tonight Jelly Roll Morton and His Red Hot Peppers
appeared to be playing on the small floating bandstand. There were
lessthan ten patrons Sitting at the small tables amidst the smulated
smoke.

On the second level of the Hot Club Jake made hisway through
another atificialy smoky room that held about fifteen
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customers. Art Tatum seemed to be playing anivory pianoin one
shadowy corner.

Jake went through an arched doorway, climbed a curving ramp
up to aheavy door marked CONTROL. He knocked twice.

Nothing happened.

He knocked again.

Thistimethethick meta door eased open afew inches. "Oui?'
whispered athin voice.

"It's Jake, Pepe.”

"Jake who?'

"Jake Cardigan. We taked on the vidphone ten minutes ago.” The

door opened abit wider. "It doeslook like you, mon ami. " "Well,
that makes sense, Pepe. Sinceitisme. C'mon, let mein sowecan
tak."

The door opened even wider, enough to dlow Jake to squeeze
into the chill, dim-lit control room of the Hot Club.

Pepe Nerveux was a smal, thin man, hollow-eyed and sharp-
nosed. He had atiny moustache that resembled adab of lint and
tight-curling gray hair. " Shut the door, please, quickly,” here-
quested, rushing back to drop into his high, padded chair at his
control boards. On the rows of monitor screensthat roseup in
front of Pepe Nerveux were dozens of images of what was going on
inthefive separate levels of thejazz club. Grabbing up an
earphone, he tuned in on what Jelly Roll Morton's group was
playing. "Merde, the trumpet's a shade sour.” Anxioudy, he reached
uptotwist adid. "What do you think-isit better?' He held out the
earphone toward Jake.

Ignoring it, Jake asked, "Y ou implied on the phone that you're
dill in theinformation busness"

"l am, oui, | am." Pepe Nerveux dropped the earphone, yanked
aplyochief out of histrouser pocket, wiped sweet off his forehead,
picked up another earphone. "No, non, mon dieu! They sent usa
defective Cootie Williamsfor the Duke Ellington orchestra. Just
listen to that dreadful mute work."

"Y ou seem uneasy tonight,” mentioned Jake, leaning againgt the
wal.

"Supervising five jazz attractions, each of which hasto be
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perfect, isstressful.” He jabbed at a button on acontrol board at his
right. "I'll haveto dub in anew trumpet for the Ellington
aggregeation. "

"Much more nervous than the last time we met."

"That was years ago, mon amil - reminded the small, narrow
man, glancing briefly over his shoulder at Jake. "Keep in mind, too,
that they call me Pepe Nerveux. That isnot, obvioudy, my true
name. No, it'sanickname, bestowed on me because I'm always
very nervous. Nervousdl thetime, infact. Ali, what'sthis?' He
jumped up, gesturing unhappily at arow of monitor screens. "Bud
Powell'sfdlen off hispiano bench."

"I'm wondering, Pepe,” said Jake, "maybe you're too busy to do
busnesswith metonight.”

"Wait, wait." He made a quick, shaky stay-ppt gesture with one
hand while fooling with dids, buttons, switches. "Bon, hesback in
place and playing 'Un Poco Loco.™ Sighing, Pepe Nerveux sank
deeper into hischair.

"What about the background information on Zack Rolfe?"
Cardigan perdasted camly.

"While his reputation isn't spotless, | haven't heard anything
especialy damaging about him. Sinceyou cdled, I'veindigated a
further probeinto hisbackground.” He tugged out his plyochief
again, mopping fresh perspiration from hisface. "Thisevening, |
just learned, Rolfeisvigting the Grand llluson. That'savery
swank electronic bordello not far from here. A favorite spot of his."
Pepe wiped hisforehead yet again. "Wereyou to drop in there
tonight, you might find out more about him. Tell Madame Nanal
sent you."

Jake sad, "I'll maybe do that.”

"My current feefor this sort of information is $500."
"My current payout for thiskind of information is $200."
"Thet isfar, mon ami, from afair price."

Jake handed him two $100 Banx notes. ™Y ou want to be careful
not to price yoursdlf right out of business.”

"Very well." Pepe Nerveux gave anervous shrug. "Sincewere
old friends, I'll accept what from another would be an insulting fee.”
He snatched the bills. "Should you require ... Merde! Why
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isn't Jely Roll on the stand? He's not due to take a bresk yet.”
"Thanksfor your help." Jakeleft the control room, walked
back down through two levels of the club and into the sireet.
Hed gone less than fifty feet from the doorway of the Hot
Club when dl hell broke loose.



Theaircirc system down in Metro Estates was on the fritz; and there
was afoul, rancid odor thick in the underground streets. Some of
the hologram projectors weren't functioning properly either. The
wooded park on Gomez's lft as he walked toward Limehouse's
cottage on Downleved 3 clicked off at irregular intervas. The stately
trees, pines, and some other kind that Gomez couldn't identify,
would abruptly ceaseto be. Instead the stark metal walls, smeared
with fiery rust and pocked with blistered paint, would appear, dong
with puddles of scum-topped water.

When the grass snapped away in the smulated park, the body
of adead dog that had been lying next to aplashing fountain
remained, sprawled siffly on the ribbed metd flooring.

"Dog must bered," concluded Gomez. "Standsto reason.
Nobody'd consider a canine corpse decorative, not even down here.
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A handsome Gothic church on hisright began to quiver ashe
wasgrolling by. Instead of vanishing in an ingtant, asthe grass
and trees had, the narrow gray church seemed dowly, gradualy, to
melt. When it was nearly gone, and the spattered walls behind it
were showing distinctly, the cathedral al at once regppeared and
waswholeagain.

"Halelujah,” commented Gomez.

"Y ou can help me, monsieur.” A one-legged man came shuffling
toward him, supported by arough-hewn wooden crutch. He
staggered, waking right through thewall of the newly returned
cathedral.

Warily, Gomez dowed. "How?"'

"All I need isskyliner fareto Audtrdia | got ajob waiting there
for me, but I'm alittle short on my ticket money."
"How short?'

"Only $700, monsieur."

Gomez, amiling briefly, handed him a$10 Banx note. "Wéll,
hereés my contribution.”

"Ten bucks? | sureas hdl can't get to Australia on ten lousy
bucks."

"It'sagart though." Shrugging sympathetically, Gomez con-
tinued on hisway.

"Jesus, I'm avet, you know," called the beggar. "I lost my
goddamn legin Brazil."

Gomez kept moving.

"Looking for fun, curly?'

Sitting, legs crossed, on the porch of atwo-story gpartment
building was athin girl of about fourteen.

Gomez stopped. "Whatever you do, don't tell me asad story."
"Who mentioned sad? Three hundred dollars." She smiled at
him. Shehad dmost al her teeth.

"For whét, chiquita?'

"A night of fun. Withme."

"How old are you?"'

"How old do you like 'em?"

He gazed up at the black, shadowy metd ceiling of the tunne
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for about ten seconds. "Waifsand strays," he muttered. "Especidly
at Xmas| seem to bump into them.”

"If you act fast, curly. I'll drop the priceto $200. And that
includes a continental breskfast comesthe dawn.”

"Here." Heleaned closer to the girl. "Here's $50. Now takeit, go
home, quit hustling for tonight.”

"Y ou trying to reform me?"

"A logt cause, huh?' He put the $50 Banx notein her thin,
knobby hand. "Wdll, adi6s. "

Shoulders hunched, he walked on.

"Too bad, curly,” said the girl to hisback. "Y ou're sort of cute.

"She'sright about that," he said to himsdlf, kicking up his pace.

Limehouse was out in the small garden in front of his cottage,
on hands and knees among the tulip beds. Hewasalong, thin
man, somewhere between thirty and fifty. A cyborgwith aright arm
of tarnished siver. "Just the ruddy bloke I'm after wantin'," he said,
noticing Gomez stepping over hislow white picket fence.

"Como est6?- "Can't complain, mlad. Now tykea

bloomin'gander art these ,ere tulips, will yer?'

"Momentito, " cut in Gomez. "I know full well that you're aone-
time Londoner, Limehouse, and that you're loya to the Merrie Old
England of bygone days, but, porfavor, spare me that godawful
stage Brit accent.”

"Bit much, wouldcher say, gov?'

"A bit, A"

"It seemsto please the tourists, you understand? Especidly the
oneswho drop down here from Great Britain. Y ou redly, you know,
can't spread it on too thick for them.”

"You had aquery?'

Creaking some, Limehouse got up out of thetulip beds. "Take
along gppraising look &t thesetulipsif youwill. Thentdl meif you
can tell which onesare thered article and which are smply
projections.
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Gomez scanned the rows of bright flowers. "Red onesare

Limehouse sagged. "How'd you bloody tumble to that?"

"Y our projector's on the blink. The flowers on the end keep
fading away until you can see through them.”

Crouching, he scowled at thered tulips. "Ar, blimey, you're
absolutdy right. My eyesaren't as sharp asthey ought to be, and
that'sfor certain.”

"Might we step into your parlor for achat?!

"Surething.” The cyborg led him into acozy parlor, wherea
gmall cheery fire seemed to be blazing in arustic stonefireplace.
"Sit yoursdlf down. Tea?'

"Not at the moment."

Settling into an armchair, Limehouse rubbed at hismetal arm
with the fingers of hisflesh hand. "I've been making discreet
inquiries since you cdled methis afternoon.”

"With what result?

Poking hisfingersinto apocket of his checkered vest, the
cyborg extracted asmall vidcaz. "I was able to acquire acopy of
this" hesaid asheinserteditintoadotin hisarm. "It'snot
complete, mind you, only about two minuteslong. Theinteresting
thing, though, isthat this particular bit of footageisn't inthe officia
autopsy video on your late friend, Joe Bouchon."

"Roll it." Gomez dragged hischair closer to that of hishogt.

Limehouse opened his metal hand to reveal asmall vidscreen
built into the palm. When he twisted his meta thumb, a picture
appeared on the screen.

"Oy," remarked Gomez, grimacing.

Lying on the white meditable were the four portions of Bouchon's
body. An android medic in abloodstained smock was standing
beside the table talking to awhite-enamel ed robot who was holding
atray of liquid-filled vids.

Limehouse twisted hisforefinger and voices came out of thetiny
speaker below the screen.

"...noacohal?'
"None, sr," replied the white bot.
"What did you find?'
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"Hed been given, ordly, adose of vertillium. Approximately a
haf hour before hedied.”

"Hinmin," said the android thoughtfully. "Wheat about-"

Thefilm ended.

"Vertillium," Limehouse started to explain, "isafairly powerful-

"Disorienting drug, A I'm familiar with the stuff." Hedid his
chair back afew feet. "Do you know who edited this snippet out
of theofficid version of the autopsy?*

Pointing at the celling with hisslver thumb, the informant
replied, "Somebody important. Don't know who."

"Find out."

"Might be expensive.”

"I've got agood budget.”

"It could also, Gomez, be dangerous. To the both of us.”

"I'd gppreciateit, nonetheless, if you'd try, in your celebrated
discreet and polite fashion," urged the detective. Do you have
anything dsefor me?'

Limehouse coughed into hisrea hand. "What I've supplied
you thusfar I'd like to have $1000 for."

"Fair enough."

"Thereis something 2" Hisvoice lowered. "But onthisl
don't happen to be the sole proprietor. If you want it, the whole
story isgoing to cost you an extra $1500."

"Who'syour partner?'

"Don't explode when | tell you."
"I'll make every effort not to."
"It'sEddie Anguille

"Shit"

"Eddie came to me when he got wind of what | was scrounging
around for."

"That cabrén. If they gave out trophiesfor swinishness, Anguille
would cinch permanent possession. |f they took apall to determine
the ten most unreliable and untrustworthy louts on the face of the
earth, hed fill the spots from oneto five. Maybe six, too."

"l don't especidly favor the bloke mysdf," admitted Lime-
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house. "But he'sgot thisand if you want it-well, sir, it's $1500."

"Do | get asample of what I'm buying?'

"I have abit of audiovisual materid, yeah. A conversation
snippet about a certain artifact asit were," explained Limehouse.
"However, Gomez, to redly find out what it al means, you got to go
to Eddie”

"In what pesthole does he hang his hat these days?"

"TheHotd Algiers”

Nodding, Gomez said, "A firg-classdump for sure. Isthis
sample going to cost me extra?"'

Rubbing hismetal hand dong hisleg, Limehouse sad
gpologeticaly, "If it was up to me, you understand, 1'd run this off
for you for nothing. But Eddie, he doesn't believein free samples.”

"What's the tab?"

"Two hundred fifty."

"Plusthe $1500 when | goto him?"

"That's the blooming ded, I'm afraid, Gomez."

"Y ou don't usualy work cons."

"Thisisn't ascam. Leastwise| don't think so."

Gomez left hischair. Ononewall of the parlor hung portraits of
past and hopefully future kings and queens of England. "Queen
Victorialooks atrifle sexier than shedid in my history classat high
schoal."

"Theartis, | expect, took afew liberties. What do you think of
the latest portrait I've added?

"Which one?'
"Onthe end of the lower row."
"King Arthur 11? Who the hell ishe?'

"Hell perhaps be the king of England someday.” Limehouse
stood up, enthusiasm spreading across histhin face. "By dl rights
he should be stting on the throne of England even aswe speak.”

"Thereisn't any throne of England,” reminded Gomez. "En-
gland's been ademocracy since the revolution some sixty years
back."
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"That there was the worst bloody thing that ever happened to
Great Britain." Limehouse sat down again. "Ousting the monarchy
and putting in apresident. I'll never set foot back home again until-

"Okay, I'll take you and Eddie up on thisded," Gomez told him.
"Here'sthe $250. What does that buy me?"
Limehouse showed him.

Jake heard the fight before he saw it.

Something was happening up in the narrow aley that ran
aongsidethe Hot Club.

Someone cried out in pain. Then came the sound of abody
damming into theground. A plazcan hit the pavement, spilled
coins clattered.

"Dont, please.”

Jake went sprinting to the mouth of the alley.

A flung crutch nearly hit him as he reached the opening. Dodg-
ing, he entered.

On the rutted pavement aragged man in an old Brazil Wars
jacket and apair of suit trousers was screaming and thrashing
around astwo large young men in skin-tight black clothing kicked
a hisribsand groin.

"What did wetell you, asshole?’

"Not to ... ow!"

"What? Speak up, cafard. What did wetell you?'

"Not to ... beg around here ... ow ow."

"That'sright."

Jake said evenly, "I think he's got the message, fellas. You can
quit.”

The larger of the two large young men stopped kicking the
crippled beggar and took a step back. "Thisis none of your
business, asshole.”

"Skarf off,” said the smaler of thetwo. "Or you're going to need
acup and acrutch."
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"Quit," advised Jake quietly.

"Screw you." Thelarger one kicked thefalen man againinthe
ribs.

Jake moved fast. He caught the thug's left arm, twisted it
behind hisback. Spinning him haf around, he shoved. Theforce
of the push sent the man dl the way acrossthe aley to smack into
the sooty stonewall opposite.

Jake nodded at the other thug. "Be agood ideato go away."
"Likehdl, cafard. " He came charging a Jake.
Jake sdestepped, kicking out.

The man howled as Jake's booted foot smashed into his knee-
cap. Cursing, he sumbled and fell againgt hisrising partner.

Watching them, Jake bent over the beggar. "Can you get up?”

The Brazil vet gave Jake athin, dy smile. "Sure, Cardigan.”
Hejumped to hisfeet.
Thetwo otherswere dready scurrying clear of the dley.

The beggar thrust anote into Jake's hand, ducked around him,
and went running off.

The note said-"The beggar could have been akamikaze. Go
hometo GLA."
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The robot doorman at the narrow five-story Hotel Algiers had
broken down sometime ago and falen to the sdewak. No one had
bothered to pick him up or had attempted to repair him. Rusted,
gutted, scrawled over with rude messagesin severd tongues, he
lay on his back just to the | eft of the lobby entrance.

A cold, harsh rain had started to fall about a half hour earlier
and it was hitting the carcass of the doorman, making loud pinging
noises. The cracked paving was dick and black.

Gomez's skycab came sputtering down through the rainswept
night, dodging between the multilevel pedrampsthat skirted the
hotel and the other rundown buildingsin thisforlorn section of
Peris,

Hopping clear of thejittery cab as soon asit touched down,
Gomez ran into the Algiers, skirting the fallen doorman.
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‘Madre, " he commented as the foul odorsthat had collected in
the smdl circular lobby assailed hisrespiratory system. The scent
of unwashed flesh predominated, but the detective also noted
spoiled food, urine, dead rodents, strong antiseptics, and dying
flowers

The clerk, afat black cyborg, was dumped over the smulated-
marble desk. His copper right arm dangled over the edge.

Narrowing hiseyes, Gomez sudied him. "Ah, he's breathing,”
he determined after awatchful ten seconds.

Finding hisway to the stairway, he began hisascent. The
elevator looked asthough it wasn't to be trusted.

New odors hit him as he climbed toward the third floor, where
Eddie Anguille had hisroom. Smokable drugs, vomit, something
vilethat he couldn't identify.

On the second floor landing of the venerable hotel Gomez nearly
tripped over adiscarded metd foot and ankle. "Careless” he
mentioned, continuing upward.

The thin neowood door of room 383 had atriop photo of a
naked woman pasted on it. Someone, long ago, had drawn shaky
red circles around each of her breasts.

"Parisisgtill an art center, | see” Shrugging, Gomez tapped on
the door just to the right of the naked woman's knee. There was no
discernible response.

He tapped once more.

Then he heard afaint rasping voice. "Whoisit?"
"Gomez. Limehouse sent me."

"Who?'

"I'm Gomez. The gent who sent meisLimehouse.”
"Minute"

Three minutes later someone scratched at the other side of the
door. Another minute passed, the door creaked open.

"C'min, Gomez. I'msick.”

Gomez went in Sdeways, careful to avoid contact with Anguille,
who stood swaying in the opening. Hewas smdl, not more than
fivefoot four, and agrayish white color. He waswearing asoiled
blue and white striped shirt, apair of baggy shorts, and one sock.
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Onthelittle lame bedside table next to his gray unmade cot sat
the evidence of arecent Tek sesson. There was a Brainbox, the
roachlike Tek chips, and the electrodes to hook up the box to your
skull.

"Y ou've added Tek to your long line of vices, huh?'
Anguille started to reply, but began coughing instead. 1'Shit,
Gomez, I'm not that stupid,” hewas ableto say eventudly.
"Naw, that crap belongsto my girlfriend.”

"And sheswhere?'
"Out.11

"Sit down somewhere," suggested Gomez. "Well talk business.

"Y ou don't like me, never have."

"True, but you have someinformation | may need. Or so you
told Limehouse."

Anguille€s|eft leg suddenly went out on him. He dumped, listed
to the left, staggered back, and dropped into a seated position on
the rumpled cot. The room's only window wasinthewall just
behind the bed. 1t was missing a pane and the wet night wind was
worrying at the splotched plyotowd that served asacurtan.
Shivering, Anguille asked, "Do you happen to see my fricking pants
around here anywhere?'

Gomez glanced around the dim room. "That might be them
lurking under the chair.”

"Y eah, that'sthem. Could you-I redlly am sick-could you fetch
them for me?' asked theinformant. "I don't like to St around with
my butt hanging out when | have company.”

"You dwayswere fastidious, Eddie." Gingerly, Gomez plucked
the ragged pair of pants from under the lopsided chair and tossed
themto Anguille. "Now tell me about that minute of conversation
you passed on to Limehouse."

"Hetell you my price?"

Nodding, Gomez dragged over the chair the trousers had been
under. Hewas about to sit when he noticed athick spill of
something green and sticky on the seat. Pushing the chair aside,
he sad, "Well discuss price after | find out if you have anything
beyond what | heard and saw.”
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"l got more, sure." He was breathing with difficulty ashe
attempted to tug on his pants while stting on the cot.

Gomez looked away. "Very fuzzy bit of video. You clam thetwo
gents conversing are with the Paris Police Bureau.”

"They are, trust me. That piece you saw came from amuch
larger sequence” said Anguille, still struggling with hispants. A
colleague of mine made it for adifferent purpose dtogether.”

"For dl | know," Gomez pointed out, "those two lads were aso
colleagues of yours pretending to be cops.”

Wheezing some, Anguillefindly got the pantsdl the way on.
"No, it'sared police conversation, between two high-place
officids," heswore. "And, what'simportant to you, Gomez, isthat
they're talking about the other letter from the Unknown Soldier.”
"Not the note that was stuck to Bouchon's remains?”’

"No, no, adifferent letter entirely. Onethat was sent directly to
the cops.”

“The Unknown Soldier never doesthat, Eddie. It'snot his

"Wdl, hesureashdl did it thistime. Once | happened to hear
about what was said on this vidfilm-since | dready knew why you
werein town- redlized | was onto something,” explained Anguille,
breathing shalowly. "I made aspecid effort, Gomez, and busted
my assfor you. | got hold of acopy of the very letter. "

"And that'swhat youre sdling?’

When he nodded, Anguille set himsdlf to coughing again. "Right
you are, for $1500."

"Why don't | just trot over to the police as an accredited
operative and ask to see the damn letter? Be cheaper.”

"The reason you can't do that, Gomez, is because they won't
admit that they have such aletter. 'Y ou heard them talking about
coveringit up.”

"What's bothering me," said Gomez, "beside the godawful smell
of thisroom, iswhat | know about your past activities. Y ou're not,
Eddie, the most trustworthy gent in Paris."



TekLab

"L ook, you can haveit for $1000," offered the ailing informant.
"1 happen to bein need of quick cash. And, shit, | laid out $500 for
the damn letter mysdf.”

Nodding, Gomez told him, "Okay, it'saded.” From his jacket
pocket he took out the $1000 in Banx notes that he'd dipped in
there earlier. "Where'sthe letter?’

Anguillelifted hisbacksde off thebed. "In my pants. That's
why | was s0 anxious over them." He reached into a hip pocket and
came out with afolded sheet of faxpaper. "Y ou hand me the money
and I'll-holy shit!"

He stood up completdly, staring at something behind Gomez.

Spinning around, Gomez was just in time to see the door of the
little room begin to crumble away to dust.

Jake stepped out of the Parisian night and into the Grand Illusion
borddlo, from the rainy pedramp into the sultry smulated formal
garden. Paths of spotless white gravel crisscrossed what appeared
to be acres of well-cropped bright green grass. There were rows of
rosebushesin full scarlet flower, great topiary hedges carved into
the shapes of crouching panthers, roaring lions, and running
wolves. Therewasatdl fountain up at the center of the
holographic garden, topped with alifesize statue of anaked young
woman pouring deep blue water from an urn. The steamy scent of
hothouse flowerswasthick inthe air.

Sitting in awhite meta chair in apink arbor near the fountain
was a black young woman dressed in a ddlicate nineteenth-century
gown. On the white metdl table beside her rested a portable
vidphone.

The gravel crunched underfoot as Jake made hisway over to
her.

"Evening," he said when he reached the arbor.

"Good evening, dr," shesad, amiling pleasantly. "My nameis
Onitaand I'm your receptionist for tonight here at the worldfamous
Grand Illuson. Before we proceed with satisfying your

57



WI 111 am S hat nor

every sexua need, | am obliged by French law to inform you that,
whilel am aliving. breathing human being, none of the hookers
whom you'll encounter during your enjoyable stay here areredl.
Some are gtate-of -the-art androids, while others are smulated
directly inyour brain, using completely legal brainstim techniques.
Whileweinsst on asmple, painlessrobophysica exam for eech
and every customer, we accept no lega or mora responsibility for
any subsequent physica or menta mishap that may befal you
during or after you've indulged your passions at our establishment.
If you have heard and thoroughly comprehended dl this, please
sgnify by saying yes”

"Yeah. But what | actudly-"

"The next matter to settle, Sir, ishow you intend to pay for your
evening's pleasures,” continued the young woman. "While we prefer
Banx notes in advance, we do honor WurldKard, DisneyCharge,
and--"

"Onita, I'm not acustomer.”

"If you're suffering from financid difficulties, gr, our friendly
L oan Department stands ready to-"

"What | meanis, | redly came hereto talk to Madame Nana."
"She never sees any-"
The vidphone chimed discreetly.

"Excuse me, Sr." She turned the phone so Jake couldn't seethe
screen. "Yes maam?"

"Isthat Jake Cardigan?' inquired adightly harsh femae voice,
"Areyou?"' asked Onita, looking up a him.

Henodded. "I am, yep."

"| thought s0," said the phone. "Send him right up to my suite,

"Y es, maam." Hanging up, she smiled more brightly a him.
"Madame Nanawishesto seeyou, Sr. Areyou aceebrity?'

"A nonentity reglly. Wheredo | find her?"

Onitapointed. "Go aong this path until you cometo thetiger
hedge. Turn right on that path and when you come to the arch of
wild flowers, stop and wait. An escort will comefor you. You sure
you're not someone | might have heard of 7'
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Jakegrinned. "That seemsunlikely," hetold her. "But then|
don't know what sort of people you hang out with in your off
hours."

He started on hisway.
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Asthefirst husky hoodlum stepped through the opening where the
hotel room door once had been, Gomez tossed the sticky chair
acrossthe room at him. Then, ducking low, he spun and dashed
toward the cot. While jamming his Banx notes back into his pocket
with one hand, he snatched the sheet of folded paper out of
Anguillés knobby hand.

Thefirst hood, propelled by the legs of the chair nudging him
hard in the chest, sumbled backwards into the second hood, who
was gtill in the shadowy corridor outside.

Gomez continued in motion, walking right across the unmade
bed. He yanked aside the plyotowe that served as a curtain, went
climbing through the panelesswindow. Asheld noticed when
approaching the Algiers by skycab, there was a pedramp running
closeto the third-floor windows and about six feet below them.

He Jumped free of the room, hitting the raindick ramp on his
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side. He skidded, rolled afew feet, cameto astop. He sat up and
very rgpi idly tucked the copy of the Unknown Soldier |etter away.
Y anking out his stungun, he scrambled to hisfeet and glanced back
up at the window.

"Gomez." Anguillewasframed therein thelight, trying to climb
over thesll. "Hepme"

"Stand asde so | can get off ashot.”

Theinformant screamed then. The whole front of him, from
neck to waist, seemed to explode out into the night. Fragments of
flesh, bone, cloth came spurting al across the darkness.

Gomez gtarted running away from there,

One of the two intruding hoods must have shot Anguille from
behind with aneedlegun, sending dozens of jagged dartsinto him.

As Gomez jogged aong, concentrating on putting distance
between himsdlf and the Hotel Algiers, he noticed something up
ahead on therainy ramp.

Two more hoodlums, remarkably similar to those hed | eft
behind in Anguill€s room, were standing there. Side by side, wide-
legged, about a hundred yards away.

Halting, he took aquick look back over his shoulder. "Chihua-
hua"

Another pair of goons was standing about two hundred yards to
hisreer.

Thisramp was nearly three stories up from the sireet. So going
over therailing and dropping down to ground level was especialy
impracticd. Although he might be able to shinny down some of the
fretwork.

" Shinnying while dodging four marksmen ain't going to be easy,”
he reminded himsdlf.

The big louts up ahead, smiling, wereleisurely drawing lazguns
frominddether dark jackets.

He didn't bother to check behind him, since he was certain the
other pair would be performing smilar actions.

Gomez was about to try talking to them in adiplomatic fashion
when he became aware of asound growing up & hisright.
Herisked aglance.
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A large skyvan was moving in close to the pedramp and seemed
to beintending to land directly in front of him.

Asthevan lifted over therailing and started to set down, a
stuncannon mounted atop its forward cabin swung around. A beam
of orangeish light came Szzling out, hitting thetwo goonsat his
rear inturn. Each yowled, stiffened, and fell.

Thewords NEWZ, INC were emblazoned large on the side of the
skycar, which was now hovering on the ramp between him and the
two remaining hoods.

Gomez had a sudden suspicion asto who must bein the
skyvan.

But when the door to the front compartment popped invitingly
open, hedidn't hestate. He ran, zigzagging to make himsdif less
of atarget for anybody back at the hotel. He jumped right into the
compartment.

Thiswas better than getting shot. Somewhat better anyway.

Madame Nanawas long, lean, and dressed in tight black trousers
and ablack neoleather jacket. Her black hair wasworn in asevere
crew cut, she had acircular black patch over her left eye, and she
was puffing on athin, shriveled black cigar. "Hi, Jake," shesad
from behind her seethrough glass desk.

Her office smulated a sunlit forest clearing, and the big desk
and the three glass chairs seemed to be Sitting on grass and pine
needles.

Jake stopped at the edge of the clearing to study the dim
madam. "Y ou've changed your name again, Lulu,” he said findly.
"For business reasons.”

"When | knew you in Greater LA SX years ago, you were
Madam Blueberry," hesaid. "And five years before that, down
inMexico, you cdled yoursdf-"

"No need to go back that far intime," shesaid. "Especidly
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since everyone heregbouts thinks I'm thirty-one years old." Shetook
apuff on the cigar, then exhaled aswirl of smoke. "Sit down, Jake."

Heremained on hisfeet. "Though it'sadwaysapleasure, | have
to admit | dropped in on business.”

"Please st down. We're old friends and there's lways time for
pleasantries.”

"My aresting you afew timesfor running illegad whorehouses
in GLA doesn't exactly make usold buddies, Lulu." He lowered
himsdlf into aglass chair, watching her.

"Whenever you broke into one of my places because of some
licensetrouble, you were always agentleman.”

Hegrinned. "That's not what you called me at thetime."

"Therés plenty of timefor busness. Tell medl about yoursdf."
She leaned back in her chair and contemplated him. "I was sorry
when | heard you got sent up to the Freezer for afifteenyear
dretch.”

"I'm interested in one of your customers,” cut in Jake. "Guy
named Zack Rolfe."

"A friend and client, though a shade perversein histastes.”

"I want to talk to him when he'sthrough. Could you arrange an
encounter?’

"That won't be a problem-and your timing is perfect, Jake,"
Madame Nanatold him. "Zack likesto have abit of supper firs.
Right now he'sup in one of our private dining roomswith Flice,
Paulette, and Rosco. I'll have one of my people take you there soon
aswefinish talking over old times."

Jake stood. "'I'm about done.”

"Y ou haven't even told me how your old pd'sdoing.” She
inhaled and exhaled smoke. "That horny Mexican-what was
hisname?"

I

,.Gomez. And he'sin cracke 'ack shape," said Jake. "Where's
f
thisdining room?"
"Gomez-yes. | should have remembered that. So do you ever
run into Gomez these days?"'
Putting both hands on the back of the glass chair, he leaned
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dightly toward her. "C'mon, Lulu. If | know you, you're already
aware that Gomez and | work for the Cosmos Detective Agency and
that we'rein Parison acase.”

Sheflicked ashes off into the smulated grass. "Y ou're thinking
of meas| was during my Madam Blueberry days” shesaid. "These
days, Jake, | concentrate on my business and take practically no
interest in the outsde world and its effairs.”

"I'll pass your best wishes on to Gomez. How abouit that
ecort?’

Smiling, Madame Nanatouched apand at the edge of her desk.
Chimes sounded off in theforest. "I'll have Marcel guide you upto
the dining room. Sit down and rest until he arrives."

"How longisit going to take the guy to get here?'
"Not long. Five minutes.”
It took nearly ten.

And ancther ten for the chrome-plated robot to lead Jake along
dim-lit corridors and up gently curving rampsto the dining area
high up inthe Grand Illusion.

"Your friend Monseur Rolfeisin Dining Room #13." Marce
stopped, bowed, pointed toward awide pink door. "A discreet tap
before entering isusudly in order.”

Jake was raising his hand to -knock when ayoung woman
screamed on the other side of the door.
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The redhead smiled at Gomez as he hooked himsdlf into the
passenger seat next to hersin the rapidly climbing Newz, Inc,
skyvan. "I truly hope, Gomez, that you won't think I'm being overly
critica of you, especidly at atime such asthis, when you've
screwed up to such an extent that you very nearly got your backside
inading and must therefore be feding hugdy disgppointed in
yourself and depressed by your manifest inadequacies, and it'sal
right with me, incidently, that you haven't so much as bothered to
give us even ateensy thank you for pulling your wanuts out of the
fireor-"

"Chestnuts, Nat."

"Hum?'

"It's chestnuts that zedlous folks are forever pulling out of thefire
for other ungrateful folks." He douched more deeply into the seet,
watching the night rain hit a the window besde him.
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"Bethat asit may, and ignoring your grouchy reaction to what
| myself judge to have been aredly impressve hairbreadth rescue-"

"Didnt | tdl you thefdlow was aputz, princess?’ A highly
polished chrome-plated robot was piloting the skyvan. He had the
words NEWZ, INC STAFF spelled out across hiswide chest in
diamond studs.

"Concentrate on your flying, Sidebar," cautioned Nataie Dent.

"I'm acameraman, princess. I'm only handling this crate be-
causetheregular-"

"Don't get the idea, Sidebar dear, that | don't admire and respect
you, even though I'm dead certain that the robotics firm that
congtructed you erred somewhere in the ingtalling of your ego, but
| do wish you'd refrain from interrupting me while I'm having a
conversation with my old friend Gomez.”

"A putz," reiterated the cameraman robot, returning hisfull
attention to guiding the van through the rainswept Paris night.

Natdie patted Gomez onthearm. "Areyou feding okay?' she
asked. "That spill you took would've jiggled aman haf your age.”
Shegmiled swestly.

"A man haf my age would till be cooped up in aplaypen,” said
Gomez. "What the hell brings you to Paris, Nat-and into such close
proximity with me?’

"Wadll, as one of the ace investigative reportersin the professon
and as a star newsperson for Newz, Inc, the top round-theclock
news service on video, | get alot of plum assgnments, and this
aleged Unknown Soldier killing fitsinto the category of important
gories" shereplied. "It redly strikesme asan incredible twist of
fate that you and | are continualy bumping into each other in these
odd corners of the globe.”

"Parisisn't an odd corner, Nat. Millions of people flock here
dally."

"True, but | was just mentioning to Sidebar, right after we
noticed you making your clumsy exit from Eddie Anguilles hote
room, 'It'sfunny how Gomez and 1, while professing to have
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nothing in common, are continualy showing up at the exact same
soot.' "

Gomez draightened up in hisseat. ™Y ou were en routeto talk
to Anguille?'

"Yes. Becausel had atip that he had adocument that would
bolster my theory about this particular killing," said Natdie.

"A document, you say, Nat?' Gomez assumed aguileless|ook.

"I'm referring to the letter sent by the Unknown Soldier.”

"A |etter, en? Fancy that."

Sidebar snorted. "Theletter you have in your pocket, putz.”

"Sidebar, keep in mind that Gomez, even though he's being surly
and isungrateful about our saving him from surely meeting the
samefate as poor Mr. Anguille and being splattered dl over the
sde of that seedy hotel and on agoodly stretch of pedramp aswell,
isour guest and | won't have my pilot insulting-"

"I'm your cameraman, princess," corrected the robot. "Cam-
eramen are notorious for their ready wit and backtalk.”

"We've worked together admirably in the past,” said Natdie,
taking hold of Gomez'sarm. "And, actudly, it's as a person and not
asadetective that | think you come up short. So thereésno earthly
reason why we can't work together again. It will save usboth alot
of-"

"Lord knows, Nat, just seeing you again hasinspired mewith a
whole new spirit of cooperation,” heinformed her sincerely. "The
thingis... Princess-isit that they call you these days?"

"| didikethat nickname. Which Sidebar well knows, and that's,
by the way, another indication that amgjor tune-up and overhaul
wouldn't hurt him adarn bit. 'Y ou can continue to call me Nat,
whichisn't dl that attractive adiminutive, but Snce you can't bring
yourself touse'Nataie' I'mwilling to settle.”

"Okay, Nat. The gratitude I'm feding because of your timely
rescue of me inspires me to share everything | know with you,"
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said Gomez. "Alas, however, those goons killed poor Eddie
Anguille before he had achanceto tell meadamn thing, let done
pass me this alleged | etter you seem 0 het up about.”

Sidebar turned hishead, stared at Gomez. His plaseyes glowed
briefly-an intense green. "It's addressed to the Paris Police Bureau,"
he said as his eyes faded back to their usud sivery gray. "It says,
and | quote, '‘Bouchon was not one of mine. (Signed) The Unknown
Soldier."

"Wonderful. Yes, that confirms my-"

"How'd he do that?" Scowling, Gomez touched the pocket where
he'd stowed the copy of the letter.

"X-ray vison, schmuck," answered Sidebar. "It'sbuilt into al the
best cameramen at Newz, Inc. And asyou can see I'm one of the

"Bouchon was killed for some other reason, by someone el se"
sad Natdie, hugging hersdf and smiling with satisfaction. "Yes,
that's exactly what | figured.”

"Bouchon?' said Gomez, frowning. "Oh, 9, | heard about his
being knocked off."

"Don' think, please, that | don't enjoy these smplelittle games
you're so fond of trying to play with me, Gomez, becauseif I'min
the right mood, they can be mildly amusing,” said Natdie. "B,
honestly, you better level with me from now on so that we can work
Sdeby sde”

"Y ou're absolutely right, Nat, and excuse me for not being
completely open with you. | should've known | couldn't match wits
with an adtute reporter likeyou," he said gpologeticaly. "If you
could drop me near my hotdl, which isthe Louvre, I'll St right down
and start putting my notesin order. Well meet for lunch mafiana
and shared|.”

The redhead watched hisface for severa slent seconds. "That
would be nice, dthough | sill don't feel you're being completely
honest," shesaid. "Y ou're not lying to me, are you?"

"l mogt certainly am not, chiquita, " helied.
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The door of the dining room snapped open. A lovely blonde
android, clad in just about nothing, came sumbling out. Therewas
blood splashed across her face and breasts. She bumped into
Jake, caught hold of hisarm, crying out, "They killed him! They
murdered poor Zacky!"

Shoving the mechanica woman aside, Jake carefully crossed
the threshold.

Thelarge dining room'sinterior offered asimulated moonlit
terrace with along forma dining table set up on the mosaic tiles.

A large rectangle had been seared out of thefar wall with a
disintegrator cannon and the redl night showed. A chill wind was
blowing into the room, carrying ran withiit.

Another nearly naked female android was il seated at the
table. Most of her left Side had been diced away with alazgun and
her inner works were spilled out and dangling.

A third android, thisonein the image of anaked young boy of
fourteen, was leaning dackly againgt the onerailing of the terrace.
The night rain was hitting at him and, very dowly now, he started to
didedown to thetiles. When hefinally landed, with agentle thunk,
his blond head separated from historso to go rolling acrossthe
damp terracetiles. It cameto astop against the bare leg of the
femae android and the bright blue eyes started blinking rapidly.

Jake had drawn his stungun from his shoulder holster. After
scanning the room and determining that whoever'd broken in was
long gone, he walked over to the table.

Onthefar ddelay adim manwith wavy blond hair. They'd
diced off both his hands with alazgun and held been bleeding to
death. Therain was mixing with the spilled blood, thinning it and
goreading it across the intricate patterns of thetiling.

Knowing it wastoo late to help the dying man, Jake knelt beside
him. "Who did this, Rolfe?"

The IDCA agent noticed him after afew seconds. "Cardigan,” he
whispered.

"Who wasit?'

Rolfe's bloody right arm started to rise, as though he intended

to take hold of Jake's deeve with the hand he no longer had.
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"Watch out... watch out," he said in avoice that was running
down,". .. for Excdibur."

A few choking soundsfollowed the last word. Then Rolfe
died.
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Jake returned to the hotel suitefirst. Leaving most of thelights
off, he went over and stood by the window. Therain had turned
to mist and everything was soft and hazy out in the night.

"Maybe I've been at this businesstoo long," he told himsdlf.
Hefdt tired and he had the suspicion held fed the same way
comemorning.

In the dcove the vidphone buzzed.

Jake crossed over to answer. "Yeah?”

"Hello, dear." Beth appeared on the screen, smiling.

"You cdled at agood time" hetold her. "l wasjust about to
dart brooding.”

"What | haveto tell you, Jake, may not cheer you up,” she
said. "Perhapsyou dready know, but sinceit's being kept off the
news media, perhgpsyou don't. | thought I'd better cal you.”
"What'swrong? Isyour father-"

71



William Shatner

"No, it's Bennett Sands,” shetold him. "I just found out from
Agent Griggs. Sands has disappeared from the prison near Bar-
setshire. They discovered he was gone roughly three hours ago.”

"Damn," said Jake quietly. "How'd he escape?’

She shook her head. "No oneiscertain. Obvioudy, though, the
electronic surveillance system in hisroom in the hospita wing had
to be fooled somehow. When they made their last in-person check
on Sands, he smply wasn't there. Nor anywhere esein the place.

Jake sad, "That's why he was shipped over to England.”
"Youthink s0?'

"Yeah. Somebody in England hasausefor Sands. And enough
influence to get him transferred from NorCadl," Jake said. "Plus
enough connectionsto get him quietly sorung from amaxsec
stup.”

"I'mtrying to find out more details" Beth said. "But ... | don't
know, Jake. | keep feding that my father knew that thiswas going
to happen.”

"Maybe hedid, Beth. And I'm damn near certain Kate was
expecting the escape, too."

Smiling abit sadly, Beth said, "We don't seem to be having
much luck with our relatives|ady."

"Sands daughter has dropped out of sight, too," Jake told her.
"Y ou know that Dan's had asort of crush on her for along time. I'm
worried hell go hunting for her and get himself tangled up with
Sands and the people who sprung him."

"Dan'sinherited your smartness. He won't do anything dumb,”
sheassured him. "By theway, on an entirely different topic-1 miss
YOU."

"I have smilar fedings about you."
"Anv ideahow soon you'll be home?!

"Not yet, and after we finish up herein Paris| want to go over to
England to see Dan."

"And Kate?'

"Not Kate, no." They watched each other for amoment on the
vidphone.

"Well, when you get to London, | have a couple of people you
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might want to look up. In case you happen to need assistancein
certain aress,” Beth said. "Therés Marj Lofton, an old friend of
mine. She used to be avery successful Associate Professor of
Robotics at SoCal Tech. Three years ago, though, Marj decided she
wanted to help people more directly and she went home to England
to get involved in socia work. She knows alot about London
lowlife"

"Yeah, | may need her."

"And my other friend, Denis Gilford, isnow areporter for The
London FaxTimes. He dways has accessto al sorts of information
nobody is supposed to have."

"Another one of your former suitors?'

"Denisisafriend, that'sal."

"Okay, I'll add himto my list of thingsto seein London.” He
amiled.

"| think you'll enjoy him. Wdll, | haveto go now. Remember,
| loveyou, Jake."

Jakesad, "And | loveyou."

The screen went blank.

Hewasdiveagan.

Sitting there, breathing in and out regularly, none of the other
passengers paying him any mind.

Just a sad-looking young man, far asthey could tell, bundied up
in alarge black overcoat with aknit cap pulled down low on his
head. Sitting there, breathing in and out regularly. Nobody, not one
of thedamn idiots sharing this car in the London Underground
Tubetrain, was aware of who hewas.

Hewas death.

Not for them, not tonight anyway. But you never could tell.
Maybe some night, maybe one of them would haveto die.

He never knew. Held smply be dive again, breathing in and out
regularly, and aname would be given to him. Tonight was an easy
one, without alot of travel involved.

Tonight hejust had to kill someone closeto home.
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Not that he minded traveling. Not that he liked traveling either.
The part he didn't much care for, athough he hadn't complained
yet, was memorizing al the details about the person he had to kill.

That meant studying, which wastoo much like school. After all,
he'd been out of collegefor . . . Wdl, hedidn't have acomplete
memory about that. It had been awhile ago anyway.

The voxbox in the ceiling of the car announced, "Coming into
Paddington Station.”

The young man waited until afew other passengers had gotten
up to move toward the doors. Then he stood.

The underground train sllently hated, the doors silently drifted
open.

As he went out the door onto the platform, the right-hand pocket
of hisblack overcoat banged against the frame and produced a
metdlic crack. But nobody noticed.

The young man walked toward an exit, not hurrying, bresthing
inand out regularly. The weapons detector in the gate didn't make
asound as he passed through. 1t was a smple-minded mechanism,
incgpable of getting around the antidetection gadget he carried in
his pocket dong with his stungun and hislazgun.

He got on amotoramp and let it carry him up to the Street. He
made hisway over to Level One of Praed Street, not bothered by
thethick, chill fog that choked the late night thoroughfare.

Thoroughfare. That wasaniceword. It showed that he had a
large and useful vocabulary. He sometimes, however, wished that
his memory matched hisvocabulary.

On hisleft the words TOURIST PUB floated, glowing aprickly
red, inthefog. Theyoung man continued on until he reached Level
One of the Edgware Road. He halted for amoment, listening,
glancing casudly around him.

Nobody was following him, no one was paying him undue
attention. It was safeto go ahead with tonight'skilling.

Nodding, he climbed theramp to Leve 2 of Edgware. He patted
the other pocket of hisovercoat. It contained, neatly folded, the
note he had to leave on the corpse after he cut it into four.
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As so0n as the room service robot took itsleave, Gomez carried his
bottle of de over to asoft armchair. "What do you figure we have,
Jake?' he asked ashe sat down. "A lot of pieces of onebig jigsaw
puzzle or afew piecesfor severd little puzzles?'

"I'm not sureyet." Jake wasleaning againgt thewall near the
window, arms folded, looking out at the night city. "My bet right
now isthat most of this doestie together.”

"Which meansthe Teklords are behind it all.” He drank directly
from the chilled bottle.

"They didn't, | don't think, break Sands out of prison just
because they like him or because they owe the guy afavor. My
feding istheré's some big plan in the works and they need him for
that.”

Gomez studied the celling. "It's possible, amigo, that Bouchon
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found out something about that same plan and was bumped off to
hush himup.”

Jake crossed over to pick up the copy of the Unknown Soldier
letter from atop the coffeetable. "If thisisred, it definitey
establishesthat he wasn't killed by our serid killer." He absently
folded the note. "Zack Rolfe knew something, too. My guessishe
hel ped set up Bouchon.”

"Y ou say Madame Nana, AKA our old chum Lulu Blueberry,
clamsto know absolutely nada?'

"We had alively chat after | left the private dining room and
while we were waiting for the Paris copsto get there. Sheclams
shewasn't stdling me, didn't tip anyone that 1'd come looking for
Rolfe, didn't know anyone was planning to drop in at her
establishment to kill theguy. Furthermore, the word Excalibur
meansnothing a dl to Lulu.”

"I'll get somebody digging deep into her recent activitiesand
associations,” promised his partner. "Asto Excdibur .

"Yeah?'

"A very dim chime went off degp in my cabezawhen first you
mentioned it."" Gomez shook hishead. "Nope, | am ill unableto
dredge anything up.”

Tossing the folded note back on the table, Jake wandered again
to thewindow. "Sands knows quite alot about Professor Kittridge's
anti-Tek system,” he said. "He might also know how to sabotageit.”

"Could be that hombre also can tell certain selected Tek poten-
tates how to render themsealvesimmune to the upcoming anti Tek
passover that Kittridge and the IDCA are planning,” speculated
Gomez. "If afew dedersretained asupply of usable Tek chips,
after most of the chips have been turned flooey, then they'd have a
very lucrative monopoly.”

"Tomorrow well also find out more about the life and times of
Zack Rolfe," said Jake. "And we haveto find out what he meant by
Excdibur.”

After taking another swig, Gomez again contemplated the
caling. "Isit worth the anguish?' he murmured.

"lswhat?'
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"| was carrying on adebate with myself,” confessed his partner.
"It'spossiblethat | can sweet-talk a stewpot of useful info out of the
far Nadie. I'm'ust not sureif | want to get snared in her web yet
agan."

"Natalie can be a pest, but you've worked with her before," Jake
pointed out. "And she has been moderately helpful, which shewas
over in Japan afew months back. And just because she'sfond of
you, Sid, that doesn't mean her judgment isflawed in other aress.”

Gomez arose, amiling. "Cometo think of it, amigo, thefact that
she admires me does indicate a certain smartness on her part,
doesn'tit?' hesaid. "I guess!'ll keep that lunch date.” Hiseyes
twinkled.

The young man in the black overcoat dowed hispace. A half block
ahead of him on hisright, only partialy visblein the night fog, rose
thethreetadl towers of the MaidaVade Complex. Jonathan
Ainsworth, member of the British Senate, was on the 18th floor of
Tower 2just now.

He was visiting, unbeknowngt to hiswife, ayoung woman
named Felicity Blore.

Slly name.
Silly young woman, for that matter.

The young man, breething in and out regularly, walked on by the
apartment towers.

Just beyond them was Visitors Landing Area 2. There were
approximately sixty skycars and skyvans parked there, swathed in
fog. Theglobelightsringing thewide areaweredl blurred by the
thick mi.

The young man walked up to the small plastiglass guard hut.
Wiping at his nose with the back of hisleft hand, he asked, ina
voice not hisown, "Can | maybe, gov, earn ahit of lally by polishing
up some of them cars?'

The guardbot waslarge and gray. He came lumbering out of the
hut to eye the young man.
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"I'm‘avin' ‘ard times, | am,” the young man continued. "Why, |
an't eeten snce-"

"Go away." The robot had adeep, rumbling voice.

"Aw, | bet alot of these toffswouldn't mind me earnin’ &

"Go away, young fellow melad, or | shdl havethelaw onyour,

Lurching, the young man put his hand on the guardbot's
shoulder to keep hisbalance. That contact produced afaint,
unexpected buzzing sound.

Therobot suddenly stiffened, metalic eydidsclicking rapidly for
nearly hdf aminute.

"Back into your shed," ordered the young man. "I have apermit
tovigt hereand you've seeniit.”

"Yes, dr. Right you are, ar." Bowing once, the robot withdrew
to hisdim+lit hut.

The young man crossed over into the lot and walked straight to
an expengve crimson skycar parked in the third row.

A uniformed human pilot, athickset man of thirty, wasdozingin
the drivesest.

After easing his stungun out with hisright hand, the young man
held it down at hisside. With hisleft he tapped nervoudy on the
window.

Thepilot jerked awake, blinking. "What the devil you want?' he
asked, lowering hiswindow afew inches.

"Oh, dear, | do hope you're the person I'm seeking, Sir. Thisis
'ust awful.”

J"What the devil are you nattering about?"
"Areyou Smmons? Bert Smmons?’
"l an. What'sit to you?'

"Wadl, you see, I'm Alfred Swindon and I'm employed over there
in Tower 2," he explained excitedly. "1 very much fear that your
employer-if your employer is Senator Ainsworth-ishe?!

"Y es, now quit your acting daft and explain yoursdf.”

"He's had-it's Senator Ainsworth I'm aluding to-he's suffered
some sort of seizure. In Miss Blore's gpartment unfortunately. |
thought perhaps under the circumstances that you might wish to
remove him to amore-"
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"All right, twit." The door came popping open and the thickset
man stepped out. "I'll come up there with you, see, and take
charge”

"Y es, you strike me as the sort of gentleman who can handle
these embarrassing Stuations.” The young man shot the pilot with
hisstungun.

Then he hopped deftly backward, out of the way of thefdling
man.

After acareful look around, he stored the unconscious manin
the back compartment of the skycar.

Next he took off his cap and removed his overcoat.
Hewas ready.

He was wearing atattered, bloodstained uniform. It wasthe
kind worn by the United Nations Combat Forces during the Brazil
Warsyearsago. Hishair was cut short, his moustache was bushy,
and from his|left ear dangled an earring made of aBrazilian coin.

It was important that Senator Ainsworth see him in thisuniform
inthelast minutes of hislife. Ainsworth had been an enthusiagtic
supporter of those wars. He'd spearheaded the reinstatement of the
draft in Great Britain. A lot of young men had died because of him.

The young man took his other gun out of his pocket. He
removed the note and tucked it into the breast pocket of histunic.

After folding up the coat and placing it carefully on the pas-
senger sedt, he did in and sat where the pilot had been.
Hedidn't mind waiting.
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The copper-plated robot chef set their breakfast plates before them.
"Allow meto gpologize again, messieurs," he said, fluffing hiscrisp
white chef'shat. "Inal my yearsat the Louvre Hotd, | assureyou,
the waiter androids have never before gone out on strike. Machines
that put onairs... Bah!" Turning briskly, he went striding away
acrossthelarge, vaulted dining room.

Gomez picked up hisknife and fork. "I've been meditating about
Excalibur," he said, gesturing with hisknife. "It wasKing Arthur's
sword, 97"

After sampling his soycaf, Jake said, "According to legend,

19 yes.

"My informative buddy, Limehouse, iswhat you might cal an
anglophile. A monarchist actudly, who yearnsto see aking back
inplace" continued his partner. "The gent has his underground
digslavishly plastered with pics of British royalty."
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"And?'

"Y esterday, amongst the newer portraits, | glimpsed one of a
chinless chap called King Arthur IF

"When did hereign?'

"He hasn't, anigo. Not yet, though he's gpparently standing by."
Gomez used hisknife and fork on hisfakbacon. " Should the
present English system, with prez, vice prez and so on, collapse or
be overthrown, then Artie would dig up the discarded throne, dust
it off, and hop aboard. Hed ruleasKing Art U."

"Wonder how many supporters he has."

"Quien sabe? But I'll find out,” he promised. "It could be
there's an Excalibur associated with thisguy.”

"Sandsisin England, so isthis Arthur Number 2, soit-"

"A thousand pardons, Monsieur Cardigan.” It was the coppery
chef again, cap in hand. "There's an important phonemessage
foryou."

"Can | takeit in the lobby?"

"Oui, in Alcove 6." He glanced down a Gomez's plate.
"What's wrong with the cr8pes?’

"Not ablessed thing."

"l notice you're toying with them and not eating them.”

"That's my breskfast style. Don't tekeit asacritique.” "As

you say." Replacing his snowy white cap atop his copper-

plated head, he walked away.
"Keep toying,” said Jake, leaving thetable. "I'll be back
soon.”

Jake's former wife frowned at him from the phonescreen.
"Do you know where heis?' Her voice was touched with
anger. "Sands? Nope, | don't, but-"
"What in the hell are you talking about, Jake?"
"Bennett Sands. He disappeared from prison late last night.”
Sheinhaled sharply. "That'simpossible. Nobody can get out
of aplacelikethat.”
"With the right sort of help you can get out of anywhere," he
told her. "Didn't you know Sands was planning to escape?’
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"No, of course not. Simply because | once worked for him, that
doesn't mean I'm involved with what he does now," shesaid. "But
that's not why | caled you.”

"Isit Dan?"

"Yes. They caled mejust now to say Danny's run away from the
Bunter Academy.” She started to cry softly. "Sometime last night,
they think, Jake. | redlly am trying to be agood mother . . . But
Danny . . . ever sinceyou got out of prison .. . . | don't know, he
hasn't been happy and there's been trouble at every school he-"

"What about Nancy Sands? Has she turned up?"

"No, she hasn't. That hadn't occurred to me ... Do you think she
and Danny might be together?"

"Kate, | don't redlly give adamn how closdly you'retied up with
Sands." He leaned closer to the screen. "But if you know where
he's holed up, tel me. His daughter's probably with him by now,
and if Dan knows where she's gone, he may try to join her."

"For God's sake, I'm not Bennett's mistress-or his accomplice,”
she shouted at him. "Danny's my son, too, remember? Do you
redly think 1'd let him get involved with something like this?"

"Y ou don't know where Sandsis?'

"No, damnit, no! | just want to find my son," she said, sobbing.
"| contacted you because | thought you could help. But if dl you're
going to do iscriticize me and preach, I'm hanging
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"Okay, okay," heinterrupted. "I'll come over to England, be there
inafew hours. I'll find Dan.”
"Canyou come herefirst?1-"

"I won't havetime," hetold her. "But I'll keep in touch with you
by phone. I'll let you know whatever | find out.”

Sheasked him, "Y ou're never going to forgive mefor divorcing
you while you werein prison, are you?'
"Probably not." He hung up.
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Jake's firgt-class compartment on the Paris-London subtrain was
mildly annoyed with him. "But, redly, Sr," it was saying out of the
voxbox implanted just below the phonescreen, "the complete
luncheon isincluded in the price of your ticket, don't you see? If
you hadn't wished to partake of the luncheon, why, may | ask, did
you book firg class?'

"For privacy," explained Jake. "Now, please, shut yoursdf off."

The voxbox went dead.

Jake moved across the smdll, blankwalled compartment and
activated the vidphone. Ile punched out a London number.

Thirty seconds later a ballheaded gray robot appeared on the
screen. "Hewitt Inquiry Agency here.”

"Jake Cardigan for Arthur Bairnhouse.”

"Ali, yes, Mr. Cardigan. A moment, if youwill."

Bairnhouse was a pink-faced, moderately overweight man of
forty, dressed in atweedy fashion. Hisoffice, what could be seen
of it on the phonescreen, was panded in dark real wood. "Glad
you've cdled, Cardigan,” hesad.

"Anything on Dan yet?'

"Nothing thusfar, I'm afraid,” replied the detective. "Wedo,
however, have something fairly definite on the Sandsgirl."

"It'smy hunch she'sgoing to join her father."

"It doesn't, actually, look as though that's the Situation.”
Bairnhouse rubbed at his broad flat nose with histhumb. "We have
reason to believe that she's goneinto avery rough, crimeinfested
section of London. An areadominated by youth gangs and not, 1'd
ventureto say, alikely areafor aman like Benneit Sandsto go to
ground.”

"Danis probably following her. He may even have heard from
Nancy and know where sheis."

"When we had our violent revolution some sixty years ago,
Cardigan, agreat dedl of damage was done to large sections of
London. The areaaround Buckingham Palace was especidly hard
hit," the plump detective told him. "For various reasons, some of
them symbolic, agoodly portion of that damage was never
remedied. Now the children control theareaanditis, to
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state the case quite smply, not asafe place for a decent young

person to be roaming unprotected.”
"Soon as| reach London, I'll have to head for there to start
hunting for my son."

"Drop by our officesfirgt, will you, Cardigan? We should have
more information by the time you arrive, and | can be of some help
in preparing you for the pitfals," said the detective. "Therewill be,
believe me, agreast many pitfals.”

"Yeah, I'm expecting that," said Jake.
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The previous evening, al across Barsetshire, it had been snowing.
A quiet, gentle snow that fell straight down through the dark sky.
From the side door of Dan's dorm building to the sonewall that
surrounded the grounds of Bunter Academy was roughly two
hundred yards. Dan had stood in the doorway for nearly ten
minutes, waiting and ligening. The snow kept flickering sllently
down. Far off, probably at the estate up on the hill, alone dog
barked once.

Readjusting the tan neowool muffler that Nancy Sands had given
him just two weeks ago, Dan went darting out into the open. Heran
across the white ground, snow quietly crackling underfoot. When
he reached the six-foot-high wall, he struggled up it and grasped
the top with both hands. Breathing hard, Dan pulled himsdlf up and
gretched out flat for amoment.

Thefive gray buildings that made up the school looked flat and
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two-dimensiond through the soft, fluttering snow. No one seemed
to have noticed him. Dan took a deep bresth before dropping off
thewall to muffled turf on the other Sde.

Getting to hisfeet, he brushed snow off hisdark jacket and
trousers. He started walking rapidly along the road that led to the
village. It wastwo milesdistant, but Dan figured he could make it
therein under half an hour.

He glanced back over his shoulder afew times. Assoon ashe
was sure no one from the academy had been aware of his unau-
thorized departure or had come after him, he quit looking back.

And so he never saw the dark figure that moved out of the stand
of treesand sarted to tail him.

Night waswell dong by the time Dan reached the center of the vi
illage. Thewindows of the one- and two-story metal and plagtiglass
shops glowed paeydlow, and alight wind was swirling the
snowflakes asthey fell.

Hurrying, Dan turned onto a narrow street marked Antiquity
Lane. All the shops and restaurants here had been designed to
resemble nineteenth-century structures. There weretiled roofs,
thatched roofs, timbered fronts, oaken shutters, stained glass
windows. An android beggar boy, dressed in raggedy mismatched
nineteenth-century clothes, stood shivering in front of Dan's
destination.

" Spare me tuppence, Sr?'

Ignoring him, Dan entered the Maze Tea Shop. There seemed
to be afireblazing briskly in the degp stonefireplace of the
smulated parlor.

A plump maternal android in gppropriate dress came bustling
over, smiling broadly, wiping her hands on her large white apron.
"How may | serve you, young master?"

Hesad, "I'm supposed to meet someone here."

"Blessmeif | don't sense another romance in the making,” said
the proprietress, chuckling. "Would it be a pretty, darkhaired young
lady that you're seeking?"
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"Yes itis”

"She's here dready, anxioudy awaiting you. You'll find the dear
thing out in the maze and looking pretty asapicture.” Theandroid
pointed toward a doorway on theleft. "Follow the arrow, mind.”

Dan went through the doorway and found himsdlf in what looked
to be avast stretch of outdoor garden. A maze made of high thick
hedgesfilled most of the grounds.

"Arrow," reminded the proprietress from the parlor.

On the grassy path at hisfeet ayard-long arrow of red light
appeared. Thearrow started moving dowly forward.

Following, Dan was led dong pathways and through the green,
leafy corridors of the hologram maze. When the arrow reached a
amadl, sunlit clearing, it faded away.

Seated done at around white wicker table wasadim young
woman of sixteen. Her hair was dark and long and she had on the
uniform of anearby schoal. "I thought perhaps they wouldn't give
you permission to leave the academy thislatein the evening,” she
sad.

"They didn't." He sat opposite her.

"Areyou likely to get in trouble, Danid ?"

"l am, yeah," he admitted. "Y ou said on the phone that you had
something new to tel me about Nancy, Jllian.”

"| think perhaps| do."

"Perhaps?’

Jllian Kearny asked him, "Would you care for sometea, Danidl?"

"Not especidly. Do you know where sheis?

"I have anction,” the girl answered. "'l was consdering telling
the McCays, the people she's been staying with, yet | suspect
Nancy didn't trust them too awfully much.”

"Arethey involved in this?"

"I'm not certain." Carefully Jllian poured herself acup from the
chinategpot. "I've only known Nancy, keep in mind, afew weeks,"
shereminded him. "In that time, however, we have become rather
closefriends’

"I know. That's why when you phoned-"
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"I've been going over dl thisin my head ever since Nancy ran
avay."

"Y ou're sure she did run away on her own, that she wasn't
taken?'

"Yes, | am. A few days, you see, before she left the McCays|
think something unpleasant happened there."

"Did they hurt her?"

"Nothing of that sort, Danid. Nancy did, though, discover
something that upset her agreet deal. | was aware that she was
upset, but shewouldn't confide any details.”

"She didn't even hint at what she'd found out?"

"She smply didn't wish to talk about what was bothering her.”
Jllian paused, sipped her tea. "My impression isthat thishad
something to do with her father.”

"Did she mention him?"

"Rather she stopped talking about him. Which isthe point, do
you see? Up until then shed mentioned Mr. Sands quite often,” said
thegirl. "Nancy aways spoke of him in apositive way, defending
hisreputation. Shefirmly believed, I'm convinced, that he was
innocent of al held been charged with and was unjustly serving
timein prison.”

"But then she must have found out something negetive about
Bennett?'

"Yes. Though| am of course merdly guessing.”
"Why did she go away?'

"She did say that she wanted very much to get away by hersdlf
for awhile, away from under the eyes of the McCays. Nancy felt
she needed timeto work thingsout. | had theimpression she
wasn't certain what to do about whatever it wasthat she'd learned.”

Dan rested both elbows on the tabletop. "Okay, but when |
talked to you before, Jill, you told me you had no ideawhere she
might've gone," hesaid. "But now you do?"

"I've been turning things over in my mind, trying to come up with
some memory that might help." Sheleaned forward. "Just today |
recalled that Nancy told me-oh, quite soon after we'd met at school-
that afriend of hers, an American girl whom
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sheld known at home, had been living in England. Thisfriend had
decided to run away and was hiding out in one of the wilder
sections of London.”

"Did Nancy tell you who this girl was and where shewas

"Y es, since the friend had apparently communicated with her
onceor twice. It'sasection of London that's ruled by street gangs.

"Canyou tdl mewhereto find the girl?"

Nodding, Jillian took adip of paper from her tunic pocket. "I've
written down dl that | remembered, Danid,” shesaid dowly. "I find,
I'm afraid, that I'm smply not brave enough to go to the authorities
directly with this. Sinceyou'reaclosefriend of Nancy'swith a
father who's a detective, perhaps you can see that thisinformation
getsto the proper people. It may not be worth anything, but | felt
| must confide in someone.”

"I'll handleit." Dan reached acrossto take the dip of paper from
her.

"Nancy has very romantic and naive notions about whét lifeis
likeinthat part of London,” Jillian said. "If shethinksof it asa
refuge for confused young women, she'sin for arude awakening.
The kid gangsthat-" She paused, looking into hisface, and
frowning. "Surdly, Danid, you're not thinking of going in there after
her yoursdf?'

Heroseup. "Thanksfor passing thisinformation dong, Jil," he
sad. "I'll beintouch."

"It'sreally too dangerous. Y ou smply can't go there.”
"Yes, | can,” hesaid and |€ft.
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The Scotland Y ard robots were extremely polite to Jake.

There were two of them, big gunmeta bots wearing plaid
overcoats and bowler hats. When Jake hit the platform at the
London subtrain station, they were waiting close to the spot where
his compartment had come to astop.

Tipping their hatsin unison, they both stepped into his path.
"Mr. Cardigan, isntit?" inquired the one on the | ft.

"Yegh, itis"

They both pointed to their metallic foreheads. Smdll platesin
each skull did slently asdeto reved tiny viewscreens. On each
appeared authenticated copies of their police credentials. After
alowing sufficient time for Jake to read the materid, the pandls
Snapped sht.

"Wetrugt, Sir, that you enjoyed a pleasant journey from the
continent?" inquired the one on theright.
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"Trip wasn't bad,” admitted Jake. "And | appreciate Scotland
Y ard's sending you down to inquire. Now I'll bid you farewell."

"If youwouldn't mind, Mr. Cardigan,” requested the one on the
left in deferentid tones, "we'd be most gratified were you to
accompany us."

"Haven't got thetime, fellas.”

The one on theright said, "Perhapsif we wereto explain the
current statutes gpplying to formal requestsfor an interview, sir?!

"Y es, that might be a'olly good idea," seconded the one on

J
theleft.

"l know," cut in Jake. "Y ou have the right to use astungun on
meif | don't comeaong willingly. That'sadimwit law, by theway.

"Ah, but then, sr, we merely carry out the laws asthey are
written." The robot on the right adjusted his bowler hat on hisround
meta head. "Y ou are not, please understand, being arrested, nor
areweimplying in any manner or form that you might perhaps be
awrongdoer."

"Not at dl. Wearesmply inviting you to step around to the
Yard, Mr. Cardigan.”

"To seewho?'

"Our Inspector Beckford."

"Beckford," said Jake with a definite lack of respect. "You're

acquainted with the inspector, | believe." 4 1 1know Becky,"

admitted Jake. "Heis, to use atechnical term, afirs-class

‘erk. Redlly, fdllas, there's absolutely no good

J
reason why-"

"Sinceyou're familiar not only with Inspector Beckford, but with
British law in dl itsrichness and complexity, Mr. Cardigan,” said the
robot on theright, "you must be awarethat if you dawdle and gl
much longer, well be compelled to stun you and transport you to
the Yard inamedivan.”

"Right, sure," said Jake. "Okay, | may aswell go there con-
scious. "

"Comedong thisway, gr." The one on theleft got afirm grip on
Jake'sarm.
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"We appreciate your spirit of cooperation, sir." The oneon the
right took hold of Jake's other arm. "Off we go to Scotland Yard."

Gomez waslying again.

Hewas doing it while guiding his rented landcar through the
crowded lower-level sreetsof Paris, glancing now and then at the
vidscreen implanted in the dash.

An angry Nataie Dent was glaring at him on the screen. "But
you weren't at your darn hotel or anywherein thevicinity,” shesad
accusingly. "It ssemsto me that when you make a date to meet
someone for lunch, Gomez, you either ought to show up at the
preordained spot or make other arrangements.”

"Chiquita, | left amessage for you at the desk.”

"There wasn't anybody at the desk except some nitwit robot chef
who claimed he wasfilling in because the clerks were off taking a
drikevote."

"Nat, had not a sudden important situation come up, wed be
lunching right this minute in someritz bistro and exchanging
important info."

"Where are you?' the red-haired reporter asked pointedly.

"En route to the American Embassy," he assured her. "It'sa
routine check of my travel papers.”

"That doesntt, if you'll pardon my mentioning it, sound like
anything very seriousto me, Gomez."

"Not to you, not to me, g, but to the embassy it is.”

"It ssemsto methat aman with your gall could smply havetold
them you had alunch date.”

"Itisn't Cosmos policy to ignore officid requestslikethis.”
Gomez turned his car onto aquirky lane. "Ah, but | seethe
embassy looming up ahead, so | must bid you areluctant adi6s. "

"What I'm seeing-and granted I'm only getting a somewhat
cockeyed view of what the phonecam is seeing over your droopy
shoulder and out the dingy back window of that clunky vehicle
you'rejoyriding around in, but what I'm seeing looks an awful
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lot like the neighborhood down aong the Seine. Where your
present client happensto live. The embassy, on the other hand, is
way over on-"

"EsVerdad, " admitted the detective as he drove into a parking
area. "But actudly I'm meeting the ambassador himsalf down here.
Don't know why | said embassy, | meant | saw the ambassador
looming up. It's his custom, pobrecita, to take astroll dong the
river after lunch.”

"How can you handle paperwork while strolling along the river?”

"| asked him the very same question, Nat, and he replied, 'Y ou
samply haveto trust your government, Mr. Gomez." | must rush off
now.

"I'm not the sort of person who likesto issue dire warnings,”
said Natalie on the phonescreen. "But, Gomez, you darn well better
get together with me before the sun sets on another day and be
prepared to share some facts about the Bouchon killing with me.
Otherwise my seldom-seen vindictive sdewill work out some very
unpleasant consegquences.”

"WEeIl meet later intheday,” he promised, unbuckling his safety
gedr.

"Where? When?'

"Ah, those are excellent reporter questions, Nat. 1'll phone and
st upamesting,” hesad. "Adi6s. " He clicked off the phone,
dived out of the car.

Their client had contacted him a haf hour earlier and told him
it was important that she see him at once. That was-well, it wasone
of the reasons anyway-why Gomez had ditched Natalie Dent.

He went hurrying out of the parking area, dowing only to grab
the chit that came out of the dot in the chest of the mechanical
attendant.

When he got to the gangway leading up to Madeleine Bouchon's
houseboat, there was no sign of the chrome-plated guardbot. Not
even hiswrought-iron chair wasthere. Poking histongueinto his
cheek, Gomez scanned the areadong theriver. A few plump
pigeons were strutting on the imitation cobble-
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stones. An android was Sitting under atree playing the accordion.

Uneasy, but unable to pinpoint anything else out of the ordinary
beyond the absence of the guard, Gomez started Sowly up the
gangway. Lessthan halfway to the deck he noticed a beret floating
downinthewater. It looked alot like the one the robot had tipped
to them ontheir last vigt.

Hetook afew more steps toward the boat, then noticed the
wrought-iron chair underwater down in theriver, itslegs sticking up.
From the conservatory on the houseboat came the sudden cry

of awomanin pain.
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There was nothing in Ingpector Beckford's large off-white office
except the ingpector, two off-white chairs, and Jake.

After dusting off the seat of his chair with aplyochief, thetrim
blond Beckford seated himsdlf. "My associatestell meyou d-
luded to me as afirst-class Jerk," he said.

"I didn't want to use stronger language in front of them,” said
Jake. "l never like to see arobot blush. What exactly do you
want?'

"They also stated that you referred to me as Becky."

"Not aterm of endearment.” Jake spun the chair around, sat

graddlingiit.

"| prefer not to be called Becky, Cardigan.”

"Fine. Why am | here?'

"That's precisely what I'm most anxiousto learn,”" Inspector
Beckford told him. "What does bring you to London?"
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"Persona business.”

"You may recdl that | didn't care for you when you werea
Cdiforniapolice officer and came poking around in London some
years ago," said theingpector. "I find | carefor you even less now
that you're nothing more than a private investigetor.”

Jakereflected. "I guess| didike you about the same as| did
back seven yearsago. No more, no less.”

Beckford rested his hands on his knees, watching Jake. "This
Unknown Soldier caseisone| don't want anyone interfering with,”
he warned.

"Whoanow. Y oudon't have any 'urisdiction in France."

"Dont try playing schoolboy gameswith me. Y ou're much too
aong inyearsto bring it off, Cardigan.”

Grinning, Jake asked, "Theré's been anew killing, huh? Right
herein England.”

"] assumed you aready knew that. 1sn't that why you came over
to England in such arush?"

"No, itisn't. Who'sthevictim?'

"Senator Ainsworth. He was murdered outside the gpartment of
his current mistress," answered the ingpector, "His skycar pi 'lot
was only stunned. Ainsworth, of course, waskilled by having his
body quartered.”

"Do dl the details match the other killings?!

Leaving hischair, Beckford dowly waked to the room's solitary
window. He stared out at the gray day. "The description of the
killer matches, his method was the same.”

"But something's bothering you?"

"l know you've been hired to look into the murder of Joseph
Bouchon. Arethereredly any indicationsthat he wasn't avictim of
the Unknown Soldier?’

"Some, yeah."

Theinspector returned to hischair. He dusted it again before
reseding himsdf. "The note heleft last night contained avariation.”
"Which was?'

"In addition to his usua message, he added a postscript. It
consisted of oneword-"True.""
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"Which could mean,” said Jeke, "that thiswas atrue Unknown
Soldier kill and not animitation.”

"Y ou're thoroughly convinced, are you, that there aretwo
separaekillers?!

"Thereseemto be" said Jake. "Theré'sthe Unknown Soldier
and theres the copycat who did in Bouchon."

Inspector Beckford said, ™Y ou give me your word that you aren't
in England to interferein my investigation?'

"Until you told me, | didn't even know theréd been anew killing.

"Where are you staying?'

"The Crystal Pdace Hotdl."

The ingpector stood. ™Y ou may consider our interview at an end.

Gomez recognized both of the goonswho were standing in the
conservatory, glaring down at the sprawled Madeeine Bouchon.
They were the exact sameladswho'd burst into Eddie Anguille's
room at the Hotel Algiersyesterday. In fact, the needlegun thrust
inthe bt of the larger of the two louts was probably the same one
that had been used to shred the informer to tatters.

"What | redlly need right now," the lurking detective said to
himsdf, "isadiverson.”

He was crouched in the galley next to the conservatory, having
snuck about the houseboat and dipped in there. He was watching
the two husky men threaten Madeleine, hiseyeto the dit of the
barely open door between the two rooms.

"Y ou understand?' The one with the needlegun squatted next to
thewoman. "Y ou better forget al about your husband's murder,
lady."

His companion squatted, too, grabbing hold of her blonde hair.
Heyanked hard, jerking her head up clear of the carpeting. "All you
got to remember isthat the Unknown Soldier killed the bastard.”

Gomez overcame an impulseto go charging inthere. He
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looked around and noticed Maurice, the serving robot, standing siff
in ashadowy corner of the gdley. Quickly, quietly, he did over to
the robot and activated it.

"Oui? How may | be of-"

"Quiet, please," urged the detective in awhisper. "What | want
you to do, Maurice, iswalk right into the conservatory and pretend
those two lunksin there ordered drinks. Beer, | think, will bethe

"Monseur, | fear | don't exactly comprehend-"

"Just listen. 'Y ou missthe glass and, making it look like an
accident, you spritz beer into one of the guys faces. Then, acting
flustered, you drop the glass on hisfoot. Do you think you can play
ascenelike that, Maurice old chum, without-"

"One hates to perform one's dutiesin such adovenly fashion.”

"Mrs. Bouchonisindanger. But you and | working asateam
can save her."

"Ah ... but inthat case | am yoursto command.” The robot rolled
to the door, pushed it open, and went into the next room.

"Hey-who the hell are you?'

"Hereisyour beer, monseur."

"Aw, thisain't thetimefor boozeor ... Yiked"

"Watch out, you stupid tincan, you shot it in hiskisser and ...
Ow! Don't roll over my damn foot.”

Gomez entered then, stungun in hand.
Hefired at the one with the needlegun.
The other lout was wiping beer off hisface with aplyochief.

The other one had reached for the needlegun, but the stungun
beam had hit him square in the chest before hisfingers closed on
the butt. He stiffened, executed ajerky shuffle off to hisleft,
stumbled, went crashing into the glasswall of the big room.

The remaining goon noticed Gomez, through beer-blurred eyes,
and grabbed for hislazgun.

"Nope." Gomez shot him.

When the sizzling beam hit this one, he went swooping back-
wards. Heflapped hisarmsfor amoment, asthough he had
suddenly decided he knew how to fly. But he never got airborne.
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Instead hefell over with an impressive thud, bounced once, and
lay ill.

Tucking avay his stungun, Gomez ran to Maddeinés side,
saying to therobot in passing, "You didadandy of distracting
them, Maurice”

"It wasrather effective, oui.

Knedling, Gomez did an arm around the blonde woman'sdim
shoulders. "You dl right, maam?"

"I'm not too bad. They've only been here afew moments.”

He helped her to stand. "From what | overheard, they'd like
you to stop looking into your husband's death.”

"Well keep on,” shesaid. "In fact, we have something impor-
tant to take care of as soon aswe can.”



17

Showered and changed, Jake stepped back into the living room of
hishotd suite.

There was alean, pale man sitting relaxedly up on his bed,
smoking a potcig and casudly rummaging through the contents of
hissuitcase. "These aren't from the best shops, old man,” he
observed, tossing two of Jake's tunics back into the case. "But
then, one supposes, even the best shopsin Greater Los Angeles
aren't exactly what one would dub haute mode. "

"Lucky for you my stungun is Sitting way over there on that table.
Who are you?"'

"It'sawonder, you know, that you can il even fit yoursdlf into
some of thesetogs," continued the lean, paeman. "Y ou're getting
atriflethick inthemiddle. | cant, for thelife of me, understand
how Beth could describe you as-"

TokLnb
"Areyou, possbly, Denis Gilford?"

"Certainly." Gilford took along, relaxed
drag of his potcig. "One assumed you'd
recognize one. My portrait, after all, does
appear daily over my highly respected column
inthe FaxTimes. "

"Who let you in here?!

"Ah, | happen to be something of an amateur
cracksman.” Hipping Jake's suitcase shut,
the reporter shoved it farther acrossthe
bed. "Having agift for breaking and entering
canadoneinonesjourndigtic career.”

"Tdl youwhat," said Jake. "Thismeeting
got going alittletoo informaly for me.
Suppose you get out of here now. If | decide
| need your help, I'll contact you."

"l know that you spun Beth ayarn about
coming to London solely to seek your wayward
offspring.” Gilford swung hislegs over the



edge of the bed. "It'smy fedling, and one
that old Becky of Scotland Y ard apparently
shares, that youreredly in Blighty to

track down the Unknown Soldier."

Crossing to the table, Jake picked up his
stungun and shoulder holster and strapped it
on. "Niceto have met you."

"Allow oneto giveyou ahit of advice, old
man. It would be much safer were you to dlow
old U.S. to go about his daughtering.”

"Oh, 07"

"Besideswhich, most of the rascals he's
rid theworld of so far richly deserved being

chopped up.”
"You sarvein ether of the Brazil Wars?"

"One was a dashing frontline correspondent
inthefind goround," answered Gilford,
gtanding up and dretching. 'l raninto a
great many oaf's back then who were ripefor
quartering. One sometimes wonders why our
Unknown Soldier has waited so long to pay
them off."

Jake opened the door. "Goodbye now."

"| did inform Beth, when the dear girl
buzzed me earlier, that | strongly doubted
that you were the sort of felow I'd hit it
off with."

"Theré's another example of your astuteness,
Gilford."

0...
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"However, Cardigan, old man, if you
actudly are seeking alost child and need
any information, do get in touch.” Smiling
lazily, he strolled past Jake and into the
corridor.

Asthey drove dong the Champs-Elysees, which
was part real and part smulation, Gomez



asked Madel eine more about the young man they
were en route to visit.

Shesad, "I don't know Michel Chasseriau
at dl wel. Even though he was associated
with my husband at the International Drug
Control Agency, | was quite surprised when he
phoned methismorning.”

"Y ou've met the lad before?"
"Yes, onceor twice."

" S0 you're not exactly an expert on his
character? He could be conning you, maybe
even setting you up for another encounter
with goons.

"That's possible, yes, whichiswhy | want
you aong," she answered. "Y oull want to
turn right up ahead, Mr. Gomez, and get onto
the Avenue de Friedland.”

"Let'sgo over again what he told you over
the phone." Gomez made the indicated turn.

"Chasseriau seemed sincere sincere and
extremely nervous. He's young, hot more than
twenty-five, and he strikes me asrather a
timid person,” said the widow. "He's been
away from the office since Joseph's degth,
with the excuse that hewasill. Hetold me,
however, that he'd been staying home so that
he could do agreat deal of soul-searching.”

"S. | used to do alot of that when | wasin
my twenties"

"He clamsto know something important
about my husband's death. He's made up his
mind he mugt tell me."

"But hedidn't supply any details over the
phone?’

"Hewasvague. Heinssted he wanted to tell
mein person.”

"He must've sounded convincing.”

"Hedid," shesad. "Y ou want to turn onto



this Sde street ahead, then park.”
102
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Gomez did that.

Theyoung IDCA agent had aflat onthe
third floor of anarrow brix building.

"What sort of music would you liketo hear,
madame and monsieur?’ inquired the eevator.

"Let'stry slence, por favor.

"Asyou wish," said the voxbox in the dark
neowood celling of therising cage.

When Gomez saw that the door of
Chasseriau'sflat wasafew inches gar, he
caught Madeleinesarm. "Wait here," he cau-
tioned.

He pressed himsdlf to the plaswall next to
the opening, listening as he dipped his
stungun out. Nothing but the routine hums and
murmurs of the flat reached hisears.

Nodding once, he reached out and shoved the
door open wide.

Nothing happened.

After counting to thirty, in Spanish, he
risked alook insgde the quiet flat.

Therewasno onein the smdl living room.
On apladtiglass bench sat an open suitcase
with some clotheswadded into it.

Gomez let out his breath, went walking in.
Theflat congsted of the smdl living room,
asmall bedroom, asmall bathroom, and atiny
servokitchen. There was no sign of the young
IDCA agent in any of them, but it looked to
the detective as though Chasseriau had done
some hasty packing and departed. Left in such
haste that he'd neglected to take along the
uitcasethat was dill gttingintheliving
room.



Gomez went over toward the door of the flat
to communicate hisfindingsto Maddeine. As
he neared the open doorway, he heard voices
in conversation.

Stungun ready’ he dived into the hall.

"l wasjust explaining to Mrs. Bouchon,
Gomez, that even though you've broken yet
another vow and continue to ditch me, which
issomething I'd redlly take to heart were it
not for the fact that | have avery postive
image of mysdlf, I'm il willing to play
bal withyou," said Natdie Dent, eyeing him
inanot completely cordia manner. "By the
way, thefact that I'm here
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should indicate, even to someone as
pesabrained as you sometimes appear to be,
that my sources are as good asyours. If

not actudly better."

Maddeine asked him, "Y ou do know this
young lady?*

"Werelongtime pas.~ Gomez put his
stungun away ingde his coat.

Natadiesad, "l takeit Chasseriau ian't
a home"

"Nope," said Gomez. "The evidence
indicates that he hasflown in some haste.
| don't think he was snatched."

Natalie poked her pretty chin with her
forefinger. "I'm wondering.”

"About what, Nat?"

"Whether or not,” she said, "l should
tell you what it isthat's been bothering
poor Mr. Chasseriau.”

~04
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Early in the morning the Barsst-London
express had deposited Dan at the Marylebone
Station, which stood in a secure section of

the greet city. Therewasathick gray fog

lying over Marylebone Road as he started
making hisway aong it. The half dozen

gilded robots, dressed in nineteenth-century
costumes and Snging Xmas carolsin front of
asguat brix church, looked insubstantia and
sounded faraway.

Dan adjusted his muffler, then took yet
another look at the dip of paper Jllian
Kearny had given him. Hed consulted amap at
one of the village shops and he knew he had
to get over to the Edgware Road and then
follow Park Lane adong the border of Hyde
Park. From there he'd haveto find away to
dip into the unsecure zone where Nancy had

gone.

"At least | think that's where she must've
gone." Dan, hands
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deep in histrouser pockets, walked
determinedly dong the quiet, misty Streets
of early morning London.

He was aware that he was sort of trying to
imitate hisfather, that he wastrying to be
adetective. Yet heredly didn't have that
much confidencein himsdf. Sure, hed acted
brave and wisein front of Jillian, but he
sometimes had doubts that he could handle
this

He wasn't even certain Nancy wasredly
herein London someplace. If hedid find her,
he wondered if he would be able to persuade
her to come back to Barsetshire with him.

The onething he was sure of wasthat he
had to try to find her. He had to see her

again.



Following him through the blurred morning
was the person who'd been tailing him since
last night. A person who was betting that
Nancy Sandswasindeed in London and that Dan
Cardigan would lead the way straight to her.

A short distance beyond Hyde Park Dan

encountered awesathered barricade built of

faded neowood planks and rusted barbed wire.

Stenciled onit in shaky white letters were

thewords GANGZONE! KEEP OUT! EXTREME DANGER! Scanning the
barrier, he noticed theré'd once been a

forcefence in operation here, too, but the

projectors for that were broken and corroded.

He was thinking about trying to climb over
the five-foot fence, wondering if he could do
that without getting dl snarled in the spiky
wire, when araspy voice behind him spoke.

"Away from there, m'lad,” it warned, "or
it'll be deep trouble you'll be getting
into."

Standing nearby, broad gunmetal chest
misted by the fog, was alarge robot bobby.
He had atruncheon built into hisright hand
and agtunrod in hisleft.

"l was only looking at it, officer,” Dan
told him in atone he hoped sounded polite.
"I'm you know atourigt."

"From Americaby the sound of you," said the
copbot. "Well,
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thisisn't asafe placefor any touri<.
Scoot dong hometo your hotel off with you
now!"

"Yes, gr. Sorry." Giving therobot a
casua saute, Dan walked away.

As soon as hewas out of sight of the
mechanica man and shielded by the heavy fog,
he began exploring the area. Therewere
barricades blocking al of the streets



leading into the zone dominated by the kid
gangs. Findly, though, near Belgrave Square,
he spotted a narrow lane where the barrier
had recently been smashed down.

Dan went darting into the lane, the thick
morning fog seeming to dosein on him.

Inthefirst block the buildings were gutted

and empty. A soft, damp slencefilled the
dreet. Though he struggled to fight againgt

it, Dan arted shivering as he waked aong.
He found he was moving more dowly, his heed
turning from side to side to scan the dead,
slent structuresthat floated in the fog.

He stepped on something, dipping, dmost
losing hisbaance,

What he'd put his foot down on wasthe
severed head of acat. Its dead eyes were
open and staring, itsteeth were bared in a
rigid grimace.

Shaking himself asthough hed suddenly
been splashed with something cold, Dan
increased his pace.

He began noticing smells now. The pungent
reek of potcigs, the strong odor of cooking
fat, the smell of rotting flesh. Then he saw
achild, asexlesskid of two or three,
leaning in the gaping doorway of aruined
gpartment house. Staring straight ahead,
wide-eyed, with abloody knife dangling in
its pudgy fidt.

From some of the buildings came the sounds
of squabbling, lovermaking, fighting,
laughing.

There were young people lounging on some of
the porches, thinkidsin their early teens,
wearing patchwork outfitsthat didn't fit.

They showed little interest in Dan's passing.
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He turned another corner, cried out, stopped



in histracks.

Therewas the body of anaked girl of about
sxteen lying in the street. Fivelarge
scruffy mongrdl dogs were feeding on the

corpse.

"Get away, get away!" shouted Dan, charging
at them.

Hewas afraid it was Nancy.

But then he noticed that thisgirl was
dark-haired and thin.

One of the dogs, aone-eyed gray with a
bloody muzzle, dowly turned. It began
salingwaningly & him.

Dan fdt he had to scare the animals off,
then see about getting the girl'sbody to a
safe place.

Another dog noticed him. It didn't growl or
brigle. It amply charged a him, trying to
ank itsjagged teeth into hisleg.

Dan stumbled back, went down on one knee,
and then scuttled across the pavement.

The dog, a battered black mutt, missed his
leg, whedled to charge again.

Dan managed to scrambleto hisfeet. He
looked around desperately for something to
use as awegpon. Therewas aboard lying in
the guitter and he snatched it up. Gripping it
like abat, he swung asthe dog legped again
for him.

Thewood connected with the animal’s skull.
Therewas aloud crackling noise. The dog
yelped, whimpered asit fell to the ground.

It lay ill.

Two more of the wild dogs abandoned the
dead girl to turn their attention to Dan.

"Get back!" He swung the board from side to
Sde, caudng it to whigtle through the misty
morning air. "Get back, damnit!"



The snarling animads hesitated, watching him.
Dan took afew dow steps backwards.
The dogs stayed where they were.

He tried afew more steps. Then he spun,
darted running away from them.

Someone, up in an unseen window, laughed.
~oe
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Dan emerged from adirty, twisty dley and

into acommoation. Lessthan ahaf block avay

fifteen or moreteenswere circling alarge,

dow-moving robot. The hot had origindly

been enameled white and had the words BUREAU OF
WELFARE STATISTICS lettered on his dented,
dirt-smeared chest.

The kids, boys and girls, were whacking at
the robot with lengths of hardplaz pipe,
wooden clubs, and hunks of metal. That
produced echoing bongs and bangs.

Themetd man, oblivious, continued on his
dow way dong the street. "I'm only hereto
help you hooligans," he said in his deep,
rumbling voice.

"Wedon't trust you, Stats!"
"Y ou work for them."

Dan stopped, watching the fracas and trying
to figure out what was going on.

Statstold the group, "All you whel ps have
to do isanswer afew smple questions.”

"Get back to your own zone."
"Skarf yoursdf, Stats."
A long, thin, black girl with orange hair

took aswing at the robot with arusty iron
rod. She hit him squarein hismetd face.



"If you won't answer questions,” explained
the hot patiently, "therell be no dole for
you."

Just then the tip of a sharp blade poked into
Dan's back.

"It'd be best, love, if you just come along
quiet," suggested awhispering voice.

~09
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Arthur Bairnhouse's desk was made of red
wood and was at least two centuries old. It
was piled high with folders, sheets of

faxpaper, memos, clippings, photos. The plump
detectivewas Sitting behinditin ared

wood chair. "One of our operatives," hewas
telling Jake, "just talked to ayoung woman
named Jllian Kearny. She goesto school in
Barsetshire and knows your son. She admitsto
having talked to him immediately prior to his
having run avay."

Jake asked, "Does she have any ideawhere Dan
went?'

" She passed on some information asto the
possible whereabouts of the Sands girl. She's
now very much afraid that Danidl disregarded
her warnings and cameto London." From the
desktop clutter Bairnhouse picked up amap
and spread it out on asmall cleared area.
"Tekealook a this, if youwill, Cardigan.
Thisentire circled section of our city isa
gang-ridden wilderness.
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Along here, a the end of Victoria Street, is
the bailiwick of ayouth gang thet calls
itself the Westmingter Gang."
"They're near Westminster Abbey."

"Near theruins of the abbey?' said the



plump detective. "According to MissKearny,
the Sands girl has afriend who's amember of
thisparticular gang. That friend'snamein

the civilized world was Mary Elizabeth

Joiner. Now she'sknown as Slverhand Sally.”

"Jllian Kearny told Dan that Nancy went to
jointhisfriend?’

Bairnhouse nodded. " She wanted him merdly
to passtheinformation on to the
authorities or to you. So that a search could
be made for Nancy Sands. She apparently
doesn't trust the people the Sands girl is
living with, acouple named McCay. Y our son,
however, chose to hunt for hismissing friend
himsdif, it ssems™

"That'slike him, yesh."

"And likeyou, Cardigan,” pointed out
Barnhouse. "Let's continue with this
briefing, if you will. Here on the map youll
notice Grosvenor Place. That'swhere, in the
shadow of what's|eft of Buckingham Paace,
the Tek Kids are headquartered.”

"Tek Kids?'

"Perhaps you haven't encountered them yet
in America, or perhapsthey're cdled
something dse.” Bairnhouse rubbed &t his
flat nose. "TKs are the unfortunate
offsprings of Tek-usng mothers. They suffer
from the mutagenic effects that prolonged use
of Tek seemsto have on a certain percentage
of addicts"

"| think | did see a couple of reportson
them,” recalled Jake. "They tend to be
extremely violent, amord, vicious, and very
quick to anger."

"Right you are. Too restlessfor school and
virtudly untrestebleiningtitutions,” said
Bairnhouse, histhick forefinger tapping on
the map. "What happens usudly isthat they
gradudly drift into the dums, ghettos, and
ruins of our big cities. They form packs, and
when they're not fighting amongst themsdlves,
they prey on other gangs and pull off raids



on the outsde world. They unfortunately
differ from other teen gangsinthat a
certain percentage of them have psionic
powers. Some are teleks, others
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possess ESP powers. All of which makes TKs
very dangerous, not the sort of peoplefor
either your son or yourself to become

involved with."

Jake was studying the map. "The TKs aren't
that far from the Westmingers."

"Exactly, and to reach Silverhand Sally
your son may try to crossthe TKs sacred
ground.”

Jake grinned briefly. "1 know, Arthur, that
you'retrying to discourage mefromgoingin
aone after Dan," hetold the detective.

"Y our lecture, though, has the opposite
effect. | can't let Dan wander around in
theredone.”

"| thought that would be your position,
Cadigan.”

"Theresno dternative, since | understand
the police are reluctant to cross over into
that part of London."

"They make occasiond trips,” said
Bairnhouse. "We might be able to persuade
them to mount asearch for your son and the
Sandsgirl.”

"After consderable red tape and
circumlocution.”

"They wouldn't undertake the job today, let
ussay."

"Il doitdone"

From his desk Bairnhouse picked up a sheet
of faxpaper. "Herésaamdl list of people
who can provide you information, and dire



warningsin someingtances, abouit this part
of London," he said, handing Jake the page.
"I've aso included acouple of religble
contactswho livein the gangzone.”

Jake sad, "Thanks, Arthur.”

"WEélIIl continue to work on thisin our way,
of course."

"Good. I'll continueto work onitinmy
Ww.II

Nataie Dent was Stting in aslvery control
chair in Briefing Room 2 of the Paris offices
of Newz, Inc. "Pay attention, Gomez," she
urged. "Sit up Sraight.”

Hewas dumped in alower chair at her
right, more or lesswatching thewal in
front of them. It contained sixteen large
pixmonitor screens, laid out in rows of four.
"I've been drinking
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al thisin, Nat," he assured her. "Hoping
againgt hope that we'd soon get to the

point.”

"Once aputz dways aputz,” observed
Sidebar. The robot cameraman was Stting in
afat chair a therear of the big, chill
room.

"What I've showed you thusfar, which you
ought to have comprehended, Gomez, isal
important background materia for what I'm
about to reved,” said thered-haired
reporter. "Isit perhapsthat you're mooning
over Mrs. Bouchon, who's not totally
unattractive for awoman of her advanced
yearsand "

"Made eine hasn't advanced anywhere near as
far as| have, chiquita. "

"I couldn't help noticing, and you don't
have to be atopflight investigative reporter



such as| am to have spotted it, that she was
quite profusely demondrative and
affectionate when you left her a that safe
house your detective agency arranged for
her."

"To afiery Latin such asmysdf, Nat, a
chaste peck on the forehead isn't considered
the height of physical passion. Can we get to
what you know about Michel Chasseriau?’

"What were leading up to, Gomez, is
exactly "

"What did the guy want to impart to Madeleine
Bouchon?'

"Redlly, Gomez. Y ou're as grumpy as a bear
with asore nose”

"Beg pardon?"

"Sore paws are what, traditionally, make
bearsgrumpy.”

Nataie sighed. "Look at Screen 5," she
suggested. "That's some footage of Bram
Wexler, aBritisher who heads up the Paris
office of the International Drug Control
Agency." The smiling man on the monitor
screenwasin hisearly forties,
consarvatively dressed, strolling down a
bright springtime Parisan boulevard
completely unaware that he was being
photographed. "Wexler was Bouchon's boss, and
inthe course of investigating all agpects of
thisstory, | came across atip that he may
have some connection with Bouchon's murder.”

"Where does Chasseriau comein?'

"He's been avoiding the office sincethe
killing, uncertain asto
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what to do about the knowledge he has,"



answered the reporter. " Another informant
told methat Chasseriau might bewilling to

talk about what he knew. That's Chasseriau on
Screen 7."

On themonitor screen afrail young manin
his middle twenties had appeared. He was
nervoudy pacing the smdl living room of his

apartment.

"Notice the qudity of thisfootage,” said
Sidebar. "l shot it thismorning, using
nothing but naturd light."

Gomez poked Natdiein the sdewith his
thumb. "Y ou folks called on him and talked
withhim?'

"Bright and early," shereplied.
"Can you tdl me some of what he told you?"

"Bouchon had confided in him, just afew
days before he was daughtered, that he
suspected Bram Wexler was conspiring with two
or three of the mgor Teklords."

"That's a pretty serious charge. Did Bouchon
have proof?'

"No, he wasn't even certain what exactly
was going on, but he knew Wexler wasinvolved
in something shady and that it had to do with
Tek," answered the redheaded reporter.
"Origindly, Bouchon had been sharing his
suspicionswith Zack Rolfe, cdling on him at
his place after office hours™

"Bueno. That means Bouchon wasn't fooling
around and that Rolfewaslying."

"That seemed to me obvious from the Sart,
Gomez, and I'm redly astounded that none of
the IDCA people, nor any of the policemen on
this case, redlized that," she said.

"Gradualy Bouchon began to wonder if he
could trust Zack Rolfe. He gpparently didn't
much like Chasseriau, but he was certain he
was honest. So he came to him to discuss what
wasworrying him."



Gomez shook hishead. "It wastoo late by
then. They'd already decided to kill Bouchon
to keep him from nosing around further.”

"Now take alook at Screen 3." Shetouched
another button on the arm of the control
chair.

A bland chinless man, wearing rich, regd
robes and aglittering, gem-encrusted golden
crown, was addressing a crowded auditorium.
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"I'm keeping the sound off on dl these
images because it interfereswith my
narration,” explained Natdie, "but you can
take my word that his powers of "

"Caramba, " said Gomez, "that's none other
than King Arthur [1."

"Bram Wexler, ahypocrite who outwardly
pretends to be loya to the President of
Great Britain, isassociated with an
organization known as the Excdibur
Movement,” said Natdie. "Their prime
objectiveisto seethat England once again
becomes amonarchy. | haven't been ableto
find out yet if they'd resort to murder to
gain their ends, but, by whatever means, they
want to seethisamp ruling their country.”

"Thisexplains Zack Rolfeslast words."

"He said something to Jake as he was dying?
It would've been nice, Gomez, and in keeping
with your aleged newfound spirit of
cooperation, had you found it in your
peanut-sized heart to share those words."

"Chiquita, what Rolfe did was warn Jake to
watch out for Excalibur or wordsto that
effect.”

The pretty reporter tapped the palms of her
hands on her knees, then rubbed her hands

together and amiled a him. "'l canredly
sensethis, we're on top of avery big story



here

"And avery big conspiracy most likely,
involving Teklords, monarchists, and lord
knowswho else.”

"It would make sense, especidly since your
partner isover in England just now, for you
and | towork closdly together on thisfrom
here on out, Gomez."

"Si, absolutdy,” he said. "That's adandy
notion, Nat."

"Wonderful." Leaning over, she kissed him on
the cheek.

"Mush," said Sidebar.
15
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There had been two of them, both carrying
highly polished e ectroknives. When Dan had
tried to explain to them what hewas doingin
the ruins, one of them dapped him hard
acrossthe face.

"We don't want any bleeding backtalk,
puffer,” hewarned in hiswhispery voice.
"You just keep it buttoned and come aong
with us, hear.”

"But Ilm n

"What did | tell you about talking back?
The lanky blond young man dapped Dan again.

Thisblow hit him across the mouth,
gplitting hislip and drawing blood.
Spitting, Dan started at the young man.

The other boy, who wasthin and at least a
year younger than Dan, stepped between them.
"He doesn't mean any harm, Ludd,” he said,
catching hold of Dan'sarm and shoving him
back.

~~Hi
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"Let himtry to come a me, Angdl. I'd like
achanceto dice his heart out.”

"No, we have to take him back to camp. That's
therules™

"Rules, my arse” Ludd swung hisknife up
infront of hisface, flicking the switch
that started the sawtooth blade whirring.
"What'sto stop us from ditting him open
here and now, taking his dabs, and "

"That's againgt therules," warned Angdl.
"Strangers have to be taken to camp. After
that, if Jamaicadecides, we can kill him."

"Whole blooming country's going to hell
because of bloody rules." He dashed angrily
at theair with hisknife, shut it off, and
jammed it into histhigh holster. "All right,
al right, well act like raving twits and
take him back with us."

Angd knuckled Dan's upper am. "ltisnta
far walk," hetold him quietly. "Don't try to
break loose, don't say ableeding
word otherwise Ludd may decide to do for
you."

After afew seconds, Dan nodded curtly.

After leaving the detective agency offices,

Jake walked along Berkeley Street. Asthe day
waned, it grew grayer and colder and aharsh
wind filled the crowded wakways. The
skytramsflying dowly overhead were brightly
decorated for the holiday season; each one
playing adifferent Xmastune fromthe
speakers planted in its red and green
underside.

Stationed on the corner was a chrome-plated
newsbot, hawking the Daily Skan. Jake paused,
seemingly to listen to the mechanical man
recite the menu of scandalous newsto be
found in this afternoon's edition.

"Isthe VP apuff?' asked the hot in his
deep tinny voice. "Who caught Senator



Y ates-Drake with histrousers down? Are there
Martians living in Manchester? Whose knickers
were found in the War Sec's skyvan?”’

A plump black man brushed by Jake. "Excuse
me, 9r," he said, poking his Banx card into
the appropriate dot in the robot's side.
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"Here's a bloke what knows what's news."
Whirring and rattling, the robot swiftly
produced an eight-page faxcopy of the Skan
out of thewide dot across hischest. "Here
you are, guy, hot off the blooming presses.”

Asthe customer accepted his newspaper,
Jake moved on. He was certain now, as he'd
suspected since leaving Bairnhouse's, that he
was being tailed. Crossing the street, he
went through one of the arched entrywaysto
the Berkdey Square Multimall.

It was exceedingly warm on the ground level
of thevast mall, and the air smelled of pine
boughs and hot toddy. Jake hopped onto a
servoramp and let it start him on adow
circuit of the place. Herode by a string of
selfserve boutiques Stylz, Fitz, Ragz and
then past agrest, sprawling food market
caled Farmer Ddll's Hydroponic Farmstand,
Branch #225 of My Man Chumley's Fish & Chips
and Branch #316 of Pubz, Inc. He stepped off
the moving ramp in front of the S. George &
The Dragon Inn. The neowood sign dangling
over thewide doorway of the smulated
country inn offered a crude depiction of the
armored saint daying afierce,
fire-breathing creature. The paint was
convincingly aged to make it seem centuries
old.

Jake ignored the main entrance, dipping
ingtead into the imitation courtyard next to
the imitation inn. The yard was paved with
authentic-looking cobblestones, and awagon
loaded with real straw was parked near the
smulated stables.



Running, Jake stationed himsdf behind the
wagon. He couldn't be seen from here, but he
had agood view of the entrance of the
courtyard.

Within the shadowy stables robot horses
snorted and shifted on their hooves. Even the
smell of areal stable, suitably subdued,
came drifting out of the shadows.

A moment passed before afigure dipped,
cautioudly, into the courtyard.

It was adim young woman, auburn-haired,
in her late twenties. She was the one Jake
hed noticed following him. She might bewith
Scotland Yard, yet he doubted that.

When shewas afew feet from the stable door,
he eased out
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from behind the wagon and poked the barrel of
his stungun into her back.

Dan had seen what was | €ft of the vast
Westmingter Abbey rising up out of the fog.
The remains of the Gothic structure lay dead
ahead across awide, weedy field that was
pocked with craters and dotted with scrubby
brush and afew stunted trees. Most of its
nearest tower was gone and there were great
gapsinthe onewals.

Dozens of sooty pigeonswere circling the
abbey in arestlessway.

Ludd held up hishand and halted.
"Ballocks," he muttered, moving behind a
gnarled tree midway acrossthefied.

Angd stopped, too, yanking Dan over beside
him. " Something's bloody wrong." Hewas
squinting up at the pigeons asthey circled
inthefoggy ky.

Whipping out hisknife, Ludd said,
"Something's gone and got them bleeding birds



dl excited." Uneasnesssounded in his
voice

"I'll dip closer," offered Angdl, letting
go of Dan, "to seewhat'sgoing on."

Ludd shook hishead. .No, you stay here
with the pence," he ordered. "I'll dothe
bloody reconnoitering.”

"Hédl, I'm smaller and quicker."

"Stick here." Ducking low, Ludd started a
zigzag course acrossthefidd.

Dan asked Angdl, "What do you think'swrong?"
He was watching his buddy move closer to
the ruined abbey. "Could be most anything.”
he answered as the fog swallowed up Ludd.
"But those pigeons being agitated like that,
it definitely means something must be going
onwrong at our camp.”
"Westmingter isyour camp?'
"| just said that, didn't | now'?"
"But I'm looking for the Westmingter Gang.”
~~9
WllllamShatn~r
"That's not too smart, Sncewe don't
takekindly to vistors,” said Angd. "Or

tourigs."

"Isthereagirl named Silverhand Sally
withyou?"

"How'd you know that name?"

"Somebody told meto ask for her. Isshe
here?'

"Sa might be or she might not." He
turned to scrutinize Dan. "Why do you want
our SA?7?

"Because I'm hoping she can help mefind



afriend of mine girl named Nancy Sands.”
"Ar, | s
"Do you know Nancy? Is she at the abbey?’

Before Angel could answer, therewasa
shout from up ahead inthefog. "Been a
damned raid!" yelled Ludd through cupped
hands. " Get your arse over here, Angdl.
Therésalot of people dead.”
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"Now hereswhat you do," suggested Jake.
"Very dowly and

carefully, turn around. Then explain why the
hell you've been

talingme”

The pretty, auburn-haired young woman was
amilingwhen

shefaced him. "I underestimated you,” she
sad, rubbing thetoe

of her boot across the imitation flagstones
of theinn courtyard.

"Youll haveto forgive me. | guesstaking
careof mysdf overin

the gangzones has made me atrifle too
confident.”

"Y ou're not with the police?'

"No, the Welfare Squad,” she explained. "I'm
Marj Lofton."

"Oh, 07

"Beth Kittridge suggested thet | ook you
up.”

"Redly?'

"Didn't shetdl you about me? Beth implied
that she had.

We're old friends from SoCal Tech days."

~2~
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In the stable one of the robot horses
whinnied.

Jake took acareful step backwards, keeping
his stungun aimed &t her. " Show meyour ID



packet."

"Sure." Shedid her hand into ajacket
pocket. "1 was going to introduce mysdlf to
you in aminute. Honest."

He accepted the proffered 1Ds, glanced
through them. "Why trail meat dl?'

"Showing off. | was anxiousto impressyou.”

After handing the packet back, Jake dlipped
hisgun away. "Why?"

Marj said, "Beth told me, when she cdled a
couple hours ago, that she thought | might be
ableto help you. But she a'so warned me that
you're very independent, atrueloner.”

Jake grinned. "Nope, ['m actually ateam
player from way back," he assured the young
woman. "Thing s, | haveto be captain of the
team and pick al my crew."

"Fair enough,” Marj said. "Do you know for
certain that your son'sover in gang
territory?"

"Therésavery strong possibility,” he
answered. "Héstrying to find hismissng
girlfriend and she's supposed to be holed up
with the Westmingters.”

Frowning, Marj shook her head. "A very
rough bunch,” she observed. "Why'd the girl
pick them?'

"A friend of hers gpparently runswith the
gang. Kid they cdl Siverhand Sdly.”

"Yes, | know Sal. For awhilel even
thought she might be sdvable"

"Y ou don't think that anymore?"

"Oh, it'sstill possible maybe, but the odds
are getting longer.”

Jake said, "I'd like to go over there soon as
| can."



"Could you use aguide?"

"I could use agood one," Jaketold her.
"But | don't want anybody who's trying too
hard to impress me. Somebody who's more
interested in showboating than in getting the
job done."

"I'm sorry | stalked you," she said. "Mogt
daysI'mnot likethat."

"When can we leave?"
~22
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"I haveto gather up some stufffor the
trip," Marj said. "Suppose | meet you at your
hotel in two hours?!

"Okay, fine." He held out his hand.

Shaking it, shesad, "'l redly am pretty

"I'm counting on thet," he said.

The Parisan night was crisp and clear. Hands
in the pockets of the stylish thermocoat he'd
purchased earlier in the day, Gomez was
grolling long beside the dark Seine. Hed
found over the yearsthat solitary walks
sometimes helped him think.

"Muy frio," he remarked to himsdlf. "Being
acrackerjack international investigator has
its disadvantages. One of whichisfrigid
dimes"

On the night river amusic barge was dowly
saling by. A band of brightly uniformed
robot mus cians was playing asolemn Xmas
caral. The golden glitter of their uniform
trim sparkled and flashed in the illumination
from the boat's multicolor tubdights.

Gomez continued aong parale to the boat
for afew minutes. Then, turning his back to
it, he walked away from the river and headed
inthedirection of hishotd.



"l have ahunch that various events,
including some of what's afoot in England
with Jake's offspring, ought to tie
together," hereflected. "But, madre, | il
don't see quite how."

He chose a different route than the one
he'd traveled on hisway to the Seine and
just off the Place du Chatelet he spotted
someone who looked vaguely familiar. Theman
waswalking hurriedly along, coming toward
Gomez on the opposite Side of the street.

"Who the hdl isthat homhre~" the
detective asked himsdf, feigning
indifference.

Then, snapping hisfingerswithout taking
his hand out of his pocket, he realized who
itwas

The man hurrying now up the stone steps of
anarrow apartment building across the way
was Bram Wexler, the head of the
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Paris office of the Internationd Drug

Control Agency and the guy Natalie Dent had
just been showing him pictures of. He was the
onether client'slate husband had

suspicions abouit.

Gomez glanced, quickly and casudly,
around. He spotted arecessed doorway that
was very sparsdy lit. He entered it, striv-
ing to look innocent, and took up awatchful

position.
Thenight grew colder.

Gomez turned up the controls on his coat,
but then the garment started giving off a

burning plaz smell. He turned the controls
down again.

Fifteen chill minutes|ater, the IDCA man
came out of the building. He was accompanied



by aplump woman of forty-some years. The two
of them walked to the end of the block and
got into a parked landcar.

"Chihuahua, " commented Gomez. "I know that
lady. Infact | once enjoyed a broken leg
because of her. What the devil is she doing
in Paris? And why's she hobnobbing with this
lad?"

Gomez was hunched in the vidphone acove, a
glassof deinhisleft hand, takingto a

robot. Hewasin the living room of the suite

at the Louvre Hotel and the hot wasin the

Data Center of the Cosmos Detective Agency in
Grester Los Angeles.

"Nothing out of the ordinary on Dr. Hilda
Danenberg,” the slvery mechanicd man was
telling him. "Her record seemsto be, as
aways, spotless.”

"Why'sshein Paris?'
"Vacation, it says here."

" She's hanging around with alad name of
Bram Wexler, who's”

"Heed of the Paris office of the IDCA,"
supplied theinfobot. "According to our
sourcesthey'rejust friends.”

"And sheé'sgot no officia reason for
keeping company with Wexler? The IDCA didn't
send for her?!

"Nope."
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Pausing, Gomez took asip of hisde. "Is
thelady till in contact with Professor
Kittridge?'

"They're no longer on friendly Oops, wait
now, Gomez. Here's something,” said the

robot. "Dr. Danenberg has made three vidits
to the Bay Areain NorCa in recent weeks.



And"

"Y eah, that'swhere Kittridge is at work on
hislong-awaited anti-Tek system. Any
indication that she dropped in on the prof9"

"None, but it'sgill apossibility, isn't
it? Her activities, keep in mind, weren't
that closdly monitored.”

Nodding, Gomez said, "Okay, thanks."

"Denada, " said therobot. "That'sa
little bit of Mexicanlingo 1"

"l noticed. Gracias." Ending the
conversation, heleft the phone alcove.

He was standing at the window, gazing out
at nothing in particular, when the door
announced, "A Miss Dent to seeyou."

"Oy," observed the detective, turning to
frown at the door.. "Yeah, dl right, let her

n

Natdie camein carrying avidcaz clutched
in her right hand. "1 thought, Sncewere
alegedly working side by side and shoulder
to shoulder on this mess, that you'd enjoy
viewing what Sidebar hasjust shot.”

"He'snot going to drop in, too, ishe?’
"No, hewent over to the"

"Bueno. Make yoursdf to home, dear lady,”
heinvited with moderate enthusasm. "My casa
isyoursand so on."

Ignoring the chair he was pointing at, the
reporter walked over and thrust the vidcaz
intoadotinthewal. "Youll find, I'm
near certain, that thisfootageis most
interesting.”

"Did you have something sour for dinner?"
"I didnt, truth to tell, manage even to

have dinner, Snce I've been much too busy
tracking down leads."



"Y ou're wearing arather grim expresson on
your usualy lovely puss, chiquita, and |
thought perhaps you'd ingested something
thet "
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"| tend to take on aglum look whenever I'm
inyour vicinity, Gomez. Now, please, shut
your yap, and watch."

A familiar stretch of Parisian thoroughfare
blossomed on the vidwall. Walking rapidly
aong it was Bram Wexler. The camerafollowed
him down the street and up the steps of Dr.
Hilda Danenberg's gpartment. The sound of his
footfals came out of the wallspeakers.

"Nice bit of cinematography,” commented
Gomez.

Then, blown up large on the wall, appeared
Gomez himself. He was hunched in the recessed
doorway and watching the Danenberg apartment.

"Some operative you are," said Natalie.
"Y ou're about as obviousasan eephantina
chinashop' and you stick out, if you don't
mind my mentioning thefact, likeasore
fingerora”

"“Thumb."
"What?'

"People tend to stand out like sore
thumbs" hesaid. "And it'sbulls, not
€lephants, who create havoc in china shops.”

"Well, an eephant wouldn't be dl that
inconspicuous ether, but that's not the
issue a hand."

"Y ou say Sidebar snapped this suff?"
"Hedid, yes"

"He'svery unobtrusive. | never suspected



that hewas"

"That'swhat good surveillanceisal
about. Thetrick, and | should think you'd be
aware of that by now, since you've spent
untold years as an aleged snooper, the trick
isnot to dlow anyoneto notice you." She
watched thewall as Dr. Danenberg and Wexler
drove away. "Simpleton that | am, Gomez, |
perss in giving you the benefit of the
doubt and therefore I'm assuming that you
wereintending, eventualy, to sharewith me
theingghtsyou gathered from this clumsy
shadowing job."

"Clumsy it wasn't," he corrected. "l was
quite cunning and deft, conddering that |
had to improvise. Bumping into Wexler purdy
by chance, 1 "

"Oh, redlly now. Don't try to con meinto
believing that you didn't even know "
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"Esverdad, " heindgsted. "Absolutely true
that | encountered that hombre by chance and
decided to tail him."

She eyed him up and down. "You redly
weren't aware he was going to call on Dr.
Danenberg?'

"l wasn't even aware the dear lady wasin
Paree. Last time | heard, shewasin far-off
Greater LA."

"But you worked on acaseinvolving her. It
was, in fact, the first case that Jake
Cardigan handled for Cosmos. Y ou teamed up
right after he was sprung from the Freezer
prison through the machinations of your boss,
Walt Bascom, and "

"Nat, | don't keep in touch with dl the
folks I've bumped into on cases over the
years. We don't have annua reunions, don't
even exchange Xmas cards." Hefinished his
de. "Actudly, you know, | never met the



doctor hersdf but only an android sm. When
the damn thing chanced to blow up, | executed
an impromptu somersault off asunny boardwalk
and ended up with abusted leg."

Natalie gave him abrief ook of sympathy.
"Yes, | recal hearing about that incident,”
shesaid. "Just one more example of how
clumsy you can be a times. However, wed
better forget your past foul-upsand
concentrate on ™

"Do you happen to know why Dr. Danenberg'sin
town?'

"Not yet, though | expect we"

"Y ou are aware that she used to be both an
associate and aladyfriend of Professor
Kittridge?'

Nodding, Natdie said, "Yes, and I'm trying
tofind out if she'sgtill in contact with
hm."

"S, that would be worth knowing," agreed
Gomez, studying the ornate calling.

"What we dso haveto learniswhy she's

seeing Wexler, aman who's probably in
cahoots with the Tek cartels.”

Gomez smiled broadly. "I think I'll dropin
onthelady."

"That might be too obvious, atipoff that
we're suspicious of her.”

"Not theway I'll handleit," he assured
her. "Y ou've apparently never seen the
subtle, clever sde of my character a work."

"But | have" Natdie sad. "That'swhat
worriesme."
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The leader of the Westminsters had knocked
Dan down. "I've got no time for this asshole



now," hed told Ludd and Angel.

Crouched againgt apile of rubble, Dan
asked, "Where's Nancy Sands?'

Angd dropped down next to him. " Shut up
now," he advised.

"|sshedead?"

"Takeit easy. We don't know who dl's dead
ye"

He'd been brought inside the lofty abbey.
Carved stone walls rose up high on three
gdes. Thefourthwal of this section hed
long sincefalen away, and you could seethe
weedy, potted field they'd just crossed.

"Bastards,” the lean, black young man who
headed the gang was saying. "Goddamn TKs.
Swooped down, using al those freak tricks of
theirs. Killing, smashing.”
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Sprawled across the wide expanse of mosaic
floor were at least adozen bodies.

Dan, hunched, started moving from corpseto
corpse.

Nancy was not among them.

"Buggerstook stuff, too," the black
Jamaicatold Ludd. "Looted us."

"They dwaysdo that."

"It wasworse thistime, goddamn it. They
carried off the bleeding Coronation Chair and
the Stone of Scone.”

"Whet the hell they want with that?”

"Maybe they're planning to crown some
bugger king," said the angry Jamaica. "Maybe
they just want to take turns gitting on the
fucker."



Dan made hisway back to where Angel was
ganding. "How can | find out about Nancy?"

Angel caught hold of hisarm. "They
probably took the injured into the
Cloigers," he said quietly. "We can go look
therefirg off."

They'd moved only afew steps when Jamaica
noticed them. "Where you taking that bugger?"

"I'mjustgoingto”
"Who the hell is he, anyway?'

"Outgder,” putin Ludd. "Tourist bloke. We
caught him and brought him here to see what
vauableshe"

"Jugt kill him," ingtructed Jamaica. "Weve
got no timefor him. Later you can go through
his pocketsand "

"Wait now." Dan broke free of Angd'sgrip
and waked up to the leader. "I'm not a
damned tourist, I'm herelooking for Nancy
Sands. | didn't come hereto do you any harm
o

"Shut up right now."
"Is Silverhand Sally around?’ asked Dan.

Jamaicawas diding asnubnosed lazgun out
of histhigh holster. "Y ou know Sa?"

"Nancy does, and 0"
"Jamaica, it won't hurt to let him chat a
bit with our Sd," put in Angel. "After that,
if she doesn't know him, then we can kill him
off. Okay?"
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Jamai ca dropped the weapon back into its
holster. After rubbing his pam across his
crimson tunic, hesaid, "All right, okay.



She'sinthe nave. Take him thereand if he
makes any trouble on the way, he's dead and
donefor."

"All I wantis"

"Hewon't make any trouble," promised
Angd, tugging a Dan'sarm. When they were
walking dong adim, vaulted corridor, he
sad, "That was very risky, getting beakywith
Jamaica. He's not achap who'stoo awfully
fond of debating.”

"Yeah, | know that, but "
"Y ou on the other hand truly loveto argue.”
Dan nodded. "Guess | do, yeah."

There were seven or eight young peoplein
the large, stonewalled room Angd brought him
to. Three of them had been wounded and were
bandaged. None of them was Nancy.

Silverhand Sdly finished bandaging the
third and turned toward Angd. Shewasadim
girl of about seventeen, blonde, wearing tan
trousers, agray tunic, and agunbelt that
held two lazguns. Her right hand and arm to
the elbow were of slvery metd. "Who's that
with you?'

"I'm Dan Cardigan." He crossed the mosaic
floor to her. "You'reafriend of Nancy's
aﬂ n

"Dan Cardigan." She stood. "Sure, shetold me
about you."

"| figured she might be staying with you,
s0 | cameto find her," he explained. "Where
isshe?'

Saly shook her head. "I'm sorry, Dan. The
Tek Kidstook some prisoners,” she said
quietly. "Nancy was one of them.”

Sly, her chill metalic hand holding his

arm, was leading Dan along a shadowy, vaulted
corridor. They were moving away from the
cookfires, and darkness started to closein.



Theintricate carvings on the sonewals and
the ornate wooden ornamentation were barely
discernible. "Y ou shouldve egten,” shetold
him.
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"Not very hungry."

"Dog meat's not bad,” the blonde young
woman said. "Takes abit of getting used to.
Mostly, though, that's because in the world
you and | come from, wethink of them only as

pets”
"Y ou ever going to go back?'

"Mind that fallen masonry, scrunch over
closeto thiswall," she cautioned. "No, I'm
herefor life"

IIWMI
"Because thisis better than that was."

"Father mostly." She guided him through an
arched doorway. "After my accident, after |
got my imitation arm, he turned much worse.
Not that he was ever avery good dad.”

Dan asked her, "The arm you have now that's
not the one they got you origindly, isit?"

"Oh, no, not at al. No, they bought mea
very proper, very conventiona one. Highly
believable and looking just exactly like
flesh and blood. Duck your head for aminute
along here and keep an eye cocked for bats,"
she warned as they entered another long,
partialy ruined corridor. "Might be afew
rats underfoot, too."

"Sowhy thedlver am?’
"Wel, | smply grew tired of the

bullshit," shereplied. " Seemed like every
time 1'd touch anybody with the replacement,



they'd cringe or look all nervous. | decided,
why hide the damn thing? | got meanice
shiny robot arm and now there's no question
asto whether it'sred or not. If | touch

you, you know damn well what | touched you
with and fuck you if you don't likeit."”

They'd reached aroom that was nearly
intact. Statues and carvingsringed it.

Sdly let go of him."Y ou can bunk safdy
herefor tonight,” shetold him. "On one of
those straw mats yonder." From under her
tunic she produced a squat chunk of tallow
candle. "Probably have the place to yourself,
sncemos of them think it's haunted
hereabouts. This used to be called the Poets
Corner." Lighting the candle, she suck it
down on astone bench.
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To hisright Dan noticed awall carving of
someonereferred to as"O rare Ben Jonson."

He asked, "What's likely to happen to Nancy?"
"Best not to think about it, Dan.”
"l can'tjust let them™

"It'stough, | know. But believe me, the
TKswill kill you dead if you try to go near
ther digsat Buckingham Palace.”

"But she'safriend of yours, too. How can "

"Living here, being part of agang, that
means you can't afford to be sentimentd.”

"We're not talking about making stew out of
dogs," hesaidto her, angry. "Thisisagirl
who may be raped or tortured or even killed."

Sdly touched hisarm with her redl
fingers. "I'd liketo help, but there's
nothing to do,” she said. ™Y ou saw what
happened here, how many of usthey hurt and
killed."



"I thought gangslike yours believed in
revenge.”

"Sure, but not in suicide." Shewalked
over, kicking at adeegping mat with her
foot. "Eventudly well do something, you can
count on that, but itll be carefully
planned.”

"Meantime, Nancy'sin danger.”

"Yes, but that can't be helped,” Sally
said. "You'd best turnin now. | haveto get
back."

"Why'd she come here?’

"Y ou adready know that. Nancy was looking
for somekind of sanctuary.”

"No, | mean why did she run avay from the

McCays?'
"Shedidn't like them much."

"Maybe not, but her life wasn't in danger
thereand it sureas hdl ishere"

Sdly sad, "Wdll, she overheard some
conversations.”

" About what her father?"

Thegirl nodded. "It's funny, you know,
some girlstake one hdl of along timeto
seethrough their dads" she said. "Nancy, in
Spite of everything, had been going dong
thinking that Bennett Sands was an innocent
chap who'd been maligned and
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framed by the authorities” Shelaughed. "And
him one of the Tek kingpins. But, you know,
you couldn't get her to believe that."

Dan moved closer to her. "Why'd she change,
what did shefind out?'



"Shedidn't confidedl that muchinme,
Dan. But | know she happened to overhear the
McCays taking about a business venture that
was going to involve her father."

"A Tek busness venture?"

"Exactly, and something quite big and
important,” answered Sdly.

"How'shegoing to run Tek business from
prison?'

"Maybe he's not planning to stay in prison.
I'm not sure,” shesaid. "All | know isthat
whatever Nancy overheard upset her agood
deal. She had to get away from therefor a
whileto think everything over."

"She could've come to mefor help.”

" think eventudly shewas going to," said
Sdly. "Confide everything shed learned to
you and your dad. But, see, she dill had a
feding that doing that would be betraying
her father. That'swhy she wanted sometime
to make up her mind about just what to do. Of
course, dear old pop had betrayed Nancy for
years and thought nothing of it, but she
didn't seethingsthat way." Patting hisarm,
she leaned and kissed him on the cheek. "Bed
down. I'll fetch you early in the morning and
well see about getting you safdly back to
your own."

After afew seconds he answered, "Y eah,
that'll be the best thing, | guess. Thanks,
Sy

Sheleft him.
He looked around the Poets Corner, at the
gtatues and carvings. "Longfelow, Chaucer,"

he recited absently. "Milton, Gray."

He sat on astraw mat for awhile, watching
the flickering flame on thefat candle.

When hefigured it must be past midnight,
he took up the candle and started back the



way held come.
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Soon he reached abreak in the wall.
Beyond showed foggy night. Extinguishing
the candle, he sat it carefully down on the
stones. Then he dipped out into the
darkness. He was heading for Buckingham
Pdace. Behind him in thefog asolitary
figurefollowed.
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A deety ran was hitting againg the

leaded windows of the smdl cozy
restaurant. A very convincing hologram fire
seemed to be blazing cheerily inthe
smulated stone fireplace near their table.

Marj mentioned, "Y ou're not egting.”

Jake glanced down at hissoup. "I don't
seemto be, do 1?7

Reaching across the table, she put her
hand briefly on his. "'l know you're anxious
to get going, Jake. But, keep in mind,
decent mealswill be hard to come by over
there

"Isthis part of some ded you made with
Beth?'

Her eyeswent wide. "Y ou think shetold
meto look after you and make certain you
ate at least one med aday?'

"Yesh"

"Widl, yes, shedid," admitted the young
woman. "Detective work, after dl, doesn't
requirefaging.”

"I know, but I'm eager to get going.”
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"Well find your son, don't worry." She
reached down to pick up the shoulder bag
she'd deposited on the imitation hardwood
floor. "Here's alittle gadget you'd better
cary withyou."

He accepted the small black disk that she
took from her bag and handed to him.
"Good-luck charm?

Smiling, shetold him, "It's something |
developed mysdlf based on a somewhat larger
one used by Scotland Y ard."

"And it doeswhat?'

"It serves asa sort of scrambler,” Marj
explained. "We may runinto some Tek Kids
over there, oneswith ESPtalent. Thisll
keep them from tapping in on what we're
thinking."

Holding the disk between thumb and
forefinger, he studied it for amoment before
dropping it into his coat pocket. "The TKs
redly can do that sort of stuff?’

"Oh, yes. Some of them are very gifted in
some pretty strange and unsettling ways.”

"Y ou say you came up with this gadget
yoursdf?'

"I'velong snce given up my mgor caling,
whichwasrobotics. But | find | ill like
to tinker with small eectronics projects now
and then. Eat your soup.”

"Oh, yeah." Hetook afew spoonfuls. "Why'd
you change careers?'

"Why'd you?"
"Didn't have much choice"
"Wdll, inaway, neither did I. A few years

ago | amply started feding that | needed to
work more directly with people,” she



explained. "Help them in some firshand way."

"Designing and congructing androids helps.”
"Sure, maybe. But | was Smply getting too

detached from the outside world. I quit and

came over here. I'm much happier these days."

"That meant leaving family and friendsto™
"Oh, I've made new friends herein

England," she assured him. "And | had no

family left, not after my brother died.”

Jake said nothing.

After amoment Marj spoke again. "Excuse my
turning gloomy on you, Jeke."
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He asked, "Y ou have contactsin the gang
sectors, don't you?' "Y es. People who'll see
us safely dong our way."

"Then we ought to be able to get through to
Westmingter Abbey tonight.”

"If its safe”
"Meening?'

She said, "There's been alot of feuding
between gangslatdly. Right now the
Westmingters are having trouble with the
TKs"

"Isthisthekind of feuding where kids can
get killed?'

"Almogt dways," shereplied. "If thereis
any sort of skirmishing going on tonight, we
may haveto lielow until it'sover."

"If Dan'sin the middle of agang war, |
don't intend to wait around "

"Jake, | know you're used to being in
charge,” shesad. "But, redlly, you're going



to haveto trust me. I'll be abletotell you
if it's safe to approach the abbey or not."

Findly he nodded. "Y ou'reright, yeah.
Youll haveto decide.

Their waiter, an extremely polite android,
approached the table with a bottle of red
wine. "Excuseme," hesad, bowing. "I've
been asked to bring thisto you."

"Compliments of the house?" asked Jake.

"No, compliments of Denis Gilford." The
pale reporter seeted himsdlf, uninvited, in
the spare chair &t their table. "One senses
abig story brewing with you two in the thick
of it. | demand dl the details."

Gomez smiled as he held out the bouquet of
plazroses. "Good evening, Dr. Danenberg,” he
sad, handing her the fake flowers and

griding oninto her gpartment. "We haven't
actually met, but | once broke aleg because
of you."

The plump woman looked crosdy at him. "Oh,
yes, youre. .. Sanchez, isn't it?"

"Close. Actudly I'm Gomez," he explained,
amilingmore
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broadly. "I'm with the Cosmos Detective
Agency and because of a case wereworking
on, | thought perhaps™
"How'd you know | was here?’

He fluffed the plyopillow on arubberoid
armchair and then seated himsdlf. "Being an
aceinvedigator, finding you wasn't

paticularly difficult.”

"Actualy, it doesn't matter, Mr. Gomez,"
shetold him sternly. "The hour islateand "

"The reason I'm intruding on you, doctor,



isthat you're an expert on Tek and on the
anti-Tek system that Professor Kittridgeis

developing.”

"I've had absolutely no contact with the
man for quite sometime now,” shesad. "If
you need information on any aspect of the
fight againgt Tek, | suggest you call onthe
Internationa Drug Control Agency. They have
an officeright herein Paris”

"Ah, but that may not be awisething to do
just now." He stood up. "We have reason to
believe and thisis confidentid info I'm
confiding in you, doc that some of the loca
IDCA officidsmay well bein cahootswith
some of the Teklords." Gomez walked over to
awadll to graighten ahanging triop picture
of afied of ydlow flowers.

"That'sinteresting,” said Dr. Danenberg.
"Yet, asl told you, | have no connection
whatsoever with Professor Kittridge."

"What brings you to Paris?' Heran hishand
along the back of another armchair, then sat
init, crossed hislegs, and smiled hopefully
up a the plump woman.

"A vacation."

"And you haven't heard anything about, say,
plans to sabotage Kittridge's work?"

"The professor and | didn't part under the
best of circumstances,” she said evenly.

"But you do know alot about how this
anti-Tek system of hisworks, don't you?"

"1 know how it worked some time ago, though
he may have modified it greetly snce then,"
she answered, moving toward the door.
"Badcdly hissysem isbased on RF waves.
Radiofre
~ at,
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quency waves emitted at ahigh oscillation



rate. Once you find the exact oscillation

rate, you can shatter any Tek chipinexis-
tence. When you broadcast that high-frequency
RF from a powerful satellite station, you'd

be able to destroy most of the world's supply
of Tek chipsall a once."

"If aTek cartel, or acombo of same, could
come up with away to circumvent this
upcoming eectronic Passover, cook up achip
that wasimmune, they'd have avery lucrative
monopoly, wouldn't they?' Heleft hislatest
Sedt.

"Perhaps they would. I'm not, however, at
al interested in the activities of the Tek
cartelsor in your activities, Mr. Gomez. I'm
afraid, conddering the hour, that | must ask
youto leave."

He sat down on the metallic sofa, rested
his arm on the sofa back for amoment. "You
see, doctor, that case that Jake Cardigan and
| are here working on you do know Jake, don't
you?"

"Weve met. It wasin Mexico, | bdieve

"Jake and | are partners. He's the one who
didn't bresk hisleg."”

"] assure you |I'm sorry you were once
injured, somewhat indirectly to be sure,
because of me, yet "

"Wethink therésaTek angle to the murder
we're investigating. | was hoping you'd be
abletoassst us"

"l can't help you in any way." She opened
the door. "Good night now, Mr. Sanchez.”

"Gomez." Smiling, he waked to the doorway.
"Well, it'sbeen jolly meeting you in person
a long last. Buer~as noches."

Heleft her gpartment, started whistling,
walked to the corner, and turned onto aside
street. He made hisway to hisrented landcar
and cdlimbed into the driveseat. "They
working, chiquita?"



Natdiewasgtting, dightly hunched, in
the passenger seat and listening to a set of
portable earphones. "Y essir, dl the minbugs
you planted seem to be functioning just
fing" sheinformed him. "Dr. Danenberg, by
the way, taksto hersdf.”

"Many brilliant people do. Mg, for instance.”

"She'stalking to hersdf about you right
now. Want to hear?'
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“Nope. "

The reporter said, "I only agree with half
the negative things she's saying about
you."

"I'm eterndly grateful for your support.”
He started the car.
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As Dan had gotten closer to the ruins of
Buckingham Pdace, the night had turned

quiet. A thick fog hung over the rutted

streets and overgrown parkland he was
passing. Up ahead in the gray mist now he saw
awinged figurefloating highintheair, and
below it a sested woman.

Sowing his pace, he moved cautioudy closer.

This must be the Queen VictoriaMemorid,
which meant he was nearing the paace.

Chunks of stone and meta had fdlen away
from the memoria. Names and curses had been
painted and etched acrossthefigures.

"lan't it awfully late for you to be up and
around, Dan?'

He stopped still, staring up.



Perched near the feet of the seated queen
was athin, darkhaired girl. About eighteen,
shewore along, smple black dress.

~4~
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"How'd you know my--"

"It'seasy, love." She smiled and tapped a
her temple with adender forefinger. "I've
got the gift, | do. My nameis Morgana."

"And you claim you can read my thoughts?"

"Don't claim, love, can. With no trouble at
al." Turning, she sarted climbing down to
the ground. "Y ou redly think I'm too

skinny?'

He brought his hand up to the side of his
head. "Not exactly, but "

"And that I'm nowhere near as pretty as
Nancy?" Shelanded on the damp ground,
shaking her head. "No, | am not abitch. When
you get to know me, why . . . Ah, but I'm
being forgetful. Y ou aren't going to have the
opportunity of getting to know me."

"l havetofind"

"Dan, love, | know dl that," cut in
Morgana She stood watching him, heed tilted
dightly to theleft, hands clasped behind
her back. "Y ou fancy that you're on alovey
knightlike quest. Touching, thet is.”

"Isshe here?!

"That'savery impressive school you
attend," shetold him. "What you haveto do
now, love, isturn right round and head
yourself back for there. Should you survive
to reach asafe part of thisgreat bloody
city, then you smply hop on atrain for
Bunter Academy." Shetook afew dow steps
inhisdirection. "That'struly where you
belong, my dear.”



"l haveto see Nancy, talk to her."
"That'squiteimpossible, Sr Danid."

"No, damn it. If she'shere with you people,
then™

"There's absolutely no way, truly, that you
can help her,"” Morganaassured him. ™Y ou may
think of yoursdf asthe lady's champion, but
youreredly just aschoolboy, isdl.”

"Schoolboy or not, I'm goingto "

"Let meexplain the stuation a bit
further, Dan, love," continued the thin, dark
girl. "Lancdot, he'staken quite afancy to
this Nancy of yours, do you spree? | redly
for thelife of me can't understand why, but
thereit's”

~ 42
TekLab

"Who the hdl isLancelot? And why do you
al have names out of the stories of King
Arthur and his™

"All you need to know, swest, isthat
Lancelot isthe head man,” explained Morgana,
bringing her armsin front of her and folding
them across her chest. "As| said, Lancelot
isamitten, and even aswe speak, he'sin one
of the roya bedchambers with your Nancy,
trying to convince her to "

"I'mgoing in there”
"That you're not, love. Merlin!"

A heavyset young man with short-cropped
blond hair materidized out of thefog. He
had on aloosg, tattered gray overcoat. "Told
you he'd be too dumb to save hisarse.”

"I'm going to get insde there," Dan said.
"If I haveto fight you first, well, then,
okay."

Merlin chuckled. "Oh, | say, Danny Boy," he



said, shaking his plump head. "1
nevefiglx."

"He doesn't haveto," explained Morgana.
"Y ou may aswell go ahead and do it, Merlin
love. Don't, though, hurt him too much, you
hear? He's got some redly sweet notionsin
thet cute little heed of his"

Dan decided he'd better make his move
before the thickset young man pulled out a

wespon.

As he started for Merlin, the chunky young
man raised hisleft hand and pointed at Dan.

All a once Dan felt hisbreath go
whooshing out of hischest. Intensepain
spread through his body.

Hisfeet left the ground and he went risng
up, in azigzag way, through the thick night
fog.

He dammed into the figure of Queen

Victoria. Then he was yanked back. He spun
around once before plummeting downward.

Dan smacked into the ground and passed ouit.

Their car on the underground tubetrain was
rushing smoothly aong, nearly empty.
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"I'm surprised that Deniswas so
cooperative,” said Marj. "When hefird sat
down with us, | was certain hewas going to

indst on coming dong.”

Jake grinned. "I persuaded him we didn't need
areporter.”

"That usualy doesn't discourage Denis. He
and his paper are extremely persistent.”

"And I'm extremely persuasive.”

"After you suggested that the two of you



tak thingsover privatdy inthedley, |
expected afight,” she admitted. "That'sthe
way the kid gangs settle things.”

"No need for afight.”

Sheturned in her seet, studying hisface.
"l don't know you very well, Jake, but that
looks like asmug expression on your face,”
shesad. "What redly took placeinthe

dley?'

"l used my sungunon him.”
"What? But that'snot "
"Sporting?

"I don't mean that exactly. It'sonly that
| thought you'd used reason on him and "

"l had achat with Gilford earlier. He
didn't strike me as the sort of guy you could
reason with."

"l see, yes!',

"Asl told you, Marj, theimportant thing
to meisfinding my son."

"So you used your gun.”

"Onitslowest setting. Hell only be out
for an hour or s0," Jake assured her. "And |
propped him up in acomfortable, fairly warm

Spot.”

"I'd forgotten that yoursisaviolent
professon.”

"Itis" heagreed. "If you'd liketo resign
asmy guide, I'll "

"No, I'm gticking."

They rodein dlencefor afew minutes.
"My brother and 1," shesaid findly, "used

to have long debates on subjectslikethis.

He dways accused me of being too
idedligtic.”



"What'd he think of your going into socid
work?"
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"He never knew about that. He was aready
dead when | came over here.”

"He mugt have died young.”
"Y es, much too young.”

The overhead speakers announced,
"Knightsbridge Station. Find stop.”

Thetubetrain began dowing.

Marj sad, "Let the other passengers get off
fird"

The car halted, the doors opened.
"Knightsoridge. All off."

When they were on the platform, Marj said
quietly, "We want that door on the left, the
one marked Staff Only."

"You vigting friends?'

"No, thisisa shortcut over to the gang
territory." She tapped on the meta door
threetimes.

It did open. Standing in the corridor
beyond was a blackenameled robot wearing a
stationmaster's cap. "Ah, apleasureto see
you, Miss Lofton, asaways."
"I'm making alate call over there, Jarvis”
"Thisabeau of yours?'
"A colleague.”

"Take good care of her, lad,” the robot

told him. "Were you to ask me, I'd say this
isavery risky job shesgot hersdf.”



"I'll look after the lady," promised Jake.
"Although she drikes me asbeing very
capable on her own.”

"Nobody's safe over there.” Jarvis grunted
and moved aside. "Good luck to both of you.
I'm happy it'syou whotre making thislittle
trip and not me."

Catching Jake's hand, Marj led him through
another door and into adamp, dim-lit tunndl.
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A set of portable earphones on his head,

Gomez was roaming the living room of his

hotdl suite. "ThisWexler hombre ought to be

a Doc Danenberg's by now," he observed. "She
phoned him nearly an hour ago.”

"Investigative work, as you shouldtve
learned long since, requires considerable
patience." Natdie was gtting in an armchair
near one of the windows, holding her set of
earphonesin her lgp. "1'd have thought, by
the way, that a hotdl of the stature of the
Louvre provided maid service."

"That they do. A robot rollsin twicedaily.”
Glancing around, nose wrinkling, the

reporter said, "Does that mean you managed to
make dl thismessjugt sincethe last

deaning?'
"There's no mess to be seen, chiquita.”

"Wll, probably you and | disagree asto what
conditutesa
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mess. To me two empty ade bottleslying on
the sofa, aboot sprawled on therug, and a

pair of discarded undershorts dangling from
adoorknob qudifiesasamess.”



Gomez shook his head. "No, those are merely
signs of arelaxed, low-pressure approach to
lifeand Bingo! Wexler has arrived.”

"WEell continue this discusson of your
dipshod habitslater." She grabbed up her
earphones.

"Why'd you dlow himin??the
International Drug Agency Chief was asking
the doctor.

"Bram, I've dready explained that the man
smply forced hisway in here."

"He must be suspicious of you, Hilda. How did
he--"

"] don't know how he knew | wasin Paris. |
cdledyouto™

"What did he say? Go over it again.”

"A good dedl of it wasjust babble and false
amiability.”

Natdie smiled. "She's certainly got you
figured out.”

"Silence, por favor. "

", .. anyway," Wexler was saying, "does he
suspect your relationship with Kittridge?'

"He mentioned the professor. | don't know,"
said Dr. Danenberg. "Gomez and that damned
partner of his obvioudy don't accept the
ideathat Bouchon waskilled by the actua
Unknown Soldier.”

"Did he say why?'

"No, but it's clear they suspect a Tek link
with the murder.”

"It wasn't exactly amurder, Hilda. It was
merely the dimination of a problem.”

"The problem being that Bouchon became
aware of what you're up to. Y ou know, Bram,



| can't help wondering if you perhaps haven't
made someone el se suspicious by your "

"Bouchon was the only one we had to worry
about."

"No, there's fill Jake Cardigan to worry
about. He seemsto have someidea of what's

redly going on."

"So doesthis Gomez then."

"Y es, but Gomez isahdfwit, not aserious
threat. | know Cardigan, though, and he--"
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"Halfwit,"echoed Natalie, nodding her head.
"Another apt description.”

"Hush up, chiquita. " Gomez settled into a
chair that put him with his back to her.

". .. and they don't know that Kittridge
has managed to pass on to us, through you, a
method for manufacturing anew SuperTek that
will beimmuneto his chip-destroying
system,” Wexler said. "Nor do they have any
ideawhere our new Teklab islocated. So
redly theré's no reason for "

"Unlesswe stop him, Cardigan will find out.”

"Cardigan isover in London, dear Hilda,
and Why are these dreadful flowerslying on
the table?’

"Oh, that halfwit brought them and |
haven't gotten around to disposing of them.”

"Did you ingpect them?”
"What do you mean?"'

"Chrigt, Hildal | mean he might've
conceded an eavesdropping devicein them.”

"He's not bright enough for "



"But heis. Heré'sagoddamn bug. Don't
Speak another word.”

And they didn't.

In lessthan five minutes, probably using
aportable bug detector, Wexler had
discovered dl the listening devices Gomez
had planted during his recent vigt to the
doctor's place. All of them were speedily
destroyed.

Y anking offhis earphones, Gomez said, "Beth
wasright about distrusting her padre.”
Standing up, he crossed to awindow.
"SuperTek, huh? Those cabrones never give

up.

"| bet Bennett Sandsisinvolved inthisas
well," said Natdie. "They got him out of
prison to help on their new SuperTek
project.”

"Si," heagreed. "And Jake's ex-wife has
to bemixed up init, too."
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Jake, led by Marj, emerged from the
Underground and found himsdif in the ruins of
aralway station. There were bodies
scattered about, dozens of them, looking like
bundles of rags and piles of discarded
clothes.

"Lotsof kidsdeep here" explained Marj.
"Especidly the newcomerswho havent taken

up withagang yet."

It smelled hereabouts of sweet, decay, and
illness. Jake noticed that one of the
deeping youths was hooked up to a battered
Tek Brainbox.

Asthey worked their way through the
deeperstoward the night street, Jake
chanced to brush againgt the huddled figure
of athingirl.



The girl awakened, sat up, and screamed.
"Jesud Jesud Help!"

"Easy, easy." Marj kndt beside her,
putting an arm around her narrow shoulders.
"It's okay, Sue."

Thegirl blinked, shook her head, came
fully awake. "Oh, hi, Marj. What's wrong?'

"My friend accidently bumped into you. It
must have tied in with anightmare you were
having."

"Yeah, | havealot of nightmares." She
hugged the older woman for amoment. "1 hope
| didn't scare anybody."

"Only me" Jaketold her, grinning.

Letting go of her, Marj rose. "Take care,
Sue"

"Best | can. 'Night." She settled down on
the floor, readjusting her tattered coat
around her.

Out on the street Marj said, "We never get
ahead. Y ou help two kids get away from here
and four new onesmovein.”

Therewas noise and light about a block away.

A cdiope was playing Xmas carols, and
lightsgns were flashing messages SALVATION ISNOW!,
ITSNEVERTOO LATE TO MEND!,

FREE MEALS24 HOURS A DAY!, FATHER TIM SMOBILE MISSION.

Marj nodded in the direction of the Mobile
Misson. "We can talk to Father Tim firgt,"
she suggested. "He knows just about

everything that'sgoing on.”

Father Timwasaplump jovid android
dressed inawdl-worn clericd suit. His
mission was housed in a parked landvan that
was festooned with lightsigns and speskers.
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Insde the main cabin of thevanwasa
small dining areawhere atarnished robot was
ladling out soup from a cauldron built into
itschest. Threeforlorn kids, the youngest
about ten, were sitting at the table.

"Blessmy soul if | had one," said Father
Tim, scratching a hiscurly white hair. "It
doesmy old heart if | had one of those
either good to see you, my child. And who's
the pilgrim with you?'

While she shook hands with the android
priest, Marj explained, "Father Tim, thisis
Jake Cardigan.”

"The noted detective, isit?!

"The detective anyway." Jake shook hands
with the mechanicd man.

"Either of you folks care for abowl of
soup before we chat? Tonight it's Moonbase
Gumbo."

Shaking her head, Marj said, "Jakeis
farly certain his son, Dan, came over here
aday or so ago. He was planning to contact
somebody in the Westmingers."

"Y ou've been away for afew days, my dear.”
"Y es. Has something happened?’

"The TKsraded the hangout at the abbey,"
the priest informed her. "Therewas, I'm
afraid, congderablekilling.”

Jake asked, "Do you know if my son was hurt?

"l don't asyet have the names of any of
the dead or injured,” he replied. "But hear
me out, the both of you. What happened next
may have some bearing on your search. It
seems the Tek Kidstook some prisoners, along
with considerableloot, back to their
headquarters a the palace. That very night
therewas aferociousraid on the TK
enclave”



"By the Westmingters?' asked Marj.

"No, these were apparently outsiders.
Mercenaries of some sort, I've beentold,”
sad Father Tim. "Cameroaring in with
considerablefirepower and did agoodly
amount of damage. The ps powers of the TKs
didn't help them abit. Theraiders, inturn,
took off with severd prisoners. They dso
carried away the Coronation Chair, which the
Tek Kids had swiped during their raid at
Westmingter Abbey."
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"Y ou don't know the names of the kidswho
were taken?' asked Jake. "Or where they
went?'

"| fear | do not," said the android.
"Though if you can giveme aday or o, I'm
surel can find out."

"Wedon't haveaday," said Jake. "We've
got to get some answerstonight.”

15~
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They found Slverhand Sdly sttingona
pile of rubble in one of the chapdls of
Westmingter Abbey. She had aleg folded
under her and was absently rubbing at the
finemig that was forming on her metdlic
am. Marj sad, "Weld liketo talk with

you, Sdly." "All right," the girl replied
inafaraway voice. "Something wrong?' She
crouched beside her. "Oh, nothing specid,
Marj. When just about everything iswrong,
it'shard to pinpoint." Jaketold her, "I'm
Jake Cardiganand " "I met your son." "'Is
he here?' "No," shereplied, "not anymore.”
"But hewas?'

~ S0
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"Yes. Angedl and Ludd brought himin. They
found him wandering around and brought him
here

"Do you know where Dan isnow?'

Sdly looked up a him. "I'm afraid maybe
he did something redly stupid,” shesaid. "l
warned him and so did Angd. Hewouldn't
ligen.”

Marj asked, "He came here searching for
Nancy Sands, didn't he?'

"Sure, and when | told him the Tek Kids had
taken her prisoner inaraid, well, he said
he had to go over to the palace to find her."
She rubbed again, dowly, a her arm. "'l
warned him that wasn't smart.”

"Do you know for certain,” Jake asked, "that
he got there?"

"I'm pretty certain hedid.”
"Any ideawhat happened to him?"
"l don't think he'sdead,” said Sdlly.
"Whoever it wasthat raided the TKstook some
prisoners and maybe he was one of them."

"Y ou sure of that?"'

"All I know isthat he wasn't among the
dead ones. Neither was Nancy."

"Well haveto tak withthe TKSs," said Jake.

"Lancelot'sdead,” Sdly informed him. "l
don't know who the hdll isrunning the gang

Jake sat down beside her. "Y ou're afriend of
Nancy's."

"Not avery good or reliable one, though.
After she cameto mefor help, shejust got
in deeper trouble.”

"Why'd she come here?’



"Sheld found out some things she didn't
want to believe. Nancy thought of thisasa
sanctuary, aretreat where she could do some
thinking. But, you know, Marj, that this
redly isn't agood place for anybody.”

"What had she found out that upset her s0?"
asked Marj.

"Nancy didn't tel me everything, but |
know it had to do with her father."

"With his escape from prison?”
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"Did he escape? | didn't know that," said
Sly. "But, yeah, that must be part of it.
| think she found out that somebody high up
in the Tek trade was financing a breakout.
She hadn't, you know, allowed hersdlf to
suspect her dad wastied in with the Tek
catels”

Jake patted her on the shoulder. "Thanks
for your hep," he said, sanding.

"I don't think I've been much help to you,”
said Sally. "Nor to anybody dse.”

"It was Nancy's decison to come here,"
reminded Marj. "And Dan made up hisown mind
tofollow her."

"Wed best head over to the palace,”
suggested Jake.

Sdly touched Marj'sarm with her redl
fingers. "Maybe," she sad quietly, "sometime
soon we can talk about my getting out of
here
Marj smiled. "That'sagood idea.”

"Thethingis" said Sdly forlornly, "I
don't want to stay hereand | can't go home."

Bundled up in his new thermocoat, Gomez made



his solo way aong the late-night Avenue
Victor Hugo. Hewas striding briskly, to
prevent hisblood from turning to icein his
veins. The night was bleak and bitterly cold.

When the chilled detective tried to whistle
aseasond tune, his breath came out as wispy
mist.

"Remind me" he said to himsdlf, "to spend
next Xmas someplacein the tropics.”

The robot doorman in front of the Hotel
Hernani had apparently frozen earlier inthe
evening. Two uniformed bellbots were pouring
seaming hot water over him from slver

teapots.

Three doors past the hotel was the Kowboy
Kitchen. It offered, according to the
lightsgn pulsing in itswindow, AUTHENTIC AMERICAN
CHOW!

Shivering once, Gomez pushed through the
swinging doors.
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The amulated scents of frying mesat and
smmering onions and potatoes hit him ashe
crosed the small foyer.

"Howdy, pard!" greeted a huge bronzed robot
decked out in a passable gpproximation of
early twentieth-century cowboy garb. "Welcome
to our homey little chuckwagon.”

"Well, gr, that'sright neighborly of
you." Gomez was |ooking beyond the robot and
into the smdl dining room.

There were only five customers scattered
around a the smdll tables. Alone at the
table next to the potted artificial cactus
was the man hed cometo see.

"Y ou want atable dl by your lonesome?'
inquired the jovid robot. "Or areyou "

"I'll bejoining afriend yonder," replied



the detective. "I'll just mosey over to his
table”

The smal Chinesewas hunched dightly in
his chair, frowning at the dozen watches
built into his cyborg right arm. " Shit,
Gomez, you're eight minutes and fifteen
seconds late.”

Sitting down, Gomez said, "That's because |
froze twice en route and had to wait until
some good Samaritans poured boiling water
over me"

"Don't you carry awatch?

"When you reach my advanced years,
Timecheck, you don't want to be reminded of
the swift, inexorable rushing passage of
time"

"Y ou've dways had anegative view of
tempord matters, daddy,” said Timecheck.
“I'll tell you something. Since I'verelo-
cated in Paris from Kyoto, Japan, I've found
the folks here to be very much obsessed with
time. It's, hey, area gasseroo to be doing
businessin anation of clock watchers
instead of alot of Zen types.”

"Speaking of business, what have you found
out for me?'

Timecheck was scowling at another of his
built-in timepieces. "Berkeley, Cdifornia,
iIsSX seesdow again. That'sapisser,
because now I'm going to haveto ™
"Information,” reminded Gomez.

"Aren't you going to join mefor asnack?"
as
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"Y ou redly ought to have afixed schedule

for your meds, daddy. Mysdlf, | dways have
amidnight snack between 11:58 P.M. and 12:32



A.M. That way, no matter where | might happen
to"

"Excdibur," sad Gomez quietly.

Timecheckbrought hismeta arm up to his
ear, ligtened to severa of hiswatchesin
turn. "I don't like the sound of Cairo time."

"Electronic watches don't make any noise."

"Sure, they do." He lowered hisarm, then
tugged at hisear with thefingersof his
real hand. "Y ou just got to know how to
ligen."

"| am prepared to listen,” Gomez informed
him, "to any and al scuttlebutt for which
the Cosmos Detective Agency ispaying you a
ridiculous and overblown fee."

The young Chineserolled down hisjacket
deeve, covering most of the watch faces. "So
far I've been able to establish that thisguy
Wexler is adyed-in-the-wool member of the
Excdibur outfit." He picked up hischili
soyburger and took abite. "Y ou redlly ought
to try the chow here."

"Back to Wexler."

"He'sabig man in Excdibur. Those gonzos
want aking to rule Merrie Old England once
agan," sad theinformant. "Toppling the
established democratic government of great
Britain takes dough. How are these jerkoffs
going to raise the bucks? The answer, my
friend, is"

"By peddling Tek."

"Y owsah, you got it. Rumor hasit there's
something called SuperTek about to hit the
market. This new stuff is more powerful than
regular Tek and it's designed to withstand
any destructive devicesturned againg it,"
said Timecheck, taking another bite of the
burger. "SuperTek soundslike anesat ideato
me, Gomez, and if these"inkswere sdlling
stock, I'd buy asizable"



"What about Dr. Danenberg?”

"The old bimbo'sabuddy of Wexler."
"That | know."
~ sets
T~kL~b

"But she's not a card-carrying member of
Excdibur. The skirt doesn't careif King
Arthur 11 stson the throne or on a portable
biffy." He paused, rubbing histhumb and
forefinger together. "The good doctor isin
it drictly for the old cumshaw.”

Nodding, Gomez asked, "Y ou got anything on
her itinerary?' " She's departing Paris comes
the dawn tomorrow."

"Bound for where?"
"London. "

"London,” said Gomez. 'It'snot likely to
be any warmer than Paris. But I've got a
feding I'd better follow her there.”

Morganawas leaning againgt the base of the
Queen VictoriaMemoria, armsfolded across
her narrow chest. Y ou missed dl the
excitement, Marj," she said. "Whao's your
friend? He's carrying one of those damn
scramblersof yoursand | can't get at his
mind."
"I'm Jake Cardigan. Did my son ™
"Dan?Yes, hewashere" she answered. "'l
do hope he's not going to end up looking as
world-weary and shopworn as you do, love.
He'sahandsomelad, heis”
Marj asked her, "What happened to him?"
Shrugging her left shoulder, Morgana
answered, "The bastards carried him off,
aong with that Nancy bitch.”

"Who were they?" asked Jake.



She shrugged both shoulders. "They were dl
equipped with blockers. | couldn't read a
singlethought,” she said. "Hired hands my
guess would be, outsders and not kids. Old
sods some of them, intheir fortiesand
more."

"How many werethere?"

"At least two dozen. They used landcars,
skycars, and a stewpot of weapons. It was
fast and efficient and alot of us got
killed."

"Any of themkilled?'
"Only two or three."
"Where are the bodies?'
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She cocked athumb in the direction of the
ruined paace. "We dumped them out in front.
For the dogs and ratsto eat.”

Jake walked in the direction Morgana had
indicated.

Marj followed him.

There were three bodies, two men and a
woman, laid out side by side on the rutted
ground.

Knedling, Jake started to search one of the
men. After amoment he stood. "Nothing on
him, no ID packet.”

Frowning, Marj moved over to look down at
the dead woman. "I know thisone?' shetold
him. "A longtimerader for hire"

"Know whom she worked for?"
"Yes, | know who probably provided her and

the others," answered Marj. "We ought to be
ableto persuade him to tell uswho the



mercenaries were working for and where they
took Dan and Nancy."

Morganadrifted over to them. "l havea
feding," she sad, "that we've maybe been
sold out.”

Jake asked, "How so0?"

"We're very much for monarchy, for theold
timeswhen thefirgt King Arthur ruled and
England was a decent, well-ordered placeto
live" she explained. "Hell, wetook our
bloody names, alot of us, from the old
gtories about him and hisknights."

"Who betrayed you?'

"I'm not certain, but those bastard raiders
took the Coronation Chair. Seemsto methey
have some usefor itin mind," Morganasad.
"If they'd told us whét they were planning,
that they were monarchidts, too, why, we
might have given it to them and there
wouldn't have been any damn killing at all.”

"They probably do have ausefor the
throne," agreed Jake. "But they wanted Nancy
Sands, too. She'simportant enough to them
that they'll kill to get hold of her."

"And what makes that bitch so specid ?'

Jake said, "l don't have acomplete answer
yet"
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The New Vauxhdl Mdl rose up twenty
stories beside a safe stretch of the
Thames. The seethrough devator carried
Jake and Marj up past the bright-lit
twenty-four-hour shops and restaurants
toward the quieter commercid tiers.

"Isthis Edwin Bozwell likely to be here
thislate?' asked Jake asthey rose dowly
upward.



"Far as| know, Bozwdll just about livesin
hisoffices”

"What business does he pretend to be in?"

"He cdlshimsdf athegtrica agent,”
shereplied. "He does book an occasional
act, mostly mechanica stuff. Andy
strippers, roboxers, programmed puppets and
thelike"

"But hisred vocation is providing
duggers and sormtroopers?

Nodding, Marj said, "Nobody's been able
to proveit, but Bozwell's the mgor
supplier of mercenariesin England.”

~5.
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"The dead girl wasoneof his, huh?"

"Y es, another runaway who graduated to better
things”

The devator hated at Levd 37, the doors
moved asde.

The office they sought had an opaque
plastiglass door with BOZWELL TALENT AGENCY etched on
itingilt.

Marj tapped the door and it dlid open.

The officewas small and cluttered, reeking
of spicy food and machine oil. Bozwell
himsdlf, apuffy dark man of thirty-five, was
gtting behind asmal neowood desk and
egting something green out of a plazcarton
with apair of thin metdlic chopsticks. All
around him rose stacks of old-fashioned
costume trunks, storage bins, massive packing
crates, and spills and tangles of spangled
clothes.

"Marjie, Marjie'" hesaidin his croaking
voice. "It'saRigging pleasure to seeyou
once again. Who'sthejohn?"



Smiling, Marj pushed asde apile that was
amix of faxscripts and vidcassettes. "You're
losing weight, Edwin." She perched on the
desk edge.

Carefully, Bozwell sealed the carton and
st it asgde. Then he wiped the chopsticks,
thoroughly, on aplyochief and returned them
to their neoleether case. "Actudly, Marjie
honey, I'm down amost eleven ouncesthis
past week alone. So who did you say this guy
is?'

"A friend,” shesaid.

"That'sniceyou got afew frigging
friends,”" thefat agent said. "Being aloner,
let metdl you, can drive you bughouse.”

"Guesswho | just saw over on the gangside,
Edwin?’

"I haven't thefaintest frigging idea.”
"Annie K ettleman.”

"That name doesn't ring asingle chime with
me, Marjie honey."

Marj leaned closer to him. "Annie worked for
you."

"Nope, wrong. | don't represent any talent
named Annie Kelerman."

"Annie Kettleman and, sure, you do,” she
sad. "She's been amercenary on your list
for over ayear. | know, because I've been
trying to persuade her to quit for amost
thet long."

To
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"C'mon, Marjie" complained Bozwell,
annoyed. "Y ou're babbling like afrigging
bobby. I am, pure and smple, athestrical
agent. | know, yeah, there have been dirty
rumorscirculating that | book mercenaries,
killers, and al sorts of unsavory types.” He



reached for the chopstick case. "It'sbeen
truly swell seeing you again, but now, honey,
| got other ™

"Edwin, | can be, asyou know, awfully
nesty,” shereminded him as, smiling, she
took hold of hiscoat collar. "And my friend
here he's even worse. So what say you tell us
all about who contracted for two dozen or so
of your prize mercenariesto raid the Tek
Kids hideout?"

"I don't know aRigging thing about "

"Edwin, | wish you'd be serious." Swinging
out with her right hand, she dapped the fat
man hard across the face.

Heglared up at her. "Good thing youre a
dame, honey," he saidin his croaking voice.
"Otherwisg, it'd be your bum in ading about

She dapped him again, even harder. "I know
damn well you sent Annie over thereto get
killed," shesaid. "Tel mewho"

"All I'vegot to tell you isto get the
hdll out of my frigging office" Bozwdll got
suddenly to hisfeet, making aswesping
movement with hisleft arm that knocked Marj
off the desk and against atower of cartons.
Stumbling, her ankle turned under her and she
fell to thefloor. She landed on her sde and
cried out

m pam.
fake was reaching for his stungun.

Behind the angry agent apand inthe
opague office wall whipped open.

Two large and formidable androids came
charging into the room.

Dan had awakened with the sun shining
brightly in hisface.



Hewas sitting in ahigh-backed wicker
chair, dumped againgt a collection of
colorful pillows. The high, widewindow a
few feet
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infront of him showed a stretch of empty
yedllow beach. Beyond that was nothing but
intensdy blue water.

A lone gull came swooping down through the
bright, clear afternoon sky. It made adow,
lazy circle close to the surface of the sea.

All a onceitsleft wing fdl off itsbody.

Thegull, wobbling, tried to climb higher.
Instead, though, it fdll, hitting the surface
with asplash and swiftly snking.

"That's the third one today," said someone
behind him. "They're obvioudy not buying
top-of-the-line botbirds.”

"Nancy!" Dan started to get up, but neither
of hislegswent aong with theidea. Feding
suddenly dizzy, he sank into the chair. It
cresked loudly.

The girl, who'd been standing just behind
his chair, moved up to take hold of his hand.
"They used astungun on you, Dan," shetold
him. "Y ou'd better takeit easy for awhile.”

"Let meask afew questions." He held on
tightly to her hand.

She rested one hip against the arm of the
chair. "Go ahead, but don't try to get up and
walk around just yet."

"I remember coming to after that
asshole Excuse me, after Merlin used his
telek abilities on me and knocked me out."

"l met Merlin. Hewas an asshole”

"Okay, then | woke up insde Buckingham
Palace. Y ou were there, and that guy named



Lancdot.”

"Yes. When | heard you'd been captured, |
indsted that Lancelot let me seeyou.”

"Did he. . .| mean, they told methat he™
"We can tak about that later.”

Dan looked up at her face. "Right after you
got there, dmaost one whole wall of the room
we were in seemed to explode away and " He
shook hishead dowly. "That'sabout dl |
can remember, Nancy. Except that a couple of
big guysin black suits started to grab you."

"When you tried to sop them, one of them
used his stungun on you."

"And they brought us here?'

Shenodded. "They killed quite afew of the
others.

"Why'd they spare us?'
~~2
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"Methey spared because of my father,” she
explained. "Y ou they brought along because
they're not sure how much | may've confided
inyou. And they're curious about what you
may havetold to somebody ese.”

"Wherethe hdl are we exactly?"

"We're up in an orbiting resort satellite,"
she answered. "It'saplace called the
Caribbean Colony. Very exclusive and expen-
sve, despitethe defective gulls”

"Obvioudy, huh, itsmorethan just a
resort?'

"They've got avery efficient Teklab hidden
away intheinnards of thisthing.”

"Okay, now tdl mewho they are some of the
big Tek cartds?'



Letting go of hishand, shewalked closer
to the window. "I'd better explain why | ran
away," she said, watching the bright
smulated afternoon. "1 overheard the McCays
talking."

"l know. Y ou hinted to me that you'd
learned things about them.”

"l didn't want to tell you everything back
then," shesaid. "Mostly because | didn't
want to believe what was redlly going on.
Instead, | ran away, planning to spend afew
dayswith Sdly. | had the childish ideathat
I'd be able to get everything sorted out.”

"This hasto do with your father, doesn't
it?'

"Oh, yes, it does. Very much to do with
Bennett Sands, noted indudtridist and
jalbird." Sheturned to face him again.
"Hesright herein the satdlitewith us. |
haven't seen him yet, but "

"Hey, wait. Thelast timel heard, hewas
in that maxsec prison near Bunter Academy.”

"He escaped, with alot of outside help,”
shesaid. "That happened while you were
hunting for me."

"The escape--that's one of the thingsyou
heard them talking about, isn't it?'

"One of thethings," she admitted quietly.
"Why ishe here?'

"Well, my father is practicaly running
thiswhole damned operation.” Very quietly,

thegirl beganto cry.
tll
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Thistime Dan was ableto stand. He made it

to Nancy's sde and put an arm around her.
"It'sokay," he assured her. "We're together



now and "

"No, Dan, nothing is okay, nothing at all,"
shesaid. "Go back and sit down. I'm going
to havetotry to tell you asmuch as| know
and hdl, I'm sorry, but some of it isn't
going to be very pleasant for you to hear."

~till
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Thelarge blond android sprinted, hopped atop
Bozwell's desk, and then came hurtling a
Jake.

Jake meantime bicycled backwards, drew his
stungun, and dropped to the floor.

The heavy mechanica man sailed clean over
him to dam into a costume trunk.

Thelid of the trunk popped open; bright
crimson and gold plumes and swirls of slvery
ribbon came spewing out to shower the
android.

Bounding upright, Jake fired a him.

The blond andy snarled, made an attempt to
catch hold of Jake. But he suddenly
dtiffened, disabled. He gave out a series of
staccato gagging noises, faling over
sideways. He toppled a stack of cartons and
they camefdling down dl around him ashe
smacked out flat on the officefloor.
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Turning, Jake saw that the other android
was knedling over thefdlen Marj, widelegs
graddling her. He was using both of his
powerful handsto choke her.

Not hesitating, Jake aimed his stungun and
fired again.

Thelarge android jerked to an upright
position, hands leaving the woman's throat.



Hisarms went back, elbows jabbing at the
air. He ceased to function, dropping over
with athud.

"I'mwarning you," shouted Bozwell, who was
huddled behind hisdesk, gripping alazgunin
both fat hands. "Get your arse out of my
office”

Jake kicked out suddenly, sending the desk
damming back into the agent. Bozwell was
shoved againg thewall, his"unhand hit
againgt apand and helet go of hiswegpon.

Lunging, Jake grabbed him and dumped him
down into hischair. "Stay there," he
suggested.

He backed up, eyes on Bozwell, and crouched
besde Marj. "Y ou okay'?"

In athin, raw voice she managed to reply,
"Moreor less

Nodding, Jake snatched up thefalen
lazgun. He thrust his own stungun away and
walked close to the seated Bozwell. "Where's
my son?'

"l don't even know your Rigging name, let
aonethe current whereabouts of your "

"I'm Jake Cardigan. My son'snameisDan."
He swung the lazgun up and poked it hard into
thefat man'smiddle. "I want to know where
Dan and Nancy Sands were taken."

"I never heard of her either. Soyou "

"Look a me," requested Jakein aleve
voice. "l ran out of patience about ten
minutes ago. Tel mewheremy sonis”

"All right, al right." The agent was
swesting, running histongue over his upper
lip. "You don't haveto act like afrigging
maniec.”

"Who hired your mercenaries?

"Outfit callsitsalf Excdibur.”



"What were your ingructions?’

"To get Nancy Sands and your boy away from
the Tek Kids,"
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answered Bozwdll. "Anybody who stood in the
way, we should kill."

"How'd they know Nancy was at Buckingham
Paace?'

"They had people hunting for the girl snce
sheran off. Somebody figured Danny might
lead them to her, so they put atail on him.
They followed the kid and he did lead them to
her."

Jake asked, "Where are they now?"
"I'm not exactly sure.”

He poked the gun barrel deeper. "Make a good
guess"

"Up in the Caribbean Colony satellite,”
answered the perspiring fat man. "The
Excdibur bunch, they have a hideout there.
| aso hear maybe Bennett Sandsislying low
at the Colony, too. That's where your kid
must be."

Jake placed the lazgun on the desk. He drew
out hisstungun. "Thanksfor your help." He
sueezed the trigger and Bozwell dumped into
acomacthat would last for afull day or
more.

"WElIl haveto get up to that satellite as
soon aswe can,” he said, turning back to
Marj.

She was standing, leaning againgt a heavy
trunk, but her face was pale. "Maybe youll
have to make that trip without me," she said,
rubbing at the red welts on her throat. "I
fed "

Her eyesdrifted shut and shefdl forward



into Jake'sarms.

Marj lived in acottagein MaidaVae Her
bedroom had a one-way plastiglass wall that
gaveaview of thesmdl, night-filled garden
outside.

She was sitting up on her circular bed.
"I'm fine now, redlly," she assured Jake.
"And, listen I'm sorry, Jeke, that | Sde-
tracked you."

Jake occupied alucite chair near the bed.
"All part of the courteous Cosmos service,"
hetold her, grinning. "We dways seeailing
socid workers safely home especialy after
they've been wrestling with androids.”
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She amiled, touching her fingertipsto her
throat. "1 know you must want to get up to
the Caribbean Colony right away."

"Sure, but | couldn't haveleft you lying
around on Bozwdl's office floor."

"Areyou going to tell Scotland Y ard that
Bennett Sandsis probably up there?!

"Eventudly,” he answered. "Firgt, though,
| haveto get Dan safely away from there."

"Y ou're planning to hit the Colony alone?

Jake nodded. "'l want to look around before
| makeamove. | figurel ought to be ableto
passfor atourist.”

"For awhileanyway," shesaid. "Thereare
severa resort hotelsthere, three or four
large casinos, and agreat many smulated
beaches. Hundreds of tourists go there every
day."

"Seamslikely that some of the mgjor
Teklords must control the place.”

I'Y es, that's near certain. Since they



aren't especidly fond of you, and since
Sands doesn't much care for you either, Jake,
you're going to have to be damn careful once
you get there."

"Soon as you're fedling better, I'll head
over to the London Spaceport and
unobtrusively book passage on the earliest
shuttle for the Caribbean Colony."

"Oh, I'm perfectly well right now.” Marj
edged off the bed and stood. “Infact, |
don't know why | fainted at dl."

Leaving his chair, he moved to her Sde.
"Better St down.”

"No, | ..." She hegtated, frowning.
Then, reaching out, shetook hold of him.
"Thet's. .. funny.”

"What'swrong, Marj?'

"l suddenly fed very unsteady,” shetold
himinawesk voice. "l saw some zigzags of
colored light, too."

He guided her back to her bed, set her on
it, and then sat close beside her. "Let me
phoneamedicto”

"No, there's no need for adoctor, redly."
She put her aams around him, resting her
cheek againgt hischest. "'l hate to admit
this, since I'm somebody who braves the worst
gang areas of London, but tonight I'm fedling
frightened.”
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Jake gently stroked her back. "Everybody
fedslikethat sometimes.”

"You too?'
"Sure. "

Raising her head, she looked into his
eyes. Then, leaning, she kissed him. After

amoment she asked, "Could you. . . stay
with metonight?'



"Guess|'d better," he said quietly.
~~9
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Gomez decided againgt whistling.

He kept his mouth tightly shut ashe
stepped from the warm lobby of the Louvre
Hotel and into the bitterly cold dawn Street.
A light snow wasfdling sraight down
through the frigid morning.

"Therédsamost strange smell inthe air,
monsieur,” observed the chef, who wasfilling
in asbdlbot and carrying Gomez'ssingle
uitcase.

"My coat."

The chef glanced over & him. "Ah, oui. So
itis. The garment appearsto be smoldering.”

"Doesthat a highest setting.”

"Next time you purchase athermocoat in
Paris, mongieur, ask mefirgt. | can send you
to ashop whereyou'l get But here comes
your landcab."

~70
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A maroon vehiclewas pulling up at the
curb. When it hated, a chrome-plated robot
inalong tan overcoat stepped out. Y ou
order the Vite Cab?'

"Yeah," admitted Gomez.

The chef stepped forward to turn Gomez's
suitcase over to the cabbie for ssowing. His
foot hit a patch of snow-covered iceand he
went diding uncontrollably ahead.

Hiscap fell off and he sumbled into the
robot driver. The suitcase swung up, damming
the cabbiein the groin.



"Yow," yeled the robot, hopping back,
bumping into his parked cab, bringing both
hands up to his crotch.

"Robots don't have balls," redlized Gomez.
He sent ahand burrowing into his thermocoat
and yanked out his stungun.

The spurious robot was turning toward him,
one hand abandoning hiscrotchto dipinto
an overcoat pocket for agun.

Gomez fired.

The beam of the stungun took the driver in
the left ribs. He gasped, staggered, and
fell. Hismetd head popped off ashe hit the
paving, reveding the face of a Parisan goon
benegth it.

" Something's very much amiss™ commented
the chef as he struggled to get up.

"S," agreed Gomez.

From down the dawn street two other louts
were running.

Pausing only to grab his suitcase, Gomez
jumped into the driveseat of the landcab.

Doorsflapping, he drove it away down the
snowy thoroughfare.

Jake awakened suddenly.

The night was gone and gray daybreak was
showing at the one-way plagtiglasswal of
the bedroom.

Y awning once, he turned to look at Marj.

She was no longer there beside him.

He reached over, touching the place where
she'd been lying. It was cold.

~7 ~
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Jake sat up, glancing around the room.

Then he became aware of afaint murmuring.
It sounded like two people in conversation
somewherein the cottage.

Very quietly Jake |eft the bed. He walked
to the partidly open doorway. One of the
voiceswas Marj's, the other wasthat of a
young man. Jake couldn't make out any actua
words.

They sounded as though they werein the
kitchen.

Slowly and silently, Jake dressed. When he
picked up his shoulder holster to Strap it
on, he discovered that his stungun was
missng.

Hetook time to search the bedroom for it,
even though he didn't expect to find the
wespon there.

Easing out into the early morning hdlway,
Jake stood ligtening.

The murmured conversation was il going
on. The young man sounded angry.

Jake walked to the kitchen and pushed the
door open.

Theyellow room was empty.
But he could il hear the voices.

He crossed to the open pantry door and
looked in. At the back of it awide panel
stood open.

"...and the best newsis, after dl,
that you'll be ableto kill Bennett Sands,”
Marj was saying.

"That's grest, but did you have to deep
with that damned cop to find out?"

"Listen, nothing happened . . . redlly. But
| did haveto get closeto him," she



answered. "l knew hed probably find out
where Sands was hiding and hedid.”

"Héell, you could've located Bennett without
the help of some over-the-hill gumshoe" said
the young man. Y ou found al the othersfor
r],E.ll

Moving to the opening, Jake looked in.

A short ramp led down to abrightly lit
electronics [aboratory. Marj, wearing alab
coat, was perched on one of the workbenches.
Leaning against the opposite bench wasa
young man with a bushy moustache. Hishair
was short-cropped and he wore an earring made
of aBrazilian coin.
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"Theimportant thing isthat we've located
Sands," Marjpersisted. "Now you have to get
up to the Caribbean Colony and "

"Good morning." Jake entered the lab.

"Hello, Jake, | figured you'd find your way
down here sooner or later,” said Marj,
amiling. "1'd like you to meet my brother."

Singing enthusiagticaly and bangingona
drum, Gomez entered the Central Paris
Subtrain Depot. Hewas clad in along dark
overcoat, a pulled-down cap, and amuffler
that covered agood portion of hisface. Two
caroling androids, smilarly attired, were
marching in front of him and three followed
behind.

The group hated on the platform for the
Paris-London tunnd train. Thefirst android,
after adjusting hiscap, set up alarge
glosign that proclamed they were collecting
fundsfor the International Salvation Army.

Gomez, as he whapped the drum, scanned the
figuresthat were scattered dong the
platform. Passengers were boarding the com-
partment cars, friends, some of them yawning



drowsily, were seeing them off.

Standing over near alopsided soycaf kiosk
was Timecheck. He was nibbling a croissant
while consulting severd of hisbuilt-in
watches.

Gomez, moving away from hisfellow
carolers, sidled over to the young Chinese.
"Spare afew francsfor aworthy cause?' he
inquired, holding out hispam.

"Do aswift scramola, buddy," advised the
informant.

"1'm glad my disguiseisfoolproof." Gomez
set down the drum. "Pretend to be forking
over acharitable contribution.”

"Shit, Gomez, you're seven minutes and
thirteen secondslate.”

"Is Dr. Danenberg on board the train?"

"Y eah, the quiff got here, aone, twelve
minutes ago.” Rolling down hisdeeve,
Timecheck began pretending to search his

pock
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ets. "Always glad to hep awonderful
organization likeyours, chum,” hesaidina
louder voice.

"That didn't ring especialy sincere. No
matter." Gomez looked around. "Have you
spotted any goons or louts hereabouts?"

Timecheck shook his head. "Just the usud
grifters, pimps, pickpockets, teleks, and con
atigs. Why?'

"Somebody tried to do me serious harm as|
was departing my hotel."

"Y ou figure Dr. Danenberg arranged that?'

"Sheor her associates, St"



"Wdll, | haven't seen any unusud thugs
gncel arrive herethirteen minutes and
eight- make that nine seconds ago.”

Gomez nodded toward the waiting train.
"What compartment isDr. D. in?"

"Twenty-six C two cars up.”

"I'm wondering if my already booked
compartment isgoing to prove safe”

"Asl say, | haven't noticed any pro
killers hanging around. But, you know, to be
on the safe side, maybe you should bunk with
the other skirt."

Gomez frowned. "What lady are you adluding
to?"

"That reporter Limbo."

"Natalie? |s Natadie Dent aboard this
Hfsametran?

"She climbed aboard nine minutes and
Seventeen seconds ago.”

"Shedone?'
"Far as| could tell.”
"I was hoping I'd ditched her."

"She'sasmart cookie. That time | met her
in Kyoto, she struck me as-"

"I'd best hop on thetrain,” said Gomez.
"What room is Nat occupying?"

"Forty-two B four carsup.”

"Return, por favor, the drum to my musica
colleagues.

"It'sheavy."
"Bill mefor thechore"
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"Okay. Y ou only got one minute and
twenty-three seconds before the train pulls
out. Y ou better hurry."

Hurrying, Gomez entered the Paris-London
Subtrain.

He stood in the corridor, trying to
decide which compartment to go to.

1AS
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"Y our.brother, huh?' Jake took afew more
steps across the laboratory floor. |
thought he was dead.”

"Do | look dead, asshole?' asked Richard
Lofton.

"Richard, please," said Marj inagentle
voice. "You go stinyour favorite char
while Jakeand | talk."

"Sis, I'm not agoddamn kid. Y ou don't
haveto treat melike"

"Darling, please.”

"Okay, but there's no need to nag my butt
off." Shoulders hunched, he shuffled to a
high-back wicker chair and dropped into it.

Jake said to the young woman, " So you
didn't give up robotics?"

"| started working on him nearly two
years ago," she said, oneleg swinging back
and forth as she sat on the edge of thelab
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table. "Inmy sparetime, origindly just to

take my mind off dl the dreadful stuff | was
running into working for the Wefare Squad.”



"How closeadmishe?’

"Oh, he'sRichard,” she answered. "Richard,
that is, ashewasjust before he died. Well,
no. Actudly, he's spruced up abit, since he
wasin pretty bad shape by then."

"Hey, I'm gitting right herein the same
goddamn room," reminded the android. "I'm
hearing dl this, you know."

"Y es, but you needn't be upset,” shetold
the replica of her dead brother. 'Richard
wasin hisearly twentieswhen he waskilled.
Hell dwaysbein hisearly twenties”

fake leaned against the | ab table that
faced hers. "Killed in aBrazil War?"

"Richard fought in the last one, but he
survived.”

"Survived? Survived, my ass," said her
brother. "I was screwed up beyond recognition
by that damn war. Shit, | turned into a
Tekhead. It wasn't my fault, lots of guys
tried Tek down there. Y ou could just hook up
to your Brainbox and pretend the fucking war
had never happened.”

"No oneiscriticizing you, dear,” she
assured him. "After awhile, needing money
badly and not wanting to borrow from me, he "

"| did try to borrow from you, sis, and you
cut me off. Y ou told me, 'No more dough for
Tek dreams.'"

"| think you misunderstood whet | wastrying
to"

"Sure, | misunderstood. That'swhy | took
ajob with Bennett and worked at one of his
rurd Tek factoriesin Bragilia"

Marj said, "Bennett Sands. . ." She
paused, shaking her head. "He somehow got the
ideathat my brother intended to doublecross
him by sdling informationto ariva
catd."



"That guy'sared bastard,” added Richard.
"He didn't even, you know, give me achance
to explain. Had five of histhugs and it
took five to handle me had them drag my poor
assout into the jungle and kill me. Y ou know
how they did it?'

"Dear, you needn't upset yoursdlf by
discussng”

"It doesn't bother me now. Those greaseballs
cut meinto
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pieceswith lazguns," explained her brother.
"Siced meinto quarters. My guts spilled out
al over the ground and you should've seen
the fucking insects and animal s that came out
to feed on me."

"That's enough, Richard.”

Hefolded hisarms, shut hiseyes, and
leaned back in the cregking chair.

Marj said, "I got the notion oh, severa
months ago, thiswasthat it would be fun to
usethisreplicaof Richard to kill Bennett
Sands”

"Soundslikefun, yeah."

"But, Jake," shesad, smiling a him,
"mostly because of you, Sandswas arrested
and stuck away in amaximum security prison
inNorCal. | couldn't think of any way to get
ahm.”

"Isthat when you decided to kill the
others?'

"Actudly, Jake, I'd made up atentative
list even before | started working on
Richard,” shetold him. "Sends name obvi-
oudy led dl therest. When | realized,
however, that he might well be permanently
unavailable, we decided to go after therest



of them."

"How," inquired Jake, "did they earn a
position on your list?"

"Richard and | decided to kill everyone
responsiblefor hisdeath.”

"That was just Bennett Sands," said Jake,
"and his hired hands, wasn't it?"

"If I hadn't been talked into joining the
damnarmy," explained Richard, "if those
political bastards hadn't lied about what was
redlly going on down there "

"Don't make yoursdlf uneasy, Richard. | can
tdl him."

"And the fucking Teklords. Got me hooked,
then some of them set me up and made it look
asthough I'd screwed Bennett.”

Jake asked her, "How many names are on your
lig?"

"We have afew moreto cross off yet." She
gmiled faintly.

"But Bouchon wasn't one of your targets?"

"Those assholes, whoever they are”
complained Richard, "aretrying to set me up

agan.
"Three of thekillings, including the murder
of your client's
1He
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husband, were poor imitations of the Unknown
Soldier's methods and style," Marj said. I'm
redlly surprised that the internationa

police authorities have been taken in.”

Jake boosted himsdlf up, Stting on the
edge of hislab table. "Y ou got to know me
because | might lead you to Sands."



"Ever since | heard he'd been transferred
to England, 1'd been keeping close track of
him," shereplied. "Then, when Beth phoned
and suggested that | help you out well, that
seemed an enormous piece of luck for us. |
realized you'd probably be crossing paths
with him, since you were tracking down his
missing daughter. Yes, I'm afraid that'swhy
| volunteered to be your guide.”

"And why we dept together.”

"That'sabit more complicated," she said.
"But basicaly | wanted to decoy you here. '

"That whole busnesswas stupid,” put in
her brother. ™Y ou didn't need him to find
Bennett for us. Chrigt, we dwaysfind them,
just thetwo of us. We never needed help from
outsdethefamily or "

"We don't agree on this, Richard, but
there€'s no reason to argue. Especidly in
front of company.”

Jake sad, "Marj, I'm going to make a
pretty obvious comment now. Something, I'm
certain, you must've thought about while ™

"I'm not insane," she assured him. "And,
yes, | have considered the possibility. Very
thoroughly.”

"Building amachineto kill people, sending
it out to check victims off alist," he said,
isn't exactly somethinga™

"Jake, it'sdone all thetime," she pointed
out. "Your Teklord friends, for instance, use
kamikaze androids. Many governments,
including our own herein England, have
severd projectsin the works that--"

"Bethat asit may, you haveto stop.”

"I'm afraid | can't. Not until Richard and
| have finished what we agreed to do."

"Richard didn't agree to anything,” Jeke
said evenly. "He's been dead for years."
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"l told you, s, thisguy isn't worth
taking to."

" Suppose you phone Beth,?? suggested
Jake. "Tdk to her about this. She'sa
friend of yoursand "

"Jake, | don't need any advice, nor even
ashoulder to cry on." Marj dipped her
right hand into a pocket of her smock. "We
intend to take care of Bennett Sands.”

Jake said, "I'll take care of him."

"Youll just turn him over to thelaw,"
sad Richard, leaving hischair. "They!ll
put him back into another fancy lockup.”

"It'svery important that Sands, asdid
the others, diein acertain way,?? she
told Jake. "He has to see Richard before
he'skilled and redizewho heis. That's
the whole point.”

"Maj, thiswhole"

"I borrowed your stungun, Jake.?? She
produced it from her pocket.

"Beforeyou ?
Sheshot him.
~no
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Natalie Dent, arms folded, knees pressed
tight together, was glowering across her

train compartment at Gomez. " Severd years
ago, when | was somewhat more innocent and
naive than a present,” shewas saying to the
curly-haired detective, "I, being, as| say,
naive and innocent, brought home a stray
mutt. He was a pathetic, sickly cresture and
thelook in hisdim, watery little eyeswas

very much like the sappy expression you



assume whenever you'retrying to wheedle and
cgjole some outrageous favor out of meor "

"Halt the flow of autobiography for asee,
princess. " He was using her vidphone.

The reporter's nose wrinkled. "The mora of
this particular anecdoteis”

"Hush up, por favor. "

A gleaming, bullheaded robot had reappeared
on the phone
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screen. "I'm sorry, r," it told him, "but
Mr. Cardigan isnot in hisroom here at the
Crystal Pdace Hotdl. Nor has he left any
message for aMr. Pollino.”

"Okay, grecias.”
"Your nameisn't Pollino," mentioned Natdie.

"It'ssmply one of the code namesthat
Jake and | usewhen "

"Little-boy stuff," observed Natdie,
unfolding her arms, scratching thetip of her
faintly freckled nose, and refolding her
ams.

"Have told you, Jloritu, how much |
gppreciate your dlowing meto enjoy the
sanctuary of your quarters whilst we wend our
underwater way to London?"

"Sanctuary, a least asit's most
frequently defined in most of the civilized
sections of the globe, rarely includes phone
privileges," she pointed out. "On top of
which, Gomez, you ate most of my breskfagt."

"That'swhat teamwork isal about, Nat,"
heinformed her. " Sharing."

"Y ou mean the way you shared your
information on what Dr. Danenberg was up to?"



"But you did, as| well knew you would, get
on thedoctor'strail. And fate, which seems
to be looking after us, did indeed bring us
together once more." Heheld up hishand in
astop-now gesture. "A couple more quick
cdls, chiquita, and | should have dl sorts
of new info to sharewith you."

"He messed on my thermorug, too, causing
the darn thing to short-circuit,” she said.
"Then hebit my ankle.

"Whom arewe discussng?'

"That stray puppy | wastelling you about,
Gomez, theone foolishly took inout of a
rainstorm,” she answered. "He looked,
especidly around the eyes, agreet dedl like
you."

"Whll, the misguided attribution of human
quditiesto the lower animals can screw you

up." He punched out another number on her
vidphone.

The screen remained dark, but araspy voice
sad, "London'sfashionable Hotel Marryat.
Yeeh?'
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"Mrs. Humphry Ward, if you please.”
"Who'scdling?'
"Tel her Sd."

Natalie unfolded her arms and crossed her
legs. "That's adippy name Mrs. Humphry
Ward."

"Andias"

"Gomez, my love, how the bloody hell are

you?" inquired athroaty woman'svoice. The

screen was il blank.

"Muy bien, Mrs. W. And you?"



"Can't complain, Sid. How may | be of
assstance?'

Gomez nodded at the screen. "A Dr. Hilda
Danenberg is, as we speak, en route to your
fair city,” heexplained. "Seeif you can
find out what she's planning to do over the
next day or 0. Thelady's linked with afew
Tek cartels, | believe, and with the
Excdibur Movement."

"Thoseloons™

"I'll contact you after | arrivein London.”
"Y ou're coming here, too, my love?'

"l am, gt"

"WEell haveto hoigt afew."

"If time permits, bonito. Were paying the
usua fee, by theway. Adios”

"He ate my canary, too," said Natdie.

"Stray dogswill do that,” said Gomez,
making ancther cdll.

London was dightly warmer than Paris. Gomez
was able to turn his thermocoat down anotch
and that kept it from smoldering.

Alone now, though obligated to join Natdie
for teathat afternoon, he was roaming the
city. His concern was growing since he hadn't
been able as yet to find any trace of Jake.

Gomez had just called on Arthur Bairnhouse
at the Hewitt Inquiry Agency and was
experiencing mixed fedings. The operdive
he'd arranged for when he'd phoned from the
tubetrain had picked up Dr. Danenberg'strail
at the London station and followed her to the
flat she was using near Regent's Park. It was
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gratifying to know where she was a the
moment, but he was dso anxiousto locate his

partner.

The pink-faced Bairnhousehad told him about
Jake'sintention to venture into the gangzone
of London in search of Dan and of Nancy
Sands. Bairnhouse hadn't heard from Jeke
since then and had no notion where he might
be.

Whistling absently, Gomez crossed
Piccadilly Circus, turned onto aquirky lane,
and entered the Phantom Ship Pub.

The place was dark and dank and smelled of
the seashore a low tide. A few bundled-up
customers sat, mostly singly, a the rickety
tables. The bartender was a huge black man
wearing a candy-striped tunic, asailor cap,
and alarge glittering golden earring. There
was ajeweler'sloupe stuck in hisleft eye,
and he was tinkering with something green and
feathery that was spread out on the ebony
counter in front of him.

"Know anything about eectronics, mate?' he
inquired as Gomez crossed the dim room.

"Vey little"
"It'sthisarfing parrot, do you see?’

Gomez leaned an ebow on the bar. "What'sthe
trouble?'

"Wdl now, he'sarobot bird."

"| deduced that, soon as| got aglimpse of
hiscircuit board.”

"Hewon't curse.
"What good's a parrot who isn't foulmouthed?"

"Exactly, mate. You've hit the basic
problem sguare on the noggin, you have." The
big bartender poked at the mechanica bird's
innardswith atiny slver screwdriver. "l
mean to say, he Stson hisruddy perch al
day, don't he now, and recites moony love



poetry and sentimenta drivel. Onceina
great while, if | swats him agood one, hell
give out with a hadfhearted "My goodness or
a'Dear me.'"

"That's not what's required,” agreed Gomez
sympatheticaly. "Now then, I'm supposed to
meet Mrs. Humphry Ward in your estimable
bisro."

"Aye, she'sover in abooth. That one
yonder therewith its curtain discreetly
drawn." He pointed with a beefy forefinger
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that had severd tiny green feethers adhering
toit. "What about me bird, do you think?"

"Turn himinonanew one," advised Gomez.
"Or learn to accept him asheis, but don't
tinker."

Mrs. Humphry Ward was an ample woman,
blonde a the moment and about forty. She
smiled up at Gomez as he entered and raised
her mug of foamy beer in sdute. "Here'sto
good times, Sd.”

He sat opposite, resting both elbows on the
dightly danting tabletop. "Tell me about
Dr. Danenberg.”

Mrs. Humphry Ward pointed at the ceiling
with apuffy thumb. "The dear lady isgoing
to be traveling to the Caribbean Colony,” she
sad. "That's one of those satellite resorts
for thehighfautin® and them as pretends
they are. She's set to depart at four-twelve
thisvery afternoon. Traveling, sheis, under
the name of Alice M. Dobson.”

"Bueno,” he commented. "What goes on up
there?'

"The usud foolishness," replied his
informant. "They've got hotdl's, casinos, fake
pam trees. Also, so | hear, that balmy
Excalibur bunch hasits secret headquarters



up there somewhere." Sheheld up a
forefinger. "That bloke who cdls himsdlf
King Arthur 11, dong with hismissus, is
aso aresdent of the Colony. But they live
openly, nothing clandestine or furtive about
them two, in avillaon one of the smulated
idands”

"Any Tek activities theresbouts?"

"Well, the British Teklords own abig piece
of the place," shereplied. "I don't know if
they'rein cahoots with those Excalibur loons
or not."

Gomez nodded dowly. "'I've been having
trouble tracking down my partner,” hetold
her. "Have you heard anything about him?"

She asked, "Do you know a newsman named Denis
Gilford?"

"Nope. What's he have to do with "

"Gilford'safirg-class painin the bum
who works as areporter for the London
Fa~-Times" shesad. "l hear tell he con-
tacted your pal Jake Cardigan at least twice
and made something
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of abloody nuisance of himsdlf. And now
he's been asking alot of questions about
Jake"

"Sounds like somebody | ought to chat
with."

"I'll provide you with aligt of the
dives and dumpswhere Gilford hangs out,”
she offered. "No extra charge, Sid, seeing
as how we're such dear pals from way back."

32
"...coming around,” ametalic voice was

saying. "Yes, he'sdefinitely coming out of
it"



Jake redlized that the robot must be
talking about him.

He, somewhat reluctantly, opened hiseyes.

He saw Gomez looking concernedly down at
him.

"Thought you were arobot,” Jake muttered,
his voice sounding weak and rusty.

"That was the sawbones you heard."

A white-enameled medibot appeared beside
Jake's partner. "Y ou're in remarkably good
shape for aman your age, Sir."

"Thanks." With Gomez's help, Jake sat up.
He discovered he was atop Marj's bed. "This
iswhere | made amgor mistake."

"Don't tell me you mixed romance with

duty?"

"Sort of," he admitted. "How'd you find
me?'

"Oh, an hombre named Denis Gilford was most
hdpful in
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providing me with leads. He mentioned that
you'd taken up with Marj Lofton," explained
Gomez. "Eventudly | got around to looking
for you herein her little hacienda.”

"Gilford was hepful 7'

"After | dangled him out ahigh window by his
ankles, St"

Jake asked, "How long have | been out?’

"Ten or twelve hours. | fetched this
reliable and discreet medibot to giveyou a
reviving injection soon as| found you down
in that impressive hidden lab. Somebody used
astungun on you, amigo. "



"Y egh, that | remember.”

The robot suggested, ™Y ou'd better remain
inbed for a least aday, Sr."

"No, we've got to get up to the Caribbean
Colony," said Jeke.

Gomez sad, "l was coming to tel you the
samething. It seemsthat Dr. Danenberg, as
wdl as"

"Dan's up there, that'sadmost certain.”
"Who'sgot him?'

"I think it'sa.combination of Excdibur
people and Teklords."

"They're making SuperTek up there," said
his partner. 'l imagine that'swhy friend
Sands was extracted from the hoosegow, to
help them manufacture and distribute the
quff.”

"What the hdll is SuperTek?"

"Toput it Smply, it'simmune to Professor
Kittridge's anti Tek system.”

"Y ou mentioned that Dr. Danenberg is”

"The good doctor is pretty certainly
passing aong recipes concocted by the old
prof himsdlf," said Gomez. "This Caribbean
Colony soundslikeit's ahotbed of SuperTek
activity.”

"Y eah, and the Excalibur folks must be
helping to fund the Teklab. They'll usether
share of the profits to topple the democracy
herein England and dump that nitwit Arthur
onthethrone."

"Wouldn't be thefirgt revolution funded by
drug money. Soon asyou're fedling chipper
enough, we"

"Weve got to get up thereright now." With
some assi stance from his partner, heleft the



bed and tried standing. He fought
see
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againg the nauseaand dizziness he felt and,
dowly, it faded away. "It was Marj who used
the stungun on me. | haven't told you why."

"A lovers spat maybe?'

"C'mon, Sid. She wanted to keep me on the
gddinesfor awhile

"What exactly isher part in this mess?'

"She used to be an expert in robotics," he
sad. "Since s tling in England she built an
android replicaof her brother."

"Wasn't her red brother enough for her?!
"He'sdead."
"She sounds atrifle morbid."

"Her brother fought in the last Brazil War,
got hooked on Tek, and ended up working for
Bennett Sandsin one of hisundercover Tek
operations down there," said Jake. "Marj be-
lieves Sands had her brother killed."

"Momentito, " requested Gomez. "Y ou're not
about to tell methat her late sblingwasa
lean lad with a bushy moustache and an
earring made out of achunk of Brazilian

coinage?'

"Her brother Richard that is, the android
dupe she built isthe Unknown Soldier.”
"Madre. "

"And by now she's sent him up to the
Caribbean Colony to find Sandsand kill him."

"Sands nobody'll miss. But if Dan and Nancy
are nearby, they could get hurt in the
sillover.”



"Y eah, and Marj is hours ahead of us," he
sad. "We haveto rush up there."

The medibot shook hishead. "That isn't
wie"

"A hdll of alot of what | doisn't," said
Jake.

"Sure, it fits," said Gomez confidently.
Holding both arms out at hissides, hedid a
dow turn on their stateroom floor. "A bit
snug, admittedly, acrossthe middle.

"Definitely snug,” agreed Jake. Like his
partner, he was wear
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ing adark blue blazer with the familiar Newz
logo emblazoned on the breast pocket in
crimson.

"Natadiewasin ahurry and had to guess at
thegzes"

"Y ou sure you want to collaborate with her
from hereon?"

"That'swhy | contacted her, amigo,”
answered Gomez. "It seemsto methisisa
feasble way for you and | to dip unobtru-
svely into the Caribbean Colony.' He tugged
at the bottom of his coat. "Nat's arranged to
interview the would-be King Arthur 11 for
Newz. Wetag aong, posing as her colleagues,
until we're safely aboard the satdllite.”

"It may work." Jake crossed to the window.

They were aboard the Bahama Queen, aluxury
shuttle that travel ed between London and the
Caribbean Colony.

Gomez burnished the Newz crest on his
pocket with his knuckles. "Once there, Nat'll
pretend to do the interview while we sneak
off to track Bennett Sandsto hislair.”



"Kegpinmind," said Jake, turning away
from the view of slent space, "that the
Unknown Soldier isaso hunting for him.”

"Were smarter than an andy,” his partner
pointed out. "Therefore, even though he's got
ahead start, we can beat him to the goal ."

"This Richard Lofton mulacrum has found
and killed saverd others," reminded Jake.
"And hesgot Marj coaching him.”

Gomez took another critica look at himself
inthewal mirror. "Too bad these blazers
only comein thisdrab color," he observed.
"Well, let'sjoin Nat up on Deck 7."

Their cabin wason Leved 5 and they rode a
circular rampto Leve 7.

"Natalie and that snide robot cameraman of
hers should be awaiting usin Bob the
Beachcomber's Cafe." Gomez tugged again at
hisblazer in hope of getting it to fit
somewhat better.

The corridor they were waking dong was
lined with amixture of shops, offices,
restaurants, and saloons.

Asthey approached the Calypso Bar & Grill,
the rattan doors swung open. A large,
thickset man in abright plaid suit emerged.

Casudly, Gomez nudged his partner. "Strive
tolook like anewsman," he advised out of
the corner of his mouth.
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The big man glanced at Gomez, took two
steps, did atake, and started reaching
indde hisplaid coat. "Holy Hannah, it'sthe
Mex! "

"Trouble" said Domed "in theform of a
Parisan goon.”

The partners moved apart.



The goon was tugging out his needlegun.

Jake sprinted forward, then dove right at
him.

He butted the gunman hard in the stomach,
sending him tottering backwards.

"Son of agun,” observed thebig man ashe
suddenly sat down on histailbone.

"Another one," warned Gomez, turning toward
the second big man who was coming out of the
bar.

Jake meantime chopped the needlegun out of
the man's grasp. Herose deftly to hisfeet
and then tugged the man upright by the lapels
of hisplaid coat.

Jake hit him twice on the chin.
The man sghed and fell down again.

Gomez had used his stungun on the second
assailant. Eyeing the rattan doors, he said,
"That must be the entire set of heavies,
amigo. "

Nobody el se came out of the Calypso Bar &
Grill.

Jake suggested, "L et's drag these louts to
aquiet spot and have atak. This one ought
to cometo in afew minutes."

"1 noticed alaundry room back around the
bend." Gomez bent, grabbed the wrists of the
stunned hood, and began dragging him down the
corridor. "That ought to do."
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As soon asthey'd all checked into the Nassau
Pdace Hotdl, they gathered in Jake's room.

"Bascdly my stratagem worked." Gomez was
standing with his back to the wide window



that gave asweeping view of palm trees,
red-tiled rooftops, and golden beaches. "Jake
and | were able to smuggle oursalves here
safely by pretending to be journaigts.”

"From what you told me about those hoodlums
who jumped you," put in Natalie from the
wicker sofa, "your disguise as Newz staffers
didnt fool anyone.”

"Those goons just happened to be journeying
up here on the same shuttle,” Gomez pointed
out. "We met purely by chance."

"I mentioned at thetimethat you first
suggested this scheme that you weren't dert
enough looking, Gomez, to passasa

reporter.”
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"What say we can this spatting?' suggested
Sidebar, who was stationed near the door with
metallic armsfolded. "Were supposed to be
hereto plot strategy.”

Jake, from hischair near the viewindow,
said, "Thelout that we persuaded to confide
in uswas en route here to report to afellow
named ElishaClover."

"Clover manages ahostdry cdled the
Tropics Inn," added Gomez.

"He seemsto betied in with the Teklords,"
said Jake. "I'll check up on him firgt."

Gomez said, "I've dready arranged for some
local informantsto have Dr. Danenberg's
gadding about monitored. Soon as shelights
inan interesting spot, I'll go take alook.”

"And you'll go ahead with the King Arthur
[l interview," Jake said to Natdie.

"It s;emsto me, and keep in mind that I've
been expertly ferreting out important secrets
for agood long while now, that 1'd be of
more use tagging dong with Gomez.”



"Chiquita, thisisateam," reminded Gomez.
"Y our chore during thisimportant initial
phase of our joint operation isto creaste a
amd| diverson.”

Therobot inquired, "When did | volunteer
to be part of this half-baked combo? I'm a
Sar, not amere™

"Control your pride," Natalie advised her
cameraman. "If | can demean mysdlf, so can
you, Sidebar."

Jake stood. "L et'stry to meet back herein,
say, two hours."

"None of you," mentioned the robot, "may be
in any shape for arendezvous by then."

A smulated breeze was blowing acrossthe
bright sunlit patio of thevilla. It caught

at the genedlogica chart that King Arthur 11
was holding up, rattled the paper for severd
seconds before lifting the chart completely
free of the king's pudgy fingers.

"Jove, that's annoying." Arthur hopped
clear of hiswicker chair and went dashing
across the mosaic tiles to snatch at the
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fleeing chart. "Gwenny, my dear, mightn't we
turn down that beastly wind a bit, do you
think?'

"| find the breeze most refreshing,” said
hiswife, a plump blonde woman who was seated
on awicker settee. "As|I'm sure Miss Dent
does."

"Wdll, | meanto say, my dear," hesaid,
catching the chart and clutching it to his
chest, "abreezeis onething, but aruddy
typhoon is something else dtogether, en?’

"l imagine," said Gwenny, "that Newz didn't
ship one of itsleading reporters al the way



up here smply to hear you netter on about
the wesather, Arthur dear.”

"Deuced unpleasant having ahurricane
blowing across one's patio,” murmured the man
who claimed to be the rightful ruler of Great
Britain. Settling into hischair again, he
frowned out at the smulated ocean stretching
away beyond his patch of realsand beach. "'|
assume, Miss Dent, that you'll be ableto
edit thisinane badinage between my dear
spouse and mysdlf out of our ddightful
little interview, oh?"

"WEeIl make certain you don't look
foolish," the reporter promised, nodding at
Sidebar.

The robot was standing amidst agrove of
authentic palm trees, hiscameraamed at
King Arthur 1. "That's going to take some
doing," he muttered.

Arthur, gripping the genedlogical chart
tightly, held it up to Natalie. "Now then,
let'sgo over thiswholejolly thing once
agan, shal we? These facts and figures make
it perfectly clear that |, and | done, am
therightful heir to the throne of England,
if there ill were such athing, don't you
know." He traced aline down the middle of
the page with his pudgy forefinger.

Nataie asked him, "How far are you
prepared to go to see that the monarchy is
restored?’

"l intend to pursue my rightful dam.”

"No, what I'm talking about isviolence,"
said the reporter. "Would you condone a
revolution?'

"I'd prefer, dear girl, to rule England as
the result of abloodless coup, don't you
know."
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"But do you approve of bloodshed and
revolution?'

"] wonder what's become of our tea," said
Gwenny.

"l say, my dear, you ought not, redlly, to
intrude these little domestic inquiriesinto
aninterview of thismagnitude,” complained
Arthur.

"Y ou know we aways have tea at thistime
each day, Arthur."

"Well, then, old girl, trot off and see
what'sdelaying Rollo." Hemade adismissng
gesture. "You'll edit out dl thet last bit
of foolishness, en?'

"Nobody will ever view it," Sidebar assured
him, moving closer to the seated pretender to
thethrone,

"If you'l forgive mefor amoment, dear
little Miss Dent, and you, too, Mr. Sidebar,”
sad Gwenny as sheleft her chair, "I must go
Ssee what's detaining our servant.”

To King Arthur 1 Natalie said, "What about
the Excdibur Movement?'

"One can't dways control one's more
fanatica followers, what? Obvioudy, dear
child, I don't bedievein any sort of vio-
lence," he assured her, tapping hisknee with
the rolled-up chart. " Should, however,
overzead ous monarchists succeed in getting
rid of the current unworkable democratic
system that blights my native land, why, I'd
be aruddy fool not to step forward and
assumethe crown.”

"Areyou in contact with people from
Excdibur?'

"Absolutely not, my dear. | meanto say, a
chap in my position can't fraternize with
hotheads of that ilk," replied the would-be
king. "Frightfully harmful to oné's
reputation and al that."



"And you have no ideawhat their agendais?’

"Well, | wouldn't go so far asto say that.
They do, after dl, send me dll sorts of
proclamations and manifestos. | have lesfed
through some of them and so their generd
amsand . .." He paused, looked up, and
blinked. "Jove, who's that bloke with you,
Gwenny?'

The plump blonde had returned from the
villain the company of alarge gunmeta
robot clad in acheckered suit. "I think
youll find thismogt interesting, Miss
Dent," shesaid. "Thismechani
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cat chap'sjust now delivered this most
interesting snapshot to me." She moved over
to Natdie's chair to hand her asmdl
three-dimensiona photo.

Somewhat blurry, it showed Natdie and
Gomez walking arm in arm along awintry Paris
thoroughfare. "Oh, yes, thisismy fiance and
|," shesaid, dropping the picture to her
lap. "He doesnt, I'm the first to admit,
take avery flattering photograph. Actualy,
as Sidebar will testify, he™

"Nonsense, my dear," cut in Gwenny. "That
odious little Latin you were recently
hobnobbing with in Franceisawelknown
shamus. An operative for the Cosmos Detective
Agency and someone who'sintent on causing us
no end of trouble and grief.”

Nataie nodded at her robot cameraman, but
before Sidebar could produce a weapon the
robot in the check suit fired adisabler a
him.

Sidebar stiffened, then dropped to the
patio stones and hit with aresounding bong.

Arthur jumped up, scowling from thefalen
cameraman to hiswife. "l say, old girl, what
the deuceisthe meaning of dl this?' he



asked, perplexed. "It rather, | mean to say,
playsthe devil with my interview, now
doemntit?'

"Oh, Arthur dear, do be till." Gwenny took
astungun out of her pocket, amed it at
Natalie, and fired.

1S8.
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Ocean soray hit Gomez intheface ashis
watertaxi zoomed over the glittering blue sea
toward Lazarus Cay. It was, dl indl, a

very believableilluson.

Asthetaxi docked, itsvoxbox sad, "Have a

niceday."

"l intend to." Gomez, dill wearing the
Newz blazer, climbed up the yellow neowood
stepsto the impressive white beach.

On apedestal afew yards off stood a
larger-than-life android replica of the
entrepreneur Sunny Lazarus. "Hi there,
fdla" caled the android. "Welcometo my
idand. I'm Sunny Lazarus."

"| didn't redize you werethistal,”
commented Gomez as he agpproached the figure
on the pedestd.

"What sort of fun did you havein mind?'
The android was nearly eight feet tall and
had blond wavy hair, adeep tan, and a
spotlesswhite suit. "Would you liketo try
an exciting and scrupuloudy honest game of
chancein my entirely refurbished
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posh casno? Or, if gaming isn't your cup of
teq, theresthe galaLazarus Folliesin the
grand”

"Actudly, I'm on amore serious mission.
Which way isthe cemetery?"



"Hey, you're absolutely right. Itisn't dl
fun on Lazarus Cay. No indeed,” said the
android. "'l aso offer the best-equipped
crematorium in the universe and one of the
loveliest cemeteries. Areyou, | imagine,
paying avisit to aloved one?' .~

"I'm just anxiousto browse around. I'm
getting along inyearsand | decided it's
timeto start contemplating my own find "

"A wisemove, fdla, avery wise move. And
| can promise~you well come up with a
purchase plan that'sjust right Fir your
pocketbook.” The big android pointed to his
right. "What you want is Pathway 3. Should
you have any questions dong the route, why,
there are plenty Sunny Lazaruses around to
help you out. | may be avery important and
weelthy man, yet I'm never too busy to lend
ahand."

"Much obliged." Gomez took the indicated
path, which wound through a dense smulated

jungle

Midway dong the wide pathway he
encountered another Sunny Lazaruson a

pedestal.
"Hi there, fella. Fedling gloomy, I'll bet.”

"I am, st Taking to too many andiesina
row aways does that to me."

"Hey, no, fella, you're missng my point. |
was being sympathetic because you're
obvioudy on the way to our impressive,
well-maintained cemetery. Not a happy
occasion, and thus™

"Truth to tdl, I'mvisting the crypt of
an unclewho died and left me severd million
dollars. I'm happy asaclam.” Smiling, he
continued on hisway.

The cemetery stood in awell-groomed
three-acre clearing. Pausing at the high,
wrought-iron gateway, Gomez scanned the
place. Then, nodding, he started along a



"raveled path that led to a sparkling
fountain. ~~

Hunched up on awhite bench amidst the
gravemarkerssat asmall, fraill man bundled
up in aheavy plaid thermocoat. "Y ou took
your swest time getting here, Gomez."
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"| rushed here soon as] got your message,
Chill." He sat next to the informant.

Frowning at the plashing fountain, Chill
Kaminsky said, "I been freezing my ass off
out here"

"I had asmilar experiencein Paris
recently,” confided Gomez. " Although, if you
don't mind my saying o, the Caribbean Colony
gtrikes me as being abit on the warmish
Sde”

"Y ou know | got atricky metabolism.”
"S. Now, where's Dr. Danenberg?’

"That's the problem, isn't it? That'swhy |
buzzed you, Gomez," he explained. "l tailed
thelady to that big floral shop over there
by that row of tombs. She went in about two
hours back but she never came out.”

"And sheist ill within?"

"New. | went in findly to price some
gladiolus," said Chill. "Not atrace of her,
and | nosed around thoroughly.”

"I'd best wander in and seewhat | can
learn.”

"Pay mefirgt s0 | can get home and warm up.”

Gomez passed him two $100 Banx notes.
"Gradias, Chill."

Theinformant got up, buttoned the



thermocoat up to his chin, and went shuffling
away across the green fidds of the Lazarus

Cay Cemetery.

Rising, Gomez brushed at the Newz crest on
his breast pocket. He went strolling dong a
path that led to the domed flower shop.

He pushed through the opaque plagtiglass
door and was surrounded by the powerful scent
of hundreds of unseen flowers. "Howdy, I'ma
roving reporter with Newz and | think there
might be adandy human interest sory in. .

. But perhaps not.”

He'd noticed that the burly clerk behind
the counter had drawn alazgun.

Hedidn't fed asgood as he usudly did.

Usually, whenever hewas dive again, the
Richard Lofton android felt just fine. HEd
concentrate on breathing in and out
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and everything was gredt. It wasamost as
though held never died at dl.

Down here now, deep in the bowels of the
Caribbean Colony, he didn't fed dl that
happy. Sure, he'd been doing hisjob very
well. The stupid wig Marj had made him wear
and the expensive tourist suit had fooled

everybody.

No one had looked a him funny. Hed
checked into anice hote and then set about
hisbusness.

So far hedd only had to use his stungun on
one person. That was the stupid woman who
managed this Centra Computer Room way down
here. He hadn't been able to con her the way
he had the others.

But he'd fiddled with the secsystemina
way hissister had taught him, so nobody
would suspect anything was wrong for severa



hours.

What he was unhappy about wasthat his
sster had had to fool around with Jake
Cardigan.

Hewasn't exactly jedous, but he just didn't
liketheidea

Shaking his head, hewaked dong a
metallic corridor and into the smal room
that housed the main computer for the entire
colony.

"She didn't have to hop in bed with the
guy," Richard said to himsdlf ashe glanced
around the cold, gray-waled room. "We're
smart, Ssand I. We dwaysfind them."

He seated himsdlf at a screen? massaging
his knuckles while he sudied the keyboard.

If you asked the computer theright
questionsin theright way, you could find

out anything.

And Marj had drilled him, over and over, on
just exactly how to ask the questions.

He st there, smiling faintly, breathing
evenly inand out.

This computer was going to tell him, sooner
or later, just where Bennett Sands was hiding
here on the satellite.

That made Richard fed alittle better, but
not as good as he ought to fedl.
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Thefirgt pirate wore adirty eyepatch over
hisleft eye socket and atattered headrag.
With awicked knife gripped in hisjagged,
stained teeth, he came clumping acrossthe
floor of the chill, sone-waled roomin

pursuit of the pale blonde young woman in the
frilly eighteenth-century frock.



She sumbled, crying out, and fell to the
gray stones.

Two more pirates dashed into the room, each
waving acutlass. One of them had athick,
tangled red beard.

The girl screamed asthe eyepatched
buccaneer touched thetip of hisknifeto her
throat.

The plump woman standing next to Jake on
the bal cony overlooking the scene remarked,
"Wel, | think it serves her right. She's
been flirting shamelesdy with him."

Nodding, Jake moved toward the edge of the
group of seven touristswho were taking this
Pirate Castle Tour with him.
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"Those of you who don't want to watch the
gridy dimax of thisauthentic hologragphic
re-cregtion of lifein piratica times"
announced Elisha Clover from the edge of the
group, "can go down into the dungeon, using
Staircase 5 on your |eft. Thetorture
sequence will be re-created there in exactly
Seven minutes.”

Clover wasasmdl man of forty, hishar a
pale shade of blond. On theleft |apd of his
sky-blue suit was a litebadge that
flashed TROPICSINN TOURS.

While two of the tourists headed toward
Staircase 5, Jake eased up close to the hotel
manager. "It'ssmply wonderful the way you
conduct these tours yoursdlf, Mr. Clover," he
sad. "When | heard that, why, | wastruly
impressed and | knew | had to Sign up'?

"The persond touch iswhat's so darned
important in this, or any business" Clover
was watching the trio of rough pirates Sart
to tear the authentic clothes off the
hel pless young woman below. "There are, as
you no doubt are aware, severd excellent



hotels up herein the Colony, yet our Tropics
.. .awk!"

"That'sastungun poking in your sde,”
explained Jake quietly. "Just Start up
Starcase 3if youwill."

"But I'm obliged to conduct these peopleto "

"Folks..." Jake, hisbody masking the
gun, turned toward the group. "A smdll
emergency has come up, meaning that Mr.
Clover and | will haveto leave you for just
avery few minutes™ hetold them, grinning.
"Well dl meet again down in the dungeon.”

Two more prods with the gun barrel
persuaded the hotel man to commence climbing.

When they werein asmall, shadowy room off
the stairway, Jake asked Clover, "Where have
they got Dan Cardigan?’

The blond man shuffled backwards until he
bumped into acarved pirate chest. "Redly,
ar, I'mafraid | have noideawhat "

"He'smy son.”

"Y ou're Jake Cardigan. Damn, | should have™
"Where?'
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'Lou don't seem to understand, Cardigan.”
Clover sank don and sat on the chest. "I
couldn't possibly betray the peoplel 'l
"~at happensif you do?'

"I'l~be reprimanded. Probably they'll have
meworked over, and | Dally can't tolerate

physicd panor”
"Ho. do you fed about death?"

"Eh?How'sthat?"



"If you don't tell me wheremy sonis”
sad Jakeevenly, "I'll kill you. Hereand

The hotel manager blinked, swalowed. "Y ou
can't kill anyonewith asungun.”

Tucking the guninto its holster, Jeke
moved ahead. "With my bare hands, Clover."

He swdlowed again, glancing up & the
goneceling. "Very wel," hesad after a
moment. "I'll tell you how to get to them
your son and the girl.”

"Thanks," said Jake.

The flower shop clerk had crinkly orangish
hair, and amultitude of freckles dotted his
broad flat face. His suit was of a

brilliantly colored floral pattern, and the
lazgun he held pointed a an important
portion of Gomez had an intricately filigreed
barrel. "Hoist the mitts, palsy wasy," he
suggested.

"I can understand why you might not careto
beinterviewed by Newz." The detective smiled
and started walking up to the plastiglass
counter. "But there's certainly no need to

pull "

"Stop right there," ordered the clerk.
"And no kidding get those pawsinthear."

Gomez hdted near aman-size plaz statue of
an angel. There were three others around the
place. "Okay, we can scratch the interview,”
he offered amiably. "I'll just buy abunch of
posiesand beonmy "

"Dr', ;1)anenberg warned us about you,
Gomez."

"Warned? Nay, surely she meant to tell you
that | ought to be

~
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alowedfree. .. Excuse me." He paused,
then sneezed violently. "Allowed free access
to dl thefacilitiesheregboutsand . . .
excuse me." He sneezed again.

"What the hell'swrong with you anyhow,
buddy?'

Eyes squinting, shoulders hunching, Gomez
nodded at his surroundings. "Didn't Dr.
Danenberg mention that . . . Oopsl” He
sneezed twice, swaying, tottering nearer the
angd. "Mention that I'm alergic. .. Oh,
boy!" He sneezed three times and ended up
ganding just to theright of thelarge
datue. "Allergicto flowers.

"We don't have any red flowers here,
jerk," the clerk informed him as he moved his
gunto keep it trained on him. "Our stock is
al plaz and holographic.”

Gomez pointed upward with one of hisraised
hands. "It'sdl those. . . cops!" He
sneezed twice, then twice more. He put an arm
around the angd'swaist to Seady himsdlf.
"All thoseflord perfumesyoure pipingin
here

"Yeah? They arekind of sckly sweet now
you mentionit. . . but | never saw anybody
have afit before."

"Allergiesare. . ." Gomez sneezed
vigoroudy three moretimes. He clutched the
dtatue with both arms.

All & oncethe angd wasfaling forward,
heading right for the counter and the clerk.

"Y ou dimwit!" The freckled man took a
protective jump back out of range asthe
heavy statue came damming down onto the



countertop.
Gomez wasin motion, too.

He ran, leaped clean over the shattering
counter, and landed on the clerk before the
orange-haired man could get his gun aimed

agan.
Gomez took hold of the man's gun hand by

thewrist and smacked it back against the
wall. Thefreckled fingerslet go of the

filigreed wegpon.

Two sharp jabsto the chin dropped the
clerk to the flower shop floor.

Stepping over him, Gomez very carefully
opened the door to
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the back room. He had hisstungun in his
hand when he crossed the threshold.

Therewas no onethere.

The room contained severa tables covered
with vases holding imitation blossoms.

There was another doorway at the far side
of theroom. It led to aramp that danted
down to abelowground tunndl.

Gomez started dong the ramp.
IS
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Dan was seated at asmall portatable near the
suite window, absently staring out &t the
simulated sea. A tray of food rested on the
table. "It doesn't make any sense,” hewas

SyIng.

Nancy was seated a a sSmilar table nearby,
ignoring her med. "No, everything makes
sense” shesad, "eventudly. Sometimes,



though, you haveto think about it for a
while"

"l don't know for along time now I've had
the feding that there was something that my
father wasn't telling me," he said. "Maybe
he's known that my mother, if what you say is
true..." Hetrailed off, pushing back his
chair and standing.

"I'm afraid it istrue, everything | told
you, Dan."

"But that means she's been lying to me." He
stood close to the window, forehead almost
touching it. "Lying about why we cameto
England, about what she'sdoing . . . Shit,
about everything."

206
T~kLab

"Most parentslie. Ours, it turns out,
happen to be especialy good &t it."

The door to the suite whispered open. Jake
camein, dragging astungunned guard. "Dan,
areyou okay?'

Dan remained where he was, mouth open.
"Dad, how'd you get here?"

"l used my wits. . . and when that didn't
work, | used astungun.”

"l was hoping you'd find us."

"We haveto get out of here quickly,” said
Jake as the door closed behind him. He
propped the unconscious man againgt the wall.
"I've been damn lucky so far, but we better
move now. Detailed explanations can come
leter.”

"| figured you'd come looking for me."
Running across the room, he hugged his
fether.

Jake hugged back. "Okay, let'sgo."



"Nancy hasto come, too.” His son stepped
back. "Sheisn't"

"| can't say here, Mr. Cardigan.” She had
|eft the table. "Y ou have no reason to trust
me, | know, but "

"Well thrash that out later," hetold her.
"Right now we haveto leave."

The door did open again. Kate Cardigan
cameinto the room. Her face was pae,
frowning. "None of youisgoing to leave,"
shetold them. In her right hand sheheld a
lazgun.

Natalie awakened.

Directly in front of her' taking up nearly
oneentirewall of the large room shefound
hersdlf in, wasavast animated painting of
the origina King Arthur. The handsome,
bearded monarch was seated at his Round Table
with asampling of hisknights.

The reporter was seated in ameta chair
and her right arm hurt. Standing beside her,
she noticed now, was Hilda Danenberg.

The doctor was holding ahypogun. "Don't try
to stand for a
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few minutes,”" sheadvised. "l just gaveyou
aninjectionto reviveyou. That slly woman
had her stungun set far too high. Y ou'd have
been unconscious for agood day at least.”

"How long," asked Natdlie, her voice
durred and not quite her own, "have | been
out??

"Oh, not very long."
Across the room Natalie spotted Sidebar. He

was lying immobile, flat on hisback and not
functioning. "Why'd you revive me so soon?"



"l wished to talk to you," explained the
doctor. "And so does Mr. Pettiford.”

"Wel, yes, | surely do." A tdl, lanky man
had been standing behind Natdie's chair. He
came around into view, smiling thinly. "We
want to know, for ingtance, how many spies
and saboteurs you brought up here with you."

"I don't, unlike your crony here, hang
around with spiesand such," Natdie assured
him. "1 happen to be an accredited reporter
for Newz, and as['m sure you must be fully
aware, you people have serioudy violated my
rightsas”

"What about Jake Cardigan?' asked Dr.
Danenberg.

"Last | heard, hewasin London," the
reporter answered. "'l do now and then, not by
choice | can assure you, bump into his
boorish partner, afellow named Gomez, but
truly, I have no officia connection with the
Cosmos Detective Agency whatsoever.”

Pettiford inquired, "Didn't this Gomez come
aong with you to the Caribbean Colony'?"

"I'm afraid I'm not exactly clear asto who
you are." Natalie frowned. "Which of the
lunatic groupsdo you "

"Wdl, yes, | canfill youin. I'maSenior
Knight Firgt Classin the Excdibur
Movement," answered the lanky man. "That
means I'm one of the heads of thewhole"

"That'sfine. Maybe can interview you
sometime.”" Natalie attempted to stand. "As
you ought to know, my sole and only reason
for coming up to thistacky paradisewasin
order to prepare an interview with the
sdf-proclaimed King Arthur I1." Shewas
managing to stay on her feet. "Sinceyou
Excdibur
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people presumably support him and hisclaims,
| would have thought you'd be grateful for

any publicity | provide him. Instead, you

seem intent on keeping me avirtud prisoner
and”

"Weve had more than enough of your inane
babbling." Angry, Dr. Danenberg reached out

and dapped her.

Natalie cried out and took afew steps awvay
from her chair. " Smacking a newsperson is not
a"

"Who came herewith you?'

"| camedone." Natdlie, legs shaky,
crossed to where her disabled robot lay. " Of
course | was accompanied by Sidebar. But
since he'sarobot and not aperson, | don't
imagine you want to count him. So.. . ." She
brought up ahand to her forehead, swaying.
"Darn, I'm alot dizzier than | thought.”
Dropping to her knees, she dumped acrossthe
robot.

Slipping one hand unobtrusively acrossthe
robot's chest, Natalie tapped the button that
opened the compartment concedled in hissde.
There was a compact stungun stowed there.

"We dready frisked your cameraman,” said
Dr. Danenberg, impatience sounding in her
voice. "We have the stungun, dear."

"That's okay, amigos," announced Gomez as
he camein by way of asidedoor. "l have one
of my own."
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Dandidn't cry.

But as he stood there, lips pressed tight

together and figts clenched, he was very

closeto tears.

His mother came farther into the suite.
Shehdd thelazgun firmly. "Don't try



anything, Jake," warned Kate. "Please|
don't want to haveto. . . to kill you."

Jake remained where hewas. "So you are
involvedin dl thismess, huh?'

"Sure," she admitted. "lsn't that what
you've ways suspected?

"Yeah, but | guess|'ve been hoping "

"It'stoo latefor hoping,” hisex-wife
told him. "Y ou've screwed everything up.”

"Kate, you were the one who contacted
me," he reminded. "Pleaded with meto find
Dan."
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"I know, yeshbut | . .. | didn't think
Danny would end up here," she said. "Or that
you'd be ableto trace him all thisway."

"Y ou shouldtve redlized that, snce Dan and
Nancy were brought here on orders from Sands

partners.”

"Yes, I'm aware of that now, but it'stoo
lae"

"Mom," said Dan, struggling to control his
voice, "l didn't want to believeit when
Nancy told me that you were working with her
father. But . . . but it'strue, isn't it?"

"Yes, Danny. It'strue," answered his
mother. "But you have to understand why | *

"They killed people," hesad. "They
murdered Tek Kidsand . . . and | don't know
who the hell else. Andyou. . . you're part
of thewhole damn thing."

"Y ou smply don't comprehend what's going
on," ingsted Kate. "Thisisa
multimillion-dollar venture.”

"I comprehend that you're collaborating



with killersand Tekrunners," said her son.

"I comprehend that you screwed up my lifeand
that you'vetold meliesfor . . . shit, for

years.

"But, Danny our share of thiswill give us
financia security for the rest of our
lives"

"Dad wasinnocent," said Dan, pointing at
Jake. "Completely, wasn't he? It was you and
that bastard Bennett Sands who set him up,
framed him. Y ou got him sentenced to the
goddamn Freezer and al dong you knew that
hewas"

"Nancy, don't let him talk about your
father that way," cautioned Kate, deep frowns
touching her pale forehead.

"My father isarotten bastard,” sad
Sands daughter. "When | found that out, |
ran away. Unfortunatdly, that just caused
moretroublefor Dan."

"Pease, both of you you have to stop
talking to melikethis," pleaded Kate. "Y ou
must seethat I'm trying to help you.”

"Oh. ..and Dad, too?" asked Dan.

Jake'sformer wife dowly shook her head.
"Theres nothing | can do for him," she said.
"But, trust me, no harm will cometo you or
Nancy. Y ou were brought here so that you
couldn't tell anyone about what's going on."
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"Y ou're sanding there teling me that your
damned lover isgoing to kill my father!"
shouted Dan. "And you expect meto be
grateful to you?"

"Danny, don't yell at me" said hismother.
"You don't understand . . . you don't want to
understand . . . that whatever I've done, it
wasfor you aswell asfor mysdf."



"That's great, Mom. | hadn't thought of it
likethat, no," said her son. "Every timeyou
jumped in the sack with Bennett, why, it was
redly to hdp me."

"Youhavenorightto™

"Yes, | do. Thethingsyou've done give me
theright.”

"Danny, don't keep on like this."

Dan started walking toward her. "I'll tell
you something dse" he said. "I'm going to
take that lazgun away from you."

"Danny, dont try it!"

"And the only way you can stop me," hetold
her, "isby shooting me down.”

Gomez, sungun in hand, came gralling into
the room where they were holding Natdie.
"Areyou in passable shape, chiquita?' he
asked her.

Thereporter was sill knedling beside the
disabled Sidebar. "I'm not in the best shape
I've ever beenin, but I'm functioning.”
Carefully, she darted torise.

Gomez alowed himsdf to be briefly
distracted by her wobbly efforts.

Noticing that, the lanky Pettiford lunged,
grabbed up the metal chair the young woman
had been gtting in, and hurled it straight
at Gomez.

Most of the chair legs caught Gomez in the
chest. Hefdl backwards, sitting hard. His
gun hit the floor and spun away.

Dr. Danenberg made adive for the skittering
weapon.

Natalie, on her feet again, ran. She

jumped, landing on the stooping doctor's
broad back.

While the two women were struggling for



possession of the
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fdlen stungun, Gomez devoted his atention
to the Excdibur leader.

Pettiford had followed the chair and was
grappling with Gomez, attempting to twist the
detective'sarm up behind his back.

Jerking free, Gomez rolled and then kicked
up.

His boot toe connected with the diving
Pettiford's chin.

"Unk," he said, dropping flat.

Gomez got to his knees, grabbed the man up,
and ddlivered three short jabsto hisjaw.

Pettiford sagged. Gomez let him sink to the
floor and into unconsciousness.

"Burro, " he commented, standing up and
looking around.

Natdie, brushing back her hair, was
graddling thefallen Dr. Danenberg. The
stungun was firmly gripped in her right hand.
"Don't think | don't gppreciate your daring
attempt at arescue, Gomez," she said, abit
breathlesdy. "However, should we ever find
ourslvesin asmilar Stuation at some
future date, | do hope you won't be quite so

dumsy.”

Bowing, Gomez smiled & her. "Y our gracious
thanks are most gratefully accepted, linda,"
hesaid. "And now | suggest that we havea
little chat with the good doctor."

Kate kept the lazgun aimed at her son.
"Danny," shesad, "don't do this."

Hewas only afew feet from her now. "Give
methe gun," he said and held out hishand.



" can't."

"Well, you're not going to useit to kil
my father. So either shoot meor "

"Please, Danny, try to understand why | "

"l understand.” He reached out, closing his
fingersover the barrd of thelazgun.

Kate, starting to cry, let go of the
weapon. Sheturned, angry, toward Jake. "He's
... he'sjust likeyou."
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Dan dipped the gun into his pocket.
"Nancy, Dad, we can go now," he said.

They moved singlefile dong the hotel
corridor. Dan wasin the lead, followed by
Nancy and then his mother. Jake brought up
therear.

"Y ou're not going to makeit out of here,”
warned Kate.

"Once we get to the service passages welll be
okay."

"Bennett'sinthishotd,” hisformer wife
said. "He's at ameseting. As soon as that
ends, he's planning to meet me at thekids
room. When hefinds them gone, helll mount a
search of the entire satellite.”

"Dan, we want that blue door on theright.”

"Okay, Dad." Slowing, Dan approached the
door. He opened it, dowly and carefully, and
entered the blank-walled corridor beyond.
Katesad, "Bennett will kill you."

"He'stried before." Jake urged her into the
passageway .

"If you smply give up, turn the kids over
to him, then you have a chance.”



"WEell trave in slencefrom hereon.”

"I'm trying to help you, Jake, to save your
damnlife”

"It'sfunny, Kate. Somehow | find it tough to
trust you."

Near the end of this section of corridor was
another blue door. "Do we want this doorway,
Dad?'

"Y eah, and then take the down ramp on the
left.”

Before any of them reached the door, it came
Sngpping open. Bennett Sands, alazgunin his
hand, stepped into the halway. "Well, Jake
Cardigan,” hesad, amiling. "Just theman |
was hoping to meet.”
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The left deeve of Sands jacket hung

empty. He was a pae man, puffy-faced, and
he continued to smilein asmug,
sf-satisfied way. "As| recal, Cardigan,
you invaded my privacy once before."

"Downin Mexico, yeah."

"Thanksto you, and your IDCA friends, |
loganam.”

"Hello, Father." Nancy took afew steps
away from Dan.

Not looking directly at his daughter,
keeping his attention centered on Jake,
Sandssad, "I'll betaking to you later,
young lady. Y ou've caused me one hell of a
lot of trouble.

"ltsmutud," shesaid.
"Well discussdl thislater, Nan."

"After you murder Jake Cardigan, do you



mean?"'

"That'll be quite enough,” hetold her.
"Now, Cardigan, | want you to walk over
heretome."
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"Danny, don't!" Kate suddenly cried out.
She rushed at her son, throwing both arms
tight around him. "Bennett hesgot my gun.”

"Danny, I'm surprised at you." Sands moved
hislazgun so that it pointed at the boy.
"Why, I've been a second father to you.”

"I il have my firgt father." Dan let go
of thelazgun hed been trying to dip free
of hisjacket pocket. "I don't need you, Ben-

"Wait don't try it, Cardigan." Sands
returned his attention to Jake.

Jake had been reaching for the stungun
ingde hiscoat. "Y ou're not too popular with
the younger generation,” he remarked, putting
both his hands, paAmsout, in front of him.

"When | get time, I'll brood about that.”

Kate retrieved her weapon from her son's
pocket. "Dont, please, try anything like
that again, Danny."

Jake asked, "Y ou're going to be running the
SuperTek operation, are you, Sands?"

"I'm going to be one of severa equa
partners, rather."

Nodding, Jake said, "And is Professor
Kittridge one of the other partners?'

"Oh, yes," replied Sands. "Y es, Cardigan,
your current mistresssfather isin with
lﬁ"

"And youreaso activein this Excaibur



Movement, huh?'

Laughing, Sands said, "Lunatic fundsare as
good asany," hesaid. "They'vefinanced a
subgtantid part of thingsthusfar.”

"Including your escape.” Nancy moved over
beside Dan.

"Please don't interrupt the conversation,
young lady," cautioned her father. "But,
actualy, now | think of it, the conversa-
tion'sover. Cardigan very carefully hand
over the weaponsthat you're carrying.”

"He'sgot astungun,” Kateinformed him. "l
don't know what dse.”

Sandssad, "All right, Cardigan. Let's
have the stungun " He stopped speaking and
his eyeswent wide.

A red door across the corridor had suddenly
opened. Richard
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Lofton, carrying astungun and alazgun,
stepped through the doorway.

"It'sbeen along time, hasnt it,
Bennett?' hesaid.

Dr. Danenberg touched her right pam to the
recplate on the office door and it dlid open.
"In here" shesaid in asour, disgruntled
voice. Sheremained standing in the chill
corridor.

"You'e certainly grouchy,” observed Gomez,
urging her into the room ahead of him and
carefully scanning itsinterior asthey
crossed the threshold.

Three of thewallswere of gray metd and
the fourth was of one-way seethrough
plastiglass. Out beyond that stretched a
large lab, where roughly two dozen robots, a
dozen androids, and seven or eight humans



weredl a work at long white tables.

"Bueno, " commented Gomez as the door
whooshed shut behind them. "Wevefindly
found the Teklab that we've been seeking,
chiquita

Natalie walked up close to the seethrough
wall. "1 wish these dreadful nitwits hadn't
incapacitated Sidebar,” she said ruefully.
"Some footage on this clandestine Tek chip
factory, coupled with my usud ingghtful
description of things, would makeadarn
nifty news segment.”

"Sit down in that chair yonder, doe,"
suggested Gomez, gesturing with his stungun.
"Fold your hands sedately in your lap, por
favor. ™

"I'm truly sorry it was your leg and not
your neck that you broke.”

"Let'sseeif we can't maintain the chummy
relationship we've had thusfar." He rested
his backside against the edge of the
rubberoid desk. "'l take it that you and Prof
Kittridge didn't redly split up?"

"Y ou can assume any damn thing you wish, Mr.

"Gomez," he corrected smiling. "I dready
know that you've been popping up to NorGal
and snesking vistswith him. | figure
somehow he managed to dip you some handy
tipson how to
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manufacture SuperTek." He pointed at the
busy lab with athumb.

Folding her arms, the doctor said nothing.
Nataie sad, "Y our interviewing technique,

if you don't mind my saying so, isnt as
smooth and efficient asit might be.”



"l know, s'," he admitted. " Sometimes, in
my overzedous quest for information, | start
dapping people around. It'sadefinite
character flaw, but there you are.” He smiled
more broadly at Dr. Danenberg. "Now
then about Kittridge?"

"Yes, heisinvolved,” sheansweredina
low, tight-lipped way. "Theideafor SuperTek
ishis. He and Sands were dready planning
thiseven before dl that messdownin
Mexico."

"Muy triste. " Gomez shook his head dowly.
"It'ssad to think that aman of his
capabilities could be tempted by vast sums of
loot to sell out his species.”

"Arewe going to loiter heresboutsal the
livelong day while you pontificatein
Spanish?' Natdie turned away from the see-
through wall.

"Pdtience, chiquita. A litttemordizing
now and then isgood for theold dma. ™
Gomez eased over to the vidphone acove. "l
note they have a bugproof phone here. I'll
put through a satcal to the London office of
the International Drug Control Agency and
report our findings. They, inturn, will
dispatch a paddy wagon up here to this den of
thieves"

"But can wetrust the IDCA?'

Gomez replied, "I know an hombrein the
London branch who'strue blue." He sat down
facing the phonescreen. "Soon as| finish,
well go rendezvous with Jeke."

"How do we determine just exactly where he
isa the moment?'

"Dr. Danenbergisgoingto tel us" he
explained. "Or rather, shell inform uswhere
Dan and Nancy are being kept. Jake should be
somewherein thevicinity."
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Richard Lofton smiled as he moved, dowly,
closer to Sands. "I haven't changed much over
theyears, have 1, Bennett?' He held both
gunsamed a him.

"No, not much at al, Dick." Sands lazgun
was pointing at the newcomer.

"Don' try anything funny, Cardigan,”
warned Lofton, glancing quickly at him. "I
look just like | did when you ordered me
killed, don't I, Bennett?'

Sands shook his head. "Y ou know | had
nothing to do with any attempt on your life."

Lofton laughed. " Sure, you did, Bennett,"
he said. "Hell, the guysyou hired for the
jobtold medl about it, right before they
killed me. Did they report back to you? Give
you dl the details? See, what they did and
it amused the shit out of them when they told
mether plansthey cut my body up into
pieces. Out
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inthe fucking jungle thiswas, you know,
Bennett, S0 you canimagine”

"What the hell are you talking about, Dick?
Youredill diveand "

"I've been making quite anamefor mysdif,
Bennett,” he said. "L ots of people, you
included, thought | wouldn't amount to much.
But, shit, I'm famous."

"] wasn't aware of that."
"That's because |'m famous under another
name," he explained. "I'm the Unknown

Soldier.”

Sandssaid, "'l don't think I've heard of
you."

"Sure, you have. Fact is, some of your



buddies have been imitating me. Isn't that
s0, Cardigan?"

"Y eah. They tried to make Joseph Bouchon's
murder look like one of yours," Jake
answered. "They wanted to keep him from
digging into their SuperTek operations.”

"They were assholes,” he said. "They didn't
come anywhere closeto gping my style”

"Richard, what well haveto doisst down
and talk, get everything settled between us,"
suggested Sands. "Right now, asyou can see,
| haveto settle with Cardigan.”

"Bennett, hey, you'vegot it dl wrong."
Lofton waked afew paces closer to him. "I'm
here, see, to settle ascore with you. You're
the one we wanted to kill right at the Sart,
except you were unreachable in that damn
maxsec dump in Cdifornia. So we started with
some of the others.”

"Listento reason,” said Sands. "I'm
holding alazgun mysdf. The odds arethat "

"Oh, cmon, Bennett. | don't givearat's
assif youkill meagan," hetold him. "And
before you do, | know | can gun you down. Of
course, I'd like to be able to dice you up,
but | wontingston™

"Please," said Kate. "Don't do this.
Bennett is perfectly willing to mekea
generous settlement with you. Aren't you,
Bennett?'

"Yes, of course. That would be much better
than this foolish sandoff, Richard."
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Lofton laughed again. "He doesn't get it,"
hesad, shaking hishead. "Tdl him,
Cadigan.”

"You redly did succeed in killing Richard
Lofton yearsago in Brazil," fake explained.



"It should be obviousto you by now, Sands,
that what you'retakingtoisavery
creditable android.”

Sands narrowed his eyes, looking at Lofton.
"Anandroid,” hesaid quietly.

"That's right, Bennett," Lofton said. "See,
androids don't need money or flattery or any
bullshit. | came up hereto kill you, you
poor son of abitch.”

Kate suddenly lunged at the android, crying
out, "No! | wont let you kill him!"

Lofton dapped her asde with the hand
holding the stungun.

At the sametime Sands amed and fired his
lazgun.

But Lofton fired hislazgun, too.

The beam diced adeep zigzag line down
across the one-armed man's chest.

Sands shot succeeded in chopping off both
the android'slegs.

Kate, sobbing, ran to the tottering Sands.

Blood was spurting out of the deep rut in
his chest. He dropped to his knees, and drops
of blood went splattering dl around him on
themetdlicfloor.

Sands tried to speak, but blood came out of
his mouth instead of words.

"Bennett, Bennett . . ." Kate put her arms
around him, struggling to keep him from
fdling over.

"Damn," muttered thefallen Lofton. "l
gill havefivemoreto kill." He ceased to
function.

Dan took hold of Nancy's hand. They stood
there and watched her father die.

Jake didn't get back to Greater Los Angeles



until two days after Xmas.

Hisfirs afternoon there he went out to the
edge of the Santa
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Monica Sector. He walked aong a stretch of
beach, stopping often to stare out &t the
pale blue ocean.

Gomez caught up with him there toward
sundown. "May | trudge dong with you,
amigo?'

Jake shrugged and resumed walking.

Hispartner said, "1 wasjust over talking
to Bascom at Cosmos. Well be getting abonus
on the Bouchon case. Plus ahandsome share of
the eventud reward the IDCA is going to pay
usfor locating the SuperTek |aboratory.”

Hating again, Jake looked out toward the
horizon. "I'm getting old, Sid," he said
findly.

"I've noticed, sit But, being atrusted
chum, | haven't mentioned it."

"What | mean is hell, when we were cops and
finished up acase, | usudly felt good about
it

"Nobody would expect you to be overjoyed
just now. Kate's likely to go to prison; so
is Professor Kittridge."

"| probably knew al dong that Kate was
deeply mixed upindl this™ hesad, "but
| pretended she wasn't.”

"Since you were expecting something like
this, it probably didn't hit you ashard as
it might have."

Jake commenced walking again. "Dan'sthe
onewho was hit hard."



"He'stough, though.”
"Yegh, but fill .. "

"Hey, hel's nearly grown up. Y ou haveto
quit trying to shelter him from theredlities
of life"

"l was away too long while he was growing
up. Up in the Freezer maybe even before
that | wasn't around enough.”

"Let's switch to the topic of manana,”
suggested Gomez. "What's he decided to do?"

"Dan'sgoing to stay in England until Nancy
Sandsisready to move back to GLA that
shouldn't be too far off," answered Jake.
"Then hell be coming back and living with
me"

"Bueno. That ought to be good for both of
you," he said. "Speaking of Grest Britain,
there's still no word on the present
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whereabouts of Marj Lofton. Sundry law
enforcers are beating the bushesfor her."

" She's probably somewhere building another
replicaof her brother.”

"And how's Beth faring?"

" She's not especialy saddened by her
father'sarrest,” answered Jake. "Shelll be
working up in Berkeley until the anti-Tek
system isready to use.”

"Atwhich timeyoull get together again?"

"Y eah, probably sometime after thefirst of
theyear."

"Well, that'safairly happy ending to this
whole business" his partner observed. "Y ou
and Dan together, you and Beth together oh,
and Nataie Dent and areactivated Sidebar up



at the Moonbase Colony covering astory for
the next few weeks. Plus which, soon therell
beno more Tek intheworld.”

Jake said, "Something just as bad issureto
comedong.”

"But in that short interval between
troubles," said Gomez, "we can enjoy
oursdves, amigo.”
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