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Set took in what had happened, as incredible as it was. “First thing we have
to do is find the people who did the morph on Bob Thermopylae,” Rux
then announced. Detective Dixon added, “That should tell us how long
Bob’s been walking around as Madonna.”

“We'll need subpoenas,” Leone said. “They won’t give up their records
without a fight.”

Morph parlors did a good business in changing people’s appearances.
'That’s how criminals disappeared back into the population, that’s how hus-
bands avoided ex-wives and onerous alimony payments. Getting data from
any morph parlor would not be easy, tidy, or clean.

Captain Rux said, “We’ll see what we can get from Bob when he re-
covers. I want to know more about the guy who shot him.” He turned to
Koestler. “Where did this guy appear? Show me exactly.”

Koestler walked over to the wall to the far right side of the bed. “It was
right here,” he indicated.

Rux thumped the wall with his knuckles, probing for a hidden panel.

'The sound his knuckles made did not indicate hollowness.

“I already did that,” Koestler said. “The opposite wall, too.”

The far corner of the room had a settee and a long, low table upon
which were knickknacks of carved marble. The room had no windows.
Strange for a bedroom, Koestler thought. It did have a bathroom. But it
was on the other side of the room. Next to the bathroom was a walk-in
closet. It had been empty throughout the episode.

Rux turned to Koestler. “Is it possible you inhaled some Chuckle when
this happened? This sounds like something you'd see on a worm.”

Koestler still clutched his mask and his goggles. He held them up for
Rux to see. “I had these on when I entered the room and didn’t take them
off until just a few minutes ago, after HazMat cleared the place.”

“But how could a Chuckle Aa/lucination affect Bob Thermopylae the
way it did?” Amber Leone said. “That was real.”

Science knew little about Chuckle or Chuckle worms. A Chuckle
worm was rumored to produce psychotropic enzymes in a cycle that alter-
nated every five days. The Army was desperate to have a Chuckle worm to
analyze to know for sure; the Protean Set was desperate to provide them
with one.

“I want you checked out anyway,” Rux said to Koestler. “Just to be on
the safe side.”

“I don’t need to have my blood scrubbed, captain,” Koestler said. “I didn’t
inhale anything. And anyway, I think I'd know if I was on Chuckle.”

“Nobody knows that they’re on Chuckle,” Rux frowned gloomily. “And

all I have is your word on what happened, detective.”
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“Bob Thermopylae’s a popsicle, captain,” Koestler countered. “Some-
thing happened here tonight and it wasn’t a Chuckle hallucination.”

Rux stood in the middle of the room. He was thinking. They all were
thinking.

“Captain,” Kip Dixon put in. “You think this might have been someone
from the military? That doesn’t sound like any weapon we have.”

“I ' was thinking that,” Rux admitted.

“Or some crew that’s sfolen something from the military,” Amber Le-
one offered.

“That, too,” Rux said.

Captain Rux pondered the ceiling and the walls, the length and breadth
of the room. “So what kind of bedroom doesn’t have windows?” he asked.
Koestler said, “A bedroom where the light’s artificial and controlled. Like
that of a television studio.”

Devil Dervish made his fortune filming couples having sex. But these
couples had nodes under their skin that downloaded their sensations, right
up to the moment of orgasm. A person with similar nodes on their bodies
could, without the need of another human being, experience the joys of
sex. Realies were the main source of entertainment in Asia, and especially
China, where men outnumbered women ten to one and sexual release was
otherwise hard to find.

'The ceiling was made of opaque tiles. Anything could be behind them,
including cameras for live video feeds to the battery of satellite dishes on
Dervish’s roof.

“T'll bet he’s got cameras in every room,” Kip Dixon grumbled, looking
at the ceiling.

“If he’s got the whole party on disc, then we can send a lot of people to
jail,” Amber Leone said with a wicked smile.

“Let us see if Mr. Dervish has a control room in the house,” Captain
Rux then said.

'The communications “hub” of the mansion was located in a small mon-
itoring room one could enter through an innocuous closet on the ground
floor. There they found video feeds to every room in the mansion—every
room, including the many bathrooms. A forensic tech helped Rux locate
the specific camera feed that recorded everything that took place in the
bedroom where Bob Thermopylae had operated his candy store. But rather
than use Devil Dervish’s own video playback equipment in the monitoring
room, they withdrew to one of the large living rooms. They set up their
own viewing equipment there because members of the vice squad were
getting anxious to go through the other discs in Dervish’s library. To them,
it was a treasure trove.
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A tech set up a flat screen playback unit on a large onyx coffee table
where the Protean Set gathered around. Rux, Leone, and Dixon sat on the
couch, Koestler and Swiss stood.

'The view of the playback indicated that the camera was positioned just
above door of the bedroom and it had started recording at eight-thirtyfive
p-m. The disc was a standard twelve-hour disc. Rux forwarded the disc.

For the first hour the room had remained vacant. Then various masqu-
ers came and went in a flurry of activity. Something in a pipe was smoked
between several individuals. A Vivian Leigh masquer dressed as a southern
belle had sex with a George Clooney masquer dressed in military fatigues.
Rux speeded past the masquers who had used the room just for fun. When
Devil Dervish appeared, Rux slowed the playback.

Stumpy Devil Dervish entered the room with a masquer that was the
best version of Madonna Ciccone that Koestler had ever seen. The two
were accompanied by a Tyrone Power Zorro who also carried in a pair of
saddlebags over his shoulder. The playback clock said 12:10 a.m.

Devil Dervish was the first to sample Bob Thermopylae’s wares. After
a bit of barely-audible conversation, he went back to his party and a long
line of L.A. junkies filtered into the room. All the while the Zorro stood
by with sword and flintlock at the ready, in case anything got out of hand.

Rux forwarded the disc to the point where Brad Swiss appeared in the
candy store. Swiss sauntered in, asked about the wares Bob Thermopylae
was selling, clearly visible on the dresser. They struck up a conversation.
They chatted for a while.

But here Bob Thermopylae became suspicious. He had seen Detec-
tive Swiss fingering a place at his belt. He could not have known that was
where the voice-print analyzer was located. But that didn’t matter. Chuckle
magnified one’s sense of paranoia.

Bob Thermopylae said something to the Zorro masquer and the man
came at Swiss.

A tussle ensued, but Swiss was the better athlete and he spun the Zorro
around to the center of the room where he had time enough time to draw
his Hobble. The gun came out of his jodhpurs and he shot a Hobble pellet
at the Zorro’s legs. The titanium ribbons swiftly unfolded and ensnared the
man. He lurched backwards out the door where Koestler would Gumdrop
him.

Koestler came into the camera’s view and the brief fight took place,
culminating with Detective Swiss being dusted by Bob Thermopylae.

But as Koestler maneuvered around the large bed to get the best shot
possible for his Hobble, the player appeared. Literally. A blue-green light,

not part of the bedroom’s own soft illumination, manifested off to the right
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of the screen. A figure surrounded by an eerie haze, emerged from the
wall. It wore a silver helmet that covered its face and it held a very strange
weapon. It was about the size of a shoebox and did not seem like a weapon
at all.

The figure ran right behind Koestler. He seemed to have no interest
in Koestler whatsoever. The weapon came up and a light emerged from
it, filling the entire room for a brief second. But the result was that Bob
Thermopylae was struck directly by its beam and he instantly went rigid.
Bob Thermopylae started to fall, but by the time Bob Thermopylae came
crashing to the carpet, the player had stepped beyond the camera’s view.

Rux ran the playback again. Then a final time. The incident never
changed or became any more clear to them.

“A take-down with an assist,” Kip Dixon muttered.

“But...who was that guy?” Amber Leone finally asked. “And how did
he do that?”

No one had an answer for that, least of all Koestler, and he had been
in the room.



THE pack oF RED APPLE cigarettes in Christine Myrland’s hand said,
“Federal law requires me to warn you that these cigarettes contain one-hundred-
and-eight known carcinogens. Red Apples also contain high concentrations of
nicotine which is addictive in the extreme. For your own good and the good of
everyone around you, you are hereby advised—"

Myrland had, by then, put a fresh cigarette to her lips, and lit it. She
tossed the pack onto the bedside table. The package went silent when it lost
contact with her hand.

There were too many smart things in the world, Myrland thought. In-
cluding people.

Her hooker rolled over in bed next to her. His name was Rick Lear.

He propped himself up on his elbow. “I thought you were going to
quit.”

Rick Lear was a great hooker and she had him over whenever she was
in certain moods. Her mood last night called for sex. Her mood now was
different.

“Not today,” she said, blowing smoke toward the ceiling.

Lear shrugged. “Bad habits are hard to break.”

“I can break myself of you.”

“You probably can,” Lear said. He sat up in bed beside her. His body
tapered from his shoulders to his waist in a perfect delta V shape. Lear was
a great animal. “It doesn’t matter, though,” he said. “I just got cleared for
the quarantine. I can find better work back east.”

“Not if you tell them you're from California,” she countered.

“Tll just say I'm from Seattle. Which is true. I was born in Port
Townsend.”

37



Paur Cooxk

She looked at him and felt a slight spasm of envy. “You got cleared?”

He nodded. “I couldn’t do my job if I was stoned all the time. Besides,
the Port Authority only screens for Chuckle anymore.”

“You could still have a Chuckle worm and clear the quarantine screens,”
she said. “They only produce fifteen days a month, don’t they?”

“Sure, but I've never done Chuckle,” Lear told her. “So there’s no way I
could have a worm inside me.”

“Can’t you get it through sex?”

Lear smiled impishly at her. “Not from you. You've never done a drug
in your life. So Chuckle’s out.”

“What about your other clients? Have you told them you're leaving?”

“You're the only one I've serviced in four months,” Lear said.

She took along drag from her cigarette. She got out of bed and walked to
the bathroom. She was trailed by a goblin of cigarette smoke. She’d already
paid him, so there was no use in carrying on this inane conversation.

When she came out, Lear was sitting up in bed. He had activated the
flatscreen on the far wall. The curtains were still pulled shut. It wasn’t yet
9 a.m.

“It’s too early in the morning to watch TV)” Myrland said, crushing out
her cigarette.

“Then watch whatever you want.” He tossed her the remote.

“I don’t want to watch anything,” she said. The changer bounced once
on the bed, then fell to the floor. A news channel came on.

Myrland was about to turn it off when saw that a “Breaking News”
bulletin flashing across the screen. Her heart almost leapt from her chest...
but it had nothing to do with Eidolon Technologies.

A spectacular bust had apparently gone down in Hollywood the night
before and the talking head telling Southern California about it was very
animated in her excitement.

Myrland, however, had expected a much different story to be splashed
across the television screens of the world that Saturday. She hadn’t slept
well because of it, despite Lear’s ten inches of happiness.

Lear was looking at her. “You look like you've just seen a ghost.”

“I thought it was going to be about Rex,” she said. She quickly reached
for another cigarette.

“Eidolon Rex,” Lear said. “I don’t see what’s so important about a
computer.”

“No one expects you to.” She began trolling through the news channels
manually. The voice-control mechanism of her remote was broken. She
could understand the workings of a supercomputer, but she couldn’t rework
the wiring for the voice-activation circuit in her home entertainment unit.
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Mpyrland scrolled through every news channel she could find-local, na-
tional, and international. Apparently none had gotten word yet that the
world’s most advanced supercomputer had mysteriously disappeared from
Eidolon Technologies in Simi Valley. It wasn’t even a side story, a bit of
fluft. Evidently drug busts had more entertainment value.

Myrland stopped her channel surfing. The channel it landed on was a
cartoon channel. Chacmools. Women jumping into and out of reality. Just
like Rex, she thought. Only Rex was the size of a bus. Rick Lear began
climbing into his clothes.

'The bedside phone rang,.

Myrland ignored Lear as he tucked his gorgeous parts carefully into
his trousers. “Who is it?” she demanded of the phone.

‘Alex Langley calling from Eidolon Technologies with a priority preface,” the
phone replied.

Myrland had to answer a priority preference. If she didn’t, the phone’s
Al unit, which knew she was at home, would tell the caller that he was be-
ing ignored, then ask for instructions. But only few people in her life—and
Alex Langley, unfortunately, was one—had queuing priority with her phone
system.

Alex Langley, the good soldier, she thought dismally. Lloyd Thaxton
and the crisis team would not be too far behind. They were already at work
on Rex’s disappearance, undoubtedly looking where to place the blame....

She lifted the receiver. “Hello, Alex,” she said. “What is it?”

“You'd better get down here, Christine,” Langley said. “I'm calling ev-
erybody in.”

Alex Langley was the Eidolon Rex project director and she was the
chief programmer. They had equal status at Eidolon, but her Ph.D. in Ad-
vanced Mathematics was trumped by his Ph.D. in Quantum Mechanics
and his Blanding Prize. He had designed and built Rex, but she had pro-
grammed him. They were its two parents.

“Rex isn’t coming back, Alex. He went the way of Telemon Ajax two
years ago. You know that, I know that, Lloyd Thaxton knows that. His
damage assessments can keep until Monday morning.”

“This won’t keep, Christine. Rex is back. I think you should get down
here. Now.”

Myrland blinked. “He came back?”

“He’s back and he’s working and Thaxton thinks we have enough data
to figure out where he went. This isn’t Ajax all over again. And it won't kill
you to come to work on a Saturday.”

“I’ll be there in half an hour,” she said. She broke the connection.
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Lear pointed to the flatscreen. He had been mesmerized by the car-
toons. “Is this what kids watch on Saturday morning? I don’t get it. What’s
a Chamool?”

There was a lot Rick Lear didn’t get. She had already put him out of

her mind.
®

Alex Langley, Ph.D., project director at Eidolon Technologies, trem-
bled from too much coftee, too little food, and the knowledge that he may
have made the discovery of the century.

He was alone in the staft lounge where he poured himself yet again
another cup of coffee. He had spent the last hour calling in his staff and all
he was doing now was waiting for them to arrive. Only he and Lloyd Thax-
ton’s damage assessment team had been at Eidolon since the night before.
But now, even members of the Eidolon Board were on their way.

After what had happened to Ajax over at Santos Avionics in Long
Beach, this was 4ig. Still, Langley hadn’t slept in the eighteen hours Rex
had been away...wherever “away” was.

Langley could hear the hurried footsteps out in the hallways as security
personnel rushed to secure the entire complex, preparatory to the military
showing up. For the military would show up. Then Eidolon Rex would be
out of his hands entirely. He only hoped that it wouldn’t fall into Christine
Myrland’s hands. There was no telling what she would do with it if that
happened.

Alex Langley was forty-five, balding, and a bit overweight. He was a
man besieged. His wife drank too much. His daughter always fought with
him when she was home from college. And he was always wrestling with
Christine Myrland over who had authority over the Eidolon Rex team.

He stood at the window to the lounge. The morning beyond looked
bleak. Simi Valley, once an agricultural enclave, was now home to millions
of suburbanites and they always seemed to be going somewhere.

'That’s where Eidolon Rex went: somewbere.

By the time Langley walked down to the ready room members of the
Eidolon Rex programming team were sitting at their stations that faced
a single glass wall. Behind the protective glass wall, Eidolon Rex, a giant
onyx-black icon, stood humming away as if everything was as normal as
normal could be.

However, the crisis management team inside the computer contain-
ment area was busy fussing over him. Their findings were being instantly
conveyed to the smaller screens before Langley’s crisis group.

Lloyd Thaxton, Langley’s right-hand-man, headed up the damage as-
sessment group when Eidolon first disappeared at 7:05 p.m. the night be-
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fore. Thaxton was a stooped, grey-haired man in his sixties. He had a low
tolerance for company politics, so he rarely dealt with Christine Myrland
or her company allies. Thaxton entered the ready room, the containment
door hissing shut behind him.

“You nod off in the lounge?” Thaxton asked Langley.

“No,” Langley responded. “Just coftee. Lots of coffee.”

“We can sleep next week sometime,” Thaxton said.

Soon, people began arriving. Everyone who came in—the men unshav-
en, the women with their hair barely brushed—were astonished to see the
giant computer back at his berth. They had left last night thinking they
were without jobs. It happened at Santos Avionics when their giant com-
puter blew up. They had assumed that the same had happened to Eidolon
Rex.

Christine Myrland finally appeared. She was breathing hard, having
run all the way from the parking lot. Langley could smell the tobacco that
surrounded her. It fairly oozed from her skin.

Myrland stood in front of the large glass partition, flexing her fingers
unconsciously, staring at Rex. “So what happened?” she asked, turning to
tace Langley.

“In a minute, Christine,” Langley said. “Not everyone’s here yet.”

Myrland went to her station and activated her monitor screen.

'The last to arrive was Cecilia Garwin, the Eidolon Technologies Board
representative. Garwin was a small, stocky woman who wore her brown
hair clipped short. Garwin had no real authority in the day-to-day opera-
tion of Eidolon Rex, but the Eidolon Board felt the need to stay abreast of
any important developments through her. Besides that, she and Christine
Myrland were the best of friends.

Garwin nodded to Langley, then Langley gestured to Thaxton to be-
gin, now that everyone was present.

“Okay, people, listen up,” Thaxton began. “On your screens are all the
preliminary systems checks Alex and I have already run on Eidolon Rex.
The Board will want a detailed analysis of why Eidolon Rex disappeared
and where he went, if he went anywhere at all.”

“Did anyone see him come back?” Myrland asked, swiveling around in
her chair. “No,” Langley said. “I was in the lounge, having coftee, Lloyd
was downstairs, checking the power circuits.”

“But we fe/z it,” 'Thaxton said.

Langley nodded. “When Rex reappeared, he displaced several tons of
air and it knocked open all of the doors.”
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Thaxton added, “If the doors weren’t open, it would have blown out
these windows.” He indicated the large set of windows just beyond their
stations.

“So...what happened?” Cecilia Garwin asked. “Rex didn’t blow up. Do
we have any idea where he went?”

“We're taking the most practical approach we can,” Thaxton began.

“Right now, our preliminary findings indicate that-"

"He teleported,” Myrland blurted out.

Everyone in the room went silent.

When Rex had disappeared at 7:05 the night before, there had been
some talk of teleportation, since the disappearance was so clean, as opposed
to the messy implosion of Telemon Ajax at Santos Avionics. But Langley
had quashed all speculation. They didn’t know whaz had happened to Rex
and he didn’t want his technicians to go oft chasing phantoms.

However, Christine Myrland had published several papers on the
possible teleportation effects in quantum computing. And everyone left
last night wondering if the self-contained supercomputer had gone some
place else since there was no explosion nor was there any debris left behind.
Myrland was the first—and the only person, really—to give the notion some
credence.

“We don’t want to rush to judgement here,” Thaxton said hurriedly.
“We’re going to explore every possible avenue in depth, before this is all
over.

“What we do know,” Langley told the group, “is that Rex came back
to his original floor moorings. He didn’t move an angstrom. Nothing was
added to his hardware and nothing was taken away. We don’t know about
the software yet. Lloyd’s group is running diagnostics right now.”

“What was Rex doing when he disappeared?” one of Langley’s subor-
dinates asked.

Langley responded. “He was running just over three hundred thou-
sand programs, most for the government. And many of those were for
the military specifically. There were projected weather predictions, several
stochastic planning programs for crop yields around the world, erosion
patterns in China, and the like.”

“But nothing out of the ordinary,” another tech commented.

“He wasn’t even operating at his peak capacity,” Langley added.

“What happened at Santos Avionics?” Cecilia Garwin asked. “Didn’t
their computer do something like this?”

Langley glanced over at Christine Myrland. Myrland had sat back
from her ruminations at her console. This was a sore point between the
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two of them. Some in the group knew of the conflict, others did not. Ap-
parently Cecilia Garwin did not.

Langley nodded. “Christine and I were co-workers at Santos. That’s
where we met. She and I were programmers there.” Myrland added, “Ajax
overloaded, or something. Part of it disappeared and part of it just blew up.
There was nothing we could do about it.”

Smaller versions of Telemon Ajax were to be the brains inside the new-
est pilotless aircraft the Air Force was building. The mishap caused Santos
Avionics to go under. They couldn’t weather the loss. A few weeks later,
Christine Myrland and several other technicians came to work for Eidolon
Technologies. A few weeks after that, much to his personal chagrin, Alex
Langley showed up, hat in hand, also looking for a job.

But Langley, the Eidolon Rex project director, didn’t want any fric-
tion that day. Not from Christine, not from anybody. “We never did find
out what happened to Telemon Ajax. But Rex came back and he might be
able to tell us something about why Telemon Ajax didn’t. That is if'the two
disappearances are the same.”

Christine Myrland moved a thick lock of black hair away from the side
of her head as she studied her monitor. She then looked up at Langley. “Is
this chronometer reading correct?”

“Yes, it is,” Langley said. “Eidolon Rex disappeared at 7:05 p.m. yester-
day and returned at 5:05 this morning.”

“That’s some coincidence,” one of the other techs said. “I mean, ten
hours exactly.”

Myrland pointed to her screen. “But this says, for him, that only a few
hours have passed.”

“I don’t understand,” Cecilia Garwin asked, walking over to see Myr-
land’s screen.

“Well, yes. For Rex, it’s still yesterday,” Lloyd Thaxton said. “He’s been
back about four and a half hours.”

“But he was gone zen,” Myrland said.

Langley nodded. “That’s one of the anomalies we have to explore.

Wherever he went, no time passed. He came and went in a blink of
an eye.”

Lloyd Thaxton then added, “Once my team has a full report of the
physical condition of the computer, we’ll turn everything over to you peo-
ple. Then Cecilia can take it to the Board to figure out what this all means.
Assuming, of course, that we can figure it out.”

“The Pentagon is going to want to be in on this, if it is teleportation,”
Myrland said.

“That’s out of our hands,” Langley said.
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Lloyd Thaxton turned to Langley. “Tell them about Koestler.”

All eyes turned to Langley and Thaxton.

“About forty minutes ago, during the first software scan, Lloyd and his
people came up with something.”

“What was that?” Cecilia Garwin asked. All eyes were now on
Langley.

“A name popped up in about two-thirds of the programs Rex was run-
ning at the time he disappeared. Whether Rex disappeared decause of the
name, we don’t know yet. But the name had several million hits.”

“What name?” one of the techs asked.

“Rory Koestler,” Langley told them.

“Who the hell is that?” Myrland asked.

“That’s one of the things we have to find out,” Langley said. “Because
until we do, we can’t use Eidolon Rex. And if we can’t use Eidolon Rex,
then Eidolon Technologies can’t do business.”

“So it is like Santos Avionics,” the tech said.

“You could say that,” Langley admitted.
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THE FOLLOWING SATURDAY MORNING, KOESTLER arrived at the police
station in Santa Monica at exactly nine o’clock, early for him. He was up
most of the night doing paperwork in the wake of the bust, but he man-
aged to get a few hours’ sleep.

He was in a surly mood when he arrived. The night before he had
wanted to see one of his girlfriends. Busts of just about any kind gave
Koestler a natural high. But none of his regular girlfriends wanted to drive
out to Malibu at three in the morning just to have sex, even if it was the
weekend. That put him in a bad mood.

Matters were made worse when the first person he bumped into at the
station was Vincent Dunhill of Internal Affairs. He had put on his default
face once inside the building and Dunbhill recognized him immediately.
Dunbhill was an ex-Marine, powerfully built, in his late forties with a se-
vere gray-blonde flattop always immaculately cut. He never smiled and was
suspicious of everybody.

“Saw your performance last night, detective,” Dunhill said with a sneer.
“But your player stole the show, I think.”

“It wasn’t a performance or a show and I wasn’t the only person in-
volved,” Koestler said.

“Well, I just bet you had a rea/ good time at the party before the fire-
works started.”

“It was my job to look like I was having a good time.”

“Hmm,” Dunhill muttered. He walked down the hall, bound for his
office.
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No one liked anyone who worked in the Internal Affairs Division,
Dunhill particularly. IAD had it out for the Protean Set. They didn’t like
the idea of aczors in the LAPD.

At the far end of the hall, Captain Edwardian Rux emerged from
an opposite corridor. “Detective,” Rux said, gesturing for him to follow.
Which Koestler gladly did.

Rux and Koestler headed for the War Room. “For the time being, stay
away from IAD,” Rux said in his gravelly voice. “Iry to keep your nose
clean around IAD. We still don’t know what happened last night and I'd
rather not have those buzzards hovering about. For any reason.”

They entered the War Room where the Protean Set planned their city-
wide infiltrations. The room had a large table with several chairs and a
giant flatscreen hung on the wall. The table was inset with keyboards and
pop-up monitors.

Amber Leone was already seated. She had her flatscreen up. But she
was the only member of the Protean Set present.

“What’s the word on Brad?” Koestler asked, taking off his coat and
hanging it around a chair. Since the Protean Set were in the field most of
the time, they didn’t have regular desks or cubicles. The War Room was
their only in-station haunt. That also irked IAD.

Rux said, “He ingested quite a lot of dust. He’s scheduled for dialysis
at eleven.”

“Did he inhale a worm?” Koestler asked.

Rux shook his head. “They don’t think so. But Lily was with him all
night. She told me he thought he was in some movie, so he got enough.”

'The thought of dialysis made his skin crawl, but Swiss was going to
need a treatment that extreme. The dusting he got the night before was far
worse than the one they had received nine years ago in South Bay.

A folder lay beside Amber Leone’s computer screen. She pushed it over
to Koestler. She said, “Forensics found egg casings and other worm debris
in a random sampling of the Chuckle we found.”

“Any actual eggs?” Koestler asked, going through the preliminary fo-
rensics report.

“No,” she said.

Koestler nodded. “That means that we've still got to find the factory.
It’s out there somewhere.” Rux sat at the head of the table, his usual spot.
“I still want you checked out, detective.”

“I'd know by now if I was infected, captain.”

“Isn’t your sister a GP in Woodland Hills?” Leone asked. “At least you
wouldn’t have to wait a week to see her. You could walk right in.”
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“We don’t get along,” Koestler said. “I'd rather see somebody else. Any-
body else.”

“See that it’s done, one way or the other,” Rux said. “That’s an order.”

“What have you got there, captain?” Koestler asked.

Rux pulled out two sheets of paper and gave one each to Koestler and
Leone.

“These are all the known morph parlors in the L.A. region. We should
have the court orders we need to confiscate their records by early this af-
ternoon. Detective Dixon is checking one of them near UCLA right now.
We need to know how long Bob Thermopylae was walking around as
Madonna.”

“What about San Francisco?” Detective Leone asked. “Madonna’s a
favorite up there.”

“I don’t believe Bob Thermopylae left the region to have the work done,”
Rux said.

“Why do you think that?” Leone asked.

“It takes at least three months to recover from a full body morph, par-
ticularly if it’s transsexual. We would have seen a dip in Chuckle traffic in
that time. Since there was no dip, he must have been recuperating locally
to direct its low.”

“Unless somebody else got a set of viable Chuckle worms,” Leone said.

Rux shook his head. “We’d be flush with Chuckle if that were the case.
A rival group would do everything it could to take over Bob Thermopylae’s
traffic if it knew he was down.”

“That would account for the player,” Koestler said.

'The player was at the center of everything.

Rux was grim. “We’re still reviewing the recordings we confiscated.

We don’t want to undermine the D.A.’s case against Thermopylae with
any leaks, but we might have to bring the military in on this. They were
going to get the Chuckle eggs anyway, but this player of ours is a wrinkle
no one expected.”

“The military?” Detective Leone said. “You think this is going that
way?”

“Everybody I've shown the recording to is as stumped as we are. No-
body knows what this is,” Rux said. “But our first concern is to give the
D.A's office a tight case against Bob Thermopylae.”

“What'’s Thermopylae’s condition?” Koestler asked.

“He’s apparently in some sort of hyperthermic coma,” Rux said.

“What’s a ‘hyperthermic coma’?” Koestler asked.

Rux said, “The player somehow put Bob in a state where he’s practically
trozen solid. It’s something no one’s ever seen.”
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Koestler could easily recall the bizarre chill in the air when the player
shot Bob Thermopylae. The military would eventually want to know what
sort of weapon had been used on Bob Thermopylae, but Rux would do his
best to keep them out of the mix until the case had been made as solid as
possible against Bob Thermopylae. A Pentagon investigation would only
gum things up.

“So what’s our next move?” Leone asked.

Rux had steepled his fingers where he sat at the long table. He said,
“We've got enough evidence on disc to show that Bob was dealing out of
that bedroom. We don’t need to show the takedown sequence. But I'm still
curious about our player. Did your snitch mention anything about another
crew?”

Koestler shook his head. “No. And I think Billy Styvesant would have
known if there was.”

Rux pursed his lips, thinking. “I want to talk to him anyway. Bring
him in. Let’s see what he has to say. We still have to find Bob Thermopy-
lae’s factory. Until we can locate and kill the worms, the case isn’t finished.
The D.A. might be happy, but our job won’t be over.”

Koestler looked at Detective Leone and she nodded. They would talk
to Billy Styvesant.

®

By the time Koestler and Detective Leone entered the police depart-
ment garage, they had changed Faces. Anyone seeing Koestler’s Face as he
entered police headquarters that morning would not have seen the same
Face leave. So, too, with Amber Leone.

This pertained as well to Koestler’s Sensei. The 3.8 liter V8 Sensei Meta-
Morph became ‘15 Daimler rattletrap with a slightly dangling bumper and
a dozen dents and scratches and a bad paint job. Koestler also added a few
rust-rimmed bullet holes along the passenger side door for good measure.
A draggy muffler and a dripping oil pain helped as well.

They took the San Diego freeway and headed south.

Billy Styvesant lived in Manhattan Beach, close to the beach itself. He
worked out of a modest beachfront bungalow as an agent and promoter for
musicians. Several years ago he had run afoul of the law while dabbling in
the drug trade. Becoming a confidential informer allowed him the oppor-
tunity to stay out of jail. Which was where Koestler said he’d put Billy if
he didn’t help them get Bob Thermopylae.

Koestler and Leone left their rattletrap about a block away from Billy
Styvesant’s bungalow. Detective Leone had changed her clothing to that of
a street gypsy. She wore a wide turquoise skirt and billowy blouse and tall
boots. Her weapons were easily concealed in her garb. “What are you car-
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rying?” Koestler asked as they eased down the sidewalk. “Clobberer, Susan
B. Anthonys, Pancakes and Nightdrops. But I forgot to bring my goggles
for the Nightdrops.”

“Any Spit Wads?”

She shook her head. “I hate their taste. I'd rather use Gumdrops.”

Koestler’s weapons were his own Clobberer powering up in his shoul-
der holster, several Susan B. Anthonys and about a dozen Tonya G. Hard-
ings. He didn’t think he’d have to use those, however. Clobberers would
do just fine.

Billy Styvesant had not answered their phone calls or pages. Saturdays
were usually busy for musicians and agents both, but even Billy’s answering
machine hadn’t responded. They tried reaching him by e-mail. The mes-
sages went out, but he did not respond to them.

'The day was bright and sunny, but Billy Styvesant’s neighborhood
seemed strangely silent. Only the soft roar of breakers could be heard just
beyond the bungalows. They surreptitiously scanned the neighborhood for
suspicious cars or idling passers by.

'The door to Billy Styvesant’s bungalow was located on the southeastern
side of the building. Koestler rang the doorbell. Amber Leone stood off to
one side, right hand deep in a pocket hidden in the folds of her hippy dress
where her Clobberer was holstered to her upper thigh.

There was no response.

Koestler turned the door knob and discovered that the door had not
been locked. It opened easily to Koestler’s touch.

Koestler glanced at Detective Leone. Leone pulled out her Clobberer
and clutched it with both hands. Koestler’s came out as well.

Koestler took a deep breath. “Billy!” Koestler called out. “Billy, you in
there?”

They stepped into the main living room. The curtains were pulled shut
and the air inside was stale. A 3D coffee table had been left on. It held a
vertical column of static that went all the way to the ceiling. Its program
had long since expired. The hissing from the audio was loud and irritating.
Koestler turned it off.

But there were no signs of foul play. No bullet holes in the walls. No
shell casings on the floor. No furniture tossed around, no framed pictures
knocked askew. However, the phone’s answering machine’s light blinked
with the residue of dozens of waiting—and unanswered—messages.

Amber Leone stepped off to the right and checked the kitchen and
small dining area. Meanwhile, Koestler moved down the hallway to the
bedrooms. Outside, a gull screeched above the surf.

Koestler felt a sudden chill at the door to the main bedroom. It was
cold enough to store food out in the open.
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Koestler pushed open the door. Two people lay in near-darkness be-
neath the covers of an enormous bed. One was Billy Styvesant. The other
Koestler assumed to be his girlfriend.

“Found them!” Koestler shouted over his shoulder.

Detective Leone came up behind him. Her breath came out in small
clouds of vaporous air.

The couple in the bed weren’t quite sleeping, however. Both people
looked pale, nearly dead.

“That’s Billy,” Detective Leone said. “Who’s that with him?”

Koestler stowed his Clobberer. “Her name is Melissa. Melissa
Connors.”

“She know about Billy?” Leone whispered.

“I don’t think so,”

Melissa Connors seemed to be conscious. She struggled to awaken.
Her mouth moved and her eyelids fluttered like two frail butterflies.

“What happened?” Koestler asked.

The woman’s skin was dry and a baby-blue color. Koestler guessed
that they had been this way for days and both were suffering from severe
dehydration.

“Billy,” Melissa Connors whispered feebly. “S-s-someone s-shot
him...”

Detective Leone pulled out her phone and dialed EMS.

“Who shot Billy?” Koestler asked.

“The p-p-police,” Melissa Connors breathed. She then lifted a crooked
hand from beneath the covers and pointed at the wall beyond the foot of
the bed. Not the door. Not the nearby window. The wall.

“We are the police,” Koestler said. “Billy was working with us.”

Connors appeared not to register his words to her. “We were sleeping.
I looked up...and he s-shot Billy. He c-came out and s-shot him.”

Again the trembling hand pointed at the wall behind Koestler.

“Did he shoot you, too?” Koestler asked.

“Please h-help...”

“Help is on its way,” Detective Leone said over Koestler’s shoulder.

Melissa Connors closed her eyes. The room had a smell of death about
it even though both people on the bed were still alive.

Koestler stood up. Amber Leone still had her phone out.

“You'd better call the captain,” he said in an urgent whisper. “I think
this is the player again.”

Leone nodded and went outside to place the call.
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