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“Doc!
It’s a Trap!
Move!”


Billy saw the dark form of the police copter concealed in the shadow of the ventilators. At his first shout a blinding light flared from it … flooding the roof.

He ducked back toward the stairwell as Doc’s heli-cab lifted off. He turned to run, but his bad foot gave way, sending him sprawling.

Then a policeman had his arms pinned behind his back. “That’s all buddy,” he said.

Billy shrugged. At least Doc had got away — no telling what the cops would have done to him for taking out a kid’s tonsils!



“… A frightening vision of the potential disaster inherent in a computer-controlled health control program!”

 — Seattle Times
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PART ONE

BILLY’S STORY


I

It was well past four in the afternoon when Billy Gimp finally woke up, and he knew in an instant that something was wrong with his room.

He sat straight up in bed and peered around him at the squalid little apartment. Dirty clothes lay heaped on every flat surface in the room. The sink was overflowing with unwashed dishes, and the stove, an ancient microwave model, was encrusted, onionlike, with successive layers of baked-on food. None of this, however, bothered Billy; it was purely par for the course, no more nor less upheaval than greeted him on awakening any afternoon of the week. Equally familiar were the streaked and mildewed wallpaper and the bare light bulb hanging from its yard-long cord and swinging slightly in the drafty room. These things all looked as they always looked; it was something else that was wrong, and his awareness of it had been there even before he awoke, just beneath the surface of consciousness.

He rolled out of bed and hobbled across to the room’s single window. Pulling back the blind an inch or so, he peered out into the gray light. On the street below, winter shadows were darkening on the light late-afternoon traffic. A few people scurried up the Lower City street as though eager to get in before dark, and a police chopper skimmed past over the tenement rooftops like a vulture searching for carrion. Instinctively, Billy drew back until the copter had passed on and did not circle back — merely a routine patrol. Then he searched the street more closely, but found nothing suspicious. Shaking his head, Billy released the curtain. It was nothing outside that was wrong, it was something inside, something very close.

Standing there, now fully alert, he tried to recapture his exact mental state at the moment he awoke. He had been dreaming, as usual, and the dream had been unpleasant, as usual. Someone had been chasing him through a strange and unfamiliar wooded countryside, relentlessly closing the gap on him as he had limped down brush-filled gullies and scrambled over windfallen logs, dragging his bad foot painfully as he went. He remembered vividly climbing up a ridge and down into a logging camp where chain saws had just fallen silent and piles of fragrant pine sawdust were lying about….

Sawdust.

Billy sniffed, and sniffed again. Doc was always saying he had a nose like a hound, and maybe he did, because the smell was there: a faint but unmistakable odor of sawdust in the room. Snapping on the light, Billy dropped to his hands and knees and began searching foot by foot along the baseboards, methodically, certain now of what he would find. A moment later he was rewarded. It was there near the wall between the window and the sink, with an unobstructed view of the entire room: a short metallic stalk emerging like a periscope from the floorboards, with a tiny pile of sawdust beside it. At the end of the stalk, like the head on a kitchen match, there was a glistening crystal bead.

It was a bug, tiny but powerful, with its delicate audio pickups and its wide-angle micro-lens. Quite enough to pick up every whisper, every motion in the room. Billy’s first impulse was to crush it with his heel, but he held back. Destruction of government property was a felony even if it was being used illegally, and with Billy’s arrest record this bug was probably as legal as breathing, backed up by seventeen warrants and an airtight court order. He couldn’t destroy it. Of course, he could always appeal it. Fifty cents in the corner computer-court might conceivably bring him a privacy injunction — but from Billy’s past experience with courts of law, that didn’t seem very likely. Even worse, a computer-court hearing might just precipitate a confrontation that could be highly embarrassing for all concerned, and Doc would not like that a bit. Doc never liked embarrassing questions.

Billy sat down on a chair, suddenly aware that he was shaking. The bug meant snoopers, legal or illegal, and either way that meant trouble. The question was: why? Was this a random check-scan that could turn up at almost any time in any Lower City flat, or was someone specifically interested in him? And if so, why him? There were no recent problems, nothing to draw special attention, he was sure of that. He’d been running blades for half his seventeen years, and he was good at keeping clean, especially since working for Doc. Of course others, less skillful, could have crossed his trail — but who? And even more urgently, what should he do right now, this minute? Doc could be calling him at any moment, and if the phone was also tapped, then the fat would really be in the fire.

The first step, of course, was almost instinctive. He couldn’t destroy the bug, but he could certainly foul it From the dresser he pulled out a dirty black sweater, crossed the room, and dropped it directly on top of the bug. Next he fished a cardboard box out from under his bed and extracted a small transistor radio. With a change of batteries it blared forth with a nerve-jarring screech. He twiddled the dial to find the loudest, most discordant music on the band, tuned the volume up full and set the radio down by the sweater, the speaker just inches from the bug’s ear. It wasn’t perfect, by any means; a careful tape analysis could split other sounds away from the jangle of the music, but at least they’d have to work for their data. Next he pulled the phone jack from the wall, rendering the telephone inoperative, and then, more reluctantly, disconnected the computer console. Finally he flopped back in a chair and wiped sweat from his forehead.

It cut his room off from all contact, but now, at least, he had a minute to think. Doc would get a disconnect signal on the phone before he had a chance to be voice-printed. Failing phone contact he might, just possibly, try to patch in a contact on the computer — and that, too would be blocked. Two fails in a row would alert Doc that something was wrong, and he’d quit trying, at least for a while. Meanwhile, Billy would have to reach him. But how? According to Doc’s standing orders, in case of trouble Billy was to page Doc’s personal bellboy unit from a public phone, leave a coded number, and wait for Doc to call back. But if somebody were really snooping Billy in earnest, that could be far too dangerous. Once again Billy wracked his brain trying to think of something that might have put Health Control on his trail. There had been that gall bladder case a week ago, but there was no problem with that, everything had gone fine even though Doc was at his most tense and the anesthetist had been three sheets to the wind all evening. The appendectomy two nights earlier had also gone smoothly, and as for the node biopsy last night, the people had been so happy at the result, and so grateful to Doc for doing it all, that a grievance report seemed unlikely.

Yet the fact remained that the bug was there. Obviously the snoopers had gotten a blanket order to get into the flat below him, and gone to a lot of trouble to drill a hole in his floor. And while it was true that random snooping was becoming more commonplace every day, the idea that Billy Gimp, of all people, might get caught on an ordinary, routine fishing expedition was too big a coincidence to swallow. Health Control had plenty of reason to snoop Billy, with his record of arrests and narrow squeaks. They knew he was running blades, even though they’d never actually nailed him. And of course it was always possible that Parrot or one of the others had thrown him to the wolves for reasons of their own. Even Doc himself might have blown the whistle, unlikely as that seemed. In Billy’s world, even the unlikely had to be considered.

For the moment, obviously, he had to assume the worst: that someone was snooping him for some specific reason. That meant that direct contact with Doc was out, for now. But if Doc had a case lined up for that night, he would have to be reached somehow. Slowly Billy fished clothes from a pile and began dressing, putting on the usual denim trousers and dark long-sleeved shirt he always used for work. He slipped his left shoe on and tied it, then worked his clubfoot into the twisted right shoe with the built-up sole. Crossing to the refrigerator, he found a leftover chicken leg and began munching it as he checked the half-dozen phony credit cards in his wallet. Finally ready, he donned a heavy windbreaker, threw a muffler around his neck and limped across the room to the door.

The stairway and the street, like the hall, were empty. It was almost dark now, and a cold wind filtered down from the Upper City, sending scraps of discarded newspaper dancing along the deserted sidewalk. Billy headed for the nearest public lift. All Lower City phone consoles were bugged, and always required complete identification and credit checks before a call would be put through. In the Upper City sheer volume of use alone prevented such careful authentication; he knew he could get a trouble-call through to Molly with a return number before his fake ID could be traced and the call cut off. At the lift station he took the slow but generally empty freight elevator up the seventeen stories to the Upper City walkways, then stepped out and made his way northward to the nearest heli-cab station.

As usual, the Upper City was bustling with evening traffic, and the heli-cab station was crowded. Most phones were in use, but two were free to the rear of the station, out of the main traffic flow and near the loading ramps. Billy checked the number of the adjacent phone, memorized it, then stepped into the next booth and shoved a credit card into a slot. When the dial tone sounded, he dialed a number, then waited impatiently as the ringing signal whispered in his ear. An instant later the viewscreen lit up and a girl’s face appeared. Her eyes widened as she recognized him. “Billy!” she said.

“Don’t talk,” Billy said. “There’s trouble. Take this number and ring me right back. It’s coded.” He ran through the code for the adjacent phone’s number and then quickly rang off. Somewhere a phone-snooper would be picking up the false charge and filing a complaint, complete with call source and voice-print, but he would be long gone before anybody could get the false data untangled and issue an alert on the misused phone. He stepped into the adjacent booth, rubbing his hands together for warmth as he waited. Finally, after several minutes, the phone buzzed. The screen lighted as he lifted the receiver, and the girl’s face reappeared.

“Billy, why are you calling me here? You know that Doc doesn’t want any calls to the Hospital.”

“I had no choice,” Billy said. “Anyway, I used a clean ID.”

“Clean my eye,” the girl said. “The phone-snooper was right there the minute I hung up. I said it was a wrong number and then had to change lines to call you back. Now what is the trouble?”

“I’ve picked up a bug,” Billy said. “Sometime today while I was sleeping.”

The girl’s irritation gave way to concern. She was young, in her early twenties, with short dark hair and very blue eyes. She was still wearing her nurse’s cap and tunic, though Billy knew she was off duty. “Billy, are you sure?”

“I’m sure, all right, it was sticking right up through my floor.” He told her briefly about his discovery. “Whether it’s me they want, or just a routine screening sweep, I don’t know, but I couldn’t take a chance. I had to cut off my phone and computer.”

“Yes, of course. And that means Doc can’t reach you.”

“Not with a snooper on my back.” Billy regarded the girl on the screen. “Molly, do you know any reason someone might be onto me?”

“No. We haven’t had a problem case in months, and you know how careful Doc is.” The girl frowned. “Do you know about tonight?”

“I know he has a case lined up, but I don’t know what it is or what he needs for it.”

“He told me last night,” Molly said. “He has two T&As.”

Billy groaned. “More tonsils?”

“Well, the patients can’t help it,” the girl said. “These children have been sick all winter with infections and tonsillitis. Doc saw them on his way home from last night’s case, and set up the surgery for tonight.”

“He didn’t waste much time, did he?” Billy said.

“They’re both infection-free right now, so Doc decided to jump while he could. Anyway, he’ll need two complete tonsil setups, with loops, curettes, ether — the works.”

Billy nodded. “Okay,” he said. “Tell Doc I’m bugged, but I’ll get the setups from Parrot and meet you both at the usual place, okay? If I don’t show for some reason, it’ll mean I’ve got an agent on me, or some other trouble, and Doc will just have to cancel out.”

“Billy, Doc wouldn’t like that at all.”

“Well, he’d like a run-in with Health Control a whole lot less,” Billy retorted. “This isn’t exactly legal surgery, you know.”

“I know,” the girl sighed. “Well, do the best you can, and we’ll just hope we see you tonight. And Billy — be careful, whatever you do. Doc may hate to cancel cases, but he’d hate even more to have you in trouble. After all, without you functioning there couldn’t be any cases.”


II

Outside the station the wind was getting colder, and Billy Gimp pulled his coat and muffler up tight around his neck. A cream-colored ground-cab was just discharging passengers, but he passed it by and started back on foot toward the lift down to the Lower City. Ordinarily Billy would never have dreamed of going to Parrot’s any way but by private ground-cab — but this, he decided, was no ordinary evening.

The customary cab ride was not just a matter of Billy’s crippled foot, although any extended walking was slow and painful for him. Far more, the cab was a matter of image and status. A bladerunner with a topflight, busy doctor was making money, and people with money never walked, not in the city. What was more, Parrot himself would begin to get edgy if a bladerunner walked to his establishment too often. After all, Parrot too had certain standards to uphold.

In fact, it had been Parrot’s extraordinary reputation that had brought Billy there in the first place. In every underworld there is a hierachy, and Parrot was tops in his branch of the world of underground medicine. Parrot was far more than merely a supplier of stolen surgical goods, although he was that too. A former army medic, Parrot knew surgical procedures, and he knew what supplies were needed for each kind of case. Unlike many suppliers, Parrot never believed the labels on the surgical packs that came into his hands, stolen from hospital supply rooms all over the city, and he had no faith in their supposed sterility. Each pack he personally opened and inspected, adding extra blades to this one, additional forceps to that one, more sponges for one, double gloves for yet another. Always he allowed for a margin of error, and prepared his packs accordingly before autoclaving them himself for certain sterility. There was no pressing need for a margin of error in the government Hospital surgeries; if a surgeon found something missing at any time, a second pack could always be opened on the spot. But kitchen-table surgery was a different matter. Some docs carried their own extra supplies and some did not, but when the chips were down in the middle of a difficult underground case, that was no time to have to send a bladerunner out for additional supplies.

For Parrot, the care he expended was no labor of love; it, too, was a matter of status. Parrot’s clientele was elite, and no one knew it better than Billy Gimp. He had dealt with plenty who weren’t, in the course of his seventeen years. His first job as a bladerunner had taught him the difference between good medicine and bad. His doc at that time had been a greenhorn, dreadfully inexperienced and scared to death of detection; his work had been both overswift and oversloppy. Small wonder that his bladerunner had been equally careless. Cheap suppliers provided dirty dressings and contaminated instruments; the doc had tried to cover by using some of his own supplies stolen from Central Supply at his Hospital, but there were still far too many postsurgical infections, unnecessary complications, even operative and postoperative deaths in those days, and Billy found himself nervously moving from doc to doc, always afraid that some spectacular surgical disaster would drop the axe on his neck as well as the doc’s.

And then, three years ago, he had found Doc, and things were suddenly different. Doc could spot contaminated surgical packs from a mile away, and either did his own boiling or turned them back, with short shrift for Billy and the supplier. “Tabletop surgery is bad enough without making it any worse than necessary,” Doc had said angrily. “The patients are paying me for sterile packs, and that’s what I’m going to get them, or your supplier can go whistle.”

It had been a novel attitude, in Billy’s experience, almost an amusing attitude until it finally dawned on him that Doc was no greenhorn in underground medicine, and really meant what he said: that he wouldn’t take or use inferior supplies; from that point on it became a matter of pride for Billy to find him good supplies, and his search for a reliable supplier had become a major quest. Money wasn’t the issue; Doc didn’t mind paying premium coin if the supplies were good. Doc never argued a price hike with Billy, and soon, to his own surprise, Billy was no longer overpricing the goods to Doc so badly. And then he had heard of Parrot, who allowed no gouging whatever, and who was fussy which doctors he supplied and which bladerunners he dealt with. After long negotiations Parrot had finally, reluctantly, agreed to supply Billy and Doc, on the strength of Doc’s legitimate reputation as a topflight Hospital surgeon, and Billy’s reputation as a runner who kept his nose clean. There were certain conditions, however. The first was that no one except Parrot did any price gouging, and the second, even more stringent, was that no one dragged a dead fish across Parrot’s trail for anything.

All of which explained why, on this particular evening and under these particular circumstances, Billy Gimp turned his back on the ground-cabs lingering outside the heli-cab station and proceeded on foot to find Parrot, to arrange for two T&A packs for the evening’s work and to find out what, if anything, Parrot might have to say about the bug in Billy’s room. Billy worked his way through the light foot traffic, picking down-ramps and elevators that carried him down from the Upper City of high-rise apartments, green-belt parks and swift monorails and heli-cabs crisscrossing the sky to the Lower City of darkened streets and alleys, tenements and cheap storefronts. Ground-cabs whispered by him on the ragged, pot-holed Lower City streets; in some places he was the sole pedestrian. And as he walked he kept a close watch to be as sure as possible he was not being followed.

At last he arrived at the place he sought: a narrow, decrepit building around the corner from a main Lower City arterial, with the crowded and dusty window of an antique shop facing the street. Inside, a single customer was poking around in the dusty rubble; Billy feigned interest in some ancient vases and pewter cups until the customer gave up and left. Immediately a wizened granny popped up from behind the counter and peered at Billy through cataract lenses. “Late tonight, eh?” she said finally. “Thought you weren’t coming.”

“I got stalled,” Billy said. “Is Parrot around?”

“He’s down in the shop.” The old woman brought out a pad and pencil. “Got an order for me?”

“Yes, but I need to see Parrot about it.”

Granny wrinkled her mouth. “Pretty fussy these days, aren’t you? Well, go on down, just don’t waste his time with complaints.”

Billy pushed aside a doorway drape, and hobbled down a narrow stairway into a subcellar below and to the rear of the storefront. Suddenly the shabbiness of the upstairs was gone, and he entered Parrot’s warehouselike workroom, fastidiously clean, with shelves piled high with green surgical packs, a huge central worktable surrounded by instrument bins, and a bank of autoclaves hissing steam along the back wall. Within half a minute a short, fat man with a doughy face and grotesque little half-glasses came out from the back room. Parrot beamed when he saw Billy; except for his huge curved nose and a hint of wariness about his eyes, Parrot seemed the epitome of the jovial fat man. “So you walked tonight, eh, Billy? How come? Doc forget to pay you?”

“Doc never forgets to pay me,” Billy said.

“Ah, that’s very good. Then we can settle accounts for last night.” Parrot paused, punching at the computer console on the table. “That’ll be two hundred in markers or four hundred in legal credits.”

“Markers,” Billy said. He pulled a handful of red chips from his pocket and piled them on the worktable. Parrot picked them up, dropping them one by one through a coin scanner. Then he pocketed all but one which he left lying on the table.

“You’ve got a bad one there, Billy.” Billy replaced it with another. As he reached for the rejected marker, Parrot flipped it deftly into his own hand. “Wouldn’t want it to get back into circulation, would we, Billy?” he said. “No, not so good, that. Now, then. What’s for tonight?”

“Two T&A sets,” Billy said. “And a can of ether. For some reason, Doc wants to use ether.”
 
“For tonsils?” Parrot clicked his tongue. “That’s a little odd.”

“I don’t argue,” Billy said. “Those were Doc’s orders, so that’s what he wants. Just give me the locker key and see that the stuff is there by nine o’clock.”

Parrot looked up over his half-glasses. “You’re very sharp with me tonight, Billy. Something wrong?”

“You’d be sharp too if you woke up with a bug in your room.”

“I see.” Parrot pursed his lips slowly. “Well, now. A bug, you say? Now that is very interesting.” He motioned Billy to a seat. “Tell me about this bug.”

Billy told him. Parrot listened intently, scratching his chin, his eyes half closed. Finally Billy finished and Parrot looked at him.

“Anything in addition to the bug itself?” Parrot asked.

“Not that I could see. I didn’t try the phone or the computer to find out.”

“That was very wise. What about a stakeout? Anybody following you? Mail tampered with recently?”

“I don’t get mail,” Billy said.

“Then what about other things? Doc having trouble with his cases lately?”

“Not much. Doc doesn’t usually have trouble, and when he does he takes care of it.”

“Yes, of course, your Doc is one in a thousand. And nothing has changed? Doc’s nurse? The anesthetist?”

“The nurse is okay. The anesthetist is drunk about half the time, so Doc and I have to pinch hit sometimes. But where do you find an anesthetist who doesn’t get drunk? Nothing different there.” Billy paused. “Of course, somebody else could have fingered me.”

“Ah, yes,” the fat man said. “Like me, I suppose.” He shrugged, chuckling. “But if so, I would hardly tell you about it, would I?”

“No,” Billy said sullenly.

“Nor would I want you to be coming around again either, eh? No. Well, you add it up, Billy. If I ever wanted you to be nailed you wouldn’t be coming around, you’d be nailed. So let’s forget about me fingering you. The real question is, is Health Control really after you, or is this just a screening check that you happened to get caught in?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” Billy said. “If it’s a routine screener, I could at least use my phone. Until I know, I’m cut off from everything.”

“Well, maybe we can help you find out,” Parrot said. He reached forward and pushed an intercom button on the worktable. “Phil? Why don’t you come out here.” Parrot looked up at Billy. “You know Phil Hawk, don’t you? Runs blades for Doc Gentry out of Hospital Number Eight. He’s not feeling so good, got that Shanghai flu that’s going around, so he’s holed up here where I can keep an eye on him.”

A door at the back of the shop opened, and an extremely thin, pinch-faced youth of fourteen emerged. He gave Billy a wan smile. “Hi, Billy. How things going?”

“Not so good,” Billy said. “But you don’t look so hot either.”

The youth sat down, visibly shivering in a long, ragged bathrobe. “Don’t get too close to me,” he said, “there’s been lots of this going around the last week or so.” He looked up at Billy. “You got troubles?”

Parrot nodded. “Tell him, Billy.”

Billy told the youth about the bug in his room. Phil Hawk listened, then looked over at Parrot. “You see?” he said. “I told you something funny was going on.”

“What do you mean?” Billy said.

“I mean you aren’t the only one,” Phil replied. “I had the same thing last week, and so did my buddy Max — you know Max? They even hauled him in for a bunch of questions. But mine must have been a screening sweep, because two days later it was gone.”

“Anybody else you know of?” Parrot said.

“Not personally, but the place I hang out there’s a lot of talk.”

“It’s more than talk,” Parrot said. “I know of twenty-five cases in the last month for sure, and they couldn’t all be screening sweeps. And it’s not only bladerunners, either.”

“Then who else?” Billy asked sharply.

Parrot smiled. “Like me, for instance.”

“You mean you’re bugged right now?”

“For the last two weeks, to be exact.”

Billy half rose from his chair. “You could have said something — ”

Parrot laughed. “You’re not talking into a bug right now, if that’s what’s worrying you. Bugs can be spoofed if you know how. The thing is that the bugging has been getting much heavier in the past few weeks, and it’s Health Control that’s doing the snooping. A couple of odd things, though: I haven’t heard of a doctor being bugged during this period, and I haven’t heard of a single arrest. A couple of guys like Phil’s friend Max have been hauled in for questioning, but they’ve all been released without any charges. Right, Phil?”

The youth nodded. Billy blinked at them. “Then why the snooping?” he said.

“If we knew, we wouldn’t have to worry,” Parrot said. “All we know now is that something’s going on. The next step is to find out what. Well, maybe we can. I have eyes and ears. I have some people in the clinics, and even a few contacts in Health Control administration.” Parrot looked at Billy over his half-glasses. “Suppose I do a quiet check run on you and your Doc, your nurse, the anesthetist, your whole setup. If Health Control is really interested in you, then one of two things will happen. Either we’ll push them to move, or we’ll find out why they’re onto you without pushing. Either way you’ll be ahead.”

Billy studied the man for a long moment. Then he nodded his head. “That sounds good,” he said. “How long will it take?”

“By the time you’re back tomorrow to pay for the T&A sets I should know something. Meanwhile, step very quietly.”

“As quietly as I can,” Billy said. “Doc’s got these cases tonight, and I think something lined up for Thursday. I’ll be back in the meantime.” He stood up to leave. “How soon can we get those T&A packs?”

“They’ll be in the locker within two hours,” Parrot said. “The truck’s about to go out now. You’ve got the key. Put the used packs back in the locker, and bring me the key again tomorrow along with the money. Three-fifty in markers, or five hundred in credit. Either way.” The fat man paused. “Do you know where Doc’s case is tonight?”

“Trenton Sector, I think. Why?”

“I’ve got another call for him.” Parrot opened a card case, handed an address card to Billy. “This just came in a few minutes ago. I thought of Doc because it’s near his Hospital.”

Billy frowned. “Doc isn’t looking for more business right now, he’s got more than he can handle as it is.”

“I’d like your Doc to see this one just the same. It’s an emergency, a very sick kid. Headache, high fever, stiff neck — just like a number that have been turning up lately, with some of them dying. Ask him to make it if he possibly can.”

“Well, I’ll ask him,” Billy said. “Maybe when he’s finished with these tonsils — ”

“Good,” Parrot said. “See you tomorrow. Meanwhile, I’ll get to snooping some myself.”

Most of the lights were out in the antique shop above as Billy passed through, but the aged woman was waiting to lock up behind him. Out on the cold street he hesitated, then turned in the direction of his flat. He was thinking of food, a change of clothes and preparations for the night’s work, and he did not notice the cream-colored ground-cab that whispered past him on the street and turned onto the main Lower City thoroughfare ahead.


III

It was well past 9:00 in the evening when Billy Gimp stepped down from the monorail two blocks from the Health Control Hospital No. 7 and made his way on foot through the thinning Upper City crowds toward the cavernous hospital entrance. Back in his room he had found that the bug was still there, and decided against spending any more time there than was necessary. After a quick shower and change of clothes he checked to be sure he had Parrot’s locker key in his pocket. Then he headed for a nearby Lower City bar and grill for dinner.

Two other bladerunners were just leaving as he reached the place, and they paused to talk a moment, but neither of them had been bothered with bugs and neither of them was aware of any special increase in Health Control alertness. Once inside with a hamburger and French fries in front of him, Billy turned his conversation with Parrot over and over in his mind as he ate.

There was no reason to doubt what Parrot and Phil Hawk had told him — yet the information made no sense to Billy. If more and more bladerunners were being bugged for some reason, then why were there not more arrests? The Health Control laws, passed almost twenty years before, were perfectly explicit. All forms of legal health care were provided in the government-operated Hospitals, Emergency Rooms and Outpatient Clinics, and only those patients who could qualify under the Eugenics Control laws were eligible for health care at all. The whole vast underworld of black-market medicine, of which bladerunners like Billy were such an integral part, had grown up in the wake of those Eugenics Control laws, bringing totally illegal health care services to the multitudes of people who could not — or would not — qualify for health care on a legal basis. Hardly a doctor could be named who had not taken a hand in underground medicine at one time or another, despite the watchful eye of Health Control police and the heavy penalties that could be levied when a physician or a bladerunner was caught and convicted — yet Health Control, to date, had been able to curb only a small fraction of the total amount of illegal medical practice. There were occasional arrests, widely publicized in the press and on TV, and even occasional convictions, but the Secretary of Health Control himself made no pretense that the practice of illegal medicine was declining.

Considering all this, it was not surprising that Health Control police might be engaged in an increasing pattern of screening sweeps in search of new evidence of illicit medical activities. Nor was there any better way of gathering such evidence than by bugging bladerunners. No one was more deeply involved in all the illegal aspects of underground medicine; indeed, without bladerunners the whole intricate system of illicit medical practice would fall apart at the seams. The Health Control snoopers knew perfectly well that a bladerunner caught and hung with a transponder, so that he was continuously spied upon, was a bladerunner — and a doctor — out of the business of underground medicine, at least for a while. But if arrests were not being made, what was the purpose of the increasing surveillance?

It made no sense to Billy, and he finished his meal in a gloom of depression. He could not throw off the premonition that there was more to his own bugging than met the eye, that dangerous trouble was somehow impending. Yet he stubbornly refused to allow it to worry him into immobility. It was, after all, as much Doc’s worry as it was his, and Doc had a case tonight and required Billy’s help. Maybe he would have some idea what had brought the bug about, or what Billy might do about it At any rate, until he saw Doc, his evening’s work was cut out for him. Checking the time, he paid his bill with a legitimate credit card and stepped out on the street to hail a ground-cab.

The procedure he followed was so familiar that he could have done it in his sleep. At his direction the ground-cab found a nearby Lower City arterial and began working its way up ramps and viaducts into the heavy Upper City traffic. Catching a north-south freeway, the cab sped northward to a Center City heli-cab station, as Billy kept a watchful eye out the back window. Satisfied that he had not been followed, he paid off the cabbie at the passenger loading ramp of the station and made his way back to the banks of twenty-four-hour baggage lockers. Here he inserted Parrot’s key unhesitatingly into a locker near the floor and drew out the small blue flight bag he found inside. He did not know precisely how Parrot got the surgical packs transported from his shop to the baggage lockers, and he did not care to know; Parrot never failed to provide them on time by this indirect means, nor had he ever failed to pick up the used instruments Billy would leave there when the surgery was over. This was the way Parrot chose to work, and the less detail he knew about it, Billy thought, the better. With the flight bag securely under his arm he had walked outside the station, crossed the freeway on a pedestrian ramp and caught a southbound monorail for downtown and Hospital No. 7.

It was getting late, and he had been moving briskly, but now, half a block from the Hospital entrance, he slowed up and peered ahead. The sidewalk and street in front of the Hospital were filled with a milling throng of people, and a block away Billy could hear the shouted slogans and sing-song chants of a demonstration going on. Several dozen people were crowding the street and blocking traffic, their heads and beards half shaved, placards waving, long flowing robes sweeping the ground. Some of the demonstrators were stopping passersby, handing out literature and calling attention to their placards. DESTROY THE CLINICS!!! one sign said in vivid orange letters. DOWN WITH HEALTH CONTROL! another implored. TRUST NATURE, NOT DOCTORS. As Billy approached, a wild-eyed man in a ground-length robe bore down on him, thrusting a wad of printed sheets into his hand. “No medicine is good medicine, brother!” the man shouted. “Boycott the doctors now!”

At the Hospital entrance a handful of Health Control guards stood by with tear-gas guns at ready, keeping the crowd of demonstrators out of the Hospital doorway by main force and watching for any disruption that might spark violence. Billy ducked past one of the guards and walked into the main lobby of the Hospital building. It was a huge concourse, with admission offices to one side and several banks of elevators to the Hospital inpatient rooms and outpatient clinics against a far wall. Most of the lobby, however, was filled with chairs and benches, as droves of potential patients stolidly waited their turn at the authentication desks. Occasionally white-coated doctors or nurses with tip-tilted caps passed through; an elevator opened to discharge a man in a wheelchair into the lobby, followed by an attendant. Billy crossed the lobby to an alcove where magazines and books were for sale and began leafing through a paperback as he kept his eyes on the bank of elevators.
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