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				Thank you so much for checking out one of our Mystery-Thriller novels.
			

			
				If you enjoy this book, please check out our recommended title for your next great read! 
			

			
				 
			

			
				See where the story began in the first book of this series:
			

			
				A Grave Misunderstanding by Len Boswell
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				“The Bottom Line: A truly hilarious mystery in the tradition of Janet Evanovich, Thomas Davidson and Rich Leder.” –BEST THRILLERS
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				To all I love without condition,
			

			
				To all I love without omission.
			

			
				Never doubt.
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				“If man could be crossed with the cat it would improve the man, but it would deteriorate the cat.”
			

			
				—Mark Twain
			

			
				 
			

			
				“Each life makes its own imitation of immortality.”
			

			
				—Stephen King
			

			
				 
			

			
				“The problem with cats is that they get the same exact look whether they see a moth or an ax-murderer.”
			

			
				—Paula Poundstone
			

			
				 
			

			
				“I’ll go get the horse and buggy,” you’ll say. And I’ll say, “But I thought we were taking the hovercraft?”
			

			
				―David Levithan
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				Prologue
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				For many years, nay centuries, Crab Cove, a town on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, has moved unhampered by progress. Even now, in the latter part of the twenty-first century, the crab boats still use traps and nets and trotlines to bring home the blue crabs that define the town in every way. It is said of the town that Crab Cove is a place where change comes to die and anachronisms come to spawn.
			

			
				So as the rest of the world flies in cars and waits eagerly for news from the burgeoning Mars Colony, the residents of Crab Cove and the Greater Crabopolis focus on the crab harvest and the distribution of he-crabs and she-crabs—jimmies and sooks—and gripe about the increasing intrusion of tourists, technology, and people fleeing to higher ground from the incursion of the seas, despite the fact that the town’s livelihood depends on all of them.
			

			
				Change is a bitch to most Crab Cove residents, but she is a goddess to others. Two camps have emerged, those wishing to stay in the distant past, hoping to keep time in a bottle or at least a crab trap, and those seeking to push the town into at least the near past, where people can enjoy hover cars, designer organs—organoids—and other already-displaced technology.
			

			
				The no-change faction has held sway for years, but the bitch-goddess of change isn’t satisfied, introducing a corporation, Ramrod Robotics, that has changed Crab Cove forever. The changes were slight at first, the company introducing robotic lawnmowers and vacuum cleaners to the town, which it grudgingly accepted, at least on a small scale.
			

			
				But everything changed two years ago. Two young women had been murdered at the Hawthorne mansion, home to Darius Hawthorne, the founder and CEO of Ramrod Robotics, now serving a life term for the murders, along with his wife, Philomena, who is the sister of the still-at-large serial killer Chester Clink. But as horrific as the murders were, the principal thing that had attracted the attention of the town was the involvement of robots in the killings.
			

			
				Suddenly, almost everyone in town seemed to be dead set on owning a robot, or simdroid as they are called, androids that simulate the voice and appearance of famous people—actors, singers, politicians, you name it—or of anyone, including deceased loved ones. They can be programmed to do anything. They can be crabbers, they can be doctors, they can be household servants, they can be auto mechanics, they can be sexbots, they can be anything.
			

			
				The bitch-goddess has brought progress, yes, but she has also brought strife. More and more, business owners are replacing their human workers with simdroids, who are faster and more efficient, and don’t take smoke breaks or bitch about the coffee in the break room.
			

			
				And with this strife comes tension, and with this tension comes crime, and with this crime comes almost-handsome Detective Simon Grave and his partner, Sergeant Barry Blunt, a man so nondescript he is almost invisible, a man neither here nor there, but probably standing next to you right now.
			

			
				Crab Cove, in short, is neither a utopia nor a dystopia, but something other. Sociologists, who can be found on the streets of Crab Cove in great number on any given day, are of different minds on just what kind of topia Crab Cove is. Bitopia, extratopia, hypertopia, intratopia, contratopia, cornucopiatopia, midtopia, kaleidotopia, collidotopia, and polytopia are terms that fill the pages of thesis after thesis. But perhaps the closest match to what is going on is an asynchronotopia, a place where anything and everything seems out of place and out of time, where competing worlds coexist in a perpetual tug-of-war, each striving to win out against the other.
			

			
				Where a utopia brings peace and abundance, and a dystopia brings dysfunction and want, an asynchronotopia brings an anachronistic mélange of competing customs, beliefs, and inventions, and in a town like Crab Cove, where the past is as present as the future, a sense that something is not quite right, like an olive in your coffee.
			

			
				Of course, Detective Simon Grave couldn’t care less about what kind of topia Crab Cove is. If you press him, he might say that Crab Cove is a bizarrotopia, but if you ask him why, he certainly won’t be able to tell you. Deep thought is simply not part of his skill set. To him, whatever happens in Crab Cove is just Crab Cove being Crab Cove. And he’s fine with that.
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				Her long-sleeved black dress and preternaturally tiny waist gave her the appearance of a segmented insect as she scurried through the buzzing crowd from food station to food station, gnawing at cheeses and nibbling at hors d’oeuvres, her head on a swivel, looking for the next delectable morsel or more, perhaps a whole ham or prime rib of beef she could grasp in her mandibles and drag back to the nest. Detective Simon Grave looked down at his empty wine glass, his third, then set it aside on a nearby tray. Enough was enough.
			

			
				The first day of the 17th Annual Crab Cove Conference on Crime, or C4 as it was known in the law enforcement community, had gone about as expected, with one boring lecture leading inexorably to an even more boring workshop, interrupted only by brief bathroom breaks where attendees had to choose between relieving their bladders or filling up on coffee and donuts supplied by Crab Cove’s nearly famous Skunk ‘n Donuts.
			

			
				Fortunately for Grave—and perhaps explaining his indulgence in more than a single glass of chardonnay at the cocktail reception—his own part in the conference, a lecture on his most recent case, The Hawthorne Mansion Murders, had gone well and was thankfully over. The audience of fellow professionals had seemed rapt by his description of the murders, the role played by simdroids, and the ultimate conclusion to the case. Only one person had asked him a question, and he had handled it easily.
			

			
				Or so he thought.
			

			
				He could see the questioner, a detective from Baltimore, working his way toward him, which made him instinctively snatch another glass of wine from the tray of a waiter working his way through the crowd. He took a sip, braced himself, and offered his best attempt at an indulgent, welcoming smile.
			

			
				The man launched right in. “I’ve been giving your answer some thought, and I can’t help wondering about it.”
			

			
				“Oh,” said Grave, “in what way?” He glanced over the man’s shoulder, where he could see that his boss, Captain Henry Morgan, had spotted him and was heading his way with some purpose, which was never a good thing.
			

			
				“That a detective’s job is more about revealing logic than using logic,” the man said. “I find that illogical.”
			

			
				Grave took a long sip of wine, trying to polish it off before Morgan reached him. “Well, nothing is absolute, of course, even with logic.”
			

			
				“So you say, but—”
			

			
				Captain Morgan interrupted, stepping between them and pulling Grave aside.
			

			
				“Come,” he said to Grave, “we have a body.”
			

			
				Grave didn’t need to be asked twice, and was happy to be rescued, giving the Baltimore detective a shrug and a wave, and moving quickly through the crowd with Captain Morgan, the effect of the wine creating a blur of people and a whir of sound as he tried to keep pace.
			

			
				Then he had a pertinent thought. “I didn’t bring my car.”
			

			
				Captain Morgan’s enormous face suddenly appeared in front of his. “No need. The body is just outside, on the beach. Sergeant Blunt is securing the area, and I’ve made a call for the medical examiner.”
			

			
				“Polk or Withers?” His voice sounded strange. Had he slurred Withers?
			

			
				“Polk, of course. Or have you forgotten that Withers retired.”
			

			
				“Oh, right. That medical thingy.”
			

			
				Morgan nodded and took his best shot at a reverential, solemn tone, which was a stretch for a man who personified gruff. “Yes, inoperable tumor. Damned shame.”
			

			
				He gave Grave an appraising look. “You all right?”
			

			
				Grave tried his best to put on a non-tipsy look. “Yes, I’m fine.”
			

			
				“You seem a bit wobbly.”
			

			
				“The wine, yes, I’ll be fine. Just point me in the right direction.”
			

			
				They made their way through the lobby and out through the revolving doors, Morgan grabbing him by the arm and turning him sharply left. Grave could see the lights around the murder scene and a grayish cloud hovering over a body. That would be Sergeant Blunt, a man so nondescript he was invisible to all but the practiced eye, looking more like a mist or a cloud than a man.
			

			
				Four simdrones were hovering over the site, providing additional light, and Grave could see a few more flying along the beach, searching the shoreline. The use of robots had exploded after the Hawthorne case, and the local manufacturer, Ramrod Robotics, had been more than eager to provide simdroids—robots that closely resembled famous people—to the masses. The people of Crab Cove could simply not get enough of them, and the police force was no exception. Simdroid patrolmen had been added to the force, mostly to handle parking violations; and then there were the simdrones, highly advanced drones no bigger than a Frisbee that provided enhanced search and apprehension capabilities. Grave, a self-confessed Luddite, was having a hard time keeping up with the new technology.
			

			
				His cellphone, a new and maddeningly non-intuitive iPhone 37 Police, began to ring and vibrate in his pocket. He pulled it out and fumbled with it, finally coaxing it to life. His father was calling, again. 
			

			
				“My father,” he said, turning it off and sliding it back into his pocket.
			

			
				Morgan, who was no fan of Grave’s father, the former Detective Jacob Grave, now retired, grunted his disapproval and picked up the pace. 
			

			
				Grave was happy to be outside in the evening air, which though still warm, was infinitely cooler than the air in the people-packed conference center ballroom. He could feel the effects of the wine lessen as he raced to catch up with Morgan, who had suddenly stopped twenty yards ahead. The scene, save for Sergeant Blunt, came into sharp focus: a body spread-eagled on a blanket in the sand, a simdroid standing beside it, motionless. Robots? he thought. Again?
			

			
				 
			

		


			
				2
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				 
			

			
				She stood apart, lurking in the darkness along the shore, and watched the two men approach and walk into the bright light of the crime scene. She recognized the tall, square-jawed Detective Grave immediately, the curious Dudley Do-Right of a man who had made the presentation earlier in the day. She had spent the entire lecture trying to figure out why she was attracted to him. He certainly wasn’t handsome, at least not in the traditional sense, but there was something about him—his pale blue eyes, his thick black hair, his speed bump of a nose, and the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled—that made her feel a deep heat.
			

			
				The other man seemed to be Grave’s antithesis. He was short and stocky, with a block-like head and a flattened blob of a nose that suggested he had run into a wall at great speed. Even so, she could tell by the way the men were interacting that this other man was Grave’s superior.
			

			
				Grave was the first to spot her, and motioned her forward. She picked up her shoes where she had left them in the sand and walked into the light, trying her best not to look at the man lying there.
			

			
				Grave was startled to see the segmented insect from the cocktail party, who now stood before him, an insect turned woman, and a beautiful woman at that, albeit a very thin one. She was one of those bony, hollow-cheeked young women you would see on fashion runways, the kind you wished would eat a cookie. Her eyes, which appeared to be larger than life, given the thinness of her face, were lavender and set wide above a long, thin nose that may have been the result of surgery. She had pulled her black hair into a tight bun, which had certainly done nothing to dispel her insect look. All she needed was antennae. “Um, I understand you were the one who found the body?”
			

			
				She extended her hand. “Yes, Pippa Wobbly. I was trying to walk off some of those hors d’oeuvres from the party.”
			

			
				She wiped the corner of her mouth, hoping there were no traces of the food she had thrown up into the lapping waves along the beach. “I so enjoyed your lecture.”
			

			
				Grave took her hand, which was thin and cold. He had the feeling he could crush it with little effort. “Thank you. Now, tell us what you saw. How you happened upon the body.”
			

			
				She smiled up at him. “As I said, I had eaten far too much, so I thought a walk on the beach would be just the thing. And then, there he was. I practically tripped over him.”
			

			
				“Did you see or hear anyone leaving the scene? Anything?”
			

			
				“No, nothing. Anyway, I called 911, and here we are.”
			

			
				“And why are you here, Ms. Wobbly?” said Captain Morgan. “Attending the conference?”
			

			
				“Well, yes, sort of. I’m the new reporter at the The Claw & Mallet.”
			

			
				Morgan couldn’t help rolling his eyes. The local paper had been the bane of his existence, so he certainly didn’t want her snooping around the crime scene. “Well, then, we may want to talk with you further, but you can go now. Leave your contact information with Sergeant Blunt, and we’ll be in touch.”
			

			
				Wobbly looked around. “Who?”
			

			
				“Me,” said a disembodied voice in front of her.
			

			
				She tried her best to make out the man, but he seemed to be no more formed than a vapor.
			

			
				“Don’t worry, ma’am,” said Blunt. “I get that all the time.”
			

			
				She squinted in the direction of the voice, vague outlines of a large man coming into fuzzy focus. “Oh, there you are.”
			

			
				She turned back to Grave and Morgan. “I’d like to stay, if you don’t mind. As a reporter.”
			

			
				Captain Morgan shook his head. “No, I’m afraid that will not be possible. Integrity of the crime scene, you see.”
			

			
				“I see. Well, then, will you at least grant me an exclusive, given that I discovered the body?”
			

			
				Morgan smirked at her. “You already know more than any other reporter.” He glanced around, knowing that TV trucks would be arriving any minute. “And you have a head start. Write what you know, and I’m sure you’ll be well ahead of the game.”
			

			
				Wobbly frowned. “As you wish.” She looked back and forth between Morgan and Grave, and gave them a little smile. “Well, then, I’ll say goodnight.”
			

			
				She turned and walked out of the light, trailed by the cloud that was Sergeant Blunt.
			

			
				Morgan watched her go, then turned to Grave. “Just what we need. A reporter as witness.”
			

			
				“And here come the rest,” said Grave, pointing back toward the conference center, where several TV trucks were pulling into the parking lot, their antennae and satellite disks moving into position.
			

			
				“Oh, Christ,” said Morgan. 
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				Jeremy Polk, the medical examiner, went about his work in silence, examining the body with great care and grunting from time to time as if he had noticed something unexpected, or at least significant enough for a grunt.
			

			
				He was a small man, but held himself in a way that suggested a much taller small man. The effect was so startling, your first reaction was to look down at his feet to see if he was on tiptoe, which he never was. Captain Morgan called it a Napoleonic stance. Grave called it hall-of-mirrors weird.
			

			
				Finally, Grave could not stand another grunt. “Okay, Polk, what have you got?”
			

			
				Polk peered up at him, his beady, close-set eyes narrowing even further. “A moment,” he said, then turned back to the body, sniffing at it like a hound with his little pug nose, which was gray and shiny, like a fish washed up on the beach.
			

			
				“What is it?” said Grave.
			

			
				Polk stood and stretched himself up to his full height, which still required that he strain his neck in order to look up into the face of Detective Grave. “Crabs.”
			

			
				“Crabs?” said Grave.
			

			
				“Yes, he smells of crabs.”
			

			
				“Polk, the entire population of Crab Cove smells like crabs.”
			

			
				“No, you misunderstand me. He absolutely reeks of crabs, from his shoes to his hair. Even has a little crabmeat under his fingernails. He’s a crab worker of some kind. A picker, I would think.”
			

			
				Captain Morgan leaped to the obvious, which was a special talent of his. “So he worked at Crab Cove Pick ‘n Pack, right?”
			

			
				Polk turned to Morgan and smiled. “Very perceptive, Cap’n.”
			

			
				Morgan, a natural sponge for praise, beamed back.
			

			
				“So what else?” said Grave.
			

			
				“Well, it’s all a bit odd, or maybe it’s nothing at all. No signs of trauma whatsoever, which suggests this old man just gave up the ghost here on the beach. A heart attack or some such.” He paused. “Then again.”
			

			
				“Yes?” said Grave. He knew Polk was teasing him.
			

			
				“Then again, his wallet is missing and there are clear drag marks that run from the parking lot to this spot.”
			

			
				Grave looked quickly around. He hadn’t even noticed the marks, but there they were, along with deep, wide footprints that could only be made by a simdroid, most likely the one slumped over near the body, motionless.
			

			
				“So the simdroid dragged the body here? Why would it do that?”
			

			
				Polk shook his head. “No, look at her. She’s small, petite even for a droid. Reminds me of an old actress. I’m not sure which one. Anyway, to the point, the droid prints are too far away from the drag marks, and—”
			

			
				“What about these?” Grave pointed at a set of smaller prints that seemed to weave back and forth across the droid prints.
			

			
				Polk gave out a little puff of exasperation. “Really? They’re obviously from a small animal. A cat or small dog, I would suspect.”
			

			
				“Do you think?”
			

			
				“No,” said Polk with a firm shake of his head. “Not related. Not important. May I continue?”
			

			
				Grave nodded and took a step back, which Polk seemed to appreciate.
			

			
				 “So,” Polk continued, “the droid was walking along, following whoever was dragging the body, a person who had the good sense to wipe away his own footprints, coming and going.” He looked at the droid again. “Of course, maybe the droid came later.”
			

			
				Grave thought to ask when the small animal might have come along, but thought better of it, giving Captain Morgan a chance to weigh in.
			

			
				“What about the droid, then?”
			

			
				“It’s curious,” said Polk, walking over to it. “See here, its dipstick thingy is missing.”
			

			
				Grave knew exactly what that was: a simcortex, a thin device that activated a droid when it was inserted into its back and that deactivated the droid when it was removed. Everything that made a simdroid what it was—programming, memory, capabilities, and personality—was stored on that device.
			

			
				Grave nodded. “So the killer removed it, right?”
			

			
				Morgan joined the nodding. “And it’s gone?”
			

			
				“Yes and yes,” said Polk. “Buried, thrown into the bay, or carried away.”
			

			
				Morgan threw up his hands. “Crap!”
			

			
				“I’ll put the simdrones to work on that,” said Grave, reaching for his phone. “If it’s here, they’ll find it.”
			

			
				Several swipes, pushes, and miscues later, the phone came to life with a series of beeps that summoned one of the simdrones that had been scanning the beach.
			

			
				A simdrone broke from its pattern and whirred its way to them, coming to a hovering stop in front of Grave’s face. “Sir,” it said.
			

			
				The voice was unmistakable: Morgan Freeman, a famous actor, now long dead, but with a voice that lived on. One of the signature features of all simdroids and simdrones manufactured by Ramrod Robotics was their distinctive voice programming. Buyers could select from more than a thousand voices of actors, actresses, singers, world leaders, or other personalities. The Crab Cove Police Force had selected Morgan Freeman’s voice for all their simdroids and simdrones. And all the police simdroids actually looked like Morgan Freeman, who personified just the quality of authority they were looking for.
			

			
				“What is your name?” asked Grave. He didn’t need to ask—all the simdrones had the same name. It just made life easier, and they didn’t seem to mind.
			

			
				The simdrone whirred and clicked. “Larry.”
			

			
				“All right, Larry, I have an assignment for you and the other simdrones.”
			

			
				“Anything, sir. I fly to serve.”
			

			
				“Good. I assume you are familiar with simcortexes.”
			

			
				“Yes.”
			

			
				Grave pointed at the motionless simdroid. “This simdroid here is missing its simcortex. I want you and the other simdrones to scan this beach and as far out into the bay as you deem appropriate to find it.”
			

			
				Larry dipped his front propellers down to simulate a nod, then wobbled a bit to indicate he was in deep thought. “Yes, sir, given the weight of a simcortex for this model and the maximum throwing distance by a top athlete, that would be exactly 131.758 feet. We’ll adjust that upward to 175.637 feet, given the known currents here.”
			

			
				“That works for me,” said Grave.
			

			
				Larry whirred loudly and lifted away to begin the scan.
			

			
				Grave turned back to Polk. “Has anyone taken overhead photos of the crime scene?”
			

			
				“No, not yet,” said Polk.
			

			
				Grave pulled out his phone again. “Okay, I’m on it.”
			

			
				One of the features of his phone was that it could fly and hover, at least across short distances. He pressed a few buttons, and the phone lifted from his hands, hovered over the scene, clicked off ten clean shots of the scene, and returned to his hand.
			

			
				Actually, that is what was supposed to happen. What actually happened was nothing. The phone just sat there in his hand. He puffed his cheeks and set about pressing a different combination of buttons, which also did nothing. Frustrated, he pressed in yet another combination and tossed the phone into the air, hoping it would perform. Instead, it arced above the scene and fell edge down in the sand, looking like a tortilla chip stuck in guacamole.
			

			
				Captain Morgan looked at the phone in the sand and shook his head. “You really should consider some remedial training on that thing, Grave.”
			

			
				Grave nodded meekly as Morgan’s own phone lifted into the air and quickly completed the task.
			

			
				Grave turned back to Polk. “Now, then, anything else we should know?”
			

			
				Polk sighed. “I’ll know more when I get him back to the morgue. Run some tests. I think toxicology will win the day.”
			

			
				Morgan squinted at him. “So, poison?”
			

			
				Polk tapped the simdroid on the shoulder. “More likely an injection, an overdose of prescribed medicine.”
			

			
				Captain Morgan looked puzzled. “Why would you say that?”
			

			
				“The simdroid, sir. If I am not mistaken, it is a Simdroid 3500 HP.”
			

			
				Morgan scowled, frustrated. “And that means?”
			

			
				“The HP stands for hospice partner. It’s a simdroid that assists people who are dying, providing pleasant conversation and administering pain killers as needed.”
			

			
				Morgan seemed satisfied. “Oh, okay.”
			

			
				But Grave wasn’t. “Wait, so you think it’s The Hawthorne Mansion Murders all over again? Simdroids who can kill?”
			

			
				Polk shrugged. “It’s possible, I guess, but the new programming protocols put in place after those murders would suggest that these new simdroids could do no harm. More likely that someone may have tampered with the simcortex somehow.”
			

			
				“And that would take expertise,” said Grave.
			

			
				“Yes, of course,” said Polk. He looked back at the body and the simdroid. “Look, if we’re done here, I’d like to get the body back to the morgue.”
			

			
				“Fine,” said Captain Morgan. “Do you need the simdroid? We could take it back to the station, wait to see if the simwhatsit thingy can be found.”
			

			
				“No,” said Polk. “We’ll want to check it for prints and DNA.”
			

			
				Morgan nodded. “Oh, right. Well, then, take them both, and let us know when you have something. If we find anything, we’ll let you know and send it along.”
			

			
				Polk turned without comment and motioned his assistants to move the body and the simdroid into the waiting van.
			

			
				Captain Morgan heaved a big sigh. “Well, I guess we’re done here, at least for now. Do you need a ride home?”
			

			
				Grave was about to say yes, but then he saw, or thought he saw, Sergeant Blunt returning to the beach.
			

			
				“Um, no sir. I’ll get a ride with Blunt, bring him up to speed on what we know.”
			

			
				“Very well, I’ll be on my way.”
			

			
				Grave watched him trudge back toward the conference center, which now seemed surrounded by TV trucks. In the bright lights near one of the vans he spotted the woman he least wanted to see: Claire Fairly, the TV reporter who had hounded him during the Hawthorne mansion case. Her look was unmistakable, from her close-cropped blond hair to her penchant for red, tightfitting skirts that emphasized her long, shapely legs, made longer by four-inch heels. At forty-seven, she was still beautiful, but the effects of aging were catching up to her more and more each year. One sign of that was the red scarf around her neck, no doubt to cover up wrinkles.
			

			
				“Shit,” he said, turning away and looking down the beach.
			

			
				Larry the Simdrone was hovering over a spot twenty yards out into the bay, his claw probe descending into the water. It reminded Grave of one of those old-fashioned claw machines at the Crab Cove Arcade and Gaming Museum. He just hoped Larry’s claw was more powerful than the weak ones in those machines, which had taken many a quarter from the slow-to-learn Detective Grave, who had failed miserably in his attempt to come away with an action figure of Pootaka Slyth, the arch villain in Star Wars XXVI.
			

			
				Grave’s flight-challenged phone began to ring again. He picked it out of the sand, brushed the sand away, and turned it off. Not now, he thought, not now.
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				Larry the Simdrone had come through for them, the simcortex now bagged and tagged and sitting on the lap of Detective Grave, who was trying his best not to hyperventilate as the cloud beside him drove the car through the streets of Crab Cove, a town that had changed in so many ways in the past two years.
			

			
				The explosion in the use of robotics had changed a quaint little crabbing and vacation town into a rapidly growing crabopolis, where humans and simdroids, seemingly in equal number, worked and played. And since simdroids could resemble anyone in history, the town seemed to occupy a space in time involving multiple centuries. On any five-minute walk down Main Street, you could see Thomas Jefferson, Abe Lincoln, Richard Nixon, and a host of actors and singers, from Cary Grant to Justin Timberlake—even new stars like Quake, who was topping the neodisco charts with his new song, “Simmed Out.”
			

			
				Not that simdroids were uniformly embraced. The pickers at Crab Cove Pick ‘n Pack, for example, now had to compete with simdroid pickers, who were faster and more efficient than their human counterparts. The simdroids, in short, had insinuated themselves into every aspect of Crab Cove life, and some residents feared they were taking over.
			

			
				Grave couldn’t help but wonder out loud whether the Hawthorne murders and the attendant publicity around them had had something to do with this competition.
			

			
				“It’s possible, sir,” said Sergeant Blunt.
			

			
				Grave returned to the case. “We’ll have to check out the Pick ‘n Pack, at least once we figure out who the victim is.”
			

			
				“So, should we go to the morgue now?”
			

			
				“No, we can wait until morning. I’m sure Captain Morgan will want to tag along.”
			

			
				“Very good, then, I’ll just drop you at home.”
			

			
				They fell silent for some minutes, but finally the passage of time reached that awkward moment where silence seemed just the wrong thing, like a clown at a gravesite.
			

			
				Grave felt compelled to say something, anything, so he decided to ask about Blunt’s wife, June, who was pregnant with their first child and approaching the delivery zone. June was the spokesperson for Ramrod Robotics and had been instrumental in solving the Hawthorne murders. Like Blunt, she was so nondescript she was barely visible. The odd thing was that each of them could see the other clearly. They were simply meant for each other.
			

			
				“So,” said Grave, “how is June?”
			

			
				“Well, thanks, but honestly, she looks like she’s going to deliver a watermelon.”
			

			
				Grave laughed. “Or maybe several cantaloupes.”
			

			
				“No, no, just a single watermelon, at least according to the ultrasound.”
			

			
				“She’s getting close, right?”
			

			
				“Yes, any day now.” His voice quavered.
			

			
				“You seem nervous.”
			

			
				Blunt chuckled. “Yeah, I’m a bit on edge. First time jitters.”
			

			
				Grave reached over and patted the cloud, hoping he was patting Blunt’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m sure it will be just fine. Look, turn left
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