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  Richard Vegas


  Las Vegas, Groundside


  7:15 a.m. Monday


   


  THE DAY THEY CHOSE to forgive me was like any other: a little cloudy; sometimes the sun would send a ray down to the dirt of the yard, though they never seemed to hit me.  The gate swung aside – the gleaming iron gate that had always stood in my way yet I had never thought to break, never thought to jump or tear down or blow up or any of the thousand other fantasies that got whispered about in the bucket.


  Swung aside, and I started to walk.  Those watching had no reason to goad me, no reason to encourage me as I put one foot down, then the other, then the first one again, just as heavy as before.  I couldn’t tell if I was gaining momentum or losing it.


  And then it was over.  I was out. The gate’s echo was a rusty, sterile clink: the bolt on an old rifle, sliding away from a spent round. A shell, ejected.


  “Vegas?… Richard Vegas?”


  "…Hm?"


  "Hear me?"


  "No, sorry. I was…" I blinked.


  I'd been staring out the window, at the hard metal siding of six docking bays. Slender, a dozen stories tall, open to the sky… could hop all the way past the horizon if they wanted.


  The receptionist, a primly dressed woman whose lips were pressed like a crease, was frowning behind her desk. But the guy whose office sat right behind her had finally come out. He repeated himself.


  “Richard Vegas? That you?”


  I nodded, stood. He took me into his office without a handshake, motioned with the back of his hand to a vinyl chair, a little bit lower than the big desk in front of it. The desk was made of some sort of dark wood; mahogany, maybe?…  A different color than the lighter, cheap-looking paneling on his walls.


  He sat behind the desk, didn’t look at me until he opened a manila folder and raised his eyebrows. Kirk Johanson was his name. It was right there on a nameplate in the middle of his desk, in gold or bronze letters:  KIRK JOHANSON. SENIOR RECRUITER. With his top button open and sleeves rolled, he was trying hard to look like one of the Joes. He was pudgy with red veins on his cheeks, but looked like he might’ve done some work once.


  “So…?” he said.


  He hadn’t asked anything, and I wasn’t used to answering things that weren’t direct and specific, so it took a second to open my mouth. “Well I’m… here for the pilot job. I can fly most anything. And uh, I’m licensed commercial, with the lifts.  I’ll be honest – heavy loaders’r a little slower than I’m used to – I notice it, but the rest…”


  Finally he nodded. “Sure.  Where’d you get accredited?”


  “…Well, most of it at Bermont field.”


  “The base?” He looked down at my application. “That’s right, you served.”


  “Learned to shoot, that’s about it.”


  “And fly, I hope.”


  “And fly, heh, yeah.”


   “They prepared ya, huh? Get ya ready for the real world.”


  “Way they made it sound, I’d be a CEO in no time,” I said, chuckling.


  “Yeah…,” he shook his head and smiled, like it sure was funny, me being a CEO. “So… You say you’re ready to go up right away. That just to show you’re ready for anything?… Or is there some other reason you want to go so bad?”


  “No, I just… Well, I wouldn’t mind seeing it again.”


  “Guess I can understand that. After your, uh, hiatus.” Slowly, Kirk put his feet squarely beneath his knees, tapping one shoe – tap-tap-tap – against the floor. “Tell me about that.”


  Well, there it was. I’d recited it three times the way over. “Well, I spent five years, uh … in the system.”


  “The system?” he said, armed with a different kind of smile this time.


  “Mornville,” I said.


  “Ah, right. Yes. Well, I saw that, but it doesn’t really say how you… What you were in for.”


  Yeah. Well, here goes. “Endangering national security, and… attempted murder. I guess.”


  Kirk just stared, maybe expecting me to give a punch line.


  “You guess?” I shouldn’t have said that last part; hell, I was nervous.


  “That’s what I was in for. That’s what they say. I’m not allowed to…”


  “They say?”


  “Yeah… I’m not allowed to go into details, you know what they say, security reasons, but … I don’t remember it that way.”


  “How do you remember it?”


  My lips tightened. “It’s hard to recall.”


  “Hard to recall, huh?” He looked at me a moment longer without saying anything. Then, “O.K. then… We’ll, uh, let you know, Rick,” he said, looking out the window at the spires outside, listening to the hard metal sounds echoing from the yard. I watched Kirk’s lip firm up as he turned back to me and stuck out his hand. He did it slowly, like I was going to grab it and shove it somewhere.


  Screw this. “Why don’t you do that?” I said.


  He blinked. “Do what?”


  “You forget what you said?  Let me know.  Right now.”


  Now he was just looking at me. Slowly, he shook his head. “Alright. No. What you want me to say?”


  I didn’t answer.


  He must’ve said screw it, too: His lip curled a bit. “Look, buddy, what do you expect? I wouldn’t let you anywhere near one of my ships. Not to do a ten-buck paintjob. Alright?”


   “Thanks for nothing.” I got up, slapped his hand down into his lap.


  When I had my back turned, two steps to the door, he found his mouth. “Christ – a pilot! Buddy, I’ll spoil the suspense – you’ll never be a pilot again.”


  I turned and looked at him. Nodded: Guy was probably right. A decent job, a helping hand – that’s what you fantasize about, the little bit of belief you drag from the cell block turning those two little things into a pair of pearly gates.  That’s the best you can imagine: the great Second Chance… You dreamed of it, but usually woke only to remember the final scenes – where you’re falling and falling and keep trying to flap your arms.


  “No,” I said. “You get out.”


  He was watching me, and shut his mouth as I walked slow, up to his desk. There, right by a stack of papers, was a letter opener.


  “Wha… What?” he said, half rising, but then staying back down as I grabbed the blade.


  “You.” And I walked around the desk, yanked him up by his arm and heard him gasp as I bent it in a way that wouldn’t let him twist away. “Get out.”


  “What are you – hey hey – I don’t know what, what are you—” He put his other hand up, in front of the tip.


  “Out!” I said, pushing him toward the door, and it didn’t take any more than that. He even shut the door behind him.


  Holding the letter opener, feeling its edge with my thumb, I listened to people yelling in the distance and tried to get all these images back the way they should be: back the way they were in the bucket, when I was dreaming…


  Dreaming of the night exploding, and morning is bright as a brand new neon tattoo and I’m laughing – laughing with joy as the shadows in the distance melt to the sun without a sound that I can hear.


  For some reason, I see that wild eye, that crazy one, the one that never, never looked away. Winking at me. 


  And I, after the wink – there I am: a shadow in a flash.  Behind me, the whole world, lit to the sky and beyond.


  And beyond…


  Gripping the letter opener as hard as I could, I turned it toward my stomach. And plunged.


   


  


  One


  



  



  



  Geoffrey Sink


  Las Vegas, Groundside


  8:32 a.m. Monday


   


  I TRIED TO THINK how I got up that morning, but couldn’t.  It was all just kind of dull by then, the getting out of bed when the alarm started, after hitting the snooze button for exactly half an hour (when had I started needing that snooze button?… a few months after I’d discovered its blessedly debilitating purpose, I suppose), walking mechanically to the bathroom, running the cold water, not really looking at my face in the mirror, turning to the shower, starting the hot water – it would take a minute or two. 


  Then walking around my apartment like the whole world it was.  Years ago, I’d thought the furniture (the new furniture, then) would make a difference in that whole world. But now I didn’t notice it, just like I hadn’t noticed the old furniture.


  I thought about my caseload. Like wallpaper; even the fresh cases like that one yesterday – Vargas?… Vegas? A Bermont special – I used to want to know, I mean really want to know what those boys did. But the few times I’d found out, it hadn’t been anything I’d really wanted to know. I’d seen enough bad decisions in triplicate.


  A few splashes of hot water, face, armpits, face again, and I still didn’t notice the furniture, or anything else but my clothes: the clothes hung on their hangers – which pair of pants?


  Should I eat?  For myself, no, I was never too hungry… but for my performance, not that the parolees would notice but I had my performance to think of, so I should eat, just a little.  Some cereal, some milk, 2% (hadn’t broken down enough to start on the skim), and the pants were on.


  At last… I had exactly eight minutes, now.  I could check my mail, or do some push-ups, or pay some bills.  Or none of them. No, I could just sit and close my eyes, and wait for the snooze…


   


  Ten minutes later, I was locking the apartment, down one flat, two, out the door.  There was a single tree outside, with no leaves.  Black branches, dull orange bricks, cars… the street.  Someone walked past, her hair cropped and stylish, as slim as her black suede coat – but I made sure not to look, not to make that affront.  It was time for performance, time to get to work with a fresh, clean, efficient head.


  The line at transit was deep and wide.  When I’d first started, I’d pushed in front, and nothing had ever been said, not by any of the others waiting with briefcases and worn, duri-plastic shoes. But now I stayed where I was, two or three behind.  Part of them, now; it was only polite, only civil, and two or three minutes hadn’t mattered much anyway.


  It was too warm for a fall day, so when I finally shuffled into a transit box, my back was slick.  There was exactly one to two inches of room around me: a line that had grown thinner, more tolerable over the years.  I waited, glanced at the most inconsequential parts of the box, the backs of heads, of shirts, the rail I was holding, my hands.  At last the advertisements got me; I looked at one that talked about the germs on my clothes, how I should be so worried about them. There was another entitled “Transit Fresheners,” a poem of some sort:


   


  She looks back, into the past dawn…



   


  I had to look away, at something that wasn’t paid for.  A voice, crisp, cheery, authentic, announced what stop it was as I felt a lone drop of sweat creep down my back, make its slow way down, down to where it sank into the cloth at my waist.  Another stop, and the two inches around me changed to a full foot: I spread my legs, glanced around at passenger profiles.  The doors opened a third time.


  My stop was a little after the rest of them; only a few passengers, now, and me.  I made my efficient strut past the escalator, took the stairs: the only real exercise I would get over the next few hours.


  One of the men at the scanner in my building nodded, said my name; I said his.  We’d talked about the weather long enough to be embarrassed about it a little.  I didn’t know if it was football or baseball season, or both, was required to skirt the topic of my job, and don’t watch much of the box, so I just waited for my bag to pass through and headed straight for the elevator.  


  Thirteen – believe it or not, that’s my floor. The elevator had it properly labeled, not skipping to fourteen like they sometimes did. The lights in our reception area are pale, florescent; but somehow they, and the white walls and steely, impersonal artwork have become almost relaxing, as comforting as my computer screen.


  Roger, at his desk by the door, greeted me as I keyed myself in:  “Morning, morning.”


  “Morning,” I replied. “How was your weekend?”


  “Oh good, and yours?  Do anything?”


  “Oh not much.  Stayed home, got some rest.”


  “I hear ya.” A sympathetic nod/smile.  “Sounds great!”


  “Anything new?”


  There was always something new, but not really.  “Saw The Connection – mistake. But Darion Wells was pretty good…”


  “Darion?”


  “Darion Wells? He was in…”


  “Don’t know him.”


  “Huh, well, he’s pretty good. He was in Edge of Reason?”


  “Yeah.  Well, good,” I said.


  “You’ve got a few voicemails… one from John.”


  “O.K.”  I glanced around at the desks, saw the open, pink cardboard box in its usual position.  “Don’t let those donuts go to waste.”


  “Not my waist!” Roger said.


  I smiled politely and walked back to my office.  Turned on the light, pressed the button on my precious little screen that would be my next whole world for eight to twelve hours.


  There were pictures of sailboats on the cool, blue-gray walls: tiny little decorations in a sea of the routine. I’d programmed my computer to immediately tap into the Ocean Rowing Society’s site.  The Englishman, Andrew Salhey, was making his slow, lonely way across the Pacific in his self-righting twenty-seven footer.  The last time he’d tried, a twelve-foot swell had broken one of his legs. Now a tropical storm was blowing him back again; after two thousand kilometers he was down to a mere four hundred in the right direction. Even his sponsors were urging him back.  Still, he was resilient: His communications link had “lost power.”  Good old Andrew.


  Except this morning I couldn’t check on him, to see if he’d made any headway; instead, the Look-Out came up on my screen with a tiny little ding.  Most everyone in my office’d reprogrammed that sound into a gently strumming harp, or a lion’s roar, or some other such nonsense.  The ding was just fine, all I wanted early in the morning.  Taking a breath, I hit a key and squinted at the screen.


   


  07:33


  Parole Breach: Richard Vegas.


  Inf. 506, 932, 936, 1089


   


  506: That would be aggravated assault, and the others were supplementary: Fleeing the Scene, Breach of Parole, etc.  I knew what John’d called about.


  Christ, as if I couldn’t have predicted this one – the man’s file was imperfect in just the right places. But I’d known. I could feel a true Bermont case – some of these military boys’ screws were so tight they made cracks – even if I got hopeful enough to ignore them sometimes.


  I’d planned to wait a bit before listening to any of those messages, but it looked like there was no way, now, to ease myself into the morning.  Picking up the phone, I typed in my code and listened patiently to the automated greeting: a crisp, competent woman’s voice telling me I had two messages, and if I pressed “one” I could…


  The first was John.  “Sink, it’s me.  Your latest bolted.  Had a job interview, and I’m guessing they turned him down.  Don’t know if that was before or after he assaulted the man… Anyway, come on out, it’s at 1302 North Washington – and hurry. There’s more than a few lurks on this one… well, you know.” 


  Yes, I did; there would be for that one. 


  “1302 North Washington,” John repeated, and hung up.


  I listened to the second message, from an officer Ramirez.  A beat cop, telling me the same thing that was on my screen. The litany: precinct number, report number… Accessing that precinct’s site took a second, and then the report was in front of me, what there was so far.


  John was right. I needed to head out there.


  “Going so soon?” Roger asked as I passed him on the way.


  “Parole breach,” I shrugged; a weary smile.


  “The usual, eh?” Roger smiled in return, eagerly pessimistic.  I’d gotten past that stage.


  “Maybe a little more with this one, Roger.”


   


  A car had already been cleared for me: a shiny gray Chevrolet Magnifica Coup deVille, with no markings other than the five antennae poking from its rear trunk.  Some business execs had that many antennas, or more. But of course they would never drive a Magnifica, or any Chevrolet for that matter.  Not if they valued their acquaintances.


  It was nice to be out in a car, getting some sun, some air.  Normally I wouldn’t see the sun until lunchtime, and then only briefly, a few seconds between the buildings while I headed across the street, or maybe down the block if I had a little more energy.  Christ, the first few weeks I’d gone to the park, five blocks down, every day. But nobody else did, and then the work, the work, the work… best to stay close, save those five, ten minutes.  Three years, only three years had done that to me…


  “If you take the attitude that you’re going to beat the ocean, it will crush you,” Andrew Salhey had said a few weeks ago.


  Making my way out of the Ring, the buildings got smaller, shorter, newer: like strip malls without parking lots.  More real cars than taxis, now. I passed a small condo burb, rising above the stores to where they could see the sky.  The pollution made it more and more beautiful: pink and beige at sunset, pale purple with the rise.  A police wagon passed me, and the officer inside nodded. Evidently, she’d seen my antennae.


  By the time I got to Washington, the buildings had spread a bit, replaced by aluminum-sided warehouses, grids and girders behind chain-linked fences.  I slowed, watched a pair of strollers, pushing shopping carts, wearing two, three layers of motley-colored coats.  Rather than nod, they made sure to look away, blend in like urban chameleons.


  1302 was nothing special; there was a gate box holding a potbellied, open-collared man a bit too big for that small enclosure.  His radio was blaring, filling the entire box.  He took one look at my gray coat, gray car with its antennae, and waved me past.


  The yard beyond was paved, with gravel over a few potholes.  It was no great mystery where to go: There were squad cars parked next to a large brick building just to the right of a steel-sided hangar, a thin line of yellow tape over its door. As I got out, I recognized the officer who’d passed me on the way over, standing just outside, and at last was able to return her nod.


  “You the proler?” she asked as I approached.


  “One an’ only, I hope.”


  “They’re waitin’.”


  “Who?”


  “Them,” she nodded.


  It was then that I noticed the vehicle parked around the corner: plated sides, steel instead of windows, six wheels instead of four, wide enough not to fit down a road with any decent amount of construction going on.  John was here already. He must have taken a slider; it was a long trek from Bermont.


  “A spec-proler, huh?” she asked, then went on before I could reply.  “Tell me, why they even let those boys out of Mornville?”


  “Be out of a job if they didn’t,” I said with a wink and made my way inside.


  It was large in that office, with cheap pinewood paneling and a big mahogany desk.  Around the desk were four men, huddled, talking low, laughing like they were making bets at a poker game.  One looked up.  “Geoffrey.”


  John’s hand enveloped mine easily; it was as big as the rest of him.  His bull neck pumped once, up, down, as he grinned, eased the others’ scrutiny.


  “Hey, watch the blood.”  He nodded at the floor, and I saw there was quite a bit of it.


  “Hey, OK,” I said, shocked despite myself.


  “It’s Vegas’s, we think.”


  “Yeah… just met with him yesterday. Didn’t seem to be adjusting.”


  “Ya don’t say.  Here,” he pointed at the desk, where a tiny contraption had been laid.  “He cut it out…”


  I was impressed: The tracker went deep into the abdomen and was supposed to make a man bleed to death in less than an hour if they tried… what it looked like Vegas’d tried.  The pain must have been…


  “With what?”


  “With a letter opener,” one of the others replied.


  Looking up, I saw two uniformed officers, one a police sergeant, and the third – the one who’d spoken – a Bermont prototype, dark brown eyes sizing up a civilian: contempt until proven competent.  He was dressed nondescript, like John, black cotton shirt buttoned to the collar, no tie.


  “Geoffrey, this is Lieutenant Weis from Bermont. He came down with me,” John said.  “Geoffrey’s a dedicated proler. If there’s one man to familiarize himself with a profile…”


  “Great. Well. Trail’s old, Evans,”  the Lieutenant said. 


  “I agree,” I cut in, not wanting John to cover me any further.  “Although I doubt he’s been in the city long enough to establish any…”


  “Contacts.  Other than his wife,” Lieutenant Weis cut right back.


  “Yes.”  I knew they were probably married, this woman he’d stayed with the past two days. Whatever that meant now was anyone’s guess.  “You’ve covered her, I imagine.”


  “Waiting at the precinct,” one of the officers replied.


  “Well…”  I looked around one last time, at all the blood. “Any witnesses? Any idea what set Vegas off?”


  “Not really. Does it matter?” Lieutenant Weis asked.


  “Yeah. It matters,” I said, turning to John.


  He gave me the short version. “The guy started asking about Vegas’s criminal history, why he was incarcerated. He was… somewhat aggressive, told Vegas to take a hike. Secretary said it escalated. Vegas shoved him out, grabbed the letter opener, then used it on himself.”


  “On himself?”


  “Yes.”


  “He gets aggravated assault… for shoving the guy?”


  “You know how these guys are registered, Sink. Raising a finger’s aggravated.”


  “How much of his Bermont file will I be able to see?”


  Before John could respond, the Lieutenant shot me a model Bermont answer. “Hopefully we’ll get him soon enough you won’t need to see squat.”


  I looked over at him. “I’m supposed to build a profile on what then? My fertile imagination?”


  The rim of Lieutenant Weis’s lip curled. “We’ve built one. Ready? Three words: garden variety asshole. Only worse. Picture a scorpion once you’ve ripped its legs off. Keeps stabbing ‘til it’s dead, cause it’s got nothin’ else to do.”


  I didn’t bother asking Weis why he’d know that. “Nothing?” I asked. “Then why’s he running?”


  It was quiet long enough for me to notice, then John spoke up in a hurry.  “Geoffrey…”


  Uh oh…


  “Geoffrey, I know this one will be complicated, so just keep Lieutenant Weis on whatever you come up with. And…” And from the humble, impotent, frustrated look of the two cops standing around, I could see my future, right in front of me.


  I looked directly at Weis.  “Well… glad I made the cut, Lieutenant, but…”


  Again, John cut me off.  “There’ll be a bonus on this one, Geoffrey.  Bermont authorized.” 


  And with every bonus there was a labyrinth of regs. 


  “How much?”


  “We can talk about that.”


  “Let's.”


  “Later I mean.”


  Turning away from the four of them, I headed out the door.  “I assume she’s at Precinct 28.  You don’t look like too much of a coddler, Mr. Weis. So if there’s a chance she might open up, I’d like first crack.”


  “I’ve already ‘coddled’ her, Mr. Sink,” Weis barked behind me as I went. “She doesn’t know where he is – I’m sure of that!”
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  Sofie Morin


  Las Vegas, Groundside


  8:32 a.m. Monday


  



  I PUSHED THROUGH THE DOORS of my newsroom like I was breaking somebody’s back and kept walking. There was noise, cameras, wide-angle lenses leaning over the hot seat, a bank of nine silicone screens behind, a crew walking toward me and one of them, Faulkins I think his name was, nodding and saying hello.


  “Hi there, morning, where you headed?” I asked.


  “Something out on the Westside, Ms. Sofie…,” he said, his talking head beaming, ready to roll with the charisma, his practiced pitch of engagement.


  “Yeah, really, what?” I asked. My face was a lot harder to look at than a camera lens. It looked back, and wasn’t in the mood.


  “Well, I… scanner scraps,” he stammered. But I liked that: scanner scraps. Then he ruined it. “We don’t really know yet.”


  “Hm, well, good luck,” I said. Christ almighty – ten seconds of my life, right there.


  I quickly traced the wall toward my office. At 7 a.m., the newsroom was bare bones, but loud.


  Shem spotted me halfway there, and to my surprise waddled over to intercept me, the ream of his thin, curly hair already plastered with perspiration. Usually he would’ve let me settle before diving in with prospects, but I noticed the knot on his tie was already a half-inch to the right. He’d been tugging.


  Shem opened his mouth, but I got mine open first.


  “On today, of all days? Today, you’re sending a crew out? I thought I said to put every—”


  “I know, Sofie.”


  “You got the same letter I did, right, Shem? ‘Elimination of redundancies?’… All that corporate crap we make fun of on-air, when it’s not our own eff-ing company?”


  “Sofie. I know.”


  “What is it? What?”


  “Cops are real excited ‘bout something. All over it.”


  I waited a second, listened for the metallic chatter of the scanners. Didn’t hear a thing.


  “They sound ecstatic.”


  He shook his head. “We actually had to turn them down a half-hour ago, something out on Washington, sounded like an assault of some sort, everybody’s Chatty Cathy at eighty decibels. Then the police switched frequencies; it’s like Mother Theresa’s funeral now.  We heard someone’s hurt at least, not sure how serious. But there’s something more: There were no fire called out, only police.”


  Damn. Fire department folks were always stand-around-the-campfire type of guys. Friendly, even. And they knew which life squad went to which hospital, and why.


  “You’re sending a crew for a simple assault? You’re being serious right now?”


  “It’s big, Sofie.”


  “Big like your ass is big, you mean? Big like that chair you sit in rather than getting our reporters to do some actual reporting big?”


  Finally, Shem dropped what I wanted: a reason for bothering me before I took my coat off.


  “Heard a dispatcher say the ‘B’ word, right before they switched the channel,” he said, with a slim grin.


  O.K., so finally I stopped walking. I was at my desk anyway. Setting down my handbag, I thought for a split second: Bermont boys? In the city?


  “Quarantine?”


  “Called the health department. Not a… nothing.”


  “Terrorist threat?”


  “Checked the alerts. Still the eternal orange. And this wasn’t anywhere near Horizon Station,” Shem said.


  And what else would anyone threaten out on the Nevada plain? I breathed a sigh of relief… All I needed, some big breaking storm today, what with the blizzard of work still left to do on…


  That other little thing.  A Class Five ratings hurricane, ready to strike right around sweeps. The stuff to shame the competition for months, if we could ever catch its blip.


  “Where are we on our little celebrity watch?”


  The best producer I had looked down. “Still no one on record. Or even inching close. But…”


  “Well how the HELL … We’re supposed to have the biggest goddamn sighting of them this side of the continent in years, on the word of God knows who? Who? These guys you’re talking to, they’re dying to feel important, and you can’t get even one to say…”


  “My guy can’t go on record. Or even really off it, Sofie – We’re talking deep, deep background—”


  “Then get somebody that isn’t so damn paranoid. Or somebody you’re willing to burn – either way – because lemme tell ya, if it’s true, I’m willing to scorch earth, Shem. I’m willing to burn the damn Brooklyn.”


  Shem glared at me, probably wondering if I was serious. Hell, I didn’t know if I was – a guy that could give us this kind of tip, I’d be a fool to burn him, even if Shem would go along with me and not give me one of his bullshit high-ground speeches. But then again, everybody cared about these particular, eternal celebrities. Hell, even Shem. Even me. Coming here? You could rely on them in the worst of times for a ratings boost. And during sweeps?…


  “We’re working on it, Sofie… They’re all still in Washington right now anyway… two of them just put in an appearance at the Pentagon.”


  What the hell were they doing with the Pentagon? Shouldn’t they be relaxing? They’d been on a long trip; their duty and service had ended five years ago.


  “Fine. So we’ve got the two hours it would take them to fly here. Time to spare,” I said, gave him a final glare, and let it drop. He’d stay on it.  “Anyway, about this other thing… if you think it’s so important…”


  Shem wasn’t much of a cop shop guy, I knew; come think of it, it kind of shocked me he’d pull an intercept at my office door for a cop story, especially when our window for the Big One was getting less and less drafty.


  He nodded. “Address is some shipyard or sky hauler service, but it’s blocked off. Flyover saw a big armored hummer with no marks. And a slider setup, bolted into the cement. They got it up quick.”


  Gotta come down the mountain somehow, and a slider sure beat walking. “Keep the team out there, let them know that’s their only assignment today, come whatever.” We could spare Faulkins, anyway. He was decent on-scene, but a crap reporter. “Keep the talent on star watch.”


  “Speaking of that, we could get the Washington Bureau…”


  “Hell no. This is our story. They get it, who knows which affiliates’ll start sniffing our tail.”


  I sat down in my chair, smoothed my blouse. My desk was littered with the past year’s budget and ratings reports – a fact that wouldn’t be wasted on the old newsman in front of me. I’d crumpled a few pages with my fists last night. Finally I looked back up at Shem: a man who wore wrinkles because there was nothing else in his wardrobe. He kept his eyes conspicuously away from my desk top.


  “You’re really cranking today, Shem – you gotta place where something’s happening but you’ve got no idea what… and another solid idea of a something happening, sometime, somewhere.”


  He gave me his patented shrug, eyes glinting, ready to sift through the pyrite.


  “By the end of the day, make sure one of ‘em firms up,” I told him.


  “Always do, don’t they?” Shem said.


   


  


  Three


  



  



   


  Richard Vegas


  Las Vegas, Groundside


  9:02 a.m. Monday


  



  I FOUND A STAND full of baggy sweaters, no stains.  The man there watched me take one from the rack.  “You wan’ it?” he asked, smiling, bright as the morning.


  Above us, the sun beat through all the smoke and haze and billowing bright clouds around it. Not peeking, but breathing its way through the sky.  I could feel it on my face, and it didn’t disappoint me: all I’d lost. 


  Even the air was different. The stench of the penny markets, the over-spiced meats, drifting tobacco, linen fresh from boxes… I’d always loved this place, and it was all there as I scanned for something, anything I could afford.  A nice shirt, with the one I had wrapped around my torso, tight as it could be, the stitches underneath stiff and sticky. Needle, thread, alcohol: a trip to a corner drug and a back alley had kept me awake and alive, and that’s it. But I couldn’t think about it. No, that’s not something I could think about or my mind would drift, and drift, and drift.


  “Maybe,” I said, sniffing the fresh shirt, thinking about the bills I had left.  Twenty-six dollars, some change.  All Lill had given me. “How much?” I asked, keeping the bills in my pocket. 


  The man looked at me with his low, sketch-patch sombrero over his eyes, letting little squares of light hit his nose and cheeks, but never his eyes.  “Eight dollars.  Good fit for you.  Big’nTall,” he said. 


  Thank Christ I had enough singles, didn’t have to worry about asking for change.  The sweater was soft and smelled sweet for some reason as I pulled it over my head, felt the fabric slide over my face. 


  Stumble… I stumbled into his stand and he caught me as finally I got the shirt over my head.


  “Hey, you OK man?”


  “Yeah, I just… had surgery.”


  “Sheet – stay home a couple days.”


  “Can’t really…”


  “They gonna fire you, you show up for work like that man.”


  “Yeah,” I said and turned around, started walking. “They might.”


  “You sure you all right, man?” he asked again, as I headed to the nearest bus stand, headed West. 


  Sure, I was fine. I waited a full hour on a bench before the bus came, loaded full.  But there was some room, room enough to get up the steps, shove some change in the slot, grab a rung, try to hold the wince in, try not to look too worn out.


  “Don’ tell meh to SHUT UP ‘bout the LORD!!  Don’cho TELL meh to Shut UP!  A-men ta the Lord – A MEN!!”  I couldn’t help but look back, to the rear.  Saw an old black woman in a full skirt with wide eyes, her fingers around her neck like she was trying to massage that worn voice into something worthy of her savior.


   In front of her, sitting, were a couple of kids, one of them glassy-eyed as he sat and stared up at her.  “A-men, sistah,” that one laughed, and the two with him chortled along, a little too silly, all of them; I wondered what they were on.


  The woman took a breath, but by then I’d had enough. I looked away, back out the window.  The sun, through the smears on the glass, looked muggy, now.   Long-dead telephone poles cropped up now and then, wires drifting like broken, barren branches.  Graffiti for foliage, bright as jungle flowers. Beyond them, tall spires reached toward a haze of light and clouds.  Up and up, until the world just stopped.  And beyond that, another world began…


  “ARMITAGE –  SIX THOUSAND WEST!” 


  The driver slowed, enough for me to get to the back door in time.  On my way, I saw the old woman, almost out of steam, her fingers creasing ruts through the wrinkles on her neck, but still muttering, “hey-ah!  The Loard will turn yah sins to the wi-ind, blow them away!  The Loard will take ya in his arms and crush those sins right out-t!”


  “What sins you know about, sister?” I muttered, pretty much to myself.  But a mistake. 


  “Don’tcha know your SINS, BROTHER?  Don’tcha KNOW tha’ the LOARD MADE ya a SINNAH?  We ah ALLLL Sinnahs, an NONE uv’s – NONE of us’ve made it tah SalVAYshun on’is OWN–”


  I pushed past, saw the glassy-eyed one, regarding me. His friends, too. But glassy-eyes had seen enough, I guess, to have seen it all. He gave me a conspiratorial wink.


  I stumbled off the bus.  Armitage and Western.  Horizon Station wasn’t far, but wasn’t close, either.  I figured I’d stay the night in some crevasse… see who was watching.  That’s what I’d do, but first I had a ways to walk, through the bright concrete dust, under an overpass, cars blaring by, hissing above me.


  “SEEK YOUR SINS, BROTHER!  SEEK ‘em out!  For they’ll FIND YAH, YEAAS, they will!”


  Turning, I watched the old prophet – got a will to her, I could say that for her – shamble through the exhaust of the departing bus, coughing.  “Th- THEY go WITH ya BROTHER, THEY FOLLOW–”


  Hell.  After the overpass I turned a corner and picked up my pace. Kept my eyes open, praying for no more surprises…


  – tripped and caught myself, banging my shoulder into a lamp post… a little too fast, no, a little too fast.  Had to lean against a wall, just to… just…


  to catch my breath…


   


  “Brother, yer tahrd,” I heard… Beside me.  Above me, actually.  Looking up, I saw the old woman from the bus blocking the sun with her sleeve.  Where was her hand, I wondered.  Fingers on my skull, cradling my head. 


  “I know… I know this life can be hard for us sinnahs,” she went on.


  “Did I…”  Must’ve passed out.  Or something.  Lying on my back, in an alley. My abdomen, burning. Quickly, I looked up, around; no, no cars stopped, nobody.  No reason: just two people in an alley, doing God knows what.  Getting up on my elbows, I looked at the woman, and she held out an old, metal canteen. Well-equipped for homelessness, she was.  With a sigh, I took a sip, handed it back.


  She smiled tightly as she took it. “You’ve got an angel with ya. In yer sleep, yas mutterin’ ‘bout an angel.”


   “Not no more, I don’t. Left her back home,” I said, looking away. “Help me… up.  Please.”


  The woman nodded at me, took my arm and hauled. On my feet, I felt surprisingly steady. “Yer angel don’ leave ya, brother. Never do.  Rest assured, she’s still hoverin.’ ”


  “Part of me wishes she’d leave me be. You take a tithe?” I asked and gave her a smile, hoping there was some semblance of humor left in her.


  “Nah, brother.  I take what the Loard gives meh, an’ that’s enough.”


  “’K, then.  Well… thanks.”


  “Don’ thank me, brother; thank th—”


  “I will – I’ll thank the Lord, I promise.  When I see him.”


  She grunted, looked out at the boulevard.


  “Better ways not ta be seen than fallin’ down an’ huggin’ the street.”


  “Not be seen?” I asked.


  “I can tell when someone’s runnin’ from worldly things. Not rare ta do, these days.”


  I’d heard this kind of talk in the cage. Sooner or later it turned to surrendering yourself to something. And I might be tired and hurt, but I could still stay off my knees.


  “Yeah. Well, look, again, thanks for your help and all,” I said.


  “Sure thing, brother. You gots a place ta sleep an’ all? Streets ‘r..”


  “Won’t be on the streets tonight. Don’t worry.”


   And with that I turned, and she didn’t say another word as I walked out of the alley. After a few steps I looked back, saw her still following at a distance.


  Shaking my head, but not willing to yell at her, I kept walking, hunched over, now.  There were enough people in the street to make me a little cautious.  There would be where I was going. Armitage hit Clairmont, then Horizon Boulevard: the buildings rising to two stories, three.  Triple-X treateries, cheap capsule hotels, grease-top grills – then, closer, the first of them: a high-rise Hilton, eighty, ninety stories from the way it pierced the sky. 


  I kept walking, slipping through the cars, the growing crowds of people until the buildings got even taller, sleeker. And there was one, among all of them, which got lost in the clouds…


  I finally saw it. Horizon Station. 


  Originally it’d just been a few metal struts, touching the ground, poking through the atmosphere, linked to the three space stations above.  Tendons of the highway reached into it, through it, and spires stretched out sideways, catching more traffic from the air, the lowly world around.


  In time, those mortal struts had broadened, closed the gap, until they’d become a pillar of pure steel, three city-blocks wide, curving, flexing with the turn of the planet, reaching all the way up, up, angling to a new horizon.


  The elegant spires, the domes, the ground and everything connected grew tiny. God, it had really built up. 


  “Man’s pride!” I heard behind me. “Ain’t it pretty?”


  I turned around and looked at the old woman. No small part of me wondered why she was spending her precious energy and effort following me, but I also knew I probably wouldn’t get a rational answer if I asked, so I let it be.


  “You know where you’re goin’?” she went on.


  Slowly, I nodded, looking up again, to where Horizon pointed.


  “I’m goin’ up ta heaven, sister. 


  “Goin’ up ta heaven.”


   


  


  Four


   


   


   


  Geoffrey Sink


  Las Vegas, Groundside


  9:32 a.m. Monday


   


  I CHECKED THE LOGBOOK as soon as I got into Precinct 28 – past the meter-thick iris of solid adamantine, past the layers of H.W.A.T. armor and muscle, past the desk clerk who didn’t know me, (“Specker, eh?… One of the ‘Huts’ already been by to…”) past the walls of paperwork, to check the log.  Yes, one of the “hut hut huts” had been by to see Vegas’ wife, a certain Lieutenant Weis, fully authorized to utilize Section 7.02 of the federal Homefront Security Act.


  “Coercion”… on a known associate of a Class Three Felon.  Yes, he’d been authorized for it… and no, no need to record his methodology.  Great, now all I’d get would be a broken, abused skiff trying to cling to her corner of the interrogation room, thinking about how wonderful her safe, silent apartment was.


  So I resigned myself to the relative uselessness of the next hour and waited for her to be brought out.  There was some coffee, on a tiny table as dull and gray as the great big one in front of me.  I got up, filled a cup to the rim, turned back to the table, sat down.


  She came in, then, and for the first time I can remember in this type of room, this situation, I stood. I had to.


  Her eyes shone through and disintegrated the dull, resigned image I’d expected. You really, really didn’t see too many like her in my job.  Not in person.  Most of the ones that looked like her worked in P.R., and walked past my office in the company of a department head.  I might get a split-second greeting – a blitz of charisma that was so polished it was about as raw and real as a glossy in a photo frame.


  Except her beauty wasn’t polished. There was a crease in her forehead, no make-up, she wasn’t smiling, and all that made me do something else I never do.


  “I’m sorry… sorry about your…”


  “Of course you are,” Lill Corwin said, taking her eyes away from mine as she sat down and stared at the gray table top. 


  I wasn’t used to it: rearranging the pitch, everything, enough to make me flustered. 


  “I want you to know, before we begin, that I don’t have any affiliation with the last investigator.”  She didn’t even bother looking up.  “I know Rick,” I continued, quickly.


  That made her look.  “You must be… Geoff Sink.”


  “Yes.”


  A moment passed.  “I always wondered… I just had a kind of… robot in mind, when I thought of you. When we spoke on the phone, you didn’t seem to care much. About Ricky.”


  “Hm.”  This time it was me, looking away, but I kept talking.  “He mentioned you, once. When I asked him why I should believe him.  Why he’d changed, you know…”


  “Your usual questions.”


  “…Yes. It’s good to see some people improve, some sort of motivation.  It’s what we really hope for.”


  She looked over toward the door, reached a hand up to knead the back of her neck, then slid it back down until her arms were crossed.


  “Well… we’ve both been disappointed, then, haven’t we?”


  “No.  I wasn’t.”  I said.  “No.  I stopped being disappointed my first year doing this job.”


  She didn’t say anything. Another step back, then.


  “You love him?” 


  She still didn’t answer, but it was out there; and her silence was still an answer, loud as a riot.  “Do you?  Cause if you do, I’m not gonna bother telling you – You know what could happen here. You know the boys from Bermont have come down from their mountain already.  And here’s a fact for you: Normally, I have full say in these cases.  But now, I’m just a consultant…”


  “Why am I talking to a consultant, then?”


  I nodded. “Because I’m the only consultant that’s not carrying a magrail in my armpit.  The only one.  You understand?  I’m the only one that doesn’t slip into goosestep when I’m not thinking about it.  So if you want somebody to find Rick – and he will be found, because there’s enough cooks in this kitchen to make a helluva heat – you better hope it’s me.”


  Her eyes came back at last…


  But it was hardly what I wanted.  “You know Rick?  Do you?… Maybe you can tell me what he did, then.”


  “He assaulted a—”


  “Not today. You know what I mean… He still won’t talk to me about those things he can’t talk about. Like why he was even put in jail in the first place.”


  I sat back from the table and stared at her.  I had deciphered, from the vagaries of Vegas’ unclassified file, that he’d been some sort of steel-rank soldier.  And I knew from Lieutenant Weis; Lieutenant Weis made it pretty damn obvious.


  I shook my head. “They haven’t released that—”


  “—to a consultant. Well then you don’t know him, do you?” Ms. Lill leaned back and breathed out, once. “Well, I do. Ricky is exactly what you people made him. Exactly what you – or they, or whoever – made him. And I… I hope he never comes back.”


  Convincing…


  But there it was, what I was so used to looking for: the sudden touching of her face, her eyebrow, then her cheek as she looked down. 


  The lucky bastard.


  “Well, I’m afraid you’ll get your wish, Lill.”


  I waited until she brought her eyes back before going on.  “Because just by saying nothing, you’re helping the system wipe him clean.  I should thank you, I guess… Honestly, it’s a pain in the ass having a case as complicated as your husband’s.  Especially since he’s so young. I mean, folks that make the laws think people can change, think there’s still some decent probability of rehab… But we both know the truth. Don’t we? Lill? 


  “I agree – it’s good he doesn’t come home.  Put a lot of people’s minds at rest.”


  She looked down again, didn’t say anything.  “Well…,” I said, standing up, “Guess that takes care of it.  I assumed he’d have a reason to come back, to… get to you in some way, but I can see now that there’s not much reason for that.  Still, I’ll leave it to Mr. Weis to set some sort of quick-catch scenario around your apartment.  The two of you seem to be like-minded about the way it should go.”


  That did it. “Mr. Sink…,” she said, exhaling. “You’ve truly earned your name. Truly.” Then she stopped, closed her mouth and looked at me; waiting for me to do what she knew I had to do.


  Sitting down, I delivered my pitch. 


  “Look… Richard Vegas has accumulated enough infractions to put him away for a good part of the rest of his life… we both know that, Lill.  It can be a long sentence or a short one… and really only you know what he prefers.  If he’s willing to come back, I’ll do everything I can to make it happen, safely.  But what I need to know from you is this – and please answer me honestly: Would he come back?… 


  “…or does he want what Lieutenant Weis wants?”


  Her eyes were glistening.  “Yes.  He does.  I think.”


  I looked down.  “Is there… any way we can convince him otherwise?  To peacefully…”


  “There’s no peace left in him – you guys made sure of that! Even when he was with me, he kept talking about…  Ricky’s gone from both of us, Mr. Sink.” 


  “Talk about what?”


  “Oh just… getting out there again,” she said, waving her arm. “Travel, fly away and stuff. I just couldn’t argue with him anymore. After five years of wondering what he’d be like when he got home, I just… couldn’t.”


  Her eyes were red, but she didn’t want to cry. I took a deep breath, spoke quickly. “Why don’t you go home, get some rest, think about anything you, or any of us can do not to end it that way. Look… You may not believe it, but I’m not going to give up on this yet. And I don’t think you are either.” I shuffled my papers together, let a card slip out of my pocket, and slid it over the table to the space in front of her.  With that, I stood back up.  “I’ll be in the field, but that’s my personal link.  It’s always open.  If there’s anything I think you might want to be informed of, I promise I’ll call.”


  I didn’t expect a reaction, and she didn’t reward me with one.


   


  ***


   


  “Hey there, you look chipper!”


  Roger seemed in good spirits, as always, when I got back to the thirteenth floor.


  “Yeah, another Bermont case.”


  “Ouch!  Well, complain to your Congressman!” 


  “See you later, Roger.”


  “Thanks for warning me!”


  There were a few more people in the office, now, but they were all too busy for chit-chat.  Which was good; I just wanted to get to my office, turn on my computer and let the florescent lights bathe me, sterilize my thoughts.


  I felt something wet on my hand.


  Looking down, I saw Paula’s black lab, licking it, a red ball on the floor by his paws.


  “Max!” came Paula’s loud voice, something you always heard before you saw her.


  Paula came around the corner, staring into space, before turning toward my office to look at the wall above my head.


  “There he is, of course. Thinks it’s time for play.”


  “Paula,” I said, and she could tell something from my tone. I didn’t know what it was, exactly.


  “Come into your office an’ don’ check your messages. Heard the phone ringin’ all day, Sink. Hard one?”


  “Bermont case.”


  “Mercy,” she said, making her way to a chair, feeling its arm before sitting down. “Don’t say.”


  “Make yourself comfortable.”


  “Always do, honey. Even with you.”


  I smiled, scratched one of Max’s ears.


  “Just let him out, day before yesterday. He was making the job run. ‘Til this morning, when he got rough with an interviewer. Cut his tracker out with a letter opener.”


  “Whoo. You always get the model citizens,” she said, then cackled. Paula, unlike Roger, was just the right kind of jaded. “Why is that?”


  “They trust me up there on the mountain,” I said, trying futilely to keep the smile out of my voice.


  “That what they do?” She grunted. “So how’s old Salhey doing? He still treadin’ water?”


  “Rowed ten miles today. Got blown back twelve.”


  “Lord, the man shoulda been a spec-proler ‘stead.” Max barked suddenly. “So how much they tell you ‘bout this one?”


  “Not much. They’ve brought their own in to chase him, guy named Weis. Ever heard of him?”


  “Nah. But that’s no big thing.” Paula stuck with county cases these days, and as she always liked to tell me… “Haven’t had a Bermont case since… well, don’t like to look that far back.”


  Only one lucky person in our office was qualified for them, now.


  “They’re keeping a tight rein,” I said. “Still, they want me in on the chase.”


  “Boy, they must trust you.”


  “Don’t know what use I’ll be. Can’t make a profile for crap on what they gave me. I’ll just be out chasing him, doing groundwork like any flat-foot.”


  “’S what you’re good at. John knows that,” Paula said, getting up, patting my hand. “They wanna take the lead, let ‘em. Shouldn’t try to stick your neck ‘cross the finish line on Bermont cases, Geoffrey. No matter how good ya think ya are.”


  I nodded; she probably sensed it.


  “Well, get on it, then. You’ve got two messages, at least. And those folks hate waitin’, from what little I cn’ remember.”


  She remembered right.


  “C’mon, Max. Max!” Paula said. Max gave me a last pleading look before picking up the ball in his mouth and guiding Paula out of my office.


  I picked up my headset.  Sure enough, first and foremost, I heard the voice of a certain Lieutenant Weis, talking like it was the final straw.


  “Officer Sink, let me make myself clear: I expect to be updated on your progress at appropriate intervals.  Mr. Vegas has almost reached the six-hour mark despite the manpower we’ve assigned – six hours!  Unacceptable. Contact me as soon as you get this.” 


  Message two:


  “Hello… officer Sink? This is Sergeant Torrey from the sixty-fourth.  We may have sighted your violee.  One of our exterior cameras came up with a 2nd standard deviation match, relayed it to us about an hour ago.  My number here is on the 600 line, 58739.  Again, Sergeant Torrey.  My shift ends at four.”


  I sat back a moment.  Sixty fourth… that would be… Horizon Station?


  Message three:


  “Officer Sink, this is Thomas Weis again.  Just thought you should know I’ve been informed of a possible sighting.  Horizon Station: We think maybe he’s trying to work his way star-side.  Moscavi, one of the colonies… a lot of space out there, Mr. Sink. Anyway, I’m still waiting for yo–”


  Surprising myself, I slammed my fist on the relay button, cutting off any other correspondence.  Made the call to officer Torrey.


  “Torrey,” she answered after a few rings.


  “Sergeant Torrey?  This is Geoffrey Sink, Spec-Parole.”


  “Oh.  Yeah, good to hear from you. I’m ready to go for the day, but I thought I’d stick around…  Anyway, the stuff’s densed and ready.  Got your link?”


  “Go ahead.”


  “Alright, the code’s 77-Alpha-Dexter-34.  Here it comes.”  In a moment, I had it. 


  It was Vegas, all right; or someone that looked so much like him you almost had to pity him for the bad day he’d be having.


  “Thanks.  So… you made any attempts to track him?”


  “Hell, you know Horizon.  We got a whole goddamn city up here; more people per square mile than Bangkok, fer chrissakes!  We tried, but… well, we had a whole convoy of pissed-off truckers an hour ago, late on their run, 'course it’s our fault they’re not registered.  We mostly deal in transit, down here.  You want, try the spek-squads; they’re up star-side.  Used to dealing with this sort of thing.  Anything else?”


  “No.  Who’s your replacement tonight?”


  “Jones.  Sal Jones.  I’ll let her know you might call.”


  “Do that.  Thanks.”  And I hung up.  She’d been nice enough, but call number two was waiting, and that one promised to be a pain.  Might as well get it over with.


  Lieutenant Weis answered on the first ring.  In the background I could hear air whistling past his handset.


  “Weis here.  Sink?”  Of course he’d I.D.’d the call.


  “Yes, this is officer Sink.  I’ve just gotten through with Ms. Corwin.  Good to see you didn’t wear her down too much.”


  He didn’t say anything to that.  “Find anything?”


  “No.  She’s clean, in my opinion.  I’ll be over at Horizon in an hour.”


  “Good.  Good.  Mr. Sink, I’ve done some checking on you…” They all did, those Bermont boys, and they always told you about it for some reason.  “You have a solid record as an investigator.  Why don’t you stick with that, but leave contact to me.  This might work out if we know our place…”


  Oh my God, he was “we”-ing me.  I couldn’t have been more shocked: Weis was a Bermont prototype… but there was something beyond that in him, something too sharp, too rigid… and for some reason his approbation made me angry. 


  “Leads would come easier if I had his file. And it’d also be easier if we had the same goal in mind, Lieutenant.”


  Of course the Lieutenant didn’t like being dictated to.  “My goal is to make sure Vegas doesn’t hurt anyone else.  What’s yours, Sink?”


  “The same. The fewer lives lost, the better.” I almost stopped it there, but there was something else that had to be stated out loud. “My job is not to – how do you guys say it? – ‘neutralize’ this guy if he wants to come back. He’s got someone waiting for him.”


  For a while there was just wind over there on his end.  Then, eventually, he came back.  “Don’t be so goddamn impeccable, Sink.  You’ll fall on your ass eventually, you keep that up.  Just let’s get this done.”  Emphasis on done, and with that, the uplink was cut.


  I sat there a moment, looking at my computer screen; it had reverted to my default: the Ocean Rowing site.  Old Andrew was still out there, clinging to the equator, floating above the deep, fighting against the swells… caught in the worst the Pacific could throw at him. 


  At last I stood up, looked out my window, at the corner of space that wasn’t blocked by a brick wall.  There, a tiny slice of blue sky, brighter than my fluorescents, cloudless.


  Even if I didn’t know what Vegas had been called up for, it certainly didn’t help that I knew what kept him going while he was away. Lill’s eyes peeked into my thoughts  – then Weis’s. Fire on ice. Then I saw Vegas, running from both of them, running until he was sure to die.


  The next thought I had surprised me, but there it was: I’d do what I could to make sure he didn’t get what he wanted.


   


  


  Five


   


   


   


  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, Groundside


  10:52 a.m. Monday


   


  I WAS GETTING BETTER. Better. I was: The side of my stomach was a dull ache, but at least it wasn’t like someone was holding a lighter to it and staring me in the eye, daring me to cry out loud. 


  Standing was still a problem, though.  I had to lean against the side of the air vent, watching the spinning fan that blocked the back end of my little hideaway and getting all that much dizzier.  Still, the air was fresh, not chilling, and it got me as awake as I needed to be.


  Finally, I could walk, bending under the pried-up steel slate that served as the entrance to my hideaway; then standing, slowly, to look around.


  Every city had a ghetto somewhere, and this was Horizon’s.  Best ghetto there was, far as I was concerned: seventy stories up, view of the land through plasti-glass windows a block wide, sky beginning to turn purple above.  People so tightly-packed they couldn’t separate into their own little neighborhoods too much, one block at a time.


  Hoverfans glided above, to circulate the heat I supposed. Above them, three stories, maybe more, were the endless advertisements: video screens and poster boards, some peeling, some fresh-painted in a neon array, reminding us all what Horizon was – a temple to commerce.


  The maintenance crews all lived on-station; it was too far up to go otherwise, and this being the Nevada coast (not to mention Horizon) they were mostly immigrants, and mostly worried about some officer coming around and sending them home on a barred-up shuttle bus.  So I guessed they’d be a little scared if someone came around asking questions about… anything, actually.


  There were enough people like me, too: people that needed to find some little hole to huddle in and not be bothered for awhile.  We were all coming out about the same time, and I saw a few of them huddled around another ventilation shaft, sucking fresh air, listening to…


  “He be with ya, brothers, He’ll ALWAYS be with ya. The LOARD lays a blanket while you’re sleepin, an watches when you’re awake…”


  There she was.  I couldn’t remember much of the past night, but I thought I’d lost her somewhere.  Then again, what was the point of racking my brain when there she was, right in front of me?


  “He knows if you been bad r’ good,” she started singing, “so be GOOD – nessSAKES you think your LIFE is all you got?  Your LIFE was GIVEN to yah, yeaas, yeas it was GIVEN to yah to DO somethin’ with!  Watchu gonna do with it – gonna spill BOOZE on your spirit, get it SOGGY, slushed up an’ USELESS?  You’re crazy in-SANE – NOAH – you’re MOCKIN’ the loard!  You’re MOCKIN’ him, what he DONE fer yah!”


  She was pretty good in the morning, I had to admit; most of the bums around her were nodding their heads, to their own thoughts most likely – but one or two were looking her in the eyes, anxious for this semblance of coherent conversation.


  Not me.  I looked around for something to eat; eight dollars left, there should be something.  Sure enough, there was a corner shop, dark, gated up except for the front door, open to let the air in.  I walked over and inside; there, a woman behind the counter – short and squat with sweaty curls tied back with a rubber band – stared at me, saying nothing, so I moved through the shelves, found some canned beans, bread, and a bottle of cheap soda.  Five dollars gone, but today I’d need energy, lots of it, so I cut into the can (the woman handed me an opener without a word) and devoured the beans right there, along with the soda and half the loaf of Winnipu White Bread, stuffing the other half in my rolled-up shirt.  Yes, it was off, now: I figured nobody’d notice a big bandage too much ‘round here, and I wanted to be comfortable for at least a little bit, enjoy the last few moments of the mornin' if I could.  As I walked back into the street, looking back and forth, I saw the old prophet had attracted a bigger congregation; not just the vagrants, but a few younger ones, looking on at her like the curiosity she was. 


  Too much attention. I had to get away from here.


  But the old woman’s preaching had gotten impassioned, aimed at the younger newcomers, now, “POISON your souls!  Poison them – go on!  The Loard can make you pure, boys, pure as ANGELS, no matter wha’chu does!  But you have to LET him IN!  You NEEED tah let him inta your hearts, feel it, canyu FEEL it!?”


  In answer to this, one of the boys, a young Latino with his hair slicked and netted and a curly pitchfork tattooed over his left shoulder, scrounged in his pocket and took out a small case, smiling in the bright sunny morning.  The case popped, and he took out a tiny string of the Op – Ophalla root, immersed in water and Christ knew what else – sliding it next to his gums, before handing the case to the boy next to him.  An older one, this one; taller, in his six’s, with a shaven head and a body he must’ve  worked on a couple hours a day to keep it as ripped as it looked.  On his shoulder was an iron tattoo of a cross, tilted on his muscle.  Behind them both, a third waited his turn: dark sunglasses, a mesh-trench covering his chest. Underneath the mesh his hands were folded into his armpits, the criss-cross of fabric making them look caged.


  The woman was used to mockery, used to rallying against it.  “SUCK it up, boys, suck it UP!  Kiss the root an’ say THANK YUH! – cause it’s leadin’ ya where it wants – right ta the FIRE!  Can ya SMELL IT – can ya smell it, ARRIGHT!? –  Can ya see ‘im comin’?  He’s close, now… close to ya, an’ he’s gotcha in ‘is grip.  Only the LOARD cn’ save ya, brothers, only the LOARD cn’ getcha AWAY from ‘im!”


  The vagrants were nodding, faster now; maybe this was making the boys a little nervous, because the lead one stepped up to the woman and said something I couldn’t hear.  Even when I started walking closer (why, I don’t know, I should’ve been walking away, away from all that action), I still couldn’t hear what he said ‘cause he wasn’t screaming, he was whispering – whispering something to the woman that might’ve been threat or taunt – but whatever it was she must’ve seen it coming, because she had her answer all ready.


  “DAMN yer soul ‘til the DEVIL comes ta COLLECT, boy!  Can ya HEAR me?!” She stopped, ashamed, angry, then swallowed, the pity on her face evident, warring with the anger.  “Take the LOARD inta ya, take’im QUICK, cause there ain’t TIME on this worl’ ta waste!  Can ya HEAR me?!  There’s death enough, boy, an’ the HEREAFTah’s—”


  With that the boy smacked her, open handed, sending her down to the concrete.  The other two with him bellowed, then, a whoop of mirth, and the vagrants turned, muttering, moving away quick…


  Just as I came stumbling up.  The big, tall boy turned to me, looked me up and down and must not’ve been too worried about it, ‘cause he flexed a bit as he pointed a finger at me, warning me back. 


  Hairnet just stood over the woman, talking, “Get ta the road, puta, we ain’ got space here! GET outta—”  then turned – drawn by a scream. 


  Turned in time to see me holdin’ his friend’s straight, pointing arm – tight to its tendons.  I darted behind tall-boy as he tried to spin away, resting right behind his back, elbow around his throat, hearing him curse and gasp.   Then looked over at the one with the shades, pulling a handgun out of his mesh, pointing it at my head, just above the tall one’s shoulder, the iron-blue cross.


  “REPENT, BOYS, REPENT—” the woman was screaming as I snapped the arm, made tall-boy scream, shaking shades up enough to make his first shot go wild – and the second never came.  I sent tall boy right into him, bellowing in pain, and followed after, the three of us on our asses in the concrete dust.  My elbow caught those shades, wetly, right above the nose, and I kicked tall boy’s broken arm as hard as I could – but a knee slammed into my bandage, and the darkness came in a little as I scrambled for the gun before it could go again.  Hairnet was in it then, standing above, a butterfly out and sharp in his hand.  No way to – THE GUN was out now and I chopped at it as it fired, sank a bullet somewhere… Hairnet was gone and I didn’t look as I twisted around with all my weight, a solid left into those already cracked glasses.


  And the gun was in my hand as I got on my knees, looking around… tall boy out, done, collapsed from the pain, his arm behind him at a bad, bad angle.  Beneath him, shades was writhing, clutching his face weakly, and turning I heard a second moan: hairnet, clutching his belly tight where the bullet had caught him, trying not to let the blood seep between the cracks in his fingers.


  I had to be quick… there was a wallet, in tall-boy’s back pocket, out and in my hand.  Put it and the gun in my shirt, next to the bread.


  “The devil’s come inta ya, brother.  You better get 'im out quick.”  Turning, I saw the old woman looking at me with pity; and others as well – the motley congregation staring open-mouthed, not with pity but more with fear.  Behind them, a few people were peering out of their windows, out of the shadows of the storefront, but nobody walked out into the street.


  Great! I thought, feeling my torso getting slick, sticky again. GREAT!


  “You ain’ never gonna git to Heaven this way..,” the old woman said with a shake of her head.


  Really?  “No shit!” I yelled, looking around at the mess I’d made and knowing I couldn’t clean it up, knowing the only thing I could do was run from it.


  “Gonna have ta watcher mouth, too…”


  “Damn it, enough – just go on your way, old lady, long as it’s away from—”


  “I’m ALWAYS goin’ on my way,  SINNAH, wherever it takes—”


  “Fine.  Do that!”  Didn’t have time, NO time to sit here and argue with someone that took arguing as the best form of conversation in the whole damn world.  I had to get away, off this level…  and spinning the roulette wheel I headed southwest, away from the sun, fast.  One of the boys was screaming something after me but I didn’t turn, hoping he didn’t have another gun as I darted around a corner here, there, trying to stay straight, keep steady, and looked down at my waist at last.  


  The stain on the bandages’d soaked through, a single drop of crimson making its way down to my pants.  Hurriedly, I wiped it, didn’t want bloodstains on my clothes, no…


  What a sight I must’ve been – running, stumbling, bleeding, cursing – any cop that saw me would drop their lunch and put a bead on me out of sheer principle.  No, this would never do, but what could I…


  There.  A junk-corner: piles of old parts and machinery stacked haphazardly behind a rickety wire fence.  Of course there’d be one, here, where the windows were gone, and no, there wasn’t anybody too close…


  The man at the gate came out of his little box with an iron pipe in his hand when it was obvious where I thought I was going.  Pulling the gun out of my shirt, seeing the bread fall on the ground, I pointed it at his head, and he started to back away.


  “Open the gate.  Now,” I said, trying to look crazy, like I just might do it – even if he ran.  He took a moment, then slowly reached his hand over into his box.  The gate clicked.


  “You got a first aid kit in there?” I asked, keeping his eyes, keeping them in mine.


  “No, man.” Yes, he did; my eyes were good, I could see it on the wall.


  “Grab it.  Inside.  With me.”  He took another moment, really wanting to run, but I was much closer now and he could see me. And I guess I looked like what I’d just done.


  “Easy, man – hey…,” he said, grabbing the kit.  Yes easy, I thought, just come with me, inside, show me around.


  The two of us went in and weaved around the junk a little, before I stopped in a tiny space cleared out in the middle somewhere and motioned for him to sit on an old iron barrel.  He did, looking me up and down, wondering whether I was listening to voices or maybe had a clue as to what I was doing.


  I did, barely.  Sitting across from him, I stripped off the bandage.  Sure enough, two stitches had popped, and the blood was coming out there, and also at the corners.


  “Lemme have that kit,” I said, looking my host in the eye, keeping my gaze level.  Couldn’t let him even think I was dizzy; he might get brave.  With a shrug he shoved the kit over to me, and I opened it up: more bandages, band-aids, some antibiotic, alcohol, cotton swabs, a needle, tweezers…  With care, I pulled a thread from the rim of my freyed-up dress pants, the ones I’d worn to the interview, maybe a foot of it, and dipped it in the alcohol.  Swabbed up the wound best I could, also. Didn’t burn too bad, and it was better’n the ache.


  “You’re pretty fucked-up, man.  Get’cherself a doctor, you’re just… There’s a clinic a level down, man.”


  Well, I couldn’t have him reasoning with me, it’d drive me crazy in a moment.  “Hey,” I said, looking up at him again, “you wanna doctor?  I cn’ send ya to one, you like ‘em so much.”  He was quiet for awhile as I smeared the antibiotic ointment over my skin, emptying half the tube, then took the string out of the alcohol, threaded it through the needle.


  Now the tough part. The needle was sharp, but digging it into my skin was a chore, especially going underneath, into the wound, and poking it out my skin again, pulling it with the tweezers and hoping the thread was still there.  Once, dizzy, I almost lost it inside me, before I finally got the tip through, just a millimeter from the wound, and I had to take a break there before starting again.


  But finally I had six new stitches, the thread tied up tight.  More alcohol; it was a small pain compared to what I’d just been through, and the man was looking at me, now, like he’d just seen it all.  I smiled at him – like a maniac, most likely – and he took out a smoke, lit it up, made a motion, asking me if I wanted one.  No, didn’t smoke, but now I could afford to be a little chatty.


  “So… nice day we’re havin’,” I said, wrapping the new bandage up slowly, carefully.  There was a little blood, still, but not much.


  “Yeah – heh!” he said, and didn’t know what to add.  I helped him out.


  “Listen, I’d really like you to see another nice day like this, y’know, you seem all right, so tell you what… What’s your name?”


  “Barney.”


  “Barney.  So lemme tell you, Barney, what you need to do to make sure that happens.”


   


  ***


   


  I almost felt guilty leaving Barney back there, tied down in his yard, but I’d made sure he’d got plenty to drink.  Hell, it wasn’t like a normal junkyard; some dog wasn’t gonna come runnin’ up an’ chew on his foot.


  I studied the emblem sewn into my overalls: a tripod of gears, yellow on denim-blue.  Cute.  Though the overalls rode up my ankles and crotch, they were plenty baggy around my stomach, which was good.  The cap was a little big on me, but I needed it; hell, I needed anything I could get.


  And I wondered if I had enough when I came closer to the lift.


  There were three of them, standing in front of it. 


  With their plated uniforms they looked a little like caterpillars when they moved, all those hard edges flowing over each other. But more noticeable were the big magrails slung across their backs: twin-barrels of highly magnetized metal shielded by a sleeve of black material you’d need a physics degree to identify.


  I didn’t know what to call them; all I knew was there were three where one would probably do.  I recognized the tactics: One held back for a clear line of fire at the gate-rail and pass-columns – not with the magrail, but gripping a rapid-fire snub rifle like it was a tiny little toy; something that wouldn’t have to punch through a few dozen buildings before slowing down a bit.  I could see little holo-scripts play in front of their faces now and then, and I wondered how many times they’d studied my profile.  Shit.


  Well, here I was, in my uniform, carrying my little box, with my little hat.  How would they ever know?  Shit.


  There were about a dozen others in line, waiting, the third one stopping someone here and there, and I couldn’t just turn around now; they’d see it… They looked for it, for someone turning from their unexpected presence, walking away. I was committed.  What was my new name?  Barney something?  Hi, I’m Barney something and I use hammers and wrenches.  Want me to wrench something, something big?  How ‘bout my life, how ‘bout if I wrench that all to hell?  How ‘bout if I take a hammer and… Christ, I mean CHRIST I might as well just try to sprint through the gate for all the good it’d do me… But I couldn’t turn back now.


  Fine, I thought, reaching inside my overalls, feeling the grip of the gun.  Fine.  For some reason, an old jingle came into my head: a little dab’ll do ya…  I don’t know why it did, it just did, and I thought well that’s a fine thing to have in your head when you’re about to die.  Better than some things, I guessed, as I got closer to the lift-gates, the three of them.  I clutched the pistol tighter, wondering if I could pull on one of those guys, just doing their job, wondering that and knowing his kinetics would turn away anything but a straight-on and knowing once the first one was down the others would be sealed up in a second; the plates and edges would close and the pillars of steel would stand and the spray of fire would cut me into a thousand pieces.  A little dab’ll do ya…  Well fuck it fuck it here we –


  “Whaddyu MEAN I AIN’T got no AUTH-RIZATION!  THE LOARD gave meh all th’ AUTHRI-ZATION AH NEED!”


  Oh my God.


  “LEMME THROUGH or’ahll PART YAH like MOSES – WE ALL GOTTA GET ta our CRYSTAL SHIPS – Gotta GET UP tah HEAVEN!  Gotta GET UP ta SEE THE LOARD–”


  Couldn’t be…


  But yes, there she was, at the front of the line, making their jobs hell on earth.  One of the two in back stepped up, and the third was watching, irritated.


  I got close to the gates, the paid ones, and slipped my new transit card through, like hey I’m just trying to get to work; I don’t have time for all this.


  Didn’t work – Jesus the guy had forty cents left on it!  The pass gate stood solid in front of me… no time to get to one of the machines, put in another dollar.  What could I–


  “TAKE YOUR HAND OFFA MY BODY – THIS’S THE LOARD’S BODY– The Loard GAVE this BODY LIFE—”


  Then I saw it: the maintenance gate, just on the far side of the pass gates.  Standing an inch open, next to the little box with the agent.


  Backing up, quick, moving over and walking through the maintenance gate like hell, that’s what we maintenance boys do.  The agent just nodded at me, I nodded back; but the third guard glanced over, just for a second…


  “GIVE ‘EM A CHANCE’T  HEAVEN – ALL God’s creatures get A CHANCE– ‘taint fer YOU ta weigh their sins– THAT’s the LOARD’S—”


  That old woman was puttin’ up quite a scuffle, and in an instant the guy looked away and went over; his armor jutting out, sealing itself back in a series of fluid angles.  I tried not to look, tried not to hurry back toward the lift, half-full, a hundred or so people sitting and waiting for this delay to end; a few standing, seeing what all the commotion was.  Only when I was behind them did I turn and look, see the old woman on her stomach, steel clamps on her wrists, facing us… facing us and smiling.


  That smile made me stop for a moment; so calm, she seemed, now – that woman had the touch of something, all right.  All three guards were towering over her, one of them talking, the other waving for the lift to go, just go – there’d be too much delay before they could get anyone else on.


  “Please take your seats,”  we heard the conductor’s voice over the intercom; sitting in his box, even he seemed impatient.


  “This is EX-press lift 329 to Sub-Orbital Nexus… making stops at Stellar, Constel, and Voymar… please find a seat and secure all belongings.  We will arrive at the S.O.N. in thirty-seven minutes…”


  The backside of the lift was crowded, but that’s where I headed. This being the outer edge of the station, the huge bay window there offered a view not to be missed. 


  We were facing West, away from the Sun, so what I saw on the land, seventy stories below, was a long, dark shadow, splitting the earth like a seam, all the way to the horizon.  In the distance were the coastal mountains, pale red beneath silver-blue; and all the speks between, all the buildings and flyers and blinking orbitals, they cluttered it up and completed it somehow… This, mankind’s greatest mark, this tower that touched the heavens.


  With a jerk, the lift began to shift upward, upward, and soon the bright sky grew purple; I swore I could see the planet curve…


  Curve as I closed my eyes.
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  Sofie Morin


  Las Vegas, Groundside


  11:26 a.m. Monday


  



  THE DAY'S NON-BREAKING NEWS lineup was about set… which was like saying that the murder’s all done and taken care of, we just need to pull the trigger. We had a story about a blind therapy dog named “Bumper,” a day-old guilty verdict with a bit of brimstone from the judge, and the next step in the downtown development saga.


  But for the moment I couldn’t think about all that.


  “I don’t know what to tell you, Sofie. Reno’s been getting some real scoops – their market’s expanding, and they’ve been delivering,” Corduroy said. James Corduroy, Mr. New York himself.


  “Look – Jim. You said you’d give me two weeks. It’s been one. We’ve got something major—”


  I listened to Jim breathe deep. “Well that’s good. You’ll need a real barn-burner, Sofie. Something to make a board member put down their teacup and take notice.”


  “We’ve still got a week?”


  “Sweeps starts tomorrow. How much time do you think you have?”


  “You said we had two—”


  “Let’s call it a half-truth, Sofie.”


  Shem walked in, not smiling. Course he never did. I shook my head.


  “All right, Jim. I’ll talk to you in a couple days.”


  “Take care, Sofie.”


  I hung up, stretched my arms above my head, leaned back and smiled. It only seemed to make Shem more nervous.


  “So how’d Washington Street go?”


  “It didn’t. Footage sucks.”


  I waited. “He didn’t get anything?”


  “Nobody did.”


  “Didn’t ask about anybody else,” I said. “What, did he stand behind the yellow tape with the rest of the gaggle and bullshit? Or sit in the van and touch up his makeup?” Christ, half the time you sent a crew to a scene, they’d sit and gab with other reporters all day while witnesses wandered past. Left it to the cameramen to corral some sources.


  “No, actually he stepped over the line… or tried to get around it.”


  “Give him a medal.”


  “He got arrested.”


  Huh. Well, Shem had me there.


  “Get him out. So… I guess it’s Bermont, then?” No city cop would waste the paperwork on the great offense of stepping past the yellow line for a second. They’d beat the guy back and call us and bitch, and we’d all of a sudden get scooped regularly, but…


  “Mara’s got more, from one of hers.” Great. Pulling talent onto this one, now. Well, arresting a reporter’s a sure-fire way to get everyone curious. Even one like what’s his name.


  “It’s an assault. Which like you said is strange, all that for a simple agg assault. And apparently, investigation-wise, it’s all Bermont – Metro gets to stand around and keep their eyes open and their thumbs warm. But there’s an internal all-points out on a guy… some convict, recently released, maybe a couple days ago. If that.”


  “From where?”


  Shem gave a thin smile, then delivered those three words I hated. “It’s all off the record.”


  “From where?”


  “Mornville.”


  “Christ on a crutch. Off the eff-ing record? This guy’s still OUT there? What was he in for?”


  “Don’t know. Patent Bermont blackout, but the heat’s making the kettle whistle. They’re bringing out their P.R. guy, Sheffield; it’ll be on the record in less than an hour, I’m sure. Regardless, we’re going to air it at noon, with ‘unnamed law enforcement sources’, if we have to. Channel 37 had their gal there, the one that’s dating a Sergeant. So you can bet—”


  “Know anything about this guy?”


  “Other than him being former military, no.”


  “The vic?”


  “Apparently some recruiter for… uh… whatever company it was. Some shipyard operation. Stellar, Solar, something like that. Don’t think he was that high up.”


  “He’s got a family in pain. Find ‘em. The convict work there?”


  “Don’t know. The company president’s been warned off talking to the press. Haven’t been able to get past their flak, who’s just saying he doesn’t know anything yet. But—”


  Someone – Mara – poked her head in the door. She dressed a little like Shem, but with skirts. A couple hairs were poking from a bun she’d probably combed tight this morning, and she spoke in bullets. “Sofie…? Shem?”


  I stopped myself from pacing, before I even realized I’d stood up.


  “Yes, Mara, come on in. Shem, here, was just telling me…”


  “I just got a call from the Lieutenant… the guy I know.” She said she’d never date a policeman – she must’ve actually worked for what she got.


  “He said the downtown precinct just got another call. Code Eighteen. From Horizon.”


  “Code Eighteen, honey?”


  “Homicide. And I guess the, uh, crew they had on that scene at Washington? They’re on their way over. Same rules as before. Bermont’s primary. Starting to piss some of the precinct commanders off.”


  Homicide. On Horizon. “Good. Pissed-off is good. Get a quote if you can.” With that, Mara’s cell phone rang. “I’m willing to go unnamed, if you absolutely, absolutely have to,” I yelled as she nodded and disappeared.


  Shem was right, damn it. He’d been right all morning. He stood there silently, being right. Smart man.


  “All right. Damn. This guy’s on a spree, trying to get away? Keep Mara on that, only that. Fuck, call the night guy, maybe even see if there’s something he can start on. … And what about that other thing? We got our lead for five?”


  “Well… I don’t know about five,” Shem said. “We’ve got it confirmed. They’re coming.”


  I sat down. “Well, FINALLY. How’d we do that?”


  Shem pulled out a piece of paper. I looked at it.


  Oh God no.


  “Tell me… no… Tell me this isn’t true, Shem.”


  He nodded. “Press release. Everyone’ll have it. I guess they thought about making it secret, but then decided on some fanfare.”


  I closed my eyes. Deep breath. Open. I read the release: Ribbon-cutting ceremony for Horizon’s newest annex … the same language they’d been using for months. A revolution in interstellar transit. At the end: Celebrities to attend.


  “They’re being coy. Not naming them.”


  “At least one Horizon commander knows who’s coming. Which means his officers know…”


  “Which means everyone’s going to know. Great. Just wonderful!” Some producers got religious about Horizon Station, saying it was full of news voodoo. Right before sweeps, hell and heaven collided on that station.


  “I’ve got to go to Horizon tonight anyway, Shem. Maybe I’ll head to the bureau early.”


  “Oh, right. The radio interview. Can’t stay away from there, can ya?” Saying this, Shem smiled. “What d’you think you’ll talk about?”


  “Folks on Moscovi are content hearing a human voice that’s not porn.  Helps if it’s a woman, though,” I smiled.


  “I’m sure you’ll keep it informative,” Shem said dryly.
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Groundside


  11:25 a.m. Monday


  



  I TOOK THE BLUE LINE to Horizon – a straight-shot express, and even with the delays it didn’t leave long enough for a nap.  When I staggered stiffly off the train and the crowd carried me through the dollar gates it was a rude awakening. Sergeant Torry was right: The streets inside Horizon were just like Bangkok, only wider and more crowded, and you couldn’t see the sun. 


  Of course the earth-side suspension system was on display: a hundred meters of machinery perpetually churning with the planet’s spin, sliding bare millimeters at this level, but miles and miles up above.  There had been a moment when the effort to conserve the ever-shrinking ocean of rocket fuel it took to constantly lift everything into the sky had somehow justified the cost of this gargantuan endeavor. Hard to imagine:  As always, I had to take a moment to stare at the shocks, those gleaming mammoth cylinders, before I was jostled into action, a dozen languages cursing me at once.


  The rec levels were filled with pubs and bars, tired travelers and exhilarated executives.  Commie Crashdown, Pink Lotus, the inevitable Elbow Room and Crow Bar… every sort of hangout all tanked together in one loose-knit neighborhood.  Vegas’d been on the run almost a full day… with luck, he’d want a reprieve, if only a short one. They usually did: somewhere to sit with a smoke and take a deep breath and dare a hope or two. 


  I went down the row, peeking in, putting Vegas’ picture around, and hoped my job would be that much easier.


  It wasn’t.  Two hours later, by the thirtieth bar, two stories up – Skeezer’s Bar and Bistro, doing a semi-healthy business with the sky-train truckers with their cheap, six-hour rooms upstairs – I was getting a little dejected, convinced that there was no way Vegas would make this kind of slip.


  My phone rang.


  “Sink,” I answered.


  “You might wanna get your ass over to Horizon,” Lieutenant Weis said.


  “I’m already here.”


  There was silence; he wasn’t going to concede anything to me. Then, “Well get on up to the seventieth, maintenance level. There’s been a development.”


   


  When I got up to the maintenance level, there was already quite a crowd.  A few plain-clothed, a few uniformed, medicorps, white coats with their open, bottle-filled briefcases, and of course the spek-squaders: solid, unmoving, watching the perimeter, turning the yellow tape into a wall you’d need a battering ram to cross.


  Weis stood right at the rim, waiting for me.  He made sure I saw him, saw his rigid glare, and waited for me to look away while I walked over.  I didn’t – I kept that gaze until I got near, and only then noticed how wild his eyes seemed, up close, intense.


  “Lieutenant?”


  “Homicide, Sink.  Keeping count?”


  “That makes one.”


  “Good. Good to know you’re on top of it.  Come across anything?  Anything of use?”


  “No.”


  It was then that another officer walked up, and it was no mystery what his job was.  His armor, layers and layers of it, added eight hard-edged inches in every direction, rhythmically sealing and unsealing itself as he moved.


  “Mr. Sink?”


  “Yes.”


  “Malcolm Reeves,”  the man said, putting out his hand.  I took it, made sure to squeeze just as hard so I wouldn’t get my hand broken.


  “I thought the spek squads stayed up star-side,” I said, knowing what his reason for being down here would be, but asking anyway.


  “Well, when you get an order from Bermont, you follow it.”


  Weis smiled at that. “Ya might learn something from him, Sink. Sounds like you two’ve got plenty to discuss,” he said, then walked away, looking for someone else to piss off.


  “What were those orders, exactly, Malcolm?” I said, my eyes on Weis as he found a few of the Bermont boys he’d brought up with him, the three of them engaging in some sort of huddle.


  Malcolm Reeves looked at me for a moment, not sure why I would ask such a question.  “Well… we have an extremely dangerous fugitive, lethally armed…”


  I waited for him to finish. He seemed a little annoyed that I let him.


  “When he’s found, the usual: single warning rule.  Anything other than total compliance will be seen as justification to resolve the matter as we see fit.” That was the way with spek-squadders: Unlike most police, they talked in terms of rules of engagement.


  I looked at his mag-rail, made a show of it.  “Seen those in action.  Imagine they can punch through just about anything.”


  “Well, we use ‘em to threaten orbital freighters trying to dock’r de-dock when an’ where they shouldn’t, so - heh! - yeah, haven’t seen the armor that can stop ‘em, short of kinetics.”


  “Sounds like we could see some extensive collateral damage.”


  “By the time they call us, all collateral damage’s pretty much written off, Mr. Sink,” he said, calm, matter-of-fact.


  “All I’m sayin’… Reeves, is Vegas is on my load.  I can talk to him.  It’s what I do. If you get him in a corner and he doesn’t have a place to go, why don’t you go ahead and call me before you feel too… authorized…  O.K.?  No harm in that.”


  “Talk to him,” Reeves said, and I couldn’t read anything in his stare. He nodded ever so slightly toward the taped-off area. “Short time ago, a couple of local boys just minding their own business when out of nowhere this guy jumps out and shoots one of ‘em, beats the others down at gunpoint.  Damn lunatic.


  “Of course, I’ll give you this, the one on the ground has all the markings of a banger, and one of the others had a blood smear on his elbow, no cut.”


  “Might wanna get a sample of that…  see if it’s O positive,” I said. A test for Vegas’ DNA would take days.


   “O positive.” Reeves nodded.


  “Anybody… see which way he went?” I asked with an attempt at a smile.


  “We sealed the level a few minutes after the fact, and started on the sweeps.  No incidents as of yet… just one arrest, on one of the lifts; some old vagrant woman with a big mouth.”


  “Good.  I’ll stay here, then.  Can I talk with one of the other… victims?”


  Reeves shrugged.  “Sure.  They’re nice ‘n chatty.”


  “I bet.” 


  The bigger of the two had a fractured arm, set in a brace.  He was looking pretty petulant and set-upon, so I started gently as I walked up.


  “Hey there son what’s your name?”


  “Jes…”


  “Jes, I’m officer Sink.  What can you tell me about the man that assaulted you?”


  “Big assa hell, men,” he began, staring at me straight-on, getting even more petulant. “Me’n me friends’s jes sittin’, pipin’, an’ BAM ‘e shoots down Lupe.  Jes cold shoots ‘im, jes like that.”


  “Cold,” I agree.


  “A fuckin’ frig, on the solo, nobody punkin’, ‘e jes shoots ‘em.  Like that.”


  “I see.  Did you notice anything about him?  What he was wearing?  Anything distinguishing?”


  …


  “Anything to make ‘im stand out?”


  “E’ wasn’ wearin’ no top – but ‘e ‘ad a wrap aroun’ ‘is stomach…”


  “No shirt?  Was he bleeding?”


  A pause.  “Yea… maybe.”


  “From his stomach?”


  “Yea.”


  “Pants?”


  “Slick… like dress… but a ‘lil stain’d up.  Black.”


  He hadn’t changed.  Good.  “You said he had a gun?”


  “Yea…”


  How’d he get that? I wondered.  “What kind?”


  “Three-ot-three.”  Typical banger weapon.


  “Hm.  O.K.,  thanks,” I said, moving on to the second, a skinny kid in a mesh trench that did little to bulk him up.  His nose and one of his eyes were bandaged, his hand in a splint; all the attention he’d receive unless he had a way to pay for it. 


  “Hey there.  Get busted up a little?”  The kid just stared at me, eye red-rimmed and squinting.  “This guy, this psycho guy, he hit you in the hand?”


  “Yea,” he responded at last.


  “Funny place to hit a man,” I said with an easy grin.


  “Hel, mann, the frig was funny.”


  “Remember anything ‘bout him?  Anything he was wearing?”


  “Jus’ had on pants, hesse.  Slicks.  Black ones.”


  “Yeah.  Anything else?  Any marks on ‘im?”


  “’E ‘ad a bandage, all done… on ‘is belly… But ‘e was bleedin’ a little.”


  See how?  No.  Shot your friend for fun, just like that?  Yeah.  Then what?  Ran away.  Ever say anything?  No.


  “Great.  Tell you what, sit tight, arright?” 


  All right, I was done with them.  Making my way over to Reeves, I saw that Weis, at his side again, was nodding his head, listening to what the spekker said.  Crap – the last thing I wanted to see was the two of them agreeing on anything.  “Well?” Weis asked as I walked up.


  “Well,” I replied, looking at Reeves, who was rewarding me with his usual dull slate of a stare, “I think you should do a powder test on that skinny one’s hand.  Vegas wouldn’t have hit it by accident… and I’m wondering how he got a gun so quick.”


  “Vegas’s got his ways to get guns, Sink, not that he needs ‘em,” Weis replied, “What’re you saying, it was self-defense?”


  “Yes.  That’s what I’m saying.  These boys just didn’t know who they were messing with.  Did they, Lieutenant?”


  “Think not!” Weis said with a bark of a laugh.  “Well, whatever it was, who cares – we’re wasting time.  Mr. Reeves, here, has his head on his shoulders.  Says they’ll sweep it up soon.”


  “That’s right,” Reeves replied, again offering me absolutely nothing with his level glare.  “But our help on this one’ll be a little thin after tomorrow.”


  “Why is that?”


  Both Reeves and Weis were quiet a second, before Reeves went on.


  “Celebrity duty.  A few VIPs coming up Starside at oh eight hundred tomorrow.”


  Oh? “Who?” I asked.


  “Between you and the commode, a couple’a the Originals,” Weis cut in.  “Gonna cut a goddamn ribbon or two, tell us how much space travel’s advanced since their day.  Christ, like soldiers’r still shootin’ fuckin’ flintlocks.”


  For a second, I thought that maybe, maybe I noticed a tremor of annoyance skitter across Reeves’ brow, as he cut in.  “The Originals’r here to show support for Horizon’s progress. We’re opening a new annex on the Tertiary stat, capable of sliding low-density organics all the way to Mars.  They’ll be the guests of honor.”


  “Oh,” I said, debating my interest.  The Originals had to be getting up in their years by now; their luminescence was fading like stars dimmed by big-city skyscrapers.  But still… 


  “Well… hopefully we’ll have Vegas by then.  He’s getting desperate, it seems,” I said, looking over, again, at the boys he’d beaten into the dirt.  All the people around.


  “Hopefully,” Weis put in. 


  Well, that’s it then. “I’m gonna canvas a bit,” I said, and neither of them said anything as I headed over to a corner convenience store, went in and bought some cranberry juice and a bread sandwich with a single slice of meat thrown in for good measure. 


  Turned out the owner had talked to Vegas, sold him a loaf of bread. But nothing really helpful. His side was bandaged up; it would’ve had to be.


  As I was thanking him, someone came up behind me, poked me in the side. 


  “Hey.”


  “Yes?”  I turned, looked the man in his eyes.  Boy, really, with a thick corduroy trucker’s coat and sandy-brown hair running rampant over his face.  I considered telling the kid to go comb his hair first and then come back and talk to me – that was the kind of mood I was in – but he spoke again before I could entertain the idea much longer.


  “This guy you’re looking for.  There a reward?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Maybe what?”


  “What’re you offering here, kid?”


  “Just trying to get you some help, man.  I mean… you need it, don’t you?” he said, looking out the door at the yellow tape, the mess of a crime scene. “Geez, you better catch ‘im quick.”


  Cute.  “Yeah I better. So maybe you should tell me something instead of just fucking around.”


  “Well that’s what allota folks do here,” the kid went on, not missing a beat.  “We all fuck around, watch the sun rise, watch it set, watch people walk on by, up into the stars, back down to earth.  Lotta folks like that I know, lotsa time on their hands, nothin’ to do but watch. We get all kinds, climbin’ up this big ol’ tower o’ Babel.  Heh!”


  “And I imagine they all need money, sittin’ around and staring at the sun all day.”


  “Some.  These ain't the cheap seats, where we sit.  Gotta pay the rent.”


  Oh, so they worried about rent, did they?  Well, that was a good thing.  And hell, a contact was a contact, you never knew what they could turn into.


  “Let’s talk,” I said, and looked out the back door of the establishment, leading to an alley full of crates and boxes and crusty steel gratings.  The woman behind the counter didn’t say anything as I walked out that door, waited for the boy to follow.  He did, right on my heels, and we were pretty much alone; space on Horizon didn’t leave much room for wide-open alleys.


  When I turned to the kid, I tried to smile but couldn’t bring myself to take that line, so I just started talking. “I can offer you an even thousand for information leading to capture,” I said, “Payable on arrest…”


  “Arrest, are you fuckin’ kiddin’ me?  Those spekkers don’t think much’v arresting…”


  “Sure they do.”


  “And a thousand?  You know what it costs to live here?”


  “Never thought about it.”


  “A lot.  Costs a lot to keep the dirt off yer feet.”


  “Does, huh?”


  “Yea… so… what, a thousand, you sayin’ that’s final?  That’s what you’re saying?  Because all those spekkers standin’ out there’r costing Horizon like a thousand bucks a minute, an’ they don’t seem like they’re going nowhere.”


  “Why don’t you hit them up for some cash?”


  “Up it, man.  A thousand’s like… coinage,” he said, out of his pitch, serious.


  “You put the word out.  Anything else?”


  “Like what?”


  “Like do some looking on your own.”


  “Your job, you mean?”


  I didn’t bother answering.


  “Price it up… maybe another digit.”


  “I’ll see what I can do.”  And before he could offer the threat of a rejection I was out of that alley and back on the street, sipping my cranberry juice, walking through the crowd, the groups of people talking.  Most told me the same thing the bangers had: Some crazy psycho just up and went nuts… what had he done, this man?  Killed people, right?  You could tell, the way he was.  You gonna catch’m, right?


  But occasionally I got a different story: the story of a man who walked up on those bangers while they were pushing an old lady around.  Walked up on ‘em, and gave it all back.


  “Old lady?” I asked. Yeah old lady, some vagrant with a big mouth.


  And there it was, one of those tiny little glimmers waiting for me to discover, waiting for me to kneel down, dig up, see if it’s platinum or pyrite.


  “Tell me about her,” I said.


   


  ***


   


  “LOOK’ITCHAALL!  LOOK’ITCHA!  GOTCHER GUUUUUNS, YER SHINY GUNS!  HA!  A BULLET WON’ GETCHA TA HEAVEN!  A BULLET’LL CLIP YER WINGS – SINK YA LOW…”


  When I walked into the sub-precinct’s holding area, I heard her long before I saw her.  And when I saw her, in the corner of the one-room sub-precinct that reminded me – like most sub-precincts did – of an old western sheriff’s station, there was no mistake that this woman and the one who’d been slapped around by bangers an hour ago were one and the same. Behind transparent plasti-steel walls with tiny little holes letting her gigantic voice through, I saw a bruise on her cheek that could’ve been put there by the spekkers. But they most likely would’ve pushed her entire cheekbone flat into her face.


  “Low down, LOW like the HEATHENS!  THAT’S WHATCHA ARE!!”


  And then there was her voice, telling me I was a hundred and ten percent correct.  There was room just for her, in that cell.


  “HOW DO I KNOW JESUS LOVES MEH?  ‘Cause ah ain’ never SHOT NO GUN.  Peter’s gots METAL ‘TECTERS at the pearly gates – you KNOW that, boys, don’cha?  Can’t bring’em WITH ya!”


  When I asked to see her, the two officers standing by the cell just stared for a second.  “Look, buddy, the more you talk to her, the more she talks back.  Last thing we need is someone having a whole goddamn conversation with her.”


  “She may have witnessed that assault on maintenance.”


  “Wish she would’ve been a little closer to’t,” the second muttered, and the both of them chuckled.  I waited for them to finish, and finally the first one got his card-key out.  “All right, just don’t… get ‘er too riled-up.  Next shuttle down doesn’t come for a whole hour yet.”


  “Will do,” I said, noticing how the old woman quieted down, suddenly, when the thick, plasti-steel door clicked open and I entered.  Her eyes hit mine – hit them when I walked in, poking out of their sockets.


  “Ohhhhh,” she said, “Well here’s a crusadah, now.”


  “Hm. I suppose, ma’am.”


  She let me sit down in silence, before I spoke again. “Listen, there was a fight just a little while ago. The reason I’m here…”


  “You lookin’ fer’im?  Aincha?”


  “For who?” I asked.


  “The one yer lookin’ for, that’s who.”


  “Yeah.  Him.”


  “An’ you got smarts.”  She took a moment to study me, then.  A long moment, while her eyes settled back into her sockets, narrowed for a second, and then almost seemed calm.


  “You ain’ like the others.  Why the Loard send you, I wonder?”


  “The Lord wants him back in jail, probably,” I said with a straight face.


  “That’s not the stop for him. Not where he wants ta go.  Well lemme tell ya, ya gots two ways ta find 'em… love 'an hate.  Two ways ta look.”


  “Love?” I asked, smirking.


  “He gots an’ angel.” 


  What?  “Do you know where he went?” I asked, not trying to decipher the comment.  She was silent. The two officers looked in with dumbfounded expressions, wondering why the old woman wasn’t screaming her head off.


  I looked away from them, thought a moment and asked a more pertinent question, “Why did he save you from those boys, back there?”


  “Sin gets ‘cepted and the kind get questioned… Don’ be thinkin’ like them,” the old woman said with a toss of her head toward the two officers standing outside.


  “You think he was kind, killing that boy?  Beatin’ up the others?”


  “Boys!  Ha!  The devils summon their own – they summoned his, that’s their fault.  But his angel made’im walk up ta that fight – ah believe that. She make ‘im do right worthy things…”


  His “angel,” again. I wondered how much Vegas had actually spoken to this woman; it seemed unlikely he’d have been desperate enough for company or conversation to have shared much. “Give yourself some credit – He might just have done it for you. And he must’ve been a good friend, to have done that.”


  “You gots smarts,” the old woman said, shambling closer to me, looking up into my eyes. “When he was walkin’, the Loard put ‘im ta sleep, an’ I heard’m talkin’, tellin’ meh ‘bout ‘is angel, that’s how I knows…”


  “Who?”


  “His ANGEL. The one he’s left. The one he thinks ‘bout, every day.”


  She had smarts, too… and I was getting nowhere.  “Well… if you don’t think I’m like them,” I said, nodding at the officers outside, “can you help me find him? Maybe get him back to… his angel?”


  “Mmm.  Maybeh.”


  A rare confession from someone like her, I thought.  “Why aren’t you sure?”


  The woman took a long time to respond, and when she did, she looked a dozen years older.  Maybe more.


  “'Cause I don see no devil or angel in ya.  Don’ see nothin at’all.”
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  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, Sub Orbital Nexus


  12:02 p.m. Monday


  



  I AWOKE WITH A JOLT, holding the ache in my side, and when I opened my eyes saw that the lift window looked out on plain purple air, little motes of light sparkling here and there like the tips of tiny waves on a vast, moonlit ocean.  People next to me were starting to get out of their seats, walk out, and I struggled hard to stumble up with the last of them.  Stick with the crowd.  Only when I’d taken two steps did I remember my little toolbox and go back for it.  That lapse was enough to get me awake again, ready for the next step.


  The SON of Horizon – the Sub Orbital Nexus – was a giant nut-and-sinker connecting two even bigger bolts: one the twisting and swaying tower that reached down to the earth, the other the web-like layers of the space stations above, their anti-gravity pods and supplementary thrusters branching out and out and out. 


  When I walked through the access gate, the station spread like a fever before me. Funked-out and black-striped Parisian fashionistas; open-collared, silk-suited Moscovians; oremen in their overalls. In front of me, a couple was kissing; he came away with a smear of makeup on his face, smiling, her brushing it away.  The SON seemed at once both spacious and crowded: a big, rapacious boy with plenty of energy.


  Speaking of energy, I was getting dizzy; I hadn’t eaten since morning, and my stomach was stabbing at me with what felt like a pitchfork.  Well, it wouldn’t hurt to stop somewhere, somewhere a little bit out of the way to grab a sandwich and think about what came next.


  I began walking through that kilometer of commotion, passed a food court, a few chains, Gorby’s, Sweety Sue’s, Country Kitchen (the moniker seemed even more ironic up here than it did in some strip-mall down on the ground), and thought hey, maybe that’s all I’ll get.  But then I saw a little place clinging to a corner called the Nexus Grill.  It was a blue-collar crowd; I even saw some people wearing the same uniform I was, but I went in anyway.  The Greek guy behind the counter nodded at me, the working-man’s nod, and I asked for some eggs and what the hell some ham and some coffee.  Only when the guy turned his back to yell out my order did I wonder if I could pay for it; I hadn’t looked in my new wallet yet.


  Reaching into my overalls, I took out the leather-backed fold-over I’d grabbed from the banger – its top said ‘Rizz’ in red emblazoned letters, I noticed for the first time – and peeled it open.  There was a transit card, a State of Nevada I.D. with the picture scraped off for some reason, and a picture of a cute girl with clouds behind her.  Inside the fold was…


  Holy Moses… twenties – a bulk of them!  I tried not to jump as I looked up and around, but nobody was paying too much attention, I thought.  My eggs came up a minute later, and I laid one of the twenties out, got my change and shifted over to a booth.  There the eggs sat, untouched while I counted beneath the table… thirty-six, thirty-seven, thirty-eight of those twenties, plus three crisp hundred dollar bills to round it all off.  One thousand sixty dollars!


  I put the wallet back in my pocket and dug into the eggs with gusto, ordered some more, more coffee, juice, a plate of toast, and bacon – eight strips of bacon.  The Greek guy smiled at me and said it must’ve been quite a night, a man gets so hungry.  Yes, yes I said, tipping my hat down, moving back to my table, and forgetting about the ache in my side as my belly got as full as I could ever remember.  Finally, I let myself sit there for five minutes, five whole minutes, full-to-burst and content, wishing I could just sit all day.  Hell, I was alive, walking, had means, had plenty of places to go…


  Horizon was an airport, multiplied by a hundred thousand extra destinations.


  I got up and started walking, stretching my legs, keeping my hat down. The crowds, at lunchtime, seemed beyond belief: A current buffeted me, pushed me past pastel neon signs, bright adverts with young, smiling people in suits and evening gowns conversing with lots of exclamation points in languages I mostly couldn’t understand. The tinkling, atonal roar of a plinko parlor was all I could hear for five seconds as I wandered under a litter of signs – at least a dozen, with cutesy blinking logos, all for one narrow building. One, with a dancing bunny, was for the all-purpose menagerie on the ground floor, people wedging themselves into a narrow entrance, a single shelf cluttered with small cameras and black and purple sweat shirts and shiny makeup cases and socks, just past the door.


  Well, here I was. Able to catch a breath, have some fun, whatever I wanted. What was that, then? I didn’t want to shop for overpriced socks. I’d eaten. I didn’t gamble. Having a drink might be pushing it. So what now?


  Come think of it, one drink wouldn’t hurt. My first in five years.


  The first bar I came to, Sky Bar – clean and shiny with lots of windows and a cranberry chicken lunch special – I passed right by. I got a block away, found one a little better; a sign for one at least, something three stories up buried in the middle of the SON’s gut. Taking a small elevator, I found a tiny hall with a steel door and no windows. Void, was the word on the door. Good place to do some thinking. Wandering in, there was space for the bar, also steel, six stools, and a toilet you probably had to leave the door open to sit on.


  This was a bad idea. I sat down,  glanced at the youngish Japanese lady in some sort of robe behind the bar, staring at a monitor, a recording of some live performance, black and white, matching the room’s pitch-black painted walls, littered with band posters, a few I even recognized. It was just her and another guy, taking up the farthest of the six seats, watching the screen.


  I took out the banger’s wallet and set it on the bar, leaving the red-emblazoned Rizz pointing up.


  “Whisky?” I asked when she looked over. “Black label?” Why not.


  I had the drink in front of me, and everything was intimate but nobody was talking.   The music wasn’t anything but a mood, but it was nice. What now? Now that I could slow down and stop for a moment, I was at a loss. Maybe even a little bored.


  Go back to Lill? We’d tried it, and maybe my expectations had been just another release while I sat staring at walls. Did I want to kick the memories into the mud a little more? They’d kept me alive in the cage; I owed them better than that.


  It left one thing: the crazy dream, the one that had gotten me thrown in prison in the first place, made me pull that trigger on Tom. At least I thought that’s what did it. It dragged at me to try and find if there was anything left to it, any reason, somewhere up there.


  Up and up… up where the night explodes… and morning is bright as a brand new neon tattoo and I’m laughing – laughing with joy as the shadows in the distance melt to the sun without a sound that I can hear.


  For some reason, I see that wild eye, that crazy one, the one that never, never looked away…


  The drink burned its way down, and the music sounded even better. The door opened, and the Japanese lady frowned.


  …winking at me…


  I didn’t notice anything until one of them was sitting right next to me, dressed in a leather jacket that might’ve looked nice enough if it wasn’t puffed out in some new style I’d never seen. A bald head and sweaty neck poked out the top far enough for me to see a tiny tattoo – some Indian or Aboriginal collection of squiggles.


  “Heyyy… Rizz,” baldy said, making a point of leaning forward and looking at my wallet as he sat down. 


  I knew him right away: I’d seen him a dozen times in the cage, his type, every time a different face, but I knew him.  I knew I could ignore him about as easily as I could stop breathing.  The two standing behind him – younger, one in an identical puffy thing because he liked his boss’s so much, and the other in a suit he must’ve picked up at an outlet somewhere, tight on his arms but with plenty of awkward folds around the middle – just squinted at me.  Neither looked too talkative.


  So I didn’t say a word, just looked at them.  Waited for them to figure out what they wanted.


  “Nice wallet – no thanks,” sweat-neck went on, taking out a handkerchief to wipe his bald forehead as he waved the bartender away.  “Funny, I got a guy works for me, his name’s Rizz too. Rizzo, actually, but he liked ta roll with Rizz. Rizzzzzz.”


  “Really.”


  “Yep.  Rizz’s kind of a fuck, though.”  Here, he paused.  “You a fuck?”


  As I started to slide my hand in my coat, the other two did the same, turning sideways, angling themselves.  Nobody’s that fast, chum.  But I wouldn’t need to be that fast to shoot the guy sitting right in front of me once, maybe twice.


  “You owe me two thousand dollars, Rizzzy Rizz… or whatever the fuck your name is,” sweat-neck went on.


  “That right?”  That what he wanted?  Money? I doubted it.


  “Yeah, that’s right.  That’s what it cost me to find your ass.”


  “Well, I’ve got about twenty bucks.  Kill me or bill me, bud.”  And here, with those magic words out, was where I’d know what they really wanted.


  “Man’s givin’ me some big’ol options, ain‘e?” Here sweat-neck leaned in, talking lower, “I’m bein’ frienly, y’know… Didn’t even add the costa you takin’ down one of my sellers.  But hey, he’s dumb enough to get shot, he can lie tits-up, right?”


  “Guess.”


  “Rizzy Vegas,” the man said, and I guess I jumped a little, like he wanted.  “Rizzy Vegas on the run… makin’ no friends, makin’ lots o’ fuggin’ fiends.  Jus’ don’ seem too smart to me.  Seems like somethin’ a punk-ass fuck’d do.”


  “What you want… other’n my twenty bucks?”


  “I wanna know why they chasin’ you, Vegas.  I mean, I know they’re chasin’ you… fer murder.  But they don’ send iron-assed spekkers down to maintenance and seal off a whole mutherfuckin’ level for a little ol’ murder, now do they?  Not in all the time I been here, they ain't never done nothin’ like that – an I been here since they put concrete in the Nevada plain.”


  “Why you wanta know?”


  “Because I WANT ta, Rizzy, you FUCK,” he yelled over the music, which didn’t seem to be there any more. “What, you gonna keep lippin’?  You DONE here, one way’r the other, if I want it.  I jes’ walk away, two minutes you’ll have a coupl’a spekkers in here pointin’ their mags at yer fuggin FACE.  A friendly tip’d be allll it takes.”


  The Japanese lady frowned a little more, frozen behind her bar, and damn it, he was right.  There was nothing stopping ‘em, just my snub-nose, which would be the end of me if I pulled it out anyway.  Like he said, one way or the other…


  “All I did was shoot a couple’a wastes.  Op pushers.”


  “Well bomb my momma.  Whaddabout b’fore that?”


  Well, what the hell, why not.  “I assaulted a man for askin’ too much about my life,” I said, turning to let both my hands reach him, if they had to.


  “Before that, I served.”


  He was quiet for a while, just staring at me, and the other two kept squinting, shifting from one foot to the other, hands frozen beneath their coat and vest.


  At last sweat-neck replied, a little quiet.  “Well now. Some people come outta the bucket, just bones and flesh and a hoar to the rest.  Get down onna knee, they should just lie, right down where the worms are. Not you, eh? Givin’ me the red eye. What… Whaddu doin’ here, soldier boy?  Whaddu come ta Horizon for? Come ta shoot somethin’ up?”


  “To get away.”


  “Yeah… get away, huh?  You got an I-trans?  Any kinda ticket?  Any kinda anything?  How you gonna do that?”


   


  ***


   


  As I walked – or was walked – out of the bar I got bumped around, jostled, saw a spekker not ten meters away; but the chill of fear didn’t come in. There was something more immediate to worry about walking right next to me.  Sweat-neck was constantly wiping his forehead – the air up here was pretty thick; even the hover-fans didn’t affect its quality, just pushed it around a little – and he kept talking as we kept walking.  “I mean yeah, it’s a mutherfuckin’ zoo up here, we gets all kinds a folks, more’n we cn’ hold, but they keep comin’, faster’n faster.  Sometimes I think we should jest open the airlocks, air out ev’ry so often, eh?”


  “Mm.” I said, and down we went, down the street.  In the cage, I’d kept away from directions like this, guys like this.  In the cage, I could get out.


  But now… Why not?  All I wanted now was to get up, get away from the earth. Chase that crazy dream, any way I could. Where else was I gonna go?


  It got darker, the electrics getting a little less juice, I guess.  We walked down a tube with flickering neon, through the crowds until they loitered more than they walked, standing in alleys that dead-ended into the heavens.  There, spaces of glass looked out into the night, the stars, the tiny, glittering lights of the Nevada coastline below; and beyond that the black, black ocean. 


  At last we walked into another building that looked like all the rest – layers of steel, clothes hanging on lines from dozens of windows, air conditioner static, stains and peeling paint – and found an elevator. There was another tiny hallway, a door, and beyond that another little steel-sided room, this one without a bar. In fact, there was nothing but a table, me, and the three of them. No way in or out but the one we came through.


   I held my snubnose tight, half-sure this room was nothing but a barb on the end of a long, long line… but they didn’t crowd me when I walked in; the guy in the suit flanked me a bit, but the other two just walked over to the far side of the room and flicked on a bare electric bulb, high in the ceiling.  A fan started somewhere above, jittering, scraping against itself.  At that, sweat-neck turned to me, the electric bulb making his nose and cheeks look like melting butter. Wasn’t much older than me, but something had aged him. He sat down, his puffy jacket hissing, and motioned for me to do the same.


  “It’s alright, ya can sit back, relax.”


  “Sure,” I said, standing. He shook his head, smiling.


  “Boy, I been wonderin’ how to handle this, but now I know.  All right, I’ll get to it: It sounds like you need a friend, Vegas. And I need someone, too. Somebody they don’t care if maybe they have ta top off another person or two.  A soldier boy with nowhere ta run sounds like a fine, fine thing ta me right now. Hell, spekkers are ‘bout ready to shoot ya, they see ya. I cn’ give you somewhere to run to. You listenin’?”


  “Hm.”


  “Do this, we’ll getcha on a freighter o’ yer choice… Hong Kong, Toledo, Mexico Metro, hell, we got freighters goin’ all over this big ol’ balla dirt.”


  “I don’t want to go back down.  I wanna go up.”


  “Up?  Where?  Mars? Crystal colonies?…  Yer talkin’ years, ya know.  Years inna cold little box.”


  “I’ve done years.”


  Sweat-neck shrugged.  “Sure.”


  Not good enough.  “I want some kinda guarantee.”


  “Like what?  Yer the guarantee, Vegas.  Why would I fuck with a hard-boil like you, huh?”


  “You could do a million things. Because you could. Because you'd just kinda feel like it.  You could send me to a freighter, seal me in, and I end up a houseboy in Mexico Metro. There’s lotsa things you could do.”


  “Boney here’ll be with ya,” he said, nodding at the other guy in the puffy jacket. “Ridin’ shotgun.”


  “Oh, that’s—”


  “Look, Rizzy… I don’ give no mutherfuckin’ guarantees.  You take this or ya leave it, that’s it.  Only guarantee is ya leave it, ya got no friends, ya got nothin’.  An’ maybe the spekkers know a little bit more’n ya want’m to.  Try gettin’ onna freighter, Rizzy, jes try it, ya turn me down.”


  Right now was the time to stand, if any.  Try and shoot ‘em all, all three of ‘em… and maybe I could’ve done it; it was quieter here, no bar, no spekkers a gunshot away.


  But he was right: I did need somebody if I wanted to get somewhere, anywhere.  Here was a man with connections, offering a bait that was ninety-cents tainted, but that last dime might make the buck worth spending.


  “What do you need done?”


  “I got some friends that … I don’t get along with anymore…”


  “I don’t wanna know.” No, I didn’t, I really didn’t. But if sweat-neck’s old friends were anything like him, would it be too much of a loss? Either this – put my life against a couple of this guy’s old ‘friends’ – or lie down and stop, get shoved in a cell. If I was lucky. 


  “There’ll be three, maybe four of ‘em, and they damn sure know what’s comin’,” sweat-neck went on, not pushing the point; not trying to break me down any more, at least not yet. “Op pushers worse’n the ones you shot. A lot worse, if it matters to ya. They fuggin dead-ass punks, but they ain’ stupid.  They been holed-out on one ‘o the islands, recruitin’, that’s what I heard.  An’ they got squash, lots of it.”


  “What kind?”


  “Small, what you Bermont boys call it, ordinance?  But lots… hell, they could make it look like the gook New Year aroun’ here, ya know?  So many firecrackers–”


  I stopped listening and looked at the man behind him… Boney was his name, I guess.  He had full-on shades covering every inch of his eyes, even the brows, and was facing me without a twitch in his lip.  I wondered if we’d even share two words, if his front was that tight.  I wondered if he was scared of me, or maybe dying to put a bullet in my back, or both.  Probably both.


  I looked back at sweat-neck, who was settling down, now.  “I’ve got two deal breakers, bud.  Tell me yes, or my answer’s no.  One: I go alone – I don’t need no help.”


  “…Sure.”


  “Two: I want a gun.  A real gun.”


  He smiled.  “Well, now, madman…


  “Now we’re talkin’.”
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Groundside


  4:31 p.m. Monday


  



  HER PHONE RANG just once before she picked up.


  “Yes?”


  “Miss Corwin?  This is Geoff…  Geoffrey Sink.”


  There was a silence; she was eating something, I could hear her chewing and swallowing, and it didn’t fit my image of her all that well.  I imagined her staring breathlessly between lacey white curtains, the breeze drying her tears as she waited for word of her husband.  Too many days in front of a computer with a heartless job’ll make you think strange things like that. 


  “What is it?” she asked at last.


  “I– I just wanted to keep you informed of our progress.  Also, I don’t think you have to worry about Vegas coming back home.”  Cruel, that last comment, but I couldn’t afford to let her be indifferent, with what I was going to ask of her.


  “Why is that?” she asked, and she wasn’t chewing any more.


  “Well, we may well have chased him off the planet; he’s running up Horizon Station, God knows where.  Don’t know where he’s thinking of going, that’s why I’m calling.  Have any idea where Rick might want to go out there?  He ever talk about any of the colonies with you, any of them?  If we knew what his destination might be, it would make things a lot easier to–”


  “I thought you knew, Mr. Sink. He always talked about going back up… But no, he never spoke about a destination and to be honest, I didn’t want to push him. The fact that he didn’t want to stay was all I … all I really cared about.”


  “Please call me Geoffrey, Lill, you’re not a convict.”


  A small pause.  “Officer… Geoffrey.  I can’t help you.”


  I  took a breath. “Well… maybe you could come out here to Horizon, help us out a bit.  We could use your face, post it up on a few channels.”  The way she looked, I didn’t think anybody would argue.  “If he still cares about you, it might help him come to the right decision.”


  She started chewing again.  “Life in prison.”


  “Life.”


  She burped; a brazen little breath.  “I only visited him once in Mornville, did you know that, Officer Geoffrey?  One time, that’s all I could take seeing him like that.  I guess I’m selfish… I want to remember him the way I like.”


  “Ms. Corwin… you’re talking about him like he’s already dead.”


  “If he goes back to prison, Geoffrey, that’s how I’ll talk about him, too.”


  Was she trying to make me angry at her, disgusted with her?  Good way to take the weight out of my arguments, I had to admit.  But she had a heart down there, I know she did; I’d seen her cry in the interrogation room, and I’d seen her front as well, in person.  I didn’t believe a word of this.


  “Regardless, I’d like you to come.  Do that, take this little trip, and I promise you, I – nobody – will ever call you again concerning the late Ricky Vegas.”


  “Hm,” she said, and put the receiver down to cough.  “Where will you meet me?”


   


  ***


   


  When I hung up, the old woman was looking at me strangely, shaking her head.


  “That’s his angel, you know.”


  “Yes… I hope so,” I replied.“Do yah?” she said, and looked away.


  What exactly was I hoping to do with this street vagrant?  She’d said she might be able to help me find Vegas, but c’mon, what street person wouldn’t make the same claim if it got‘em some attention?  I was wasting time, here.


  “Don’ like what I be sayin’?” she said as she got up.  “Don’ jive wit’cha?  Son, I been watchin’ people all mah life, I know thins…”


  “What do you know about Ricky Vegas?” I asked, wanting to cut this short if I could.  If Lieutenant Weis came in and saw me talking to this vagrant, I’d probably get a call from John in about two seconds.


  “What ah know is thatee’s tryin’ ta climb’ a lot higher’n you think.”


  “That lift where they arrested you… it was headed to the Sub Orbital Nexus.  We’ve got them alerted, finally…,” though it had taken way too long. “But where’s he going to go from there?”  And by go I meant go – after the sub-orbital level, there weren’t too many places but… ‘away.’  Mars would be the easiest; three ships daily, and Moscovi Station had two million people, if you counted all the outlets.  The crystal colonies around Pluto were a bit far, and mining in the belts had too much bureaucracy built in.  It’d be hard for him to hide there.


  “Beyon’ the reacha man, that’s where he’s goin’.  Headin’ up ta heaven ‘e tol’ meh.”


  Surely she didn’t mean…


  “Yea, all the way inta the heavenly ether, that’s what ah believe.  I don’ think ‘e knows it, but I know ‘e don’ wanna come back.”


  “The expeditions only take families.  He can’t get on those.”  And Christ, the Alpha Centauri missions would take ten generations to reach their estimated destinations…  Is that what he wanted?  To drift in space until he died? 


  But it was just impossible.  You couldn’t just sign up; it took a good year to get screened, and then you were chosen, one out of a million applicants… it was just impossible.  And if he hi-jacked a vessel, well, you could still communicate with those crafts for some time; three years, I thought I’d read.  Three years, checking back at regulated intervals, somebody would find a way to get a message through…


  But he might try anyway; if anything, Vegas was determined. And somehow it just seemed right for him.


  “If th’Lord wills it, ain’ no earthy force ta stop it.”


  I walked away from the vagrant, to the far side of the precinct, signed onto a console and sent a few messages.   Put out a warning to watch the outgoing expeditions extra close.  It took a good hour, mostly because nobody took me too seriously; but eventually, after a little too much confirmation and humiliation, it was done.


  And not a moment too soon; I was sending out a last warning to Richard Genkis, head of security at Century Conglomerated, when in walked Lieutenant Weis with another Bermont man at his side: utilitarian gray suit, no tie, and thick, black shoes.


  “Lieutenant Weis,” I said quickly, wanting to head-off the inevitable demand for an update.  “I believe strongly that Ricky Vegas has reached the Sub Orbital Nexus. I’ve sent some priorities up there. And I… I believe he may attempt to board one of the lifer expeditions… and…”


  He was angry.  More angry than I’d ever seen him; I could tell by the way his eyes were open, wide open, the tendons in his chin tense and straining against his skin.  There was something about the left eye, fixed like it was bolted into its socket, its gaze like a steel pylon.


  After a moment, he turned around.  “Walk with me, Sink.”


  Slowly, I rose to my feet.  “What is it, Lieutenant?”


  “Sub Orbital Nexus, you say?” 


  “Yes…” I said, leaving the old woman in her chair (no, I didn’t even think about acknowledging her, and the way she was eyeing Weis like the devil incarnate, thank God she didn’t say anything) and following him outside, past the sub-precinct’s rusty iron door, freshly painted in white.  His man followed behind me, as if to make sure I wouldn’t break and run.


  Once outside, to my surprise, Weis picked up his pace, moving away from the sub-precinct with a crisp strut.  “Funny.  That’s quite a coincidence – got your message on that an hour ago.  And not two minutes later…”  As he walked, Weis pivoted his torso around.  “One of the outlets around SON imploded.  Full atmospheric breach.”


  “Imploded…?!”


  “That’s right, Sink, BLEW… IN.  Want to survey the carnage?”


  “What makes you think it was…”


  “Just a FUCKIN’ HUNCH, SINK.  Just that wherever we are, ONE STEP BEHIND, there’s another tragedy, and they just keep getting bigger, don’t they?”


  “Why would Vegas…”


  “We’re off to see. You’re coming.”  And with that he turned back around. Not choosing to argue, I followed. We walked in silence for quite some time before at last we reached the glass, looking out at the sky, and there was a small bay adjacent to one of the main lifts.  On the dock was a small hopper-craft, prickling with tiny boosters: capable of light bursts of thrust in virtually any direction.  They were the best Bermont had, no doubt, and their maneuverability would make them ideal for swimming in and out of Horizon’s upper labyrinth. 


  We got on board, and Weis’ man took the controls; in moments, the dock was cut from us, and we were away.


  I settled into a seat and hugged myself against the thrust.  And at last looked over at Weis.


  “THREE SQUADS OF SPEKKERS… THAT’S EIGHTEEN MEN,” he yelled above the thin atmospheric gusts, not even bothering to catch my eye.  “TEN BOYS FROM BERMONT… THAT MAKES TWENTY EIGHT.  ME – YOU – THAT’S THIRTY.  THIRTY MEN, SINK.  VEGAS ISN’T RUNNING SMART, JUST SCARED – THIRTY MEN SHOULD BE ABLE TO OUTDISTANCE HIM, DON’T YOU THINK?”


  “Like I said, I believe his—”


  “WHAT, SINK!?”


  “HE’S FAST… BUT LIKE I SAID, I BELIVE HIS NEXT GOAL IS TO TRY AND GET ON ONE OF THE EXPEDITIONARY VESSELS.”


  Weis looked at me for a second, then out the hopper’s window.  I tried not to; the motion sickness was extreme enough without watching the landscape twist and spin, switch places with the sky in seconds.  “YOU’RE REACHING, SINK.”


  “YOU’RE RIGHT, I AM—” Here, I had to breathe deeply, close my eyes to keep my stomach in place, “BU – BUT MY HUNCHES ARE USUALLY ON.  THAT’S WHY I’M HERE.  AND THAT’S WHAT I BELIEVE HE’S GO-GoING TO DO.”


  “IS THAT WHY YOU’RE HERE?” Weis said, looking back, watching me clutch at the hopper’s sides.  “YOU KNOW, PART OF ME WONDERS THAT IF THIS DOOR OPENS—” And the bastard did it, pulled the securing bolt, cracked the hatch open so that it was straining against its fail-“safe” nylon straps, rattling with the wind… “AND YOU HAPPEN TO FALL OUT, PART OF ME WONDERS IF THINGS MIGHT PICK UP A BIT!  IF WE WON’T START GETTING SOME GODDAMN RESULTS!”


  “I—”


  “I DON’T NEED YOUR FUCKING INSIGHT, GODDAMN IT!  I NEED RESULTS!  I NEED VEGAS’ HEAD ONNA PLATE WITH A BULLET B’TWEEN HIS TEETH!  I WANNA EAT HIS FRIGGIN’ PATE BRAIN!”  Here, Weis began tugging the straps, loosening them.  For a moment, through the window of the hatch, I could see the lights of the Nevada coast spinning like fireflies. 


  “YOUGOTTHATSINK?!”


  I felt bile rising in my throat, gagged as I spoke.  “I G-GET ReSULTS!  I—”  I was gonna fuckin’ die!  Die with this crazy triple-X chromosome animal, this beast of Bermont shutting the door on me while I tried to grab hold of the air and fly!


  “I GET RESULTS, DAMMIT.  I ALWAYS HAVE, NOW C-CLOSE THE DOOR!”


  “THIS DOOR?”  Weis said, and with a wild look in his eye let it fly open.  I saw his man, the pilot, straining at the controls, grabbing them like he was gardening, pulling a bunch of particularly tough weeds, and for all I knew we were diving down toward the earth, plummeting, seconds away from a crash.  I leaned over, puked all over my shoes, watched in fascination as my vomit flew around like a bird, landed on my pants, the seat, was sucked out the door.


  Weis’ voice hurled through the turbulence, “THREE hours, SINK!  THREE HOURS and you’re GONE!”  and at that, with a strength I could only marvel at, which should have been impossible, Weis pulled the hatch shut, snapped its securing bolt back in place.


  “Three hours,” he went on, casually pulling the nylon straps tight again, “or you’ll have another chance at that fall, Sink.  Either that, or you’ll be dealin’ with a new kinda clientele – ‘ex’-rapists and ‘ex’-molesters, folks like that.  Folks to make you wish you’d taken that fall.  You got me?”


  I didn’t say anything. Couldn’t seem to even open my mouth, I was breathing so hard.  But I didn’t nod either, for what it was worth.


  He didn’t seem to care what I was doing, though.  He just settled back in his seat, wiped a tiny speck of vomit off his sleeve and looked out the window again.


  “Now… why don’t you come see what our boy Vegas’s done?  Then you can go, Sink…


  “Then you can go.”
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  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, proximity orbit


  3:08 p.m. Monday


  



  THERE WAS ONLY ONE transit lane going out to the island sweat-neck said his friends were holed up, and it was about as tight as you could get.  The spinning wasn’t just my conscience – talk about a roller coaster without rails, my god – I would’ve shot the shuttle driver if he’d been sober enough to feel the pain.  It would’ve warmed me up for what I might have to do… but it wasn’t his fault, I guess, the way the lane twisted and curved like the tongue of an old appliance salesman.  That was the thing with all the extra clutter around Horizon: It’d all got built up at once, encouraged, as long as it hadn’t interfered with the main freight-lanes too much, and then… well, I remembered all the bitching on the news, when they’d tried to sort it all out.


  Eventually the shuttle bus shuddered to a halt, one side of the dock hissing out atmosphere, so I had to step quick as I got off.  Nobody was standing in the airlock, and it was a small space of pipes and perforated steel to the access way on the other side.  There was an eye-level slot, and I banged on it once, twice, before stepping back into the dim, flickering florescent light.


  The slot opened with a pop, and nothing happened for a few seconds.  That was fine, I was used to silences like this in the cage – waiting, listening to the midnight, listening for any edges it might have.  Compared to that, this wasn’t all that unnerving.


  “Yea?  Help you?” a voice behind the door said at last.


  “Hope so. Heard you were… lookin’ for some help,” I said, staring into the rectangular patch of black.  There was more silence, before I guess whoever was there saw something in my stare he liked. 


  “Maybe.   What… You here ta put in an application?”


  “…Sure.”  I’d filled out my share, the past couple of days.  This time I felt more than qualified.


  The slot closed up again, and the door cracked open.  A man stepped out, the first of the ones whose description I’d memorized. He looked nothing like sweat-neck: He wore a suit, not some puffy jacket, and he was older… these things I noticed as he stepped into the light, one of his hands behind his back.


  “How’d you hear ‘bout us again?”


  “Rashod.”  Sweat-neck said Rashod. I hoped sweat-neck didn’t get me dead. “He said you were looking for people fast … might even hire someone like me. I haven’t worked in a while, I could really use—”


  “…Hm.  Well, do me a favor, turn around.”


  I did, limping a little.  He came up behind me, patted me under the arms, around the torso.  When he got to my legs, I winced, “Easy, bub.”  He withdrew, looked me over again, nodded,  “Arright, come on,” and went inside.


  Beyond the door, I saw a little more of what I’d seen from the shuttle bus: The main dome of the island was steel and glass, intermittent slits of each.  Inside, there were a few tables, couches, boxes, haphazardly placed as if this were an old attic at the top of the world.


  “You serve?” the man asked, then answered his own question, “I can see it in you, the way you – heh – are.  What happened to your leg?  Trip and fall or something?”


  “No, nothing like that.”


  “Hope nothing worse, we don’t have a, uh, medical plan or anything.  This here’s Berna,” he said, nodding at a woman who was lying on a couch, maybe forty years old, wearing a tutu.  “She calls us all daddy.  Say hi, Berna.”


  My stomach roiled as the woman looked over toward the sound of the man’s voice.  There was a little line of drool between her and the couch; her mouth opened, but she didn’t say anything.  The Op had her tongue.


  “Ain’ she shy,” the man went on, walking toward the back, where there was a giant oaken desk with an electric lamp, dimming now and then.  The man sat down behind it, leaned back.


  “So… what’d Rashod say you could do for us?”


  I shrugged.  “Guess he figured he’d leave it up to you.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Reno.”


  “Reno… Reno anything?”


  “Sounds good.  Reno Anything.”


  “Alright, then,” he said.  “Tell me a little about yourself, Reno.”


  "Like what?” I asked, and the interview of my dreams began.


  “Gee.  Have you ever been convicted? Do time?”


   “Just out. Two days ago.”


  “What for?”


   “Attempted murder.”


  An appreciative nod.  “Tell me about it.”


  I thought for a second…


  …Why not? Telling this guy, this guy who was on the list, in his little dark room… why not? For once, where I was, and what I was being forced to do, I didn’t get angry.


  “Well, it happened on one of those missions you figured I was on.”


  “Oh…,” he said, settling back. “What the hell you do they’d call murder out there?”


  “Out there was starside,” I said. “An’ you're right, no real rules out there. Just the cold-assed void and a bunch of international treaties that nobody could really check up on, unless they pegged you with some satellite. No need for burials.”


  He wasn’t interrupting anymore.


  “So this one, it was five years ago. People still thought the Earth was just about it. Everyone digging into the dirt, just to make room for all the goddamn people. Makin’ bigger’n better skyscrapers. Then they came back. May 12.”


  “Yer not talkin’ about…”


  “Yeah. The Originals. Sputterin’ outta deep space in their beat-up–”


  He leaned back. “What, you puttin’ me on? What is this, a fuggin’ joke?”


  I smiled, then said something I’d never been able to say, even in prison. “Nope. Came back. And they brought somethin’ beautiful with ‘em. From the heavens.”


  “That right?" he said, shaking his head.


  “Yep. I saw it.”


  “What was it then?” he said, his lip curling.


  I leaned forward, whispered, “Mighta been an angel.”


  “Aha,” he said, looking down, done. “Welllll…. That’s a good one. Glad you let me know. I was hoping to hear some bullshit story before—”


  His left hand came above the table, below the cold dark hole of a barrel.


  “ ‘Rashod,’ Jesus, that’s the story they gave ya? But gotta admit, your other one takes the cak—”


  There were some moments, being shot at, where you froze or acted – and if you acted, then you acted.


  I leapt across the table, and some old reflex must’ve still been with me. In a split-second something nicked my forehead, and his neck was soft, like rubber against the side of my hand – but the crack of it made a sound like I was punching into concrete. 


  Stupid. There were a dozen ways people coulda heard me. I don’t know if I worried more about the sound of his broken neck, or our tiny conversation, heard by someone who was half-interested. Whatever, it was done – done, his cold body on the ground– shake it off there was no way back now.


  Berna was all blissed-out on her couch.  Hadn’t even moved.


  So I went past her, looking for some door outta this attic.  There was one in back, some posters of Mars on it.  I turned the handle.


  The room beyond was a little more organized, but not much: an old abandoned bar in the corner, some stacked lounge chairs and tables.  Behind the bar was another door, and as I made my way over to it, there was a tickle in the back of my mind, like I’d forgotten something, something simple.  Like when I’d been playing checkers in the cage, sitting down, pushing a piece forward, then a second later watched it get hopped over, watched my opponent’s piece keep hoppin’ one, two, three times more.


  Turning around, I saw Berna’s slobber-covered smile between the crack in the door, right before she pushed it shut.  I tried to run back, but it was too late, the door thudded tight.


  A fan went on somewhere behind one of the air-vents… and minutes, seconds later, I couldn’t even pull in enough air to gag.


   


  ***


   


  “Mr. JIMMY asked you a ques-tion!”


  Mr. Jimmy’d asked a lot of questions, from his chair not two feet in front of me.  Like why a lone dumbass like me’d want to come a killin’.  Was it Roddy, was Roddy responsible, bald fucking Roddy? he kept asking.  Was that the guy’s name? Well, now I knew.


  “What… what was the question?” I asked.


  Mr. Jimmy leaned close: an old, old man with dark, wrinkled skin and long dreadlocks, his neck dry as sandpaper beneath perfectly pressed cotton.  This was the way a player should look, I knew, I’d always known, and I should’ve known, if I hadn’t been so desperate, desperate to let myself be drawn to anyone with a whiff of a connection. Someone who wasn’t just trying to cut a few tiers from the ladder, use a desperate con to do it.


  “Yea or no, Reno.  Was it Roddy?  Youa part of the mad plan?”


  Plan?  It would’ve been nice.  “Told you, I never ask for names… an’ I don’ know nothin’ ‘bout no plan, that’s… heh!  That’s fer sure.”


  The old man leaned back, twisted the knob next to him; the tiny knob, on top of the bar-top, that was letting real oxygen back into this room at last.  Berna was behind him, smiling; smiling like when I’d banged on that door and gagged, no doubt.  They’d gotten a mask to me when I was too weak to move, when I’d finally stopped banging on the door, when I was all tuckered out and ready to breathe my last.


  “Well picturra man… like a pig.  Yea.  Likea pig who bathes his own shit.  Picture that, all fat and dressed’n shit.  Thassa Roddy.”


  “Sounds like him, I guess.”


  Mr. Freddy smiled.  “Ya guess.”  And there was pain in one of my hands; maybe they’d chopped a finger off, I couldn’t tell, it was behind me and something was trickling over my wrist.


  “Ya guess… Reno, you gotsa much more guessing to do.”


  I nodded, accepted what he said as the fact it was.  He saw the nod, and his smile froze.  “Gotta stuffing in you – an’ there’s meat dere, too.  Thas good, I… admire.  Why a man like this is ‘elping Roddy with ‘is insanity I don’t know.  All of ‘em… dey actin’ crazy… It’s no ambition, it’s… suicide. Dey’s heros ‘e’s killin’, even ‘e shouldn’ta be so dumb."


  He shook the glass in his hand, letting the ice chime against the sides. “Tell you truth, I don’t think he had it inside of him to get help without the op.  You on the op?  You… dancin’ with Opie?”


  “No.” 


  “Good, thas good.  Then you know…” Here, he leaned in close, close enough for me to smell his Old Spice.  “You know there’s no way you gonna keep anythin’ from me.  Yea?”


  “Can’t keep what I don’t have.”  But before the guy could slice me again, I kept talking, quick as I could, knowing it’d make me look scared, probably as scared as I was.  “Hey, look I ain’t too ambitious – an’ suicide, what yer talkin about sure ain’t my thing!  This guy comes up to me in the SON, tells me he can get me offa this big balla dirt, I say great, whatever it takes.  He tells me there’s some people spoiling his business, I say I don’t wanna know what he’s got to tell me, other than what I should do.  I thought he’d have me punching low, not high… hell, I guess I shoulda asked more questions, but I need ta get out so bad I didn’t think.”


  The old man looked away from me, over to the bar, where a man stood, behind it.  “Gimmea another scotch, Jax.  Anna triple whisky for this guy, this guy here. The strong stuff.  ‘E’s strong man, yea? Maybe it’ll ‘elp him thinkin’ some.”  The scotch came, and the whisky was set next to me.  The old man picked it up, touched the rim to my lips.  I drank as fast as I could, but most of it dribbled down my chin, onto my chest, like he wanted.  Then he took out a pair of cigarettes, put one to my lips.  With his other hand, he took out a fat metal Zippo, its flame about two inches high.  My cigarette was lit, but the flame stayed close to my face, close to my alcohol-soaked skin.


  “I’ssa old man, Reno.  An old man, ‘an my old hands… they shake sometimes, I’m not happy.  I’m trying to decide… I’m happy or not?”


  I watched the flame, thinking what a horrible way it would be to die, my chest crisping up slow, the smell of it choking me.  The old man was right: There was no way I was gonna get to keep anything from him; he’d take it all, then throw me out a chute with some old load of garbage.  I had to go for all I had.  It wasn’t much, but…


  I leaned back, away from the flame, just like he wanted, and I guess the guy behind me and the guy at the bar were so keen on enjoying the look on my face they didn’t watch my hands, tied behind me, slipping down into the back of my pants, into that hollow of my leg that’d kept me limping.  Taped there, flat against my skin, flat enough to seem like there was nothing there but a leg, flat enough to’ve been digging into the bone all this time, was the tiny weapon I’d asked sweat-neck Roddy for.


  “Hey, I—” I found the sharp, peeled it up and cut a good half-inch into my skin.  The pain added an edge to my voice I didn’t bother hiding.  “I hope you’re happy, man, I mean I… I guess it was Roddy, he had two guys with ‘im.”  This was stuff they wanted, I knew: knowledge about who they had to kill. “One like a banger, with black hair, a puffy jacket like Roddy’s… an th’other…”


  “Yeas… the other?” the old man said, leaning closer with his lighter, his eyes cold black pools for me to perch over, shiver when I thought about diving in; his lips thin and firm, not smiling, not frowning.  He didn’t care about Roddy, I realized. He was looking for someone else… someone he feared.


  “He—”  The sharp was slicing into my wrists, close to the vein; I could only hope I didn’t hit it.  “He was—”  The lighter came closer, and I leaned farther back, far enough for my chest to practically level with my leg.  Far enough to raise that leg up a fraction of an inch…


  At the last instant he looked down, saw what looked like a hard-on, his lips quivered in either disgust or despair –


  The back half of him was blown off the splintered remains of his chair; I was sure to close my eyes against the splatter of blood and bone that pelted my whole body.


  I’d asked for a weapon; they’d given me a pellet gun.  Will it do fer ya, killer? Roddy’d asked me.  A pellet gun that would’ve been illegal, even back on mission: the kind of pellet gun that violated every rule of conduct the military still believed existed.


  The recoil sent it out of my hands, down my pants maybe… But my other hand had the sharp, and I sliced my hands outta there from the crotch up.  Rolled outta the chair, the bunch of my shredded pants hugging my thighs as I twisted around, launched my shoulder into the waist of the guy behind me.  My hands were up, out of the tangle, I heard the clatter of my gun somewhere, but I had him – had him! – lifted his whole body up, up above my shoulders with a yell.  Caught a glimpse of the bartender wiping his face, reaching under the slab as I tossed the guy into ‘im. Berna was on my back, tearing my hair and neck. I grabbed hers, spun and yanked, felt her body jerk when I heard a gunshot. 


  Then dived under the table, saw the gun, had it in my hands.  Got on my back, slid slow, back across the floor, until I saw the bartender’s head, pointing a fat iron barrel over the top.


  “H–”


  Didn’t even get a syllable out, before the whole top of his head was nothing but a haze.  Didn’t need to worry about cracking the dome; these little pellets didn’t get much penetration. His barrel dropped to the floor.


  I pulled my pants up, took the time for that little bit of vanity and it was about the stupidest thing I could’ve done, holdin’ ‘em with one hand before I knew I shoulda just kicked ‘em off.  But by then it was too late.


  The guy I’d tossed over the counter came up, maybe holding the same gun the bartender’d had, rocking my ears as he began blazing straight over the counter, out into the far wall of the dome.  There, I heard cracking, hissing…


  I fired a third time – but the guy was fast, he was down again, below the counter, and he knew where I was now, I was sure.  The hissing got a little louder as I rolled and crawled to another table, kicked it over in front of me.


  He was up again, on the other side of that circular orange table; it was steel, but his gun punched holes like sunspots through it, their edges glowing yellow and red.  Something hit my leg, knocked me around as I rolled to the edge, sent my fourth shot wide.


  But I didn’t really have to aim; some of those pellets got him, I heard him yippin’ an’ yellin’ and the sunspots stopped burning for a second.


  I got to my feet; my leg felt like it’d been pumped with Novocain and the muscle in my thigh was spasming like a slug put to flame, but my gun was up, and again, like when I’d walked through the door so long ago, I felt a tickle in my mind…


  I pulled the trigger a fifth time, before I could see anything worth hitting, and just as I did, there he was, picking himself up for a look or a shot or two.  The slab of the counter was shredded, its mahogany torn to white-wood splinters.  I ran forward, little half-steps clogged up by my pants, and over the counter I saw the bartender first, half his head gone, the other half looking up at me.  I’d remember it, I knew, I’d remember it for lots of nights to come.


  But it was turning into one memory of many.  The other man wasn’t there, but the door behind the counter was open, then – a second later – shut solid with a slam.


  I grabbed two fifths of whisky, shattered ‘em against the door.  Found a pack of matches, lit one, put it to the rest, and tossed it.  Let 'im burn I thought as I heard the hissing get louder, the whole dome groaning against its struts.  Hugging my pants up, stumbling like a drunk, I struggled back to the other door, shut it behind me, made my way across the clutter to the airlock.  I was gonna make it, damn it, this dumbass wasn’t gonna kill me with ‘im, no fuckin’ way.  Solid steel, this airlock was, and inside I looked around…


  There it was, a locker with a suit; just where it was supposed to be.  Good to know they kept up with the regs, nice an’ legal.  As I was crawling into the suit, I heard the dome groan even more, crushing in on itself.  Even the airlock was twisting; one of the pipes let go of the wall, sprayed mist all over me.


  As I pulled the helmet over my head, I punched the release on the airlock, hoping it had current.  It got half-way open, and I pushed hard against it, nothing.  O.K. then; I got a shoulder through, my helmet fit, and the rest, jimmying my chest hard, hard I wasn’t going to fit – no, NO! I was gonna be stuck here, stuck in this metal cage while it molded around my body!  Breath was steaming the faceplate, blocking the stars out, keeping them away –


  Stumbling, suddenly stumbling to stand straight as I lurched through the breach, my foot catching behind me, twisting my ankle.  That whole leg was just about used up, but…


  But the stars were around me again, in front of my face as I pushed myself away, floated into the void.  Pressure behind me, and metal, a strut of metal flying past me, quick as a bird, soundless.


  I ignored it, kept my eyes on the stars.  The fog on my faceplate was clearing enough for me see them, as clearly as I needed, as the edges of the station shifted like a dark metal cloud. 
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  Sofie Morin


  Horizon Station, Starside


  3:37 p.m. Monday


  



  HORIZON WAS MORE OF A MESS than it usually was. The reporters acted like they were in a war zone, though it was hard to blame them: There was always a stack of stories on the back burner, and people on the ground got sick of hearing about Horizon, the crime, the politics, the development. It was practically a foreign country, for all they cared.


  But they still liked hearing about the people that came and went. And of course violent murderer fugitives would top that list.


  I walked in, to find three transfixed to a television. Apparently a newborn had gotten third-degree burns from a baby warmer, the oxygen igniting mysteriously in some soon-to-be screwed hospital. The staff were issuing apologies, the family issuing raw anguish.


  “That’s not the way a baby warmer’s supposed to work?” one reporter said, deadpan. That would be Korin.


  I went over to watch the family’s lawyer on-screen. It was the early stage: He was talking about devastation, not restitution.


  “Martha… Ms. Johnson is asking to just be able to hold her child. But hospital officials are saying it’s not safe yet… She just wants to hold him,” the lawyer said, shaking his head just the tiniest bit, shirt unbuttoned at the collar, slightly unshaven. Like he’d been up all night commiserating.


  “Korin?” I asked. “Can I tear you away from the twenty million dollar baby?”


  He turned from the monitor.


  “Yea,” he said, “yeah sure.” He’d seen a million of them by now.


  I headed to my office; it felt like I was aboard a submarine. Everything was sealed: My window was six-inch Plexiglass, enough to keep the cold out and make heating the place somewhat affordable. Beyond being packed in, all I owned up here was half an arm-stretch away. Korin cleared a chair, moving a manila file and dirty shirt to the floor; then sat, hunched forward, elbows on his knees. Some reporters, they weren’t intimidated by you, and it was a good thing.


  “So… you heard?” I asked.


  “Mara told me.” The two got along.


  “Good. So what do you think?”


  “I think it’ll be a bitch getting anything,” he said. “Cops’ll have an iron clamp on their lips.”


  I just looked at him.


  “But… How many this guy kill now?” he asked.


  “Just one. Maybe. But that’s not the question. I’m wondering—“


  “What he did—”


  “Yes.”


  “—before. Yeah… yeah. No luck there.”


  “No.” Mara’d sent me a script on the way over: Police didn’t have any criminal history to go off. Jail records were restricted by the boys at Bermont. No booking records or photos. No court history. No sex offender status, no warrants. Nothing.


  “Weird… but… he’s from Mornville.”


  “Yes.” I realized I was giving one word answers, but Korin was worth feeling out.


  “Bermont boys were at the first scene, shut it down. They’ll do the same, easier, up here.”


  He was right: Horizon was half-way to being a military zone, and with reason. One well-placed bomb could cripple commerce to the western starboard. We tried not to think about it.


  “A case locked down by Bermont… we’d practically have to be on-scene when something new happens,” he said. “Even then, we’d have about ten seconds before they booted us.”


  I took a second to lean over, boot my screen up, before sitting back at my chair, giving him my own deadpan.


  “So what, you don’t have a soul to talk to up here when it’s a Bermont case?”


  “Well – no, we don’t. Worse'n the FBI. They’ll send you a text when they catch someone, that’s about it.”


  “Talk off the record all you want. All I want to know is that if something breaks, you or Mara’ll be there. Sweeps start tomorrow.”


  “This guy, it’s… a few things are obvious, what he is. He’s been trained at Bermont.”


  “Obviously.”


  “He was just let out? So… Christ, even worse.”


  “How so?”


  “Unless he had a girl or a dog to come home to, can be a bit hard working at a department store, selling shoes.”


  “Why do shoe salesmen have it so bad?”


  “Wanna peek at my bunions?”


  “Sounds like third base. Buy me a drink first.” I actually made Korin blush with that one… nobody’d believe it. Where was a photographer when you needed one?


  Someone was standing in the doorway. The scanner scavenger.


  “Korin… Sofie…” He was a bit shy, this one, but he shocked me.


  “They’re dispatching three fire crews… a lot of ambulances. The police… hung up on me.”


  I almost laughed.


  Korin was already out of the chair.


  “Wait… I’m coming,” I said. If something had a chance of breaking, I wanted to be sure to give it an extra kick.


   


  ***


   


  “Stand back, ma’am.” The third time, now, somebody had told me that. Mara and Korin were out testing the perimeter elsewhere, but I was content to take in the view from the press’s base camp. Cables ran from trucks parked a full 100 meters away to a bank of cameras, set up and waiting for some official to deign to talk. Before us was the station’s edge, cordoned in yellow. Lenses zoomed in to peek through Plexiglass; on the other side, as far as I could tell, ships were being threatened away.


  I’d called in a glider, and they’d been ordered to stay a full five kilometers out. Maybe park on the sun, if that wasn’t a problem. Still, it was enough for some pretty dramatic footage.


  It was a mess out there, no doubt. And it was being taken plenty seriously: I saw a light cruiser, with dozens of slow-swimming ship suits dangling toward the debris. So many of them, a few got their cables tangled up.


  It all centered on a cluttered island, a good ways out: a floating junk pile. Where were you supposed to dock? I tried to imagine where it might’ve been possible, once. As we watched, there was a flash of light from somewhere inside, and a large girder broke away. The ship suits flocked as far from the wreck as they could.


  Finally, I worked my way back to my cameraman, a short bald guy who’d muscled into the middle of the media cluster. I remembered him, unfortunately. So did the other camera crews: They gave him some room.


  “Christ on a crapper, what a mess,” he spat angrily.


  “Yeah,” I said. “You seen—”


  “A war zone, that’s what it looks like. A frickin’ war zone.”


  I think he said that on every assignment. “You seen Mara?”


  “No. Hell no – she don’t clear shit with me. Just leaves me hangin’ here. But whatever.”


  Finally, a shuttle broke from the labyrinth of debris, made its way toward our dock. I saw why the crews had chosen this place… when the craft finally landed and a spekker emerged, you could get a good shot of the mayhem over both of his shoulders.


  “Hey, Sofie,” Mara said, behind me, making me jump.


  “Just in time,” I said, turning, seeing her touch up her makeup a bit. She was tall, pretty of course, with a big frame, a well-worn gray suit, slim black shoes with high heels she didn’t need.


  “How are your feet?”


  “Killing me,” she said. I saw one of her heels was bleeding.


  “Jeez, wear some running shoes.”


  “These are fucking running shoes,” she said, then added, “Shit,” seeing who the spekker was.


  He was big, that’s all I could tell. “Something wrong?”


  “Only if you want answers.”


  “Everyone ready? Everyone here?” the spekker asked, smiling thinly.


  “Just a second,” one of the camera guys said, holding a white card beside the spekker’s face. Finally, everyone got focused.


  “Spell your name, sir, if you could.”


  “Certainly, it’s Lieutenant Malcolm Reeves. R-E-E-V-E-S.”


  “Thank you… ready.”


  There was an awkward pause, before one of the perkier reporters asked the obvious question.


  “Lieutenant, could you tell us what happened here?”


  “Yes. Just after 8 p.m., we received several calls concerning a large explosion – or a series of vibrations, rather, that were felt by several witnesses in the area. One nearby shipping yard reported several substantial impacts against its outer retaining wall…


  “We arrived on the scene within fifteen minutes, and found the area much as you see it now. We are still trying to ascertain what happened. I’m sorry… I don’t have much information to give you yet, it’s still largely under investigation.”


  “Was anyone injured?”


  “Yes. This island contained a large residential structure. We have so far found the bodies of three adults … I’m sorry, as far as I know, we don’t have any identification to release at this point. And we’re still looking.”


  “Do you know who they are?”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t have any information about that.”


  “How were they found?”


  “They were found floating, without any sort of protective wear.”


  “Were there any signs of how they died?”


  The lieutenant fixed that reporter with a deadpan stare for a moment, then glanced over his shoulder. “Well, we have some suspicions,” he said. Several of the reporters chuckled.


  Mara stepped forward for the first time. “There was a sudden decompression, then?”


  “That would be one theory… again, this is all still largely under investigation.”


  Mara went on; several of the reporters obviously content to let her talk. “Earlier today, there was an assault in Sherburne County, close to Horizon station. We’ve heard reports that the suspect in that crime made his way aboard Horizon station, and was possibly involved in another altercation several hours ago. Is it possible that this incident is in any way related?”


  The lieutenant smirked a bit. “We have no evidence that would currently lead us to that conclusion. Not all police calls are related.”


  “Well, I did notice a Sherburne County investigator walking by about an hour ago,” Mara said.


  The lieutenant didn’t respond. That’s when I noticed the shift: Reporters looking up from their notes, darting glances at each other. When banter became bullshit, reporters got pissed. Reeves set both his heels on the ground. I almost kicked Mara: Yeah, she’d been pissed, but no need to toss away a good tip.


  Another reporter piped up. “You said you had suspicions about how those people died. Were there any signs of gunshot trauma on any of the bodies?”


  “We’re not releasing any information on cause of death until our medical examiner can arrive at a preliminary conclusion. I can tell you that the bodies had all suffered severe trauma, but that’s not surprising, given the amount of debris out there. It would be irresponsible to come to any conclusion at this point.”


  “Are the deaths being investigated as homicides?”


  “Again, it’s too early in the investigation.”


  “Who was the residence registered to?”


  “I’m sorry, I don’t have that information.”


  And that seemed to be his answer for the next dozen or so questions. Eventually, through tight glances and terse answers, the session wound down, and with a few muttered thank-you’s, Lieutenant Reeves got back on his shuttle and put an airlock between himself and the reporters.


  I grabbed Mara’s arm and made her walk with me.


  “Even my ass is tingling,” I said.


  “I counted six agencies here,” she said. “So far, no survivors… at least none transported to a hospital.”


  “Any of the agencies seem a little out of place?”


  “Well…. There is one.”


  She led me around a bend, to where a wide passage, between two warehouse yards, had been cordoned by yellow tape. Beyond it were a gaggle of police vehicles, parked like circled wagons.


  “There… that one,” she said. “And there.”


  I saw a military uniform. Bermont boys?


  “Who’s that one?” I asked, nodding at a man in a gray trench coat, out of place in his mundane garb. “An investigator?”


  “Hmm…,” Mara said, and got out a tiny telescope, as long as a thimble, and put it to her eye, looking like she was simply rubbing it from a long, weary day. “Haven’t seen him. Don’t see a badge…”


  Mara took the thimble from her eye and bit her lip. “That’s a very good question.”
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside


  5:02 p.m. Monday


  



  IT WAS A MESS, all right.  They had a six-kiloton waste hauler with thrusters like smokestacks, ready to drag the whole island down to maintenance, cut it up for scrap.  Looking at that island, crumpled in, its strutted guts spiraling around it, for the first time I had to think whether Vegas’d just gone nuts, just gone on a desperate spree like Lieutenant Weis insisted.  I watched a leather-backed easy chair drift in front of the window, and thought about sitting down, trying to sort it all out in relative peace.  But I had less than three hours to come up with something, or I might as well just head back down to the ground.


  “Kind of strange, eh?”  Turning, I saw Malcolm Reeves standing next to me, looking out the window at the chair, his suit radiating a chill I could feel even a foot away.  Fresh out of a little walk in the void.  “A lot of the debris we find on duty’s pretty… comical, out there.  Ear plugs.  Table lamps.  Swim suits.  Makes us laugh sometimes.  That debris out there, though… there’s some pretty interesting stuff.  But it ain’t too funny.”


  “No?”


  “No.  Kind of stuff you’d find on a runner-craft.”


  “What’s that?”


  He looked over at me at last.  “You know, guys come through with dicked payloads, ready for anything when they touch down.  These guys here,” he nodded out the window, “had a whole botanical facility, complete with U.V. lamps and high-grade water purifiers.  Weren’t growing daisies.”


  “Ophalla?”


  Reeves nodded.  “Yep.  We gotta have a team out there now watching the maintenance guys, make sure they don’t end up with some grass in their pockets.  And a guy from Internal to watch our guys… well, you know how it works.”


  “Huh.”


  “Also, a couple of full-autos, streetsweepers, plastique… hell, I don’t know what exactly they were into, but if your Vegas did this to ‘em, I might just shake his hand before I shoot him.”


  “How was it done?  Can you tell yet?”


  “Saw a few bullet holes through one of the bulk-heads.  And a couple of those F.A.’s, they could’ve punched through pretty easy.  Some sort of internal fire, too. That’s my guess.”


  “Any record who was using this place?”


  “Now that’s one of those questions that needs answering.  I asked it myself, and I’m still waiting for word back from the Hall.  Chances are it’ll come up a lease three-times removed, with little’r nothin’ on the leasee.  And of course the owner, once we find ‘em, they’ll plead ignorance, they didn’t have right’r reason to check things out, never any calls or complaints.”


  “Some kinda organized syndicate?”


  “…”


  “Well, maybe it was just a hit, then.”


  He shook his head.  “No.  They never get this messy up here, not like they do ground-side.  Like you said before, there’s just too much collateral.  You can bet your ass we’re gonna come down as heavy as we can. We’ve got unmitigated authority, and we’ve made them accept that as a fact…


  “No… this was done by someone without a care of what he was doin’.  My guess, they took on an outsider, didn’t know what they were gettin’ into.  They’ll make amends soon, you can be damn sure – if it was your boy Vegas, he’s burning both ends, now.”


  I didn’t see that, no way.  Would he? I mean… linking up with guys like that?  Maybe Mornville had changed him. That, or he was a lot more determined to get somewhere than I thought.


  “I don’t know, Re–”


  “Hold on a minute,” he said, cutting me off, and a pair of cables came out of his suit’s neck, up around his ears.  He muttered something, and I caught a distant electric voice relaying something back.  At last he turned to me.  “We’ve got a survivor – would you believe it?!  Holed up in the core, with a bunch’v…. comms, scramblers and stuff.  That’s what all that noise–”


  “What noise?”


  “Buncha garbled static we were picking up, out there.  Couldn’t pin it–”


  “What, was he hailing you, or…?”  I felt a little out of my league, now, with this technical stuff; but my job was to put out the questions, so…


  “No, that woulda been easy enough.  My guess he was getting word to someone else, before we got to ‘em.  Probably calling his lawyer.”


  “Well let’s–”


  “Listen, Sink.”  Here Reeves turned to me, looked at me with his cold gray eyes.  “Our guys are gonna get first crack at him, and that crack’s gonna take some time; this stuff here, it goes a bit beyond your little fug hunt.”


  Finally, he looked down.  “So… well, I understand your position, but… I’ll let you get a look at the transcripts, as they go on.  We’ll probably need you later, if our guy fingers your guy.”


  Great.   “Thanks, Malcolm,” I said, and tried to mean it; he didn’t have to offer me anything, not with the alphabet soup that was gonna show up soon.  D.E.A., F.B.I., C.C.D… I’d probably be wise to get away from it a bit, or I’d be answering questions for the next six hours.


  Also, I had someone to meet.


   


  ***


   


  She was standing in the S.O.N. right by the express surface lift, just like I’d asked her.  Standing there, amidst the menagerie of inter-stellar faces and costumes, taking it all in like a tourist with indigestion.  As I came over, she picked me out of the crowd and gave a smile; happy to see anyone in this whole mess, I guess.


  “Officer… Geoffrey,” she said, keeping her smile, though she didn’t put out her hand.


  “Lill,” I replied, “thanks so much for coming.  I’m… things are getting a little complicated right now, but we definitely need any help we can get.”


  “I thought about… our conversation,” she said.  “It bothered me.”


  “How’s that, Ms. Corwin?”


  “Well… if Rick died… yes, I’d remember him the way I wanted to… but I’d remember him too much.  I want to sleep… without thinking about that.”


  Part of me almost believed her.  “Well, whatever your reasons, Ms. Corwin, would you mind if we put your face up on the station vid-system?  I don’t think anyone else would.”


  “They wouldn’t, huh?…  Are you trying to sweet-talk me, officer Geoffrey?”


  “Yes, Lill, yes I am.”


  “What in the world would you want me to say?”


  “Just tell Vegas you love him, ask him to come home… you know.”


  Her nose wrinkled.  “That’s a little… I don’t know…”


  “Well, I wish we had his private phone number, but… we don’t.  He’s got mine, but he hasn’t called yet.  So public displays of your love for him, however… you may think they are, will be the only way we can reach him.  If it makes any difference to you, I could add a little disclaimer at the bottom, you know, ‘paid for by the State of Nevada Corrections Department.’ ”


  She laughed at that, “Oh, that would make me feel SO much better,” and began walking out into the crowd, before she realized she didn’t know which way we were going.  “How about ‘opinions expressed in this broadcast do not necessarily represent those of the woman… expressing them’?”


  “Might take away from the overall effect.”  I walked over to her and looked back at the lift.  “Even if it was true.  We’re going up, by the way.”


  “Show me the way.” 


  She let me feel important as I made my way to the lift, flashed my I.D. and walked through the side gate.  She was at my side, and from there I could see the way others watched her, walking through the crowd.  “Do we get first class seating, too?” she said, touching my arm, smiling, being extraordinarily nice, and it was impossible not to smile back, feel like the last day or so hadn’t been one of the most trying experiences of my life.  I imagined what it would be like feeling like this every day, coming home, going out to dinner or maybe the theater with Lill Corwin next to me, saying things to make my life colorful and interesting.  Most of me resisted, of course, knowing there was a reason she was being extraordinarily nice, but a tiny part of me couldn’t help but flutter through and answer her.


  “Sure, I can arrange it,” and now that we were on the lift, I saw it was mostly empty.  Wasn’t due to go for another fifteen minutes or so.  Making my way over to the operator’s booth, I flashed my I.D. again at the man inside, sitting behind a glass partition.


  “Yeah?” he said, not sure whether to be impressed or not.


  “This here,” I said, motioning toward Lill, “is Lascivious Lill, number three on the F.B.I.’s most wanted list, the most dangerous felon in the tri-county area.  I need to get her up to the towers in the next five minutes.  And I need this lift cleared.”


  “Who is she… an’ who’re you?” he asked, looking hard at my I.D. now.  What the hell, in three hours that piece of paper probably wouldn’t be worth its millimeter in the landfill.


  “Man’s doubting your credentials, Lascivious,” I said, turning to Lill.


  “Honey,” Lill stepped up to the glass, “you better get me outta here soon.  I’m getting restlesss.”


  The man behind the glass was smiling a bit, took my I.D. and got on his phone.  When he turned back to me, he shrugged.  “Well, it’s on your ass, proler man.”  Finally he got on his mike and told everyone there was an emergency, they were experiencing technical difficulties, everyone had to de-board and wait for the next lift, which should arrive in fifteen minutes, apologies, etc…  The five or six people already sitting down cursed and gave their ‘what the HELL’s’, but eventually swaggered out.  At that the gate to the lift closed, and I led Lill over to a seat by the window.


  “Tower in ten minutes,” the operator said in his booth, and then leaned back, turning up a tiny radio tuned to some old-time jazz as he watched the planet fall below us.


  We were that high up, now: The rim of the planet glowing bright, blue and white swirls below a pockmarked moon.  The crescent of night was expanding, and always the moon was there, in the distance, watching the darkness as it drifted toward us.


  Lill sat down and stared, and I stood, next to the window, wondering why I’d done something to so thoroughly screw up my career.


  “When I left Ricky that morning,” Lill said, behind me, “he was still asleep. I almost woke him, to tell him good luck. The night before we’d gotten in an argument, about how nothing had changed. He said things could, but…”


  I remembered the night she was talking about.  That night, I’d gone home, stared at the T.V. without really listening, gone to bed, watched the ceiling until sleep took me.  He’d come to see me, hours before, and I’d given him a wise-ass comment about how much I’d believed him. 


  “I even made him breakfast that morning, something I never do… I felt guilty. I left it in the fridge,” Lill said. “He never found it.”   I could see her face in the reflection of the glass, just under the moon, and there was a stubborn smile, melting a bit at the edges.  Her eyes were sad, so sad I couldn’t keep out of them.  Something sunk down in my chest, a breath of air that refused to get away from my heart.  “And then he goes out, and… and he just screws everything up all over again.  Like everything out of his mouth that night’d just been a passing thought.  Was he just making conversation?  Was he…”


  “No.  I don’t think he was,” I said.


  “I don’t know, I… I wonder sometimes if it’s my fault, some of it.”  She hardened back up, when she said that.  The sadness was out of her eyes, like in saying that thought, she had to keep it at a distance, keep it as something she could debate without allowing it to get its hooks in.


  “Why are you telling me this, Ms…. Lill?”  I turned, and let her see my face.  “You’re smart, you know what I’m going to say.  Is that why you’re telling me?”


  “No.  No, I don’t know what you’re going to say.”


  “Well…” I took a breath.  “I’ve seen enough ex-cons to know a lot of ‘em have it hard on the way out, a lot of 'em don’t change.  They try to, they’re sincere, but… is that your fault?  Is it mine?  If you spend too much time down that road – and I’m speaking for myself here – you can’t move on.  You can’t get to the next, deal with that one.  That’s how you get… absolution.”


  “Is that what you’ve gotten, Mr. Sink?  I don’t see that in you.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She was looking at me in the reflection.  Her half-messed hair, speckled eyes…


  “You don’t have absolution, Geoffrey.  You’re looking for it.  You think maybe I can give it to you?”  She knew, of course she knew how I saw her, how I thought about her.


  I didn’t say anything. She kept looking at me, long enough for me to know she was going to be honest.  “I want a last word with Ricky, Mr. Sink.  I want to see him, before whatever happens to him… happens.  I want… absolution, like you do.  That’s why I came up here, Geoffrey.  That’s why I came… to you.”


  I turned back to the window and watched the clouds swirl below us.  Was it raining, down there?  I could imagine the thunder, sweeping through the sky.


  “You think I can get close to him,” I said. “I can’t.  I couldn’t before, and I certainly can’t now.  Not with what he’s…”  Right then, I shut my mouth, knowing I’d said too much.


  “What?  What has he done?”


  “He’s… he’s made it worse on himself.  A lot worse.”


  “What did he do?”


  “He… he may have…”


  “What did he do?”


  “He… he may have killed some people.  Some sort of organized criminal element, I guess… from the look of it.  Though why… who knows.  We don’t even know if it was him, yet.”


  “What makes you think it was–”


  “Because there wasn’t nearly that much… crap up here before he started aspiring to go on his little trek, that’s why.  If it’s him – which we’re still not sure of… but it’s looking…”


  She turned away, looked past me, out the window.  God knows what she was thinking of, what moments she was drudging up.


  “Talk to him, Lill… Ms. Corwin.”  At the moment, it didn’t feel right calling her by her first name anymore.  “Talk to him on the screen, and maybe there’s a way he’ll find you.  I can’t imagine any other way you’d be able to see him, unless he arranges it.”


  At last, she nodded.


  “All right, Geoffrey.  I’ll try.”
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  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, Starside


  7:27 p.m. Monday


  



  RODDY HAD AN AWE IN HIS EYE I didn’t really want to see.  Well, that’s not the whole truth; I did want to see it, to know the job was done, to know that at least there was some strut, some purpose to that dire fuck-up I’d done. To know at least one person appreciated it.  Even if I hated that person for it, hated myself for it, I wanted assurance I’d get what I was promised.


  Promised, I thought, looking out at the stars as we celebrated.  The whole bunch of us were travelers without destination, travelers in style: in a sleek two-tiered bubble-club spiraling through the night; its clear aqua-glass sides open to let me take in the universe as I sat on a satin couch and sipped thick-malted sappi from a pressure-tight straw.  From Tel Aviv, I’d been told.  Tasted all right.


  Course I couldn’t see its true color through all the glitz: The room around me was made of dazzle, it seemed. Monochrome white and black-rez lights made everyone a reflection of those two shades, the shades of the starry sky outside – black suits, white skin, silver hair – dark, accentuated shadows, like we were all characters in an old-time comic where only exciting things happened.


  Even the banger, out of his puffy jacket and in some sparkly vest, dark with a pair of diamond-studded daggers on its breast, was in good spirits, drifting down from the top tier, where the dancing was.  Weightless, he hovered in front of my eyes, leaving the girls behind, his tattoos gleaming silver, letting me know he was into it if I was.


  No, I wasn’t, never had been, and he didn’t push it.  Eventually he went away, and Roddy came by, filled my glass with a bubble of this and that, replenishing all the sipping I’d done.  “Here we are, madman, here we are!”


  Yes, here we were.  A step up or down, I wasn’t sure. But at least I was moving. And he wasn’t calling me ‘Rizzy’ anymore.


  “Like the view?” he asked, nodding up at the second tier, where the playgirls were dancing in tight leather; span-plastic; lacey club-garb.  I glanced up at them, and my stomach sunk down to my bowels, a weight, a heat, warring with each other.  “Get whatchu can while ya can, madman… cause where yer goin’, ya won’t see none of it.  Just that,” he said, nodding out at the stars.  “Yer lucky, ya might finda black hole’r two… Ha ha!”


  “Good.  You remember.”


  “Course I do!  Deal’s a deal, madman.  We’ll getchu off, donchu worry.”


  “When?”


  “Ha! Not tonight!  All right?  Ya gotta rest up anyway, that’s what doc said, so why don’t you try ta enjoy yerself?  We’re both movin’ up in the game, my friend.  The cosmic game. Maybe yer goin’ farther out, but…”


  “Yeah… I’m goin’.  I’m getting away from all this.”  And away from Roddy’s game, whatever it was.


  He took a moment to look down at me, sitting on the couch, then grabbed one of its arms and pulled himself down into it.


  “Why?”


  I turned to him.  “What?”


  “Why you gettin’ away, man?… I wanta know.  Somethin’ to think ‘bout, when I’m countin’ my money, gettin’ laid, conductin’ business down here…”


  I took a moment to look at him, make sure he wasn’t just brain-soaked in sappi.  In the dark hollows of his eyes, I saw a glimmer, a sparkle; no, he’d understand what I might say, if I said anything.  And right now, I did want to tell somebody – even sweat-neck Roddy – what was in my head.


  “Now I’ve… I think I’ve seen an’ done all there is of this life, down here.  Wasted it up…  and I think… out there, that’s the only place I’ll get anything else.  Up in heaven. Maybe up there I’ll see something beautiful again.”


  “You talkin’ ‘bout dyin’.”


  “No.  But I want to see if something’s there, even if I’m in a box, staring at the stars.  Even if that’s all I’ll get.”


  “Well… there’s allota ‘ifs’, madman.  Lotta ifs…  Take that job you did, didn’t ‘spect you to blow the whole damn place out, but damn if you didn’t.”


  Strange change.  What was he talking about?  “Wasn’t me blew it out, Roddy.  Guy I shot did.”


  “Well, guess you shot’im too slow, then, eh?”


  It was then that I knew I should take an even better look around.  The only time someone butters you up, then voices his problems is when he’s gonna do somethin' you don’t like.  I saw the banger up dancin’, but I didn’t see the other guy, the guy in the warehouse suit.


  Then I did.  Standing behind me and to my left, at a bar glowin’ like it was radioactive or something, standing at it, talking to a man dressed a little better’n he was.  Roddy saw me lookin’ around, of course, and got back to buttering me up real quick. 


  “But hey, shit happens in this business, don’t I know it!  Truth tell ya, I didn’t ‘spect to see ya come back at all!  I mean… you talk about beatin’ a man down, but… who knows when a guy’s talkin’ out his ass, right?”


  “Right,” I said, looking at him.


  “An’ you sure’s hell weren’t, man oh man… well, I gotta go catch my groove b’fore it weaves on outta here.  I’ll be seein’ ya, madman.”


  “Sure,” I said, letting him go.  Anything to keep my distance up, now.


  Liability.  That’s a word taxmen used a lot.  Something is a liability, it’s something you either have to accommodate or cut out.  I’d seen people work around liabilities, but I’d never seen a guy enjoy it.  Mostly, they just wished there was a way they could cut it out, quick as they could, before getting back to business as usual.


  I’d known, of course, that this was most likely gonna happen.  ‘Payment after’ plans could turn into ‘payment nevers', unless the guy collecting had a leg to stand on, and the only leg I had were the people I’d killed, the fear that it might happen to Roddy if he wasn’t extra careful.  I wasn’t a ‘madman,’ not like this, but now I had to act like one, and it made me want to just walk out of there, try another way, if there was one.


  But there wasn’t.  No, I knew that when I turned around and watched Roddy’s buddy, talkin’ to the other guy, all of a sudden glance my way. Roddy’s buddy picked up a glass and smiled, but the other guy didn’t. He just stared at me.  Turn my back on that, it’d be like outrunnin’ bullets, and with only one leg to stand on that’d be pretty damn hard.  So I raised my glass back, pushed out of the chair and went on over.


  “Havin’ a good time, Vegas?”  Roddy’s buddy said, all chummy when I glided up.


  “Never caught your name.”


  “Jorgan.  And this here’s Johnny B.  Johnny, this is madman Vegas.  Heheh.”


  “Vegas is fine,” I said, putting out my hand, just to see if Johnny B’d shake it.  He didn’t.  He just kept staring at me, not really intimidating, just calm, like he was thinking about what he’d like for breakfast.


  “Johnny B.’s got an aversion to skin contact, Vegas, nothing personal,” Jorgan said a little too quickly.


  “Why don’t he explain it?”  I asked; still standing, one leg or not – keeping Johnny B’s eyes.  They were gray in that light, maybe hazel in reality, nothing special, nothing special about his look at all really: his suit acceptable, his hair parted on the side, mid-cut above his ears; his features not ugly, not handsome, like a cousin whose name you kept on forgetting.


  Only when Johnny B. spoke – his voice soft, conversational, inoffensive in an around-the-water-cooler sort of way – I knew there’d be no chance I’d be forgetting him.  No chance at all.


  “Well… Vegas.  I’ll tell you.  Like my acquaintance Jorgan here has said, it’s not personal.  It’s a matter of basic sanitation.  The skin carries quite a few dead cells at all times, and those cells flake off with relative ease, especially when exacerbated by extraneous, unnecessary contact.  Dead cells are carriers of all kinds of infections, rot, especially when they brush against other cells, weaker cells, that aren’t quite dead yet.  That’s when you get into all kinds of trouble. Sickness and disease run rampant through those almost-dead cells.  Those dying cells, you see, you have to be very careful of them.” Here, Johnny B. turned to Jorgan and smiled: The tips of his lips barely creasing through his cheeks.  “If you’re not careful, they can lodge in your skin and taint your flesh.”


  “Yeheh.  Yeah, well… Johnny’s got a degree in human anatomy, Vegas.  That’s where he gets this stuff. He’s like a real genius, these ideas he has.”


  I looked at Jorgan to make sure he was serious.  “No kiddin’,” I said.  Jorgan looked away, but Johnny B. laughed comfortably, not too loud, not too soft, and his words went on, talking to me like a pastor I used to know in the cage: calm, though I’d just questioned God himself.


  “I realize my insights are hardly small talk, Mr. Vegas.  But we would all be wise to take caution with who we come in contact with.  That’s one rule in life to live by, if anything.  For example, Mr. Rodrick, over there – that’s his given name, by the way – why did you come in contact with him?  He’s unkempt and sloppy, some would see him as… a contaminant.”


  “A contaminant, huh?  Well, most clean folks won’t have much to do with me – an’ the man has some interesting friends.” I realized maybe I had had a drink or two.


  “Ahh… yes.  Yes he does.  Whom, for instance?”


  “You, for instance,” I said, smirking at Jorgan.  Jorgan looked away real quick, though, and there was a little silence, before Johnny B.’s soft, patient voice went on. 


  “I am merely an associate of his, Mr. Vegas.  I only stop by when absolutely necessary.”


  “What’s so absolutely necessary this time?”


  “Well, for one… Rodrick has been given the illustrious responsibility of overseeing preparations for a very important event in the morning.  Have you heard?”


  “No.”


  “Oh.  Surprising.  It’s been disseminated worldwide.”


  “Haven’t had a chance to–”


  “No.  Of course not, how silly of me.  Well, allow me the privilege: The Originals have been invited to open Horizon’s new annex.”


  “The Originals … All of them?”


   “They had quite a bit to do with Horizon’s making, Mr. Vegas.  This structure would never have gotten the billions of dollars it needed without them as proof that it was a worthy venture.  In just five years it was finally finished!  Some would have called that impossible, and it almost was – halfway through, our intrepid leaders froze funding, if you remember. But we all saw that the impossible was possible when the Originals set foot on this Earth again.  Thus, we mean to honor them… and hear them speak.”


  “So Roddy’s…”


  “Roddy’s helped to organize some… major events up here, and done a good job.  We have a few things to iron out, though, he and I.  This goes far beyond anything else he has done.”


  Jorgan nodded, taking a big gulp of the pint he had in his hand, all smiles.  A man moving up in the world.


  “Well… that’s interesting.  Almost wish I could see it.”


  “Oh?  Well why not, Mr. Vegas?”


  “Why not?”


  “Why not?”


  “Well… my face’n public places ain’t a good mix right now.  Plus I… ‘magine I’d need a… a tie or something.”


  “Easy enough to get – we have a dealer down on two-sixty, makes his ties with freshly harvested Malaysian silk, one-thousand thread-count – smooth as water.  Not much room for flakes to fall off of those, Mr. Vegas.”


  “Doubt I’d fit into it.”


  “On the contrary, Mr. Vegas.  Sometimes even a virus flowers into something viable – you’d fit in fine – perhaps you could even take part!”


  Well, now wasn’t he just so damn friendly, I thought… and at that the bubble came to a rest somewhere, one of the many stations it let people off and on.  Colors dripped in from the outdoor lighting; I could see Johnny B’s skin, not too dark, not pasty either, a little tan.  He turned away from me as a gaggle of bar-hoppers threaded their way inside, yelling and laughing and hopping up and down.  He studied them, each and every one; I watched his eyes scatter here, there,  before turning back.


  “We’re going for a ride, Mr. Vegas.  Rodick, Jorgan and I.  And you if you’d like… to discuss things.”  Out of the corner of my eye I saw Roddy, swaggering our way, and with that Johnny B. turned from us and headed outside, sliding effortlessly through the patrons, who barely even seemed to notice him.  I looked over at Jorgan, and he still had his dumbass grin, broader now, aimed at me, hey – more the merrier!  Roddy looked over at me also, smiled: Well, isn’t this a pleasant surprise!


  Not much, really; not much of a surprise at all.  And the only thing I could do, the one thing other than run out the door as fast as I could – run on my one leg until it gave out beneath me and someone stepped up to the back of my head and put a gun barrel to it – was follow along.  And see if it turned out as expected.
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside


  6:47 p.m. Monday


  



  HORIZON HAD ONE TELEVISION STATION, at its top.  Six high-frequency arrays, drifting out on cables, so you could pick up a clear signal anywhere from Kuala-Lumpur to Moscavi Station, Mars.  The ratings weren’t great: only ten million or so; there wasn’t enough room for decent sound stages or sets or anything like that, but if you were bored and wanted to see what was going on up in the sky, or back on Earth, it was the only station that could actually be called “Universal.”


  “We get more than our share of wacko calls, just warnin’ ya,” Sofie Morin told me. And she’d been in and out of the third shift (seen the sun peekin’ an’ dyin’, but never fryin’) since time on end, she told me.  “Lunar loonies, we call ‘em.  Up-all-nighters are always a little schizo… course, come up here long enough, it all starts to seem normal.”


  Even though she had a big affiliate groundside to manage, I wasn’t surprised to find her here, what with two big stories breaking. At her shoulder was a crime reporter, Mara, I think her name was. I recognized her; everybody did. She wasn’t too sensationalistic, from what I recalled – and she was old enough to have both connections and wrinkles.


  I’d never met either of them: Usually when I did this sort of thing, the press thing, the most intimate connection was over the phone. And then only if there was a screw-up of some kind. All anyone ever wanted was a picture of a fugitive, and a few enticing details to flash over their screen. You could do that from a thousand miles away.


  I nodded, thanked her for her time and accommodation.  With that, a third news junky – the station manager, with a pressed navy jacket he looked like he never used, worn over a crinkled, checkered shirt – spoke up.  I watched Sofie Morin wince slightly. “Lotta people sayin’ they know who really killed Bill Gates and how there’s no way Britney O.D.’d like they said.  Not with what she was singin’, the things she was wise to… So this guy’s a real killer, huh?  How many people he cash out?” The man rubbed a little stubble on his neck as he spoke.


  All starts to seem normal.  But I noticed Ms. Morin and Mara looking at me, ostensible amusement in their eyes. But maybe something more. There’s a time, in the interrogation room, when convicts know they’ve said too much, or might be about to. The ticks are obvious, and I’d learned not to do them myself… but for a second, I wondered what I’d walked into, up here. Maybe it was better just to do radio spots…


  “Cash out? Umm… Well, that’s usually the first question people ask me, and honestly, I don’t know,” I said.


  “Really!” Ms. Morin said, before the manager could respond.


  “You… don’t know how many people he’s killed?” Mara asked. “And you said you’re his proler?”


  I gave her a conspiratorial wink.  “Government won’t say.”


  “Course not,” the manager said.  “Used to work for ‘em, didn’ ‘e?  Course they won’t say.  Bet they don’t tell you anything either, huh?  Just all… ‘need to know.’ ”


  It was more than a little weird having this guy’s theories turn out to be dead-on. Ms. Morin looked at her manager like she was about to slap him.


  I spoke before she could, or before Mara could get another one in. “Well… if you could just set Ms. Corwin up any way she likes.  I figure… I don’t know, thirty seconds?”


  Ms. Morin spoke up. “Thirty-second bit?  Sure, sure… don’t look like she needs much make-up under those lights even.  Good-looking enough to be an anchor…. They always go for the bad boys, don’t they?”


  “I suppose so.”


  “We’ll have to do a run-through, ‘course; let’s see if we can get it in one. Think she’ll come across how you want her to?”


  I saw that Ms. Morin was almost as curious as I was.  “Don’t know.  We’ll see how convincing she is.”


  “Right, right… wife, you said. They close?”


  I didn’t answer, giving Ms. Morin all the answer she needed.  Who knew anything, with this pair, whatever they wanted from each other.


  Lill was under the lights and like Ms. Morin said, needed just a light ‘brush and puff,’ and she was ready. 


  And just like that the feed began and she started stumbling through her spiel, sitting on a stool with a window behind her. 


  “Ricky… I… want to say something to you, before you go.  You’re in trouble, a lot of trouble, and I’ve been asked to try and get you to come back.”


  A tear, right on cue.


  Part of me watched for a sign of show, any kind of inflection or break in the act.  How often she blinked, what she did with her hands, what she said right before she looked down, and right after; the way she kept her eyes a little too focused on the camera… was she just nervous, or was she intent on her performance?  What did I want more – sincerity or something stale and phony? 


  As I kept watching I felt the answer, like a fishhook digging into my navel. I wanted her to lie.


  “Please, I hope you do the right thing… what’s best for you.  But I want you to know I care about you, and I… I hope you save yourself.  I can’t see you… and I wish I could, just see you and say I love you, one last time.”


  “Cut it,” I said.


  “That’s it! Got it!” Ms. Morin said, and at once there were some murmurs and machine noise from around the studio.  Lill jumped a little, closed her mouth and looked down.  I walked over and knelt in front of her, so she was looking down at me from her stool.


  “O.K.?”  I asked.


  She smiled and stood up.  “Yeah.  I’m O.K.  No… that was hard.”


  “I know.  That’s all you’ll need to do, I promise.”  She nodded, and I stood up.  “So where do you want to go from here?  We can put you up somewhere…” I noticed Ms. Morin hovering behind me.


  “Anywhere’s fine.”


  “World Window Suites has a reserve vacancy, one they keep for us for emergencies.  It was hard getting it… there’s a big hubub going on tomorrow morning, so most everything’s full.  But the department’ll—”


  “That’s fine.”


  “It’s a great place.  Good service.”


  “Will I be under some kind of… watch?”


  She knew the answer, so I couldn’t lie.  “We’ll have two people watching your door, undercover, one in the lobby, and one by the maintenance dock.  Your phone’ll be tapped, and there’ll be a floater outside your window.  But nobody in your room.  You want, you can close the curtains… but you didn’t hear me say that.”


  “O.K.  I need a shower.”


  “I’ll get you over there.”  It would only take a few minutes.  I said thank you again to Ms. Morin, and she shook my hand.  She did the same for Lill, holding it an extra second, before speaking.


  “Your friend Vegas, Ms. Corwin… Are you worried he won’t listen to you? That he’ll do something…”


  “You never know with Ricky,” Lill replied.


  “No? Why not?”


  “He always seems to do the thing you fret about most. Without meaning to.”


  “You’re sure he doesn’t mean to?”


  “Yes, I…”


  “Lill, we really should—” I cut in, putting my hand on her arm.


  “Oh,” she said, glancing at me, then Ms. Morin. “I’m sorry.”


  “No worries,” I said. “It’s just that we have a schedule.”


  “Of course, I won’t hold you up,” Ms. Morin said. “We’ve got your number, Mr. Sink, if there are any, uh… problems,” she said. “We… hope you’ll give us a heads-up if there are.”


  “Of course. You’ll be the first. Pleasure meeting you,” I replied, glanced behind her to see Mara on the phone, talking in bursts. I led Lill out.


  We didn’t have far to go, World Window Suites beginning three levels down and peaking just below the station itself.  We could see it from our lift, in fact: broad steel molded into Greek columns, floor-to-ceiling glass up twenty stories, an enclosed swimming pool with tropic trees on the top.


  “Did I say something I shouldn’t have?” Lill asked as the lift began to descend.


  “No. You did great. Just gotta make sure you don’t give those guys too much.”


  She was silent, maybe still a bit nervous. I looked back down at the pool.


  “This spek-squad guy I know says they find nose plugs floating around out here sometimes.  Guess I should’ve asked him to grab me some,” I said.


  “Funny.  Actually… I prefer the ocean.  It’s more relaxing,” she said.


  “Me too.  I’d like to take a boat out there sometime, take a trip on my own.”


  “Really?  What kind of boat?”


  “Well… I’d prefer a rowboat, if you can believe it.  A self-righting twenty-seven footer that seals itself up against the storms.”


  “You and Andrew Salhey.”


  I turned to face her.  “You know him?  Christ, that guy’s my hero.”


  She smiled.  “I should have known.  You in your job, stuck in the city what, fifty weeks a year?  It’d either be that or the desert trek…  Jimmy Hog’ia, jogging across the Serengeti.”


  “I prefer fishes to scorpions.”


  “Fish is plural, Geoffrey.  And some can sting you.  Or eat you.  Like sharks. You ever hear of sharks?”


  “Yeah, still, they seem friendlier. You have stuffed animals of sharks. Never seen one of a scorpion,” I laughed. “But then again, I’m still waiting for the proler action figure.”


  “Would it come with six-guns?”


  “Maybe a beat-up Chevy. And a scowl.”


  “Jeez, would it smoke?”


  “Menthols.”


  “What would it say?”


  “It would sing, ‘Ain’t no rest for the wicked.’ ”


  She giggled a little, as the lift stopped, and we got off.  The World Window’s lower façade was made of granite; must’ve taken a fortune to haul up here.  The lobby was impressive: thick, Pakistani rugs, a spinning holo-globe in the middle, Old World, with sailing ships making their way across the seas.  I took her as far as the concierge, a thin-framed man who looked extremely put-out and harried, one of the hairs on the top of his head actually out of place.  Must’ve been busy, but still, I got everything arranged, started making calls down to the precinct when someone came up behind me, tapped me on the shoulder.  When I turned around, I could actually feel my heart sink.


  “Hello, Sink.  Got our package all secure?”  Lieutenant Weis didn’t bother smiling, just looked over at Lill with a nod.  “Hello, Ms. Corwin.  You seem a little better than before.  At the precinct.”


  Lill didn’t say anything to him, just stared, her face cold as the architecture around.


  “Just as talkative, though.  So Sink, I like your style here.  What’d I give you, three hours?  Tell you what, since I appreciate the innovation you’ve shown I’ll give you a couple more.  Hell, that might even let you see the geriatric squad, talkin’ ‘bout the old days.  Hah!  How many times you gonna see that – a whole crowd riveted by a bunch’v phogies!  I’ve half a mind to go myself.  After this debacle, I’ll need a laugh.”


  “Tell you what, Weis, since I don’t appreciate you screwing up every ounce of cooperation Ms. Corwin has been kind enough to give us–”


  “Oh, I do, I do appreciate it.  That’s why I’ve authorized two of my men to wait down here while she goes an’ gets some beauty sleep.”  He motioned behind him, and sure enough, there were two Bermont boys in their crisp gray suits, fit to burst.  Each had a suitcase with god knew what in it.


  “You’re gonna have your Bermont boys sit in on a stakeout?  Did they teach you the meaning of clandestine out there on the mountain?”  I was hot enough to toss it all away right now, and this was about it, thinking of these yahoos anywhere near Lill, scaring Vegas away, or maybe making him hotter.  Maybe that’s what they wanted.


  Weis gave me a look, chewing on something in his mouth, making the wrinkles around his shaven forehead crease this way and that, before answering.  “Sink.  You’ve got a Major lip, and yer only a fuckin’ private.”


  “Mr. Weis,” Lill broke in.  “Can I talk to you for a moment?  In private?”


  Weis looked over at her, back at me, and stepped aside for a moment.  I glanced at the two Bermont boys again, and they weren’t too happy with me. I could tell by the way they flexed their eyebrows as they stared straight ahead without saying anything.  When Weis came back, he seemed even angrier, glancing at Lill hard before rearing on me.


  “Ms. Corwin’s made it clear that she wants you, Sink, to sit in with her and watch over the detail.  Or she’s goin’ back down.  What do ya think about that?”


  “I think, Weis, she’s the best chance we’ve got…” but then I looked over at Lill.  “He might not ever show, Ms. Corwin…”


  She shook her head.  “I know.  But… from what I gather by Mr. Weis being here, you don’t have any other idea where he might be.  So, like you said, this is the best chance you’ve got.  Right?”


  “I’ve got a few things in the works,” I said, not sure why I was arguing.


  “Then take care of them, Sink,” Weis cut in, “and then get back here and baby-sit Ms. Corwin.  My boys stay… they’ll be in the room right next to yours.  And that’s as far as I go!”  He took a moment to look at Lill, and she took a moment to look right back.  With that, Weis stalked over to the concierge and even as loud as both were soon yelling, I was able to ignore them and stare at Lill.


  “They find him out there, they’ll shoot him.  Unless I’m close enough to get a split-second of sense in.”


  “What kind of sense, Geoffrey?”  Lill looked over at Lieutenant Weis,  brow-beating the concierge.  “Vegas is more like that guy. They don’t speak your language anymore.  I can’t see him listening to you, and those guys in the big suits, they seem just like…”


  “Alright…” She was right.  Malcolm wouldn’t give me too much leeway anyway, not after the island, and it might not be his game anymore. It’d be the D.E.A.’s, or maybe even C.C.D.’s… god, I hoped not…  But still, I had to see Malcolm’s final report, see what’d happened, check for any more leads, and there was also my floater out there…


  “All right.  Give me one hour… hour and a half, and I’ll be back.  Will you stay here that long?  With them?”  I said, nodding at the Bermont twins.


  “One hour, Geoffrey.  That’s what I’ll give you,” Lill said, just as Weis came back.  He heard her, then looked over at me.


  “Hell, she’s starting to sound like me, Sink!”


   


  ***


   


  There was a reason Weis was so damn chipper, after he’d supposedly been pushed into doing something he didn’t want to do. 


  Of course I wasn’t gonna have any kind of say on that stakeout!  I never met a single stakeout officer who’d relinquish an ounce of authority, especially to a half-civilian like me.  So what really happened back there was a little wink-wink, sure, we’ll do what the lady wants.  And we needed her.  So basically what Weis had had me do was take his side in deceiving Ms. Lill, which was something I was loath to do, he knew; especially after I’d stuck up for her.


  So now I had an hour to myself, before I had to get my ass back to the hotel and sit on it.  Purgatory, before Weis put me in hell.  The only other option was to have Lill walk out on us, which I wasn’t really sure she’d do.  Well, I’d take that chance when I came to it.


  In the meantime I headed over toward the spek-squader’s precinct.  I remembered where it was from a while ago, a big steel bastion with a kinetic generator covering it like a bubble.  The whole of it was down by the docks, where they saw most of their action, and I had to take a lift down again, make my way through a tiny duty-free commerce sector.  That’s where things started to look up a bit.


  I noticed the kid a split second before he was on me; he’d changed his corduroys for a pair of jeans and a baggy bubble jacket with insulating wires.  Those really seemed to be in style. Still, his hair was the mess it had always been; as he came up to me he flicked it out of his face for a smile.


  “Hey, officer.  How things goin’?”


  I stopped and nodded over toward a fresher stand, made my way over, sat down, ordered a cranberry.  He didn’t get anything, just sat next to me, talking.


  “Heard about that accident, couple levels down?  Big old island just shhhlup – up an’ blew?  Probably take ‘em days to clean it all up… No flights for a while, and bet there’s lottsa people pissed ‘bout it.”


  “Yeah, well, you guys live on the ground, you wouldn’t have to worry ‘bout stuff like that.”


  “Oh, I’m not too worried.  Doesn’t really happen all that much around here.  When it does, the right asses get chewed, make sure it doesn’t happen again.  At least, I’m guessin’ that’s what happens.”


  There was a television just above the stand, tuned to a soccer game.  Two French teams, sub-nationals, were going at it.  I watched it for a bit, but no-one came close to scoring; they just kicked it back and forth across the middle for awhile.


  “So, you have anything to tell me?”


  “Maybe.  I might have somethin’.  Got a few guys, said they’re interested… in what you said before… you know, lookin’?  But I need a little more about this guy.”


  “Like what?”


  “Well… we’re gonna do some lookin’, help if we had some kind of, how you say it, profile?  Like what he can do, for one… what he likes to do, I mean.”


  Funny thing was, the kid still hadn’t asked what Vegas looked like.  I guess he could’ve heard it from some of the bystanders down on maintenance, but you think he would’ve asked for a picture or something.  The broadcast still hadn’t gone out yet.


  “They say he kills people, that’s all you need to know, kid.  Any of your friends get too close, they’re on their own.”


  “He good with that gun he’s got?”


  Another funny thing, he wasn’t talking about price any more.  You’d think that would be the first topic of conversation.


  “Does he need to be?”  I looked over at the kid and saw him shrug, but a little too quick, from my read.


  “No, guess not.  Don’t take but one bullet to blow out the atmosphere ‘round here.”


  “We’re not on an island, kid.  It’d take a couple sticks of dynamite to get through that plexi-steel,” I said, nodding at the wall, letting him turn the topic away, get comfortable again.


  That’s when the soccer game cut out, and there was Lill – Christ, was it ten o'clock already?  The kid watched her, even though the volume was low, and seemed to be straining his ears a bit.  I didn’t need to; I’d memorized her whole speech.


  But I want you to know, I care about you… and I…


  “Who that?  That his wife?” the kid asked.  I watched him watch her, and for a second, just a second, saw a tiny tick in his mouth, the beginnings of a smile, before it was squelched.  That’s when the back of my neck tingled, and a bolt of disaster sunk into my brain.


  I can’t see you… and I wish I could… Just see you and say…


  “Where she… she here on station?”


  “Tell you what, kid.  You want a profile on my guy Vegas?  That help you out some?”


  He finally tore his eyes away from the broadcast. “…yeah, man, I mean, we gonna be lookin’ for him an’ all…”


  “Sure.  Well, follow me.”  I got up, started walking away, not giving him a chance to argue, a chance for other options.  I couldn’t run, but my pace was as fast as I could make it, looking like I was in a hurry, but not frantic.  He finally caught up to me, asked me where we were going.  I didn’t answer.  After a couple seconds, we got on a tred-track, accelerating our pace, holding onto the railings and walking just as fast.  A minute on that, off again, and there we were. 


  Like I said, the spek-squad precinct was a real fortress.  There was a gate out front, just outside the kinetic bubble, with an arch of sparking metal to get through.  Beyond the gate was a three-story steel pyramid, slits for windows, iris doors on the ground, antennae arrays on top.  Around the back of it was a dock for their gunships, and I also saw what looked like a SAUG-class destroyer – a true Silverside – docked right in the middle, in case their magrails weren’t enough, I guess.  It was an impressive sight: at least half a kilometer long, two huge thrusters in back, two smaller ones in front, ten tiny ones along each side; those tiny ones could pivot, I’d heard, allowing it an impossible amount of agility for something so huge.  The twin barrels of its weaponry thrust out at the cosmos like they’d erase it all in one shot.


  The kid saw all this and stopped dead in his tracks.  “Wai, wait, man, where we goin’?”


  “Where you think we’re goin’?  You said you want a profile, we’re going to go get it.”


  “In there?  You get it, man.”


  “Look, I don’t have time for this shit.  I’m running pretty tight here, so you want some info, you come with me, we’ll sort out what I can give you.  Also, we can get the reward set in stone, so we’re all clear on that.  Then I’m done with all your little loose ends, I don’t have to worry about ‘em any more.  All right?”  Saying that, I turned, got up to the gate, gave my I.D. to the spekker there, and waited.  Rule number one: If you don’t want ‘em to argue, don’t let ‘em.  The kid stayed stranded behind me for a good minute, before finally sloping over about the same time the spekker cleared my I.D. 


  “He’s with me,” I said as the kid sauntered up.


  The spekker glanced at the kid, just his head turning above his pillar of armor.  “Still need his I.D.”


  “Don’t have none on me,” the kid said.


  “Then he ain’t comin’ in,” the spekker said, looking at me.


  “Put in a call to Sergeant Reeves.  Tell him it’s officer Geoffrey Sink, with a witness we need.  He’ll clear it.”


  The spekker went back to his little station, closed the door, came back out five minutes later with a clipboard, thrust it out at the kid.  “Sign here.”  The kid scribbled something down.  “Carry some I.D. on you next time, kid.”


  “Thanks for the tip, officer.  Don’t know what I’d do without you guys.”


  I turned, let the officer stare hard at the kid while I went through the arch, felt the static pick my hair up, then got to the iris, watched it shift open automatically.


  Beyond the iris, behind a plexiglass shield was the front desk, and there was Malcolm standing in front of it, waiting for me.  He was out of his armor, and to my surprise had a steel shaft instead of a right leg from the knee down.  The rest of his body was built like a prize-fighter’s, and he looked tense, sweaty.


  “Officer Sink,” he said, looking over my shoulder at the kid coming in behind me, trying to act nonchalant.  “Who’s this, then?”


  I turned.  “What’s your name, by the way, kid?”


  “Justin…,” the kid said, openly eyeing Malcolm’s leg like it was going to do a trick or something.


  “This is Justin,” I said, turning back to Malcolm.  “We need Justin searched and locked in an interrogation room just as soon as you can.”


  The kid froze, “Wh–” and had time to look back at the iris, now closed behind him, before Malcolm nodded to the guy behind the desk.  “What the fuck–” Justin was more than a little flustered, but that arch we went through also had a scanner built in, making sure he didn’t have anything to reach for, so all he could do was wait for someone to grab him.  Malcolm did the honors, maybe not liking the way the kid stared at his knee so much, while I signed in at the desk.


  “So you’re Sink,” the sergeant said while I watched Malcolm disappear, carrying the kid by his elbow.


  “Yeap,” I said, scribbling my name, the time, purpose: interrogation.  “Heard of me?”


  “Yeah.  Those Bermont guys got lots to say ‘bout ya.  Gonna finally do somethin’ here, then?”


  I shrugged.  “Kind of curious ‘bout that myself.”


   


  ***


   


  I was used to interrogation rooms; they were the one thing I can honestly say I knew every inch of.  Not that there was a lot to know: jet black table, couple of chairs, none of them built for comfort, the mirror, polished and shining, reflecting the light back, letting you know how crappy you looked; it all hadn’t changed much over the years.  Centuries, probably.


  As I walked in, alone (no, he’s got nothin’ to do with the island, just might’ve seen Vegas, I’ll see, he’s my witness), the kid was sitting in one of those hard-backed chairs, looking down at the table.  I recognized the pose: He wasn’t going to say a damn thing come hell or high water; he was just gonna ride it out.


  Well, we’d see.


  “Well, Raymond,” I said, getting out a file of papers, a notepad, setting them on the table. “Like you said, there’s alotta people angry about that big mess on the island.  Don’t care who gets chewed up, spit out, as long as we get something.”  I opened the file, started looking at it.  Pushed aside the fresh fingerprints, D.N.A. graphs on top to get to the meat beneath.  “Raymond Fines, twenty six… not much on you here, Raymond.  Small time.  That what you are?”


  He didn’t answer; I didn’t expect him to.


  “Caught once for carrying narcotics… just a gram short of something serious.  Extortion, brought down to disturbing the peace; Christ, there’s a stretch.  Must’ve had a decent lawyer on that one.”


  “I’ll get the same guy, soon as you charge me with somethin’.  Still waitin’.”


  I looked up from the papers.  “Well, that’s the thing, Raymond, we don’t have to charge you with anything quite yet.  Matter of fact, we can wait a whole day before we do.  You’re free to file a complaint after that. That’s your prerogative.”


  “Bet on it.”


  “But in the meantime, we’ll just sit here and talk, see where it goes.  How about that?”


  He was back to not saying anything.


  “The guy you were so curious about, his name is Richard Vegas.  He was on my load, went to jail five years for attempted murder, a few other things. Even that’s privileged.”


  A little of the hardness came out of his expression.


  “Before that, he worked out at Bermont.  Traveled a lot.  Down south.  That stuff you were carrying, that first time you got arrested?  Well… he would’ve shot you for it, if you’d run into each other down in Puerto Artiz. Then he got assigned to stellar. Traveled even more, up there.”


  At last he met my eyes, and I could see his front was fully up.  Sure, see what he could trick out of me, learn more from me than I would from him.  He thought he was that clever, I could tell.  Well, we’d see.


  “After that I’m not really sure what he did.  They don’t really keep records of those sorts of things, but… when he went to Mornville, he was in maximum, twenty hours a day in the cell, you know.”


  “Geez, well… he got caught for it.  That ain’t too smart.”


  “Well, where he was you usually don’t think about… getting away with things. I’m guessing, the way these things sometimes work, he was used to other people cleaning up his mess.  You know how that is, don’t you, Raymond?  Having other people back you, clean up your messes?”


  He didn’t say anything.


  “Well… maybe not.  That’s why you have to be smart, not like him.  You’re expected to clean up your own messes.”


  “Man’s gotta know his worth.”


  “Yes he does.  Yes he does.”  I leaned back.  “And since we’re talking about it, let me tell you what you’re worth to me, Raymond.  Whoever’s behind you, telling you to ask questions about Vegas, I’d be real interested to know who, and why.  That’s what you can give me, lay it out on the table.”


  “You’re the one tellin’ me–”


  “Wait, wait, let me finish.  I’ve got to make clear to you what you’re worth, Raymond.  Then you can sit back and decide how much you don’t know.  O.K.? 


  “O.K.  What you’re worth to the C.C.D., the Crisis Control Division, what you’re worth to them, is dick.  And if I don’t get anywhere here, if nothing comes out of this, after that island, guess who’s coming in?  And guess who’s going to review all our files, and see who was interrogated, and how successfully, and then take their own crack at it?  That’s riiight, the C.C.D.


  “So you see, Raymond, you can sit there and not say anything, and yes I’ll look like a putz, but then this putz’ll be replaced by somebody from the C.C.D.  And they’ll find you, and bring you in, and they’ve got the authority to do alotta things, not just hold you for a fuckin’ day, let you sleep at night in a nice comfy cell.  And I’ll tell you a little secret, Raymond, they’re not that smart.  No! – they’ll just cut a bloody fucking swath across the whole damn station, don’t care if they really solve anything, just as long as they make an example.  Hell, I hear they take bets about who’ll say the craziest shit on a water board. Just as long as they feel your employers’ve been taught a lesson.


  “Maybe… maybe your employers are doin’ the right thing here, I don’t know.  But the way it looks, they’re the ones that hired Vegas to take out that island, and well… that doesn’t look too good, Raymond. That makes it look like they need to be taught a lesson, like they’re not cleanin’ up their own messes.  If they let things get that out of hand, they actually took on someone like Vegas…”


  “Hey man, I got nothin’ to do with this.”


  “No?  Well, that’s good, Raymond.  But they won’t care.  Just me bringin’ you in here, that’ll be enough for them to get curious.  And honestly, Raymond, I never saw curiosity kill a cat – I don’t know where that damn saying comes from – but I have seen curiosity do some nasty things to people.  People just.  Like.  You.”


  He took a moment, moved his fists around under the table, took one and clutched his arm with it.  At last he looked up at me.


  “They’re takin’ care of it.  That’s why I came to you.  They’re taking care of it, and you’ll have your guy Vegas on a stick, arright?  They just wanted to know what you knew.  They want the same thing you guys do. They want Vegas gone.”


  “That right?  How they takin’ care of it, Raymond?”


  “They’ve brought in a guy… and I don’t care how good that fuckin’ Vegas is, this guy’ll do the job.”


  “Who?”


  “Johnny Blight.  Whatever, that’s his name he uses.  You’ll see how serious people are about getting this whole thing straight.  He’s…,” here, Raymond’s bottom lip trembled, just for a second. “He’s good at handling things.”


  “Why ain’t it done already, then, Raymond?  Why you need the info I’ve got?  If this Johnny’s that good, and they want it done so bad…”


  Here, Raymond looked up at me, looked away, looked back.  When they look like they’re lying, these guys, you know they’re telling the truth. 


  “I ain’t got nothin’ more to say.”
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  WE GOT OUT OF THE CLUB and right next to it, in the dock, was a sleek little needlecraft, jet black, boomerang fin on back.  I was the last to get on, and right before I did, I saw Johnny B. wave Rodrick out of the seat across from him and into the one next to him… leaving it open.  All for me.  Jorgan was on my left, still smiling as I sat down and the needlecraft sealed itself up.  It was kind of a bubble itself; its sides were all translucent, tinted, so you could catch the barest hint of stars as it glided out into the night.  Johnny B. held the reins on the automatic pilot, punching in some far-off destination, then leaned back and let go. 


  As we de-docked, a few restraints sealed over my shoulders, waist, and I could see the edge of an aqua-seal on the floor, two inches from my toes, ready to come up in case there was any kind of sudden depressurization.  Christ, this thing was loaded, and I’m sure it was all supposed to be reassuring. But given the circumstances…


  “Well, Ricky, how you like it?” Roddy asked, lighting a cigar fat as his thumb as we dropped into the sky.  Across from him, Jorgan took out a little bag from his pocket, opened it and stuck something in his mouth; while Johnny B. did nothing, just looked out the window, like he was going over his laundry list… which I guess he was.


  “Nice ride,” I said.  At that, Johnny looked away from the window, over at me, then at Rodrick, next to him.  “Mr. Rodrick… I’m impressed with your choice, here.  Having met Mr. Vegas, I must conclude he’s not nearly as volatile as I would have imagined.”


  “Yeah, well… heh!  I knew when I saw him ‘e had potential.”


  “Did you?  Such powers of perception you have.  And you, Jorgan.  What did you think of Mr. Vegas?  When you first saw him, I mean?”


  Jorgan was staring out the window, sucking on his root, and jumped a little when he heard his name.  “Didn’t know what to think… looked a little ragged, but hey, man’s been on the run.”


  “Well, I suppose your judgment was as sound as it could’ve been, circumstances and all.”


  “Yeah – heh.” And Jorgan was back out the window again.


  Johnny turned back to Rodrick.  “Well, Rodrick, aside from that, how is our little project going?  All set for the morning, are we?”


  “Oh yeah, oh yeah… it’ll go off all right.”


  “No more dissent?”


  Roddy looked at me, winked. “Madman here took care’a that.”


  “Have you been over there to check on things?”


  “Yess… few hours ago, everything looked good.  Real good.”  Now even I could tell Roddy was full of it, from the way he smiled and put that cigar in his mouth all of the sudden.  Smoke was starting to cloud the whole enclosure, but nobody seemed to mind. Even Johnny, which surprised me, his issues with contaminants and all.


  “Fine.  Fine.  I’ve been talking to Mr. Vegas here, and he mentioned that you haven’t been kind enough to invite him.”


  Roddy turned to me, blew out some smoke.  “You like to go, Ricky?”


  I looked over at Johnny, wondering when play-time would stop – I mean, when was everyone gonna just get this whole thing over with?  Still, shifting in my seat a little bit, I tried to relax.  It was hard with that bar biting into my shoulders.  “Why not?… sounds like a once-in-a-lifetime thing.”


  “Good way ta put it.”  Here, Roddy looked over at Johnny B. “Well… I hadn’ really thought of it, ya know… I thought he was just goin’… away.”


  “Well I’m inviting him,” Johnny B. said, looking over at me.  “Yes, you’re invited, Mr. Vegas.  We’ll have a few vacancies.”


  With the touch of a button, it happened.  Up came the aqua-shield; thick plastic, filled with liquid, filling my lungs, just the right amount of oxygen to make breathing at least a probability.  Across from me, I saw Johnny B.’s seat do the same; the liquid so thick he was just a murky shadow.


  But Roddy and Jorgan, they just sat there… until the hatch we’d walked into opened back up, just the tiniest of irises, a foot or two in diameter, devouring the smoke in an instant.  Roddy was closest: I saw his arms bend flat along his sides as he was sucked out of his restraints, sucked suddenly out that sickeningly small hole.  I caught a little of his waist – their waists, together, before their bones and flesh were squeezed to pulp, and they were gone.  Slowly, the hole closed…


  And after a few minutes my aqua-shield dripped off my face, my shoulders, collapsing.  Heaters under my seat blasted a furnace across my shins. Across from me, I could see Johnny’d pierced his aquashield first, and he was out of his restraints, a thin pistol in his hand.  My restraints, if anything, felt tighter than ever.


  “Well… guess that’s what it’s like to be born again, Mr. Vegas.  Twins, no less.  Ha ha!”  Johnny B. was smiling.  I glanced at the iris, saw a set of red, crystallized fingerprints, smearing their way over to the hole.  My stomach came up, and a load of the liquid residue that’d been caught in my lungs spilled over my chest.


  “Here now,” Johnny B. said in his soft voice, opening a compartment next to him, handing me a towel. “Clean yourself up.  They say that mixture is fairly sterile, but the lining in your stomach is hardly free of contaminants.”  I took the towel and wiped my face with one hand, the other holding the restraint, leaning into it.


  “Oh, that’s quite all right, Mr. Vegas.  You needn’t do that.  Those bars can withstand more G-force than your bones, and they’re designed not to slip.  At all.”


  “What… what did you…”


  “Oh, Mr. Rodrick’s been PISSING ME OFF, Mr. Vegas.  Yes.  And you… well, you haven’t been… quite as much.


  “I know what happened on that island, Mr. Vegas.  You… neglected one of the gentlemen, and he was kind enough to send us word of the whole affair.  It was nice to hear from him; he and his employer hadn’t been talking to us, as of late… but of course he had only one place to turn.  Quite a predicament you got yourself out of, I must say.  The gentleman in question blamed everything on you, of course, but… well, parts of his narrative were a bit questionable.  Your pellet-gun, for instance, it couldn’t have penetrated that dome, as he claimed… and regardless, they had you tied down and helpless.  At that point, all responsibility and consequence became theirs.”


  “Nice of you to… see it that way,” I said, looking out the window, like Jorgan had done, my mind going everywhere.  I heard myself muttering, muttering something just to keep from breaking down.  “geez I… I m-missed one?…  No kidding… Well…”


  “No kidding.  But hey – you’re alive!  Right?  Though a few questions remain: How long, and why – and what would you like to do with yourself?”


  “I’d… I’d like to wash this crap off me.” I took a hard stare at the iris, tried to get it together, keep my tongue working; that was the only way I was gonna live, if any.  “Why’d you… I thought Rodrick had some important things to… to do.”


  “He did, and they’re done now.  Everything’s set up, that’s all just grunt work, Mr. Vegas, and there are some good folks on the ground floor.”


  The needle was drifting close to what looked like one of the station’s main docks.  Down there, I watched as a gigantic, flat-box hauler pulled into port, a good kilometer long.  Never designed to enter an atmosphere, its hull was cluttered with all sorts of arrays, tiny protrusions, a dozen smaller docking areas along each side.  To its left and right were a pair of smaller haulers, one of them on standby, its lights down, derelict.


  “You see that one there?” Johnny B. said, pointing.  “The one with its lights off?  Every hour it spends in port an estimated one hundred thousand dollars is lost.  Every hour.  Keeping those haulers moving has always been Horizon’s primary purpose… to Moscavi, the colonies, and back, laden with ore, or whatever you drag to and from the stars.  Those haulers have been the lifeblood of Horizon; everyone here is attached to them in some way… them, or those that work on them.”


  “Hm.”


  “Tomorrow, however, a new era begins.  A new annex.  Do you know what they’re about to do, here?”


  “No.”


  “They… some outside investors… have constructed a slider that will transport materials – low density, at first – all the way to Moscavi station.  Why, one hour of activity in that annex would be enough to transport the entire hull of that hauler down there.  The entire hull!  With a minute fraction of the manpower, in one thousandth the timeframe!”


  “Exciting.”


  “Yes… the Originals have been invited, and accepted the invitation, to help us all celebrate this glorious event.”  Here, Johnny B. exhaled on the glass, steaming it for a second. 


  “And who can stop progress!?  Who indeed!?  To lie down in front of the steam train was to get run over, cut in half!  To protest the encroachment of the automobile was to get drowned out in smog!  To speak out against Horizon’s making…”  Here, Johnny B. tapped his finger on his chin for a moment.


  “Wait… come to think of it, there was a point where it seemed as if Horizon would never be made.  The cost too high, the risks too extreme, the domestic burden too great – yes… For quite some time, Horizon was merely a whim of rich industrialists!  The masses, those whose tax dollars and votes and nod of assent was tangentially needed – they remained skeptical, skeptical indeed!


  “But then… out of the sky, who did we have? – Why, it was our forefathers, giving us our dreams back.  They, the mighty, the legendary Originals, they lent us our optimism, they squelched all dissent – just their presence, just the fact that they were there!  Back a hundred years after blast-off – back from the space-time distortion grave! Who could fight, who could argue against such a profound influence, such an… effective tool of ideology?”


  In the pit of my stomach, then, I knew where he was going. 


  “Who could argue with the fact that they were alive!?”


  “You’re… going to try to…” No, nobody would… 


  “Kill them?  Wellll, no, no, not directly… what would that do, Mr. Vegas?  The project’s done… besides, they’d be martyrs, and the last effort of a martyr is, practically speaking, unstoppable. 


  “No.  What you don’t know, Mr. Vegas, is that the Originals haven’t been invited just to give us a pat on the back.  That would be much too placid a responsibility.  No, no, one of them – Jorge Montavo, the original Mission Commander – is going to test it.  With himself!”


  I didn’t answer, and Johnny, appreciating this, went on.


  “Oh, what a surprise it will be!  ‘I’ve missed my treks across the stars… but this, hell – this is easy enough even for me!’ he’ll say to such fond applause, people so impressed with his daring, his everyman humility!  Then he will get on the slider, and Horizon’s fate will be sealed…”


  At last, Johnny B. stopped, his smile dissipating as if it had never been, his eyes widening while he stared at me.


  “Why are you fuckin’ lookin’ at me?  Why are you fuckin’–”


  “Because we’re short of skilled hands, strong minds and hard hearts, Mr. Vegas.  We’re short…


  “…of people like you.”


  “You might as well just blow me out that hole, buddy.  Or tell you what, I can think of a few other holes you can blow–”


  “Ah!  Gutter vulgarity – comes without effort for you, does it not?  But think, Mr. Vegas – we can offer you everything you want!  And everything… you don’t want.”


  “What the fuck are you–”


  He turned to the control console.  “Haven’t you been keeping up with your soaps, Mr. Vegas?  Here, here’s a tawdry chapter you might have missed!”  With two fingers he turned on the screen.  I had to strain to see it, but when it came on my heart stopped.


  There Lill was, looking beautiful, dressed up.  Like… like she had when she’d come to pick me up from the cage.


  Lill.


  “Ricky… I… want to say something to you, before you go.  You’re in trouble, a lot of trouble, and I’ve been asked to try and get you to come back.”


  I watched a tear fall down her cheek, the first tear in years.  Watched Johnny B. lick his lips.


  “Please, I hope you do the right thing… what’s best for you.  But I want you to know I care about you, and I… I hope you save yourself.  I can’t see you… and I wish I could, just see you and say I love you, one last time.”


  “And thank YOU,” Johnny B. said, turning off the screen.  “Geez – what you miss when you skip a day?  At any rate, she’s here, come to see you, to tell you she cares and… and she hopes you save yourself, Mr. Vegas.


  “We, on the other hand, we hope you save her.”


  I didn’t say anything, just let him talk.  If I opened my mouth, it’d be something else he could use.


  “It’s not all to be negative reinforcement, however.  You do this job for us, you realize we’d either have to kill you… or get rid of you.  Obviously you might not work for us if you think we’re going to kill you - hah!” At that, he looked over at the iris, the frozen bloodstains, cleared his throat, “so we’re willing to offer you a place on one of the colony ships.  Going out to the horseshoe nebula.  It’s a complicated process, but… well, there are some passengers who would like to sneak aboard some extra supplies… of a sensitive nature; things that would be frowned upon by those who want our colonists to be among our purest and best!  It’s a small ship, ten families, with enough frozen… material, I suppose that’s the acceptable word,  to produce ten more if need be.  You can be Uncle Ricky, if you want.  It has been done before, Mr. Vegas. It just takes a bit of doing.  And we’ll do the doing for you, if you do this little thing for us.”


  “If I do… whatever it is you need done, you’ll put me on a colony ship.  And… if I don’t…”


  “Well, we’ll kill Lill Corwin, for one.  And you.  And well… that’s about it.”  He shrugged.  “You got us there, Ricky.  It’s your life and Ms. Corwin’s… or the life of an old man who’s a hundred years past his prime.”


  “Geez, I mean what, you’re just gonna make his slide look like an accident?”


  “Well… a major accident.  Actually, the whole contraption has to go – don’t want them working the old bugs out, now do we?  No, we want the public to say: Don’t ever build it again! Give those folks in Congress plenty to quibble about.”


  I looked away from him.  “Well, I hate to state the obvious, but in case you couldn’t tell from my time on that island, I’m not much good at making things look like accidents.”


  “Oh—Pff! Of course not!  Don’t worry, you’ll get help, we’ve got plenty.  But…”


  But no patsies, as of yet, none of those.  Which is what I would be.


  “…but we need someone there as a bit of a distraction. Someone to turn heads – even steel-bolted spekker heads – and make a mess of things.  That’ll be you, Vegas.”


  He’d be a little suspicious if I didn’t seem the least bit interested in this supposed colony ship that was going out, even though I’d never be on it. No, instead I’d be on every news channel from Algeria to Pluto: the monster of the millennium, the psycho killer who burned his way up Horizon, slaughtering honest citizens all to way to the peak, where he killed one – hell, maybe all of the Originals.  I fit the profile, no need to dig too deep into the reasons, the whys or maybes.


  Basically, he thought I was stupid.  Was I stupid, I had to wonder?  The way things’d been going, I’d sure been acting like it, so I could forgive his judgment, I guess.


  I took the towel and rubbed my face down, down to the skin, and kept rubbing.  The pain gave me a moment to myself, a moment to get something together.  When at last I took the towel away, Johnny B. was still looking at me.


  “I’m just curious… what’s the B stand for?”


  “B?… Ah!… Blight.  I guess you could call it my second… given name.”


  “Who gave it to you?”


  “A lot of people, Vegas.  A lot of people did.  Now, do I have at least a… tentative answer, before we go on?”


  I put the towel down, nodded.  “Tell me about this ship.”
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside


  8:15 p.m. Monday


  



  AT THE STATION, I had a lot of time – a few seconds, at least – to think about this officer in our department we all call ‘Onslaught.’  What he does is he gets a rumor about one of his parolees, then drags the guy in for a consult.  His technique’s always the same: He scrunches up his eyes, ducks his head down a little like he’s a dive bomber going on a run, then launches in with this low monotone.


  “They saw you at that bar.  Were you at the bar?”  No, I…. “Were you drinking?”  No, I… “You were drinking, weren’t you?”  No, I…. “How much did you drink?  You know you can’t drink on parole?  You know that, don’t you?”  I… “I know you know that.  What did you drink?”  I wasn’t… “All your friends, they were drinking, having a good time.  But you weren’t?  What were you drinking?”


  A lot of the time, his parolees give something up, and Officer Onslaught’s satisfied – he’s done good.  Course a lot of the time, he gets some new evidence back, proves everything he found out’s just plain bogus, and he’s gotta do it all over again.


  All the guys that came in to see Raymond once this Johnny Blight’s name came up, they made Onslaught look pretty damn restrained.  Christ, suddenly every spekker in the place wanted something to do with him, and after a while I didn’t bother watching; it was all getting so imprecise there just wasn’t anything you were gonna get out of it.


  Still, when I saw Johnny Blight’s formal file, I could see why: why they were going all out, and why it was all imprecise.  I was in the middle of it when Reeves came up to me.


  “Jesus,” I said.


  “Ain’t he a mother?” Reeves said.  For a moment, spacey as I was, I wondered where that expression came from.  My mother hadn’t been that bad.


  “Anyway, put that down.  Trust me, it’s more of the same.”


  “I was just looking for a… description of the guy.”


  He snorted.  “Don’t bother with that either.”


  “What is it?”  I finally asked, setting the file down.


  Reeves looked at me, sitting across from his desk, and again it was almost eerie how I couldn’t even get a hint from his eyes.  Finally, he spoke.  “I’m going to lay this file down here on my desk for about ten minutes, before it has to go back where it came from.  Now I’m a little thirsty.  I’m going to go get a drink of water.”


  Sure, standard procedure – and what a wonderful one it was, I thought as Reeves set a file down and walked off.  I picked it up and saw he’d given me a little reward for my work: prelims on the island incident.  It was hard not to tear it in my rush to get it open. 


  Two minutes later, I saw Malcolm’s initial instincts had been correct: The guy they had, he did have his… associations, and he was under D.E.A.’s jurisdiction now.  I read over the transcripts of his interrogation, and the hit man he described sounded a lot like Vegas.


  But there was one other thing: when they asked him why Vegas might have done this, the guy gave a funny answer.


  "I don't know, man… Coulda been a lotta reasons."


  "Like what?  Guy had a drug habit, wanted free samples?"


  "Told you, man, all that stuff was just private, for our own…"


  "Right, right."


  "We had some mon-mon lyin' around…"


  "Not much; we counted it.  Think harder.  You could be a real help to us here, George.  You want to be a help to us, don't you?"


  "Y-yeah, I… Well… Mr. Jimmy didn’t like… some in-house stuff that was gonna go down.  He was on the solo 'bout that, though.  Maybe that…” 


  <Witness stops talking. 3.2 seconds>


  “What stuff?”


  <5.3 seconds.  Witness speaks with attorney.>


  “What stuff?  George, do we have to—”


  “Let’s just say, man…  Ya may think tomorrow’s a new day, but it ain’ gonna be.”


  No matter what, then, the guy wouldn’t elaborate.  Well, whatever that meant.


  “Speaking of tomorrow morning,” Malcolm said, coming back, spotting the page I was on from about ten feet away, “like I told you before, first half of the day, up to ‘bout fourteen hundred, half of us here have watch duty at the inaugural.” He closed the file as he sat down.


  “With the Originals?”


  “Yeah… there’ve been the usual Earther threats on this thing… everything’s got to be pretty tight.  We’ve got six officers over there already, watching over the setup.”  As he eased into his seat, I made a point not to look at his leg, listening to it hiss a little bit.


  “That’s not that many, is it?”


  “Well, that’s just us; they don’t expect a full-on terrorist assault before anyone’s even shown up; that’s basically the reason we’re there.  Ground-side’s got another thirty officers, then there’s this private security firm, Holvenhaus, hired by the investors. They’re local, but pretty good.  Anyway…”


  “Yeah, anyway, well, I was hoping to get over there too, but… I’m probably just going to be babysitting Ms. Lill.”


  “Who?”


  “Vegas’s…”


  “Oh, right… saw her. Lill.”  For a moment, I couldn’t believe it, his neutral expression warmed.  “Feel sorry for ya.”


  “You should.”  I got up; late as I was.


  “Hey, you did pretty good in there, Sink.  Took you less’n two minutes.  That’s gotta be some kind of record around here,” Malcolm said as I stepped toward the exit.


  I turned, nodded.  “Thanks.”


  “Let’s just hope you’re not right, though.”


  “Bout what?”


  “C.C.D.  Those assholes come in, we’ve all got problems.”


   


   


  ***


   


   


  I was thinking a lot about C.C.D. as I made my way over to the central dispatch, to check some of the call-ins they’d received from our media spot.


  “WHO is this guy, really?  I mean… what, with all this stuff he’s supposedly done, we’re expected to believe he’s going to listen to the love of his life and come back home?  Give me a break!  They’re just gonna put him in a box, is what they’re gonna do.  I’ll be damned if–”


  “Sir, you’re tying up an official line,” two officers said at once as I walked into the large, airy room, flush with florescent lighting.


  It was nearly midnight, I was late getting back to Lill, and pretty damn tired.  There was one sergeant stationed here full-time, a beat-boy named Orwell, and I had to pity him.  It’d been like this all night, he said.


  “Nothing solid?”


  “Neh.  All pretty soggy… these all-nighters, I tell ya.  They need a vacation more’n I do.”


  “Bold statement.”


  Orwell smiled.  “You gotta number?  I’ll call ya if we get anything.”


  “Appreciate it,” I said, writing it down.  “Anything, O.K.?”


  “Sure, bud.” And at that there was another call.  The guy looked so damn dejected I couldn’t help but pick it up for him.


  “Horizon police.  Can I–”


  “You shore can.  You shore can.”


  “How can I help you?”


  “I’m callin’ ‘bout that picture you been postin’.


  "What about it?  Have you seen–"


  "Yea, I've seen… seen more'n you."


  “Do you… have any infor–”


  “ ‘E’s running with the devil, now… ‘e ain’t all the way gone, but ‘es on ‘is way. You is too – you lettin’ the devil lead ya. You’re ‘is only chance at salvation, now.”  With that, the phone went dead: crisp, pure static. 


  Orwell looked over at me, shrugged.  “Told you so, buddy.  They’re all like that.”


  “Yeah,” I said, putting the phone down. “Well, good luck, bud.”


  But he was already on another call as I headed out, down the lift, walking briskly toward World Window Suites, getting as much exercise as I could before I’d have to sit tight.


  Soon enough the hotel was in front of me, the thick blocks of stone, old iron lamps sticking out at street level.  Through the door, the concierge saw me, and didn’t look too happy as I walked up to him and was handed a key.


  “Room sixteen-oh-three,” he said.


  “Where are…”


  “Your… friends… have room sixteen-oh-five.  Unless you mean the ones crowding our security station.”


  “Consider them charitable.  For free.”


  “And worth every penny.”


  All right then, I thought, taking the key and turning away, walking over to the elevator.  It was really nice, with gilded bronze plating, little fleur-de-lis’.  The porter smiled tightly at me, then turned to the couple that stepped on just after me, two elderly tourists in baggy silk clothes, the man eyeing my coat with obvious distaste.  I felt like lighting a cigarette, but the sixteenth came soon enough, and I stepped off before doing anything uncouth.  Sixteen-oh-three was only a few steps away, and I knocked lightly. Seconds passed before Lill Corwin opened it, all freshened up, wearing jeans and a t-shirt.  God.


  “Ms… Corwin.”


  “Lill, Geoffrey, that’s fine.  Come in.”


  I did, closing the door behind me.


  “So… get all your… things taken care of?” she said, making her way to a living room of sorts, with a couch and two chairs, flat-top in front of a full kitchen.  She’d been eating some Thai food; its remains were on the counter, the sweet, spicy smell making my stomach growl.  She saw where I was looking and went to the fridge, pulled out two little white boxes and a clean plate from a rack by the sink.  I walked to the counter and nodded.


  “Yeah… I did.”


  “Anything?”


  “No.”  Nothing I was going to tell her, that’s for damn sure.


  “Hm.  What would you do without me?” she said with a smile as she put the plate in a tiny little ceramic oven.  Cute.


  “I’d be pretty lost,” I admitted.  “Right now, though, nobody seems to care much.  They’re all getting ready for tomorrow morning.”


  “The lieutenant mentioned that… the Originals.  God, I was just… nineteen when they came… and they were just the coolest, I remember,” she said with a laugh.  “Jorge Montavo, even though I was with Ricky I had a huge crush on him, and he was what, forty?”


  “More like a hundred and forty.”


  “Well, I never had the healthiest crushes…”


  “I remember applying for voyage school like three times, like everyone else,” I said.


  “Maybe we could head out there tomorrow, if… it’s not a risk.” 


  “Ha!  Everything’s a risk with you… but, well, you’re not under arrest or anything.”


  In a moment the food was warm, and she put it in front of me.  “Beer?” she asked, at the fridge, getting one for herself.


  “Sure,” I said, “thanks, I… haven’t eaten since…”


  “You look it,” she smiled, handed me a fat-bottled Red Stripe, sipping at hers.  “In a good way, though.”


  I smiled, “Guess that’s fine, then,” and with that I couldn’t help but eat for a bit, sip at the beer, while she stayed with me.  “They give you any trouble, here?” I asked at last.


  “No, not much.”


  I nodded, not sure where to go.  She took it up.  “Those guys next door, though… I can’t help but…”


  “They’ll stay where they are, don’t worry.  I’ll…”


  “You’ll take care of it.”


  “Yes…”


  “While we wait for Ricky to come break down my door,” she said, actually smiling.


  “How did you two…”


  “Hm?”


  “How did you two … get involved?”


  “Oh, we were young. Midwest sweethearts, ready to get out, and we did. Took a road trip all the way to the Nevada coast, slept in a car all the way. After he got posted.”


  “Adventure.”


  “Yep. That it was. He… was about as close as I ever got to anyone.”


  I sipped my beer.


  “Then things… we… after the posting and the incident, he never even told me, not once, why he was arrested. Wouldn’t talk at all, about anything. It was like he was gone, and then they took him away and… he really was. Just… gone. Our love became an alley, then a hole. And maybe he already filled it in.”


  “Why did you… stay for him?”


  “Stay?”


  “While he was in prison.”


  “Well… I don’t know. He didn’t,” she said, then looked up at me quickly, changing the–


  “But you’ll stay, won’t you, Geoffrey?”


  Now what the hell was she doing, I couldn’t help but wonder.  She sipped at her beer, and man it was a sight, like a commercial I’d see late at night, right there in front of me.  I wasn’t the most handsome man, and I didn’t have the most handsome job, I was certain of that; maybe she was just scared.


   “I’ll stay, if that’s what you want.”


  “It is,” she said, setting her beer down. “I don’t think I’ll get much sleep, it’s… so spacey up here.”  With that, she looked out the window; the crystal towers were there, all their antennas blinking, and beyond some cluttered-up docks.


  “You don’t like–”


  “The space.  No.  I need to feel cozy to sleep, Geoffrey.  Warm.”  She turned, sipping her beer, and something sudden happened. I swear there was nothing, absolutely nothing I could do but look her in the eyes as she walked up to me, set the beer down just next to my hand, letting her hair dip down over her shoulder.  Nothing.


  “Can you make me feel… cozy, Geoffrey?  Warm…”  As warm as my breath on her neck, just inches away.


  “I… think…”


  “A man thinks with his belly…” and she reached out and touched my full belly, lightly.  “Doesn’t he?”  I took my own hand and slid it around her, a natural thing, like the smell of her, the way she arched her head back to me, met my lips, wrapped herself around me when I grabbed her hair, her neck and back and legs.  I wanted her to feel warm, wanted it with everything I was worth… I wanted this moment to stay vivid, burning, until the day I died.


  And to be honest, it did.
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  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, Starside


  9:42 p.m. Monday


  



  WHEN WE FINALLY LANDED and the restraints were off my chest, it was still hard to breathe.  I ducked out of the iris, careful not to let its edges brush me, and saw we were in a part of the docks that was pretty much sealed-off from the rest.  There was one dock open to the hull of a smallish vessel, a few crates stacked here and there, and that was it.


  Johnny B. was silent as he stepped off after me and began walking, expecting me to follow.  I did; where the hell else was I gonna go?  But as I walked, I studied his back, his strut: not too graceful, from my estimate, a little sluggish.  A front, I was sure, like the rest of him; a cold, hard killer never got that soft.  But still… maybe there was somethin’ in it, some fatigue from the years of doing what he did.  Could I take him, like this?  And those that’d hired him, would they get to Lill before I could? If that’s what I was determined to do?


  These things roamed through my head as Johnny walked up to an access way, took out a keycard and slid it through.  The door opened, and there on the other side were storage yards – lots of them – cluttered around us in every direction. Men and women, stock workers, mostly, stacked and wrapped plasti-steel pallets, moved them onto even bigger anti-grav slates, moved those to one of a dozen gigantic lifts headed up, or maybe one of the docking gates open to the interior of a freighter; headed for Mars, the belts, who knew.  How big it all was, I thought as I followed Johnny past the most of it, until at last I came to a tiny lift designed for people, not thousand-pound freight-crates.  Again, Johnny slid his card through the pad, the lift slid open, and on we went, just the two of us.  In a second my legs started to swim; we must’ve started up at quite a rate, I thought – and then knew for sure as the wall in front of me gave way to a crystal window, broken now and then by a strut of steel, gliding down past my face so quick it looked like an old television screen that couldn’t quite get the channel right. 


  But what a channel: midnight, twilight, whatever – the rim of the world just level with my eyes, the sun long gone, just a purple residue on the horizon.  Below, I saw the lights of the Nevada coast shimmering like a mirage; and above, the stars, pinpricks in the purple blanket.


  At last the bars slowed, until one was directly in front of my eyes, and stayed there.  Behind me I heard a hiss, felt a rush of cold air.


  “Let’s get you situated, Ricky.  You’ll need a right good rest,” Johnny said when I didn’t turn around right away.  Finally I did, looking him in the eye, then past him, down a long hall with lime-green wallpaper, patterned: pink flowers mixed with mildew stains.


  “It’s not the Plaza, but there’s water.  Hot, even.”


  “This where you’re stayin’ too?..  Johnny?”


  Johnny turned without a word and opened the second door on the right.  Walking in behind him, I saw the wallpaper hadn’t changed.  Tiny little bubble window in the far wall, fold-down bed just below it.  Past a door I saw a sink, pot of porcelain, rim of a tub.


  “Will you need anything else?” Johnny asked, deadpan.  I wasn’t sure whether he was screwing with me or not.  I turned to him, and those thoughts got into my head.  Again, wondering if I could take him, if it’d at least be worth a try…


  “No.”  Actually, compared to the last couple of days, this was the Plaza.  One thing I was sure of: Here, they weren’t going to wake me up with a steel pipe.  Place might be wired up, but what did I care?


  Johnny watched me, maybe saw what I’d been thinking about before.  He took a second to smile, then went on, in no hurry.  “Good…  Good.  I’ll come by in the morning… that’ll be… six hours.  We’ll see what we can do about fixing you up. 


  “New beginnings, Ricky.  New beginnings.”


  “Right,” I said, and let him walk out on his own.


   


  Here I was, all to myself.  First time, just like I’d wanted for so long.  I headed to the bathroom, saw the tub and turned on the water, let it run all the way hot.  The mirror started to cloud; I watched myself until it did.  Didn’t say a word, but thought ‘em: Here we are.


  The tub was full, I got out of my dress pants: so long ago, making sure they were pressed, creased, no stains.  Now… barely sewn-up tear in back, hole in the front, and the color was something different altogether.


  The water was hot, Johnny was right, and I sank into it, stared at the wall just next to me.  Stared for a long time, while the water settled.  The silence.  Then and only then did I try it: try to find a pair of dark eyes. Dark, dark brown – as dark… as dark as the wall of my cage at night, when I couldn’t sleep and I wanted someone to keep looking at me, watching me…


  But now… no.  They weren’t there, not like I wanted: no, no – now all I could see were some… mock-images, photographs in my mind.  Flashes.  


  Coals and barbs: walking in sunlight, laughing; lying under black branches and stars, a touch, a touch of her… against the cold, lime-green wall.


  My body started to shake at first, first my throat, then shoulders, chest… my tears came down, slow, I let them, before choking in each breath, hearing the sounds echo broken, back to me.  The water, my body, I didn’t want to move either; just wanted to lean against the wall, feel it against me.  Cold.  Something else, something other than this thick, muffled throb I shouldn’t even be letting into me, shouldn’t…


  I was against it, then, hugging it with a curled-up fist as my body shuddered and I said something out loud to myself at last – at last when I could get a breath:  “What’re you gonna do now, Ricky…. what’re you gonna…”


  I was out of the water, splashing the floor, wiping the mirror, looking at myself, wanting to see myself when I talked.


  “What are you gonna do now, Ricky?  Huh?!”  I slapped the mirror with my palm, saw it quiver, not break, “HUH?!” then grabbed the sink, pulled and yanked until it was jerking a little in my hands, before letting it go. 


  Then back to the tub, sinking in, sinking all the way to the bottom, the water around me, something I could feel.


  After a while it all wore itself out; I lay in the hot, thick steam and stared at the ceiling, letting myself slip…


  I saw myself out the door, out to the elevator, heading up even farther.  The Sun was starting to rise over the rim of the world, past the window, between the iron bars going down, down, down…


  But I didn’t watch the bars… I stared at that sun.  Stared until I was sure I was blind.
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside
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  THE SUN STRUCK, and I realized that in my youth, all my illusions were precious.  I loved them… I didn’t realize them, but I loved them.


  Now, when I woke up, I had them again.  Looking next to me: There she was.  Asleep.  Not a wrinkle, trace, worry, doubt, nothing.  Fresh, pure exoneration.


  I tried a bit to take my eyes off her.  I couldn’t.  I got close, and at last she was awake.


  “Hey,” I said.  Just like a kid.


  Not a word from her.  Just a look, right into my eyes, looking for something.  I was there, anything she wanted.


  “Morning,” she said.  A smile to melt the sun.


  Then she was up, out of the bed, pulling a white cotton robe over her skin.  I’m going to shower, she said.  O.K., can I… sure.  The water’s hot – HOT!  Oh, big tough proler…


  It took an hour for my clothes to get pressed; in that time we quieted down a bit.  I called Weis, let him know no, no sign of Vegas.  Nothing.


  But there was a sign.  One little sign.


  “Geoff…?”


  “Yes,” I said.  At the table, chewing on a continental breakfast, thinking.


  “I… want to know.  About Vegas.”


  “What about him?”  We’ve got some fruit, croissants, jam.  I picked a little at the melon.


  “You…  I want you to promise something to me.”


  Looking up from the croissants, I noticed her face.  Her eyes.  And knew I wasn't ready for this.


  “Of course.”


  “Promise me… you’ll do what you can.  Whatever you can.”


  She kept my eyes, and it was all there.   Last night, right now, five years before.  Everything.  What it was all about.  Him. I smelled the croissants and wanted to push them away, but didn’t have the energy.


  “Of course I—”


  “Promise me.”


  “O.K.  I promise.”


  She nodded and knew not to say any more.  Left her croissant on her plate and went and got her coat.  I was able to stand at last, to go and get mine, too.  We looked at each other for a second, and finally she smiled and it was almost, almost enough.


  “Let’s go see what it looks like to be immortal.”


  “Sure.”


   


  I’d always kind of wondered myself what the Originals looked like in real life.  I mean, I knew they weren’t twelve feet tall and their skin didn’t glow and there weren’t any halos or anything, but… part of me still believed there had to be something more to them.  To be bathed constantly in camera flashes and adulation; to ride up to the edge of the known universe and back again… there had to be something different, didn’t there?


  Well, that’s what I was thinking while Lill and I made our way out of the Suites as quick as we could, before Weis’s men could march out of their room to object.  I did talk to one of the officers downstairs in the lobby, told him we were going to see the Originals and what I saw in his eyes was like sunlight poking through the window of a gray, florescent-lit room.


  “We could probably use an escort, just in case.  Might be an hour or so.”


  “Sure, let me radio it in…”


  “You do that, but we’ve got to get going, it’s going to start any minute…”


  We walked out into the street, to the West lift, this time crowded like I couldn’t believe, barely standing room.  Lill scrunched against me, looking up, smiling a little, and it was a perfect pain in my heart, being lied to like this.  But what could I do?  Just smile back and look away before it got too hard to breathe.


  The lift stopped on Vista, and that’s what the level was: three floors above the main thoroughfares we’d all just come from, a flat, glass-ceilinged hall over a kilometer long and just as wide, with lights shining from the sides, not the ceiling, not hazing out those bright white stars.  No, something else did that: Around the corner of the planet to which we were so tenuously attached came the barrage of the sun, its rim enough to make everything look bright yellow.  I looked at my hand and saw it outlined in a faint trace of red, like it was branding the air itself.


  The hall was just as crowded as the lift, maybe more so, and security was having a time of it.  I saw those Holvenhausers that Malcolm Reeves had told me about, all dressed in a crisp yellow.  For a private firm, they seemed pretty well trained: all wearing headsets and even an occasional grid-screen to cover the eyes of a supervisor, relaying information clearer and faster than their ears could manage.  There were two balconies on opposite sides dotted with them, as well as a suspended camera array swarming with what seemed like fifteen technical crews.  The platform hovered back and forth, stretching its lines to the ceiling, trying to get the best angle of the stage in front of us.


  The stage was something, all right.  Three steps, each wide as a house, covered in red and yellow carpeting, leading up to what looked like a cathedral dais.  And where the cross would’ve been was the biggest slider mechanism I’d ever seen: two crescents of metal facing each other, one man standing next to them barely coming a quarter of the way up.  Pincers and long metallic arms with needles on their ends sat poised beside it, looking like they were about to give an injection to the air; behind it, a long ramp stretched out toward the stars, narrowing to a needle-point just short of the glass dome itself.


  Next to the slider were a couple rows of chairs, a podium that was nothing more than a thin metal beam supporting a glass panel, glowing with muted florescence.  A few people were mingling up there, shaking hands, talking amongst each other; I didn’t recognize anyone, and  was trying to focus more on their faces when at last my link started beeping.  I knew who  it would be before I even looked down.


  “Sink,” I said.


  “Sink?  What do you think you’re doing?  Where’re – Is Ms. Corwin with you?”  Even with all the commotion around, I could still pick out every syllable of Lieutenant Weis’ barrage.


  “Yes, she’s right here.”


  “Where is here, Sink?”


  “We thought we’d take your suggestion, Weis… go see the old-timers.  You remember?”


  “You’re in the middle of a goddamn crowd?  Sink?  Tell me…”


  “Quite a turnout.”


  There was silence on the uplink, like the break in an ocean’s roar after one wave crashes down, the next one rising…


  “Sink, I’m ordering you to get—”


  “I’m sorry, Weis, they just signaled us to cut all communications; looks like it’s going to start.  I’ll fill you in when I get back.”


  “Godda—”


  As I put my comm-link back in my belt, Lill was looking at me closely.


  “Having fun?”


  “Sure am.”


  A few people shushed us into silence, the lights from the east and west balconies dimmed, and two, three floods from the hovering platform lit the stage.  There was no curtain to raise, but those mingling about up there took their seats as a short man walked up to the podium, raised a hand for a second, then lowered it.  I didn’t recognize him, but evidently he was some sort of celebrity on the station; there was a smattering of polite applause.


  “Thank you.  Thank you all for coming,” the man  said, pausing as the applause and conversation quieted.  “Thank you.  All my life, I’ve felt the impetus of space travel.  At least all the years that I bother remembering.”  A fond chuckle from the crowd.  “For ten years I’ve been flying freighters, first from the surface, then from the Horizon itself.  Who would’ve thought, even twenty years ago, that mankind would be reaching into another solar system, or mining distant asteroids?  To say that we go forward by leaps and bounds now would be an understatement, if not an outright fallacy –  no, now we don’t come down to touch the earth as we go, we fly through the air so far and fast we can barely track ourselves…


  “Yet that is what we’ve come here tonight, ladies and gentlemen… That is what we’ve come here tonight to do.  To track ourselves, to pause for a moment and take notice of this new cornerstone of achievement, before it all becomes commonplace.  I don’t stare in awe at my telephone when I pick it up and start dialing; I don’t marvel at my car’s engine when I’m driving a hundred times faster than I could walk… yet I was always somewhat envious of folks who grew up in the eras where such things were considered novelties… magic, even.


  “Well, we’ve got a little magic for you tonight, ladies and gentlemen.  Something to slide your socks off.”


  Again, there was applause, much louder now, a cheer here and there as the man glanced over, offstage, then back again.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but the Originals are not here with us tonight.  I’m sorry, but they had an engagement in Washington that could not be postponed.”


  Shocked silence from the hall.  Even an occasional gasp or groan.


  “Now, now… Well, we knew you’d be disappointed, and so did they – so they’ve made some last-minute travel arrangements.”  Another glance, offstage.  “Which I’ve been told they’ve just managed to finalize – Here, straight from the Arlington Nexus, I’d like to introduce…”


  I swallowed to pop my ears, rub them against the near-indiscernible hum in the air, then blinked at the crackle of light that touched the very tip of the slider’s ramp.  One second there was nothing in front of that grand mechanism, and a second later…


  A man, two men, a third, a woman beside them.  All standing a little off-balance, the third man leaning on the woman’s shoulder for support.  The glitter of superheated electrons clung to the air around them, then whitened like snowflakes, fluttering, dissipating into mist.


  “…the Original crew of  the U.N.S. Endeavor!  James Cicero, Liva Gustoffen, Steve Harrison – and of course, Mission Commander, Captain Jorge Montavo!”


  There was a thunderous applause, as the first of the arrivals, a little taller, hair still dark, a bit of a swagger in what might once have been a crisp militarized strut, made his way to the podium, taking the hand of the man, saying something to make his crew and everyone up there laugh uproariously for two seconds, before turning to the audience, having to wait a full twenty, thirty seconds before his interspersed "thank you's" eventually cut the decibels down to where he wouldn’t have to scream.


  When it was finally quiet enough, he glanced back at the slider for a second before turning to the announcer.  “Well… I guess my luggage is somewhere down in Mexico Metro by now.  Peter, could you make a call?”


  Sure, Jorge, get right on it, Peter said, taking a mock step off the stage as the audience chuckled, and Jorge turned back to us, smiling in the three spotlights: the face we’d all memorialized in our hearts and minds; the face we thought of every time we glanced up into the sky.


  “Thank you.  Yes, leaps and bounds, Peter said.  I can only agree; and one advantage I can see already: no more in-flight dinners.”  Another burst of laughter, easily subdued.  “You probably don’t even remember those… But in all seriousness, ladies and gentlemen, today we stand at the dawn of a new epoch in the Universal timeline.  Today, travel across the stars will take seconds, rather than weeks; require the efforts of a few, rather than thousands.  Never before have we attempted to aim a slider across such a distance, but the ingenuity of humanity, as far as I know, is unique in this Universe.  I don’t know if I’m any more qualified than the next man to make that claim…”  More applause, harder to subdue this time, “but standing here today, I believe it.  There was a time, out at the brink of the known Universe, when the four of us here were all a little bit exhausted. We’d been out for almost a year, and I ordered us to turn back…” 


  I heard a man cough, at least a hundred meters away, and that was all.


  “…But Liva – our real commander – turned to me and said, ‘Jorge?  You chickenshit – we’ve got supplies for twenty more months!’  We’d gone a nice, safe, plausible distance, but Liva wasn’t having it – she wanted to go farther.”  He glanced back at the line of Originals behind him, and the woman, still tall and looking more fit at age fifty than I ever would be, stepped up to lean over the podium.


  “Don’t overdo it, Jorge.  We know who the real slave driver was.”  Laughter.


  “That’s Captain Jorge, Liva,” Jorge said, smiling.  “Only about the hundredth time I’ve had to say that.” At that, Jorge turned back to the crowd as Liva punched him in the arm and stepped back again.


  Jorge watched her and then paused for a moment, staring at the stars. “There was something out there, wasn’t there?… That gave us hope somehow.” He turned back around.


  “All of us, then, realized that Liva was right.  This chance we had, and we were only going halfway!  Certainly, there were risks; it was the prudent thing to do, turning back… but ask any President, General, any successful C.E.O… ask them about prudence and risk.  And see what they say.”


  Jorge Montavo looked back, up at the slider.  The sun had come out even more, out from behind the rim of the planet, making the sleek crescents of the slider sparkle, gleam like gold.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, there’s been a lot of talk about how and why this mechanism won’t work: The distance is too great, the accuracy too hard to fix, the power, the parameters, the perplexities… yes, it’s easy to talk about why you shouldn’t act.  And as a physicist, I understand the need for prudence…


  “But as someone who’s been driven to risk and seen the gain – this great station wouldn’t stand today if prudence had stood unchecked by ambition! – I say take that risk, and see where it leads us…”


  “Now I can hear the doubt; it’s out there, lurking, in all that silence.  ‘He asks us to take risks, while he stands there and talks.’  That’s what I’d be thinking, too, with such a risk hanging over my shoulders.  He wouldn’t do something so dangerous…


  “But that, my fellow citizens of the planet Earth – that is exactly what I intend to do.”


  There was utter silence as Jorge Montavo turned back to his host and nodded.


  “Peter, I’ve enjoyed your hospitality today, but I have to get going.  I’ll be taking another trip to the stars… I hope this time, not quite so long.”


  With that, Captain Jorge Montavo made his way, amidst gasps and sudden cheers, to the space between the twin crescents.  As he passed his former crew, one of them, the man with the cane, reached out a hand, pulled the Commander to him, whispered something in his ear.  Montavo just patted the man’s shoulder, said something; I couldn’t see their expressions well enough to tell if it was a joke or an argument.


  But in a moment it didn’t matter.  Jorge Montavo stepped away, looked at the half-wheels of the slider above him, and waited.
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  "HOW'S THE CUT, RICKY?” Johnny asked, next to me.


  I tried not to think of the uniform.  The mockery of it.  The last time I’d worn a uniform it had given me a little thrill when I’d put it on, but now… bright yellow like a goddamn bumblebee, the two men next to me dressed just the same way, measuring me up, like I wasn’t fit to wear it.  The fast-food franchise of private security.


   “Fine,” I said, not looking at him, looking instead at the first of the pair of Holvenhaus officers, looking him dead in the goddamn eye.  The man, with his sloppy chin and ears poking out below tiny tufts of hair, looked away quickly enough, over at Johnny B.


  “Christ, Mr. B., we’ve all seen his face about a hundred times today.  I mean, jeez, I mean, who hasn’t?”


  “Yes yes.  Ricky, you’ve got a hat, and glasses.  Maybe Mr. Hord would be more comfortable if you put them on.”


  “Sure,” I said.  “But they gave me the wrong glasses.”


  “What’s that?” Mr. Hord said.


  I stepped up to him, which didn’t leave him much room to step back in the tiny room we were in.  Johnny’d taken me through some roundabout maintenance halls to a level they called the ‘Vista’, with about the biggest open space I’d seen since the Nevada plain, and then we’d taken a few more turns and I’d ended up here, in some closet just a doorway away from the giant crowd outside.  There were plenty of vid-screens mounted here and there, and a table full of spare equipment.  I looked down at that table as I stepped up to Mr. Hord and fished out a pair of vid-goggles.


  “How do you turn these on?” I asked, and heard Johnny, behind me, clear his throat.


  “Ricky… those tend to clutter your face up more than anything.”


  I turned back to Johnny, “I can sort through the clutter.  It’s easy,” then turned back to Mr. Hord.  “Just show me how to turn them on, turn the channel.  I don’t think I’ll need to transmit anything.  Nobody here seems to want to talk to me.”


  Mr. Hord was looking behind me, back at Johnny, before looking at me, nodding.  “That there… here,” he said, taking them from my hands.  “Connects the battery.  The dial there… that’s for frequency.  It’s pre-set; you won’t pick up anything but our channels.”


  Fitting the goggles over my head, I looked at the room, now deep amber, hard to see, and connected the battery.  A flash, and when my eyes adjusted, I saw it all: the shadows outlining rather than hiding the rest.  Some script was playing across the top and bottom: time, a countdown clock, set at 32:06.  Somebody bitching about how Reco and Hennesy were out of position, lost in the crowd somewhere.  I cut across the channels and saw a corner image come up; the main video feeds, probably, showing the stage, the three main access halls, a top-down view of the whole floor, heads and shoulders milling about, stopping and chatting.


  “Well, that’ll be all, gentlemen,” Johnny B. was saying as I panned across the room, watched the two Holvenhaus officers look at me as close as they dared.  “Any other concerns?”


  “Oh, a few, Mr. B.,” the second officer said, quiet up until now.  Thinner than the first, shorter, more hair on top: greased down and slicked back beneath his yellow Holvenhaus hat.


  “We haven’t hit on the major concern – those goddamn spekkers out there!  I mean, this boy’s little get-up’ll fool all the wide-eyes out there looking at the stage, but it won’t even pass a third S-D match–”


  “Which will take eight minutes to process.  Even if they have it prioritized.”


  “Holvenhaus’ll get crucified!”


  “Yes, you will.  You’ll take all the heat, look incompetent and go under.  And dissipate into thin air.  Some people will take the fall… Are you worried you’ll be one of them, Mr. Hagen?”


  “Am I?  Yes, yes I am, Mr. B.  I mean for chrissakes – the Originals– and you bring some psycho-killer in to what, friggin’ watch?”


  I looked at Johnny, and evidently he thought Mr. Hagen had said enough.  God forbid he should let something slip and I might get suspicious.


  “All right, Mr. Hagen, let me address your first concern.  Let’s say you’re a spek-squad Officer of the Peace, you’re quite close to Mr. Vegas here.  I’ll be close, as well.  I…” Johnny B. took a step forward.


  “No, hey HEY, I’m justsaying…”


  “Saying what, Mr. Hagen?  I asked you if you had some concerns.  Are you saying now that you don’t?”  Another step forward.


  “Yeah… no, no I don’t have no concerns, Mr. B.”


  “Well what’s all this talk about then?”  Johnny B. stopped walking, and there was a silence in that chamber you could cut with a knife.  “If that’s all, Hagen, why don’t the two of you go and get to where you’re supposed to be.”


  The door of the closet opened and out they went, leaving me and Mr. B.  All alone.


  “So… where will I be, then?”


  “Good question, Ricky.  Though not the one I expected you to ask.”


  “Which one was that?”


  “The right question was… what am I supposed to do?  Aren’t you the least bit curious?”


  “Not really.  Those guys out there… they seemed a little worried.  Neither of them wanted to be a patsy.  But anyway, they seemed to think I’d just be standing around.  Watching.”  Patsy.  Why was I getting this out in the open now?  After all the playing along I’d done?  Maybe because it would probably be my last chance… and maybe because I was curious what he would do, with just this little hint.


  There was a silence for a long while, while Johnny stepped over to the table, beneath the monitors, and looked over at me again, smiling.  “Let me show you something, Ricky,” he said, turning the dial on the screen, picking up the private frequencies.


  “Ah… there we are.”  A crowd shot, wide angle, forty-five degrees from the top down.  He played with the controls a bit, zoomed in…


  Lill.


  The sonofabitch.  There she was.  In the crowd.  And right next to her, joking around, smiling, that bastardsonofabitch proler of mine.  What was he, guarding her?… Occasionally she’d touch his shoulder, look up, smile.  Where were they, exactly, I wondered, looking at the screen, searching franticly for some landmark, something… but no, all there were were people, thousands and thousands of spectators.  She was somewhere… out there, in the middle of them all.


  “I’m sorry, this view doesn’t come complete with the crosshairs, Ricky.  If you want, I can call someone, get their opinion on what Lill looks like with that little accouterment.  Looking at her, she wears anything well.”


  At last, he looked away from the screen, still smiling.  “Any concerns, Ricky?”


  Take your chances, he was saying to me.  Take your chances, and you’ll just have to see where they lead.


  “None,” I said.


   


  ***


   


  Out of the room, into the crowds, I pulled the yellow Holvenhaus hat over my face as far as it would go.  Over the monitors I buzzed through the channels, the countdown at 22:35 in bright orange now distracting me as I searched through the three crowd shots on frequencies four, five, six.  Nothing.  But Lill was out there.  Somewhere.  It occurred to me that if they shot her it would look just a little bit suspicious, put a hole in the “lone gunman” scenario that would run across every media outlet on three planets and God knew how many satellites… or would it?  Maybe they’d planned for that little scenario, make it look like I’d targeted her, too; taken her out in a jealous, homicidal rage…


  Truth was, I didn’t know nearly enough, and the more I thought about it, the weaker I got.  I’d have to stick with the mysteries I had for now, not get them any more muddied up.


   The countdown was at 20:07 now, and everyone was just about bouncing off the walls.  We passed a group of young partiers, dressed in suits, ties tight as they sipped from bottles exported from France or Chile.  One of the women laughed, glanced at me, looked away without a flicker.  Well, I thought, maybe this little get-up of Johnny’s would work…


  Then thought a little different when a spekker reared up out of the crowd like an iron rivet holding the floor – hell, the entire crowd – in place.  He had his magrail sleeved, held some kind of rapid-burst suppression rifle.


  Johnny B. didn’t seem to notice, just kept walking, walking, pushing through the crowd until we were in about the middle of the hall.


  Right above us was some kind of platform, hovering, hitched to the ceiling by a couple dozen cables as thick as my arm.  The cables were slack, though, connected to a batch of satellite feeds, a thousand connections to a million channels to a billion vid screens.  Live on the Horizon.


  Well, they couldn’t let that platform descend, not now, so instead two corded ladders were lowered, rung by rung.  Johnny grabbed one and I the other, and we hauled ourselves up.


  “Greetings, Mr. B.  Brought some extra protection?  Don’t think we’ll really need it up here…,” a forty-something man with a white shirt, black checkered tie said as soon as our feet were solidly on the deck.


  I saw what the man was really saying, tight as it was, up here.  And he was right: People were jostling me, running back and forth in that ten-meter enclosure, making it rock a few inches, back and forth, constantly.  A dozen monitors showed just as many faces, close up, some talking, some just sitting there, waiting.  Beyond the three-sixty air of windows we could see a sea of people, fifty feet below, making it seem all that much more crowded inside.


  Out front, though, we had a clear view of the stage, the sky beyond it.  The sun, as it curved around the planet, lent an atomic tint to the platform’s windows; but there were three, four cameras poking out of that tint, fixed on the stage, twisting and humming automatically to accommodate the sway.


  “Well, Mr. Aldabbi, I’d like someone up at this vantage, too.  You can never be too safe.”


  “Hm.  Well… I guess he can stand over there,” Mr. Aldabbi said, pointing to the back of the platform, where the cables were coiled up on wheels, giving a little, taking a little with oily silence.


  “Good enough,” Johnny B. said, and walked me back there.  At that, Mr. Aldabbi didn’t have any more seconds to spare; he went back to ordering people here, there, telling a woman next to him to tighten it up a bit, that shot was too wide, what do we need to see the guy’s stomach for?


  “Haven’t had to sit in the balcony for quite some time, Ricky.  How about you?”


  “Well, my cell was two tiers up.”


  “Right.  Well…” Now Johnny was looking at me, making it impossible for me to be casual.  “I hope you’re ready for what’s next.”


  “Don’t really think I am.”


  “You will be, Ricky.  You’ll pull through.”


  “All the papers’ll say it.”


  That brought on a silence.  “Don’t you want to talk about your colony ship, Ricky?  Your little trip through the stars?”


  “Did enough dreaming last night, I guess.”


  “Well, one thing you can still hold dear, Ricky… you know and I know, you just sit here, Ms. Lill’ll have no reason to die.  In fact, she’ll make some nice window dressing – give the networks a nice, pretty little edge; something extra to make everyone focus on exactly what happened here.  Get people talking, that’s what we want to do, Ricky.  Get them talking about the… horrible tragedy.”


  “The whole world over, huh?”


  “World, hell – the whole damn system!  Get those folks out by the belts to stop bitching that there has to be some way we can get them their precious supplies sooner!  Yes, I think Ms. Lill’s tear-soaked face will do the trick just dandy.”


  “Well… I think you’ll be a bit disappointed, Johnny.  Those tears dried up long ago.”


  “Oh, well aren’t we the maudlin one?  I have to disagree, Ricky.  There’ll be plenty to cry about, once this day’s over.”


  With that, Johnny stepped away, done with me.


  I turned and looked back out at the crowds, watching the timer in the corner of my eye.


  6:02… 6:01… 6:00…


  The noise like a wave at this height, droning in and out, cresting, muting to a base.  The pitched clinking of glasses, a woman’s laugh… I wondered what it would all sound like in a few minutes: Would it be a thousand times louder, quieter?  Would there be chaos, anger, or just an all-consuming sorrow, like a black cloud that would never lift?


  Johnny B. was standing a step behind the checker-tie man, watching the sets, seeming more relaxed than anyone else up here.  Again and again, I wondered just how fast he really was.  Just thinking about it brought a fear I hadn’t felt in quite a while, the fear you felt lying on your back, wondering if you should get up, look the day in the eye, or just lie there, not bother to face the mess.


  Lill… Lill.  Just lie in bed, hoping she was fine.  Hoping everything was all right – yes, I remembered this feeling.  Remembered the helplessness of it.  The stabbing desire to bend bars, snap your bones on ‘em so you wouldn’t have any recourse but to just squat in your cell, say hey, nothing I could do even if I was free…


  No way to even talk to her, warn her, let her know… anything.  Here I was, all caged up, like always…


  2:32… 2:31… 2:30…


  Out on the stage, there was some commotion; people were finding their seats, sitting down.  Two men remained standing, talking in a flurry; I could see one of them close up, on a monitor across the room, then two monitors, then three.


  Finally he stepped up the podium, looked left, right, smiled up at the full-front camera staring him in the face.  “Check check check, looks good looksgooood,” one of the techs was registering.  A slow silence came across the crowd…


  And finally, it began.  “Thank you.  Thank you all for coming,” the man said, and started to talk, talk about space travel and progress and the reason we were all here.


  “…we fly through the air so far and fast we can barely track ourselves…”


  I listened, listened, as the counter kept coming down: :32… :31… :30…


  “…new cornerstone of achievement…”


  Johnny B. was as relaxed as ever, watching the man, the monitors, pressing his ear.  Waiting for something, though damned if I knew what.  Whatever it was, it’d have to be –


  “–something to slide your socks off!”


  There was applause, much louder now, breaking my thoughts, a cheer here and there as the man glanced over, offstage, then back again.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but the Originals are not here with us tonight.  I’m sorry, but they had an engagement in Washington that could not be postponed.”


  :09… :08… :07…


  “Now, now… Well, we knew you’d be disappointed, and so did they… so they’ve made some last-minute travel arrangements… Which I’ve been told they’ve just managed to finalize – Here, straight from the Arlington Nexus, I’d like to introduce…”


  :…01….


  My ears were stinging me, then. I swallowed; they stayed that way.  But a second later I didn’t worry about it too much…


  Because the show was on.  Like gods coming down to bless the altar – out of the slider, out of the sun itself – here they came.  A man, two  men, a third, a woman beside them.  A haze of heavenly light, a thunderous applause… the announcer was saying something as the first of the arrivals took two grand steps to the podium. 


  Them. Him.


  I tried to remember the first time the world had seen  him, stepping out of the tiny, scarred shuttle, stepping out into the sunlight, a hundred and fifty years old.  There he was, walking, talking, just there, in the same room.


  I remembered the first time I’d seen him…


  It took time for him to talk, above all the cheering, the waves of noise crashing down: an ocean in storm.  When he did, he made a joke about his luggage, just an average Joe, sure.  An average Joe that conferred with Popes and Presidents. Everyone else seemed to melt away from him as he spoke, spoke and it was hard to breathe, just worrying you wouldn’t catch his words. 


  “–the ingenuity of humanity, as far as I know, is unique in this Universe.  I don’t know if I’m any more qualified than the next man to make that claim…” 


  The applause this time made me look down.  Up again at Johnny B.


  “–This chance we had, and we were only going halfway!  Certainly, there were risks; it was the prudent thing to do, turning back–”


  This stupid goddamn hero, talking.  Talking about ingenuity.  Heroics.  And there was Johnny B.  Nodding his head.


  “Now I can hear the doubt; it’s out there, lurking, in all that silence.  ‘He asks us to take risks, while he stands there and talks.’  That’s what I’d be thinking, too, with such a risk hanging over my shoulders.  He wouldn’t do something so dangerous…”


  What a goddamn, goddamn hero.  Spouting out his bravery –“But that, my fellow citizens of the planet earth – that is exactly what I intend to do.”


  – goddamn he wasn’t just a hero: He was a fool.  A fool.  But away he went, away from the podium, toward the giant slider, its crescents raised like the claws of a mantis, perched up, still, silent.  The crowd, the world watching.  Everyone on the platform was doing something, adjusting angles, sound feeds, whispering loud like a litter of cobras.


  Johnny was touching  his ear… and at once there was another timer in the corner of my glasses.


  :30… :29… :28…


  And me, I was just standing there, wishing I had someone to call.  Just me and Lill, and the iron bars between us. 


  And the hero out there, about to do something foolish and brave. 


  No one else. 


  No one…


  


  Twenty


   


  



  



  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside vista


  8:05 a.m. Tuesday


  



  HE STOOD THERE, SMILING at us, the sun behind him bathing us all, making something inside us seem warm.  Even as we stood rigid, not wanting to make a motion or sound, not wanting to disturb the air of this moment.


  Then I felt my link begin to vibrate.  Ignore it, I thought: You know who it is, you know exactly who it is, and he’ll spoil this moment for the rest of your life.


  But those ten years on the job said something else.  They were used to spoiled moments.


  “Sink,” I whispered, punching the link, though nobody even noticed; not even Lill, right next to me.


  “Sink,” someone said in my ear.  A voice I didn’t recognize at all.


  And then, though I’d only spoken to him twice… I did.  I didn’t know what to pay attention to more – the man up on the stage or the man whispering in my ear.  The man I’d given my number to but never, ever expected to call.


  “Hello?… Is…”  And something in my voice made Lill look over, look right in my eyes.  “Rick–”


  “They’re looking at her, Officer Sink.  And you.  In the next minute, she or you or both of you might die.  But you save her, goddamn it,  you hear me?!  You save her, you sonofabitch! – ‘cause if I don’t die and she does, I won’t be runnin’ no more.  I’ll come straight for ya.  And you’ll catch me, ya hear me, you’ll catch me where it counts!”


  He was gone, leaving me standing in silence, Lill looking at me like I had some kind of answer for her.  For any of it.  Seconds, tiny splits of seconds passed as I looked back at the stage. 


  And a moment later, all my seconds were gone.


  


  Twenty-One


   


  



  



  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, Starside Vista


  8:06 a.m. Tuesday


  



  JOHNNY WAS RIGHT: The goggles were a lot of clutter.  I took them off as I stepped out of the corner, catching a last look at the counter:


  :09…


  What was I doing?  Stupid, no time to mix it up, I was in just the right place.


  Grabbing the levers by the cable-wheels – the cables that cradled the platform so peacefully – I pried the first one up, the second, kicking the fail-safes as hard as I could.  One bent, another snapped completely in two.  Sudden slack made the platform lurch, swing off-center until it seemed I was practically standing on those wheels, watching them spin below me.


  I had time to look around, just that much.


  “Rick–!”


  Johnny was there, pointing–


  I flew out the window, something sinking into my side, my leg, so slick it slid through with nothing but a nudge.


  The open air, there was nothing, nothing but time for one grab at those cables going up, up, up as the bottom half of the platform plummeted down.


  But not just down, we were moving forward on a rail, carried by our momentum, swinging just above the staring, open-mouthed faces of the crowd.  Above me was another wheel, getting closer, smoking, grinding the cable.  No way I –


  Let go, flailing for another cable, going down.  My palm ripped itself open, slid wetly down, grease and blood; slowly, slowly coming to a still from the force of my grip.


  And then we hit, the platform connecting into the stage, the red carpet curling up.  For a moment I could actually hear something, screams and wrenching metal behind me, around me maybe.


  And then I looked up.  Saw the podium, the crescents, the men and woman that had seemed so untouchable, so far away…


  One of my legs wasn’t working, crumpled beneath me with a stab, but the other, and my arms, they were fine enough… enough to make it halfway up to the podium.  Collapse.


  There was a man above me, as the world spun up, up… looking down at me.  His face in the center of a sun. A face I’d seen somewhere.


  “Are you all right, son?  Can you—” Then he stepped back.


   “You…!”


  “Are… are you all right?” I asked, as I passed lower and lower, the edges of my eyes blurring, dimming…


  As behind him, between silver crescents, the sun suddenly flared.
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside vista


  8:06 a.m. Tuesday


  



  "YOU SAVE HER, goddamn it!"


  Vegas’ command made me stand still in wonder for a second, only a second, before the entire world erupted.  Above us, the platform on its cables rocked, moaned, then shrieked – or maybe it was the crowds shrieking as the back half of the platform plummeted down, sparks, paper, people from its windows, catching themselves on its sides…


  One man dove up, rather than down: a feat of grace I wouldn’t have believed possible.  There was a crack, another – gunshots?  Who was–


  “Ricky!” I heard Lill beside me gasp.  And then Vegas’ warning came back to me.


  You save her—


  The crowd around us had stayed frozen, but as the platform began to shimmy its way toward the dais, suddenly everyone seemed to erupt.  Screaming, trampling, a mass of bodies, heads, hands, elbows… I grabbed Lill by the arm, hugged her to me, hunching myself over her body as the both of us were buffeted here, there; wondering, like everyone else, which way to run. Wondering if there was somewhere to run.


  Only out of the corner of my eye did I see someone, someone not scattering his eyes about in panic, no… those eyes were fixed.  On me.  Lill.  Something in his hand.


  Something sinking into my arm, tingling the meat, making it numb.  My other arm came around, flat, breaking into the bridge beneath his nose.  Put him down, dammit, but it didn’t, his blade came back at me a second time, my stomach… too fast –


  Off, battered from behind by a man in a suit, toppling, off-balance.  The knife sank into my shoulder, clutched hard in his grip.  Put my palm in his chin, that did it, sent him reeling, exposed his –  His other arm flailed wide, I came right behind it, chopping hard into his windpipe…


  Lill was next to me, the two of us now, leaning on each other, trying not to fall.  Beneath me, I saw the man get tripped over, stepped on, trampled a dozen times by flailing, scampering feet. 


  Then, a crash so loud it seemed to freeze everyone in their tracks, if only for a second – before sending out a second wave of panic, this one strong enough to turn it all into a tumult.  The platform crashed into the base of the stage, some of its wires taut; others, smaller ones, whipping down like dying snakes.  I saw a line of spekkers: metal men, sealed up, panicked people bouncing back, away, thrown by the equal, opposite force of the kinetics.  Spekkers, cutting a swath to the fallen platform, magrails out…


  On the stage I saw Jorge Montavo, pushing aside his announcer, making his way to a man who’d fallen on the first step of the stage.


  But the next moment I was clutching my ears, clutching them against a hum, rising and rising…


  Then blown out, blown by an eruption: the slider glowing white with all its summoned electrons – then detonating, sending the crescents up into the air on a wave of flame.


  Beneath my cheek, I felt the floor, cold; saw its line, wavering, back and forth.  A space away was the face of the man who’d attacked me: eyes closed, nose and cheek bloodied; beyond him, like trees on a barren plain, a few people who’d managed to stand against… that blast.


  Lill.  Pushing up, the joints in my arms sliding off each other with greasy lethargy… pushing up, and there she was, next to me, clutching her head.  I crawled over to her.


  “It’s all right!  Just stay here!  Are you hur–?”  But I could barely even hear myself, my ears screaming, numb.


  “It’s all right…” I said again anyway, and finally managed to push myself up to an elbow, saw another line of spekkers, rushing through the main gate.  Magrails pointing at anything, everything.


  I lay back down, then.  Lay down and waited.  Next to me, Lill stirred, and I swear I could actually hear her words…


  “Ricky… oh Ricky…”


   


  


  Twenty-Three


   


  



  



  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside


  12:16 p.m. Tuesday


  



  THE TWENTY-SEVEN FOOTER was tilting, bucking against the swells.  It was quite a punishment, hour after hour, but somehow Andrew kept it together, even in that Pacific tempest.  His legs were worn, tired, yet he kept them straight against the fore board of his craft.  In the distance, a tower of water rose, filling, darkening the sky…


  “Hm!”


  I wasn’t sure, exactly, what woke me up: all the noise and commotion in the station, it could have been just about anything.  The station, that’s where I was; at least I knew that.  Some spekkers, half-stripped out of their armor, were running from desk to desk, shuffling a parade of people through, back again.  As I sat up in a cot someone must have thrown me into, my comm-link got my attention, blinking red.  About thirty messages or so.  Leaning back against the wall, I answered this latest one.


  “Si—”


  “Geoff?  Goddamn, finall –  I’m on my way up there. What the hell happened?”


  John.  My supervisor… or one of them.  I was so incredibly relieved it wasn’t Weis, in fact, that I collapsed back into the cot.


  “John… you probably know more than…  I just… woke up.  Have you heard—”


  “Heard – I saw, Sink!  Didn’t look too good – your boy nearly killing the entire crew of the U.S.S. Endeavor on system-wide—”


  “He didn’t… no, that’s wrong, John.  He…”  He called me, right before it happened, I wanted to say… would have to say, eventually.  Just not now, not when it made me look like such a damn–  “Where is he?  Do we have him?”


  “What do you think, Geoff?  Don’t worry about him now, he’s found.  And he’s… not your concern, to say the least… him or Ms. Corwin…”


  Lill.  “What, they have her—?” Of course they did.  An attempt on the lives of four world-wide icons, they’d have everybody.  And damn if they would let anyone go anytime soon.  “Where are they?”


  I heard John sigh, letting out a breath; some noise behind him, a steely voice I couldn’t make out, the sound of a high-velocity engine.  He wasn’t on Horizon yet.  “I told you, Sink, it’s not your concern any more.  Did you hear me?”  There was a pause; evidently he expected me to answer.


  “Yes… I heard you, John.”


  “Good.  Because you know whose concern all this is now.  Don’t you?”


  Yes.  I did.


  “They’ll be wanting to talk to you, Geoff.  That’s why I’m coming… you’re under my supervision, if only indirectly…” Covering himself, even on the phone.  I didn’t blame him.  “Unless you want Lieutenant Weis to be the only one—”


  “Wait, what’s going on, John?”


  “You know what’s going on, Sink.”


  As John was talking, I finally saw someone in the room acknowledge me.  A woman I didn’t recognize, sitting at a desk with Officer Malcolm Reeves.  Red, short-cropped hair flashing like a fan as she cocked her head in my direction.  Getting up, brushing off her cool gray slacks, staring at me straight-on as she clicked her heels on the cold linoleum.


  “I’ve got to go, John.  Get here as soon as you can.”


  I had just enough time to put the comm-link down before the woman was in front of me.  Standing was an effort, but if I didn’t at least make the effort, I'd be a hell of a lot more uncomfortable in the upcoming hours.


  “Mr. Sink?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m Elaine Delinni.  C.C.D.”  They always make their department an entire sentence, I thought as I took her hand, squeezed lightly, her not at all.


  “Good to… I’m sorry, Ms. Delinni, I’m a little disoriented.  Just woke up…  I don’t even know—”


  “Of course.  They didn’t have room for you at the hospital; too many others hurt. Why don’t we get away from all this commotion, find a private room where we can talk?  I can fill you in on the time, where we are…”  Playing my game, she was, and knowing the rules wouldn’t help me too much.


  “Sure.”


  As we walked across the station, I caught a glimpse of Reeves, behind his desk.  Not looking at me at all.


  It was ironic, going into the exact same interrogation cell I’d used to question the kid, what seemed like a year ago. Maybe Ms. Delinni had planned it that way.


  “I could use a cup of coffee,” I said, turning toward the door.


  “I’ll get it,” Ms. Delinni said with a slim smile, ducking out of the room, closing the door behind her. 


  Leaving me to admire my surroundings.  It was like coming back to a childhood home, except someone else lived there and I was just visiting and didn’t own a thing.  But I might be staying awhile.


  Ms. Delinni came back with two Styrofoam cups and a whole steaming pot, some crumpled paper towels.  “Didn’t think you’d want decaff,” she said, again offering her slim smile.


  “Guess it’s true what they say about you guys at C.C.D…  You know everything.”


  “Well,” her smile disappeared into her face, “actually, that’s why I’m here, Mr. Sink… can I call you Geoffrey?”


  One of the biggest rules, there it was.  “Of course, Ms. Delinni.”  I myself would have to opt for respect, rather than familiarity.


  “Thank you.  Yes… the reason I’m here is that I… we… don’t believe we’re even close to knowing everything.”


  “What would you—”


  “Mr. Weis has been quite vocal,” she went on, as if I hadn’t spoken, “about your ineffectiveness, your inability to be of any assistance whatsoever in his hunt for Mr… Richard Vegas.   I’m sure your relationship with the Lieutenant is such that you can imagine the finer points of his debriefing?”


  “Debriefing?  You mean to say he’s been sent back to—”


  “Soon.  He’s staying with Mr. Vegas, while he’s here, for the initial interrogation.  There’s still a lot of loose ends on this station… a lot of dark areas, Geoffrey.  Thomas Weis, having once been Mr. Vegas’ commanding officer—”


  What?  What?


  “–has already been of extraordinary assistance.  Once Mr. Vegas has helped us shine some light on exactly what happened here, at that point he will accompany Mr. Weis back to Bermont.”


  “Bermont?  Not Mornvil—”


  “Mr. Sink… what exactly do you think Mr. Vegas was doing on that platform six hours ago?”


  “I’m… not exactly…”


  “He called you right before he sabotaged the platform, did he not?  We have a record.”


  “Yes.  He—”


  “What was said?”


  I gave her a look to say hey, I was about to tell you what he said, but her stare didn’t change.  Fine.


  “He told me that Ms. Corwin, whom I was with, was in danger… that… somebody was looking at her and in a few minutes we might both die.  He said if I didn’t protect her, he would stop running and come kill me.”


  “He was afraid for her life?”


  For a moment, I didn’t say anything, just looked at Ms. Delinni: asking head-on questions, not handling this too subtly, hell – not needing to, I guess.


  “It sounded like it.”


  “You were treated for several injuries when you were brought in, Mr. Sink.”


  For the first time, I remembered my arm, my side.  Looking, I saw they’d been nicely bandaged; in the haze of waking up, being walked into this room, I hadn’t even noticed the numbness there.


  “A man attacked me in the crowd… shortly after—”


  “After when?”


  “Shortly after the platform came down and everyone started running everywhere.”


  “Was he in a state of panic, this man?”


  “He was pretty calm when he pulled his knife out and put it into me, no.” 


  “You saw him pull a knife?”


  “A vibro-blade.”


  “And he was attempting to attack you… or Ms. Lill?”


  “I couldn’t tell.” Now was my chance, while she was processing another pat question.  “Would you like my opinion on what happened, Ms. Delinni?”  She actually blinked, and the slim smile returned.


  “I’ll be able to ascertain your opinion from my questions, Geoffrey.  Did either Mr. Vegas or Ms. Corwin ever mention connections with any organizations of note?”


  “No.  Richard Vegas wasn’t… isn’t… exactly a sociable person.”


  “And Ms. Corwin?  Is she a sociable person?”


  I felt my chest cave and struggled not to breathe any harder.  “She—”


  “Last night… was she a sociable person, Mr. Sink?”


  “I don’t see what this has to do with—”


  “You don’t?”


  I took a moment to look at her, and it was like staring at a portrait of some sixteenth-century countess.  I wondered if she and Malcolm Reeves had gotten along, staring at each other like that.  “I… it’s half my job to get close to the relatives… friends of my clients.  It’s how you catch them, rather than run around blind.  Earn their trust, they give you more than a thousand nights on surveillance.”


  She openly sneered. “So you were being… responsible.  What did Ms. Corwin give you, Mr. Sink?”  For a moment, I couldn’t answer.  “Was it something that would make Mr. Vegas want to put a knife in your body?  Or pay someone to?  Is it possible you could have misinterpreted his phone call?  You mentioned that he threatened you…”  Still, I was silent, letting her get her suspicions out.  I needed more than anything to hear them.  “If so, you obviously did not return the sentiment.  In fact, Mr. Reeves stated you were extraordinarily concerned with Mr. Vegas’ welfare…”


  “Yes.  Is that a crime?”  Ms. Delinni didn’t answer for a moment.  “I didn’t like Lieutenant Weis’ technique… I’m not like him, and he was the only alternative to anything.  A lot of people could have died.”


  “A lot of people did die, Geoffrey.  Six were trampled to death, three caught beneath the falling camera platform, seven from the slider malfunction—”


  “Was that–?”  There was the cloudy part in my memory: the sun, getting brighter, buffeting me to the ground.  “The slider… malfunctioned?”


  “Yes… yes," Ms. Delinni said.  “We assume some piece of shrapnel from the platform must have struck it… or one of the live wires.  But irregardless—”


  “The Originals… were any of them…”


  Ms. Delinni looked at her watch.  “It took you exactly six minutes to ask that question, Mr. Sink.”


  Ridiculous.  “You’re the one asking the questions, Ms. Delinni.  Remember?”


  “They’re fine, all of them.  Even Mr. Montavo, who approached Mr. Vegas close enough to touch him.  A brave man… courage to the credulous, I suppose.”


  Lord, listen to what she was saying.  “What does all this seem like to you?  That Richard Vegas for no conceivable reason whatsoever decided to attack the Originals?  This is a man who has been trained – or at least I assume he’s been trained, since nobody will tell me a damn thing about him – to kill people in ways a lot less sloppy than riding a rickety camera platform into them with a room full of spekkers watching.  It makes absolutely no sense to me that he had any intention… he was desperate, but not crazy!  His profile did not include any political contacts or convictions.  He always—”


  “Not crazy?  I’ve read Mr. Vegas’ file, Geoffrey.  Are you forgetting the circumstances of his original incarceration?”


  “I was not privy to those details.”


  She was silent a while longer, looking at me, before putting her hands on the table, standing up.  Evidently all of her questions were answered, at least for now.  I knew what she’d been after: my shaken, unrefined reaction, just waking up, before I could sit down and work through any of it.  Which is what she would ask me to do next.


  “Mr. Sink… be thorough when you fill out your report of this incident.  Be careful of what you may wish to omit… you will not be able to leave this room until it is completed.  And… if you have a theory, put it there.  We’ll read it.”  With that, she put out her hand.  I stood, took it.


  “One question, Ms. Delinni…”


  “No, Mr. Sink.  You’re smart enough to know better.”  With that she pulled her hand out of mine, walked to the door, pulled it open with a precise measure of motion.  I heard her heels click like a ticking clock, long after she was out of my sight.  Looking back at the table, I saw she’d left a simple, three-page form, and a thin, black, metal pen.


   


  ***


   


  Writing a blind report.  There’s only one circumstance in which it is done: when the writer himself is under suspicion.  No collaboration, no editing… nothing like a normal report would ever be like.  A confession when you weren’t sure of the crime.


  The preliminary parts are easy: laying the groundwork, my fumbling attempts at making connections, ending with my interrogation of the kid.  I had to put that down exactly as it happened, everything I could remember; they had the whole damn recording anyway.


  From there it got tough… going back to Lill’s hotel.  Staying.  Did Weis’s men know exactly what had happened?  Even the most basic audio equipment could have picked our entire conversation from the air.


  But still… there was one conversation I couldn’t put down.  The morning after… sitting there, Lill telling me what it was all about, in just a few indirect words.  Better to make myself look like a fool on paper – hey, I had no idea what it was about, did I?  Lill and I, we’d had a good time, and that’s all there was…


  I put the pen down and stared at the wall, eyes closed.  Was there some way I could not have known this was going to happen?  Was there any excuse?  One: hope.  Hope had put me under.


  Picking up the pen, I kept writing.  “Having failed to see any sign of the fugitive, Richard Vegas, this officer thought it would to advantageous to widen Ms. Corwin’s exposure to the public and possible contact.”


  Now, I had to dodge the dozens of questions I knew I’d never be able to answer: Why had I left Lieutenant Weis’ men in their room?  Why had Vegas called me?  Why had I cut Lieutenant Weis off?


  Lieutenant Thomas Weis – Vegas’ commanding officer, at some point in time.  A man who had so desperately wanted to see Vegas captured, dead.


  Why?  Sure, there were a thousand like him, and more up at Bermont than anywhere else, but… Was Thomas Weis after a pristine record, seeing Vegas as some big black stain?  He’d have to be crazy to care that much, take it to that extreme.


  “Taking the suggestion of my superior, Lieutenant Thomas Weis, we decided to attend the slider inauguration: a secure, heavily populated event.  Lieutenant Weis called to confirm our location, shortly before the commencement of the event.”


  “At approximately the end of Captain Jorge Montavo’s speech, this officer received a second call.  The fugitive, Richard Vegas, seemed frantic and in a hurry.  His words, to the best of this officer’s recollection, were as follows: 'They’re looking at her and you, Officer Sink.  In the next minute both of you might die.  But you save her, because if I don’t die and she does I won’t be running anymore.  I’ll come straight for you, and you’ll catch me where it counts.'


  “The connection was cut, and immediately afterward the fugitive was seen by this officer, and identified by Ms. Lill, riding the overhead camera platform.


  “It was at this moment that this officer was attacked by an unrecognized assailant, 30-35, dark hair, light complexion, 6’2”, 85 kilos wielding a vibrating knife.  As this officer was standing directly between the assailant and Ms. Lill, it was not evident who his intended target was.  This officer was able to incapacitate the assailant, who fell to the ground and suffered multiple blunt force injuries from panicked members of the crowd.


  “A large concussive blast subsequently knocked this officer unconscious.”


  For the last time, I put the pen down and didn’t bother to rub my eyes.  I wasn’t the slightest bit tired; in fact, I was wide awake, trying not to let my mind roam beyond this steely gray room. Trying not to think about consequences.
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  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, proximity orbit


  12:16 p.m. Tuesday


  



  THE MIST IN MY HEAD kept clouding the glass, blotting out the stars but they were still there, somewhere far away.  I’d gotten as close to them as I could.  They were wallpaper now. Ships came and went between them, shot out there into the night, lights, red and blue and green, blinking in the dark.  Dots in a cave, a cave with invisible walls that caught my breath.  Curling up, I made a smaller cave, no lights, no ships, no stars, and felt my breath, felt it warm me.  My face felt slick with spit, but I kept breathing, filling my tiny cave until I was dizzy…


  The dizziness came easy, so easy, so easy…


  “Vegas.”


  Somebody wanted to talk again.  Someone who owned this cave.


  “Vegas!”


  I knew who owned this cave.  I remembered him. 


  But he had NOTHING – what could he threaten?  What could he take?  There’s no authority in the abyss, someone should tell him that – I would, but telling him would be an act, and an act would mean effort, and efforts meant will, and will was something for him to work with. He always had, his wild eye, his crazy one – a forge, that’s what it was – taking my will and burning it up.  Telling us to act, be quick about it, be warriors, be men.  Burning it up.


  Even now, in the cave, in the darkness of the dead-end night, he was there, brighter than ever. The eye actually glowed red: a new trick; maybe it let him see people in crosshairs.


  “Vegas… stand up, soldier.  Have you forgotten how to stand?”


  Had I?  Had I forgotten?  Likely.


  “I’m ashamed just to look at you, soldier.  Look what you’ve become!  Huddled down like a rat in a hole! Everything… everything you ever were is gone now, soldier.  Is that why you sit there cowering like that?  Can’t face your reflection in my eyes?”


  “Tom…” The word came, a wave of weakness, pulled by the magnet in his voice. 


  “Don’t say my name, soldier.”  He took a step, another, maybe minutes apart, until I didn’t know where he was.


  “You used to be so strong, Vegas.  Men admired you.  Skills, ability, you were… centered.  Now you’re worse than a terrorist – a hired gun – hired to run!  That was your payment – to let you run!  That’s all you could make yourself ask of life: ‘let me ruuun!’  Pathetic!”


  He grabbed my hair, then, the rest of my body too weak to move, too slick with weakness to even raise a finger.  And there it was: those eyes, that inferno, my soul just a shadow in the flash of his gaze.   Bloody tears came out of my eyes, blistered dry on my cheeks, but there were more, and more, until the steam was a gray cloud around the red slits that were all I could see…


  “Sodium…. Pentathol…” I said, clinging to the other reality, the reality where I was simply sitting, huddled on the ground.


  “Yes, Vegas,” the red slits hissed, “what we use on the worst of the worst.  Sometimes it melts their goddamn brain.  Funny to watch.”


  “Yesss…  Haha!”  So goddamn funny my chest shook, even though I couldn’t hear anything from down in my throat.


  “Some pull through.  Kinda like a crapshoot, seeing which ones make it.  You think you willwill?”


  “Haha – no!  Hahaha…” Man, it was so funny.


  “Me either.  Let me tell you a little secret, though… It won’t matter if you do… do…”


  “I know!  Ha—”  


  “Tell me… you tried to kill the Originals. You! After everything with them…”


  “Haha – the Origin—”  There was something on my throat, I realized, stopping me from laughing.  Looking down, it was a snake, a snake with knuckles and hair, coiled, wrapping…


  “I know it’s funny, but listen… I have… what I wantwant, Vegas.  Your guilt.  Your shame.  What you never gave us before. All that remains… is your confession.”


  Tom’s eye – the hot, crimson sun – bore into me until I couldn’t look away…


  “Well, what of it, convict? Come full circle? And after all that relief that you hadn’t shot them, too, up there. Ha! You wanna take shots at your commanding officer… who knows what you’ll do.”


  “You… shot first…”


  The coils slithered away… and I was on the… ground, shaking and sputtering, my mind a regurgitation.


  “Shot what? Nobody found a thing. Somebody must have passed some strange gas up there… but whatever. People go spontaneously crazy all the time.” I heard the echo of his step, away.


  “And now, now everyone’s just fine, aren’t they? Those old folks, the DOD still lets ‘em out on the free range once in a while, but I hear they enjoy life in the mountain mansions they’ve had handed to ‘em. They heard God or got lucky… and got a shitload of earthly reward.


  “But you, Christ, you didn’t get shit. Now you’re gonna get even less… and you know what? That little cooz of yours?   Cooz The one we allllll wanted to screw so bad – the one you came home to?  You know?  You know the one?  Lill?"


  Lill LILL


  “I’ll be talking to her, too.”


  “I…” I’d done it – done it all, hadn’t I?  Murdered, terrorized, threatened and stole – the big and the small.  All I could remember, all I could regret. What did it matter now?


  “I…”


  “What’s that, convict?”


  “I confess.”


  “Well, that’s… beautiful to hear. Say it again for me.”


  I didn’t answer again, but at least managed to sit up and stare out the window.


  Maybe the old woman had been right. Maybe this wasn’t the way.


   


  


  Twenty-Five


   


  



  



  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside


  1:32 p.m. Tuesday


  



  THEY LET ME OUT. I never imagined that it would seem like such a salvation, being let out of that tiny, gray room: This was how so many of my clients must have felt, the war of guilt and innocence, of shame and weak pride, trying not to avoid looking into everyone’s eyes, and yet always trying to do just that…


  But I was out.


  “Don’t fly too far,” Ms. Delinni told me as she lay her hands on the report, stealing it away to be picked apart and condemned: valued not for its merits, but for what, within it, could be used against me.


  But I was out, in the middle of star-side station.  Some spekkers, half-stripped out of their armor, were running from desk to desk, shuffling a parade of people through, back again.  John was waiting, sitting at a desk across from Malcolm Reeves.  The two of them not saying a word.  Both were staring at me as I approached: Malcolm with the expression, or lack of, that I had grown accustomed to; John with a furrowed, searching neutrality.


  “John.  Let’s take a walk,” I said before he could do anything customary.


  “Sure, Geoffrey,” he said, getting up.


  “Hey, Sink,” Malcolm said, almost making me jump; I’d been so certain of his adamant impassivity in this and every future matter, I had to steel myself as I answered, “Yes?”


  “It helps… that guy that tried to kill you… he’s got a record.  Connections.”


  “…Well, good,” I said.


  But he wasn’t done: “Let go of Vegas, though.  Haven’t you?  No more worries about him.” 


  Like saying, "Don’t worry about that house you have burning down."  Don’t argue with the inferno.  “Be stupid not to,” I replied, and as I made my way through the two passgates, watched the exterior iris slide open, I thought it again to myself: Be stupid not to.  Be stupid not to.  Just let it go, let the C.C.D. take your report, and pray that there wouldn’t be too much else.  Too much shrapnel to fly off and tear at you.


  Except try as I might, I couldn’t get one single image out of my mind: Vegas leaping out of the platform, riding it down… the gut feeling that here was a man doing something so brave and selfless he was sure to die.


  He knew it – I’d heard  it in his voice, in the ten seconds I’d been able to listen: He’d been trying to save something… something so great that he’d left Lill to me. 


  And now… now was the time to do the prudent thing and turn my back on him.


  “Well… take a deep breath, there, Sink.  You look like you’re trying to suffocate yourself, for chrissakes,” John said.  We were finally out of the pyramid and at the final passgate, the officer there giving us a noncommittal nod that would’ve made Malcolm blink with pride.  Beyond the gate was the fringe of the commerce district, with its shops and islands and thousands of people.  I did what John told me, took a deep breath and walked into the crowd of people, watched a pair of brightly colored, sarong-wearing Buddhists, one lighting a beedi as he walked, the two laughing. Saw another woman trying to lead her pudgy, gaping child, at war with the child’s desire to stare at all the sights and sounds and things.


  I looked over at John and he gave me his smile: his gritty, sympathetic supervisor smile.  Years, I’d worked for him, but I didn’t really know him, know his quirks and worries, his honest criticisms, his political ones.  He gave me good assignments, increasing responsibility; this, the only reason I felt he respected my work.  It was like walking with a stranger, a stranger to whom I was expected to bare everything out of sheer convention.


  He looked like he was about to put his hand out.


  “They going to call on you, John?”


  “Customary,” he said with a shrug I couldn’t help but see as too casual. “Your report was… comprehensive?” he asked; again, too casual.


  “Is there a reason you feel you need to ask me that?”


  His smile set itself, became grim.  “Yes.  Geoffrey… don’t get offended by what you know I need to ask.”


  It was the hardest thing in the world, not looking away from that grim gaze.  But I didn’t.  I’d slept with a convict’s wife… but that… that was something I would never regret.  In this whole gray, bureaucratic mess, that was a breath of bleakest purity.


  “Where is she?” I asked, John’s judgment and worries out of my mind in an instant.


  He took a deep breath, and all semblance of his smile vanished.  “Back there,” he said, nodding toward the precinct.  “They’re not too interested in what Ms. Corwin has to say, I don’t think; they’re mostly just holding her as leverage.  If Vegas cooperates…”


  “Christ, John, she’s… innocent.”


  “Jesus, Sink.” He looked away, around, the two of us in this crowd of thousands.  “Look, Geoffrey, you’re free to walk around.  Seems like this one’s gotten to you.  I figure… a day or so, it’ll all be set in stone, nothing any of us can do.  Record’ll be set.  So why don’t you take a walk?  I’ll buzz you if there’s something you can’t ignore.”


  What?  What did he mean by that?  I almost asked him…


  And then I did.  “My career… the way it is, if it’s set in stone…?”


  It took him a full five seconds to reply, standing there, looking out at the crowd.  “Well let’s just say that I’m hoping that… there’ll be a more flattering picture.”


  I took a deep breath. “A day, you said?”


  “Or less.”  Quickly, he looked down, as if suddenly conscious of the crowd around him.  “Of course I’m not saying this, Sink, any of this.  Not even a suggestion…  No, I’m just saying what a shame it would be if the C.C.D. got something wrong.”


  I wanted to shake his hand but couldn’t.  In a day, I might not even be able to talk to him again.  I nodded, looked down, and felt it:


  The assignment of my life.  Keeping a man from being condemned; not just by society, but by his friends, his contemporaries, himself.  Me.  If there was ever an assignment I’d worked up to, an apex of achievement, a life’s work, this was literally it.  A man is what he does: a platitude.  But if I did not do the job – the job I’d always hesitated to identify with, always kept at a distance in my thoughts, always wanted to deny that that’s all there was – if I did not do that job in the next day, the next hour, I would never be anything but a shell, an unremarkable shell.  Failure and success would both be shadows, blending together to create a blur over my soul.


  Walking into the crowd, away from John, I felt a steely awakening.  People around me, yelling, scurrying to the stars and back again, drifting… I could never be in a more alien element.  And yet it was mine.


   


  


  Twenty-Six


   


  



  



  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Starside


  1:47 p.m. Tuesday


  



  THERE WAS ONLY ONE PLACE to go, really: back to the place I’d left, the place that had left both me and Vegas broken, lying on the ground. 


  It occurred to me, as I made my way through the crowds, that they were larger, more energized than I’d noticed before.  The closer I got to Vista, the denser they became, until, a full hundred meters from the nearest gate, I had to push my way through.  At ten meters, I could see huddled media encampments, inches apart: dig-specs and microphones, more wires and open feeds than a splayed Pacific Bell telephone pole. Info-seekers, slavering at the gate.  Yellow tape separated these packs from two spek-squaders – armor already up, over their faces; a tint of bronze in the air betraying their kinetics – just beyond that flimsy barrier.  Somehow, I made my way to the front, bumping into a woman in a mess-trench, and looked over to apologize.


  Oh no.  “Mr. Sink.”  Quickly enough, Mara turned toward me; her, and those she had in tow.  Over her shoulder, I saw a tall, gawky kid adjusting his dig-specs, turning the lens slowly, without a care for civility.  All giving me their full attention as I tried to shy away, knowing it was already way too late.


  “Ms…. Mara was it?… Sorry about that…  come here for the –?”


  “Not at all, Mr. Sink,” she replied, smiling wide, glancing over my shoulder to look at the kid, make sure he was recording.  “Yes, came here for some extended coverage… This one’ll probably stretch on for weeks.”  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw other crews starting to perk up a bit. 


  The spekkers looked impregnable, but they were my only chance.  At last I could touch the yellow tape; but as I did, the spekker on the left put his arm out, this merest gesture a collage of motion as a dozen layers of armor strutted themselves around his appendage. 


  “Officer Sink…”


  I had my badge out, flashed it hopefully…  But the spekker just let his arm support itself, allowing the other spekker to take my badge from my hand.  Beneath the ceramisteel helmet, behind the bronze tint of the kinetics, I saw his lips moving, slowly, taking his time.


  Behind me, they weren’t as perfunctory.  “Mr. Sink, based on the footage we’ve seen, isn’t it true that the would-be assassin – the man who’s made an attempt on the lives of the crew of the U.N.S. Endeavor – is none other than escaped fugitive Richard Vegas, who has been on your caseload for the past four days?”  The words were quick, soft, assertive – yet not overtly accusatory… not yet.


  Turning, I met Mara’s eyes.


  “Allow me to correct the record, Mara…”


  “It wasn’t your client?…”


  “No, if what I’ve been told is true – and I have no reason to suspect it is not – it most certainly was Ricky Vegas.”


  “Why do you think… ‘Ricky’… would make an attempt on the life of Commander Jorge Montavo, Officer Sink?”


  “I don’t think he would ever do such a thing, Mara.”


  There was a shocked murmur around me, a wavering through the row of microphones, and I felt a jolt in my spine.  Well now, let’s see what’s behind door number…


  “Why is that, Officer Sink?”  Mara rushed on.


  “Because Richard Vegas called me about… five… six seconds before he made that jump.”


  There were so many bodies pressed around me now, I wouldn’t have been able to sneeze without butting someone’s head.


  “Why would he—”


  “Is it true you were his—”


  “He… called you?  What did he—” 


  “What did he say?  Well… I’m not entirely certain I’m at liberty to discuss that.  But oh, what the hell, I’m willing to go on record to state that—”


  “Mr. Sink!”  The spekker with my I.D. was motioning so frantically it was like he was trying to swim through the air.


  “Hm?   Yes, officer?” I said, turning lazily.


  “You’ve been authorized.”


  “Are you sure?  Maybe you better check again.”


  “Officer Sink!!—”


  “–you stated that—”


  “–is it true you were—”


  “–what possible motive—”


  I was tempted – so tempted – but there was still hope.  I’d be sure to ruin it by indulging my indignation here.


  “Well… maybe I’ll get back to you on that one, Mara,” I said as I passed under the yellow tape.  The questions were being yelled now, and one officer turned up his kinetics, just to hold off the rush.  The other turned from the line and walked with me, into Vista.  Hours after the incident, the grand hall was a littered, barren field: its floor strewn with paper, bottles and broken glass, small accoutremental pieces of clothing, lines of cable.  About fifty, maybe a hundred people were walking about, half of them spek-squadders, a bunch of them standing by one of the interior lifts, glancing my way. One of those spek-squadders broke away – one I recognized, walking with what looked like a slight limp.


  Malcolm. Must’ve left just after me, taken the official route.


  “You want to leave this level, proler?” he spat as he marched up, with an intensity I’d never seen him display.  He even had his kinetics up. “You might not, you talk to those goddamn jackals.” 


  Well hell.  Making sure to stay in sight of all those dig-speks, I reared around.  “You gonna march along with the C.C.D.?  Why don’t you just roll over an’ let ‘em pat your belly, bud.  I’ve got some questions, instead of just a whole bunch of answers.”


  “Like what… wonderin’ how many more folks your boy killed?”


  “How many?  You tell me.”


  “Shit – trust a spek-proler to take somethin’ simple like this an’ fuck it all up.  You even know what yer talkin’ about, I wonder?  You seen what your boy did, or you just sit there and watch from a distance?  Read a report?”


  “I—”


  “You wanna see what he did?  C’mon.”  With that, Malcolm turned and strutted himself across the littered plain, nodding at an occasional colleague as we made our way toward the eastern horizon.  Finally, we hit the far wall, with a doorway cut-off with even more yellow tape.  Around the tape were four, five officers; some talking, some standing just inside, taking notes.  Malcolm nodded at the first of them, the only spek-squader there.  Two of the others were dressed like me, the other two more sharply.  C.C.D., if I’d ever seen them.  The first of the C.C.D. officers glanced our way, meeting my eyes in an instant.  Thin, bald, blue-ice eyes that looked like they never bothered to blink.


  “Officer Sink,” he said, thankfully before the spek-squadder could make any kind of introduction.  “What is—”


  “Compiling some supplementals for my final report, sir.  I understand there is some further information that should go on Richard Vegas’s psychological profile?”


  It took a moment for him to debate the feasibility of all this, before shaking his head.  “I’m sorry… this room’s off limits to civilians.”  With that, he nodded toward Malcolm.


  Orders, goddamn C.C.D. orders.  They all made so much sense, I thought as the mailed hand came hesitantly down on my shoulder.  “Don’t you believe it would be advantageous to keep all of our reports consistent?  No conflict, no red marks?  Yes, I’m a civilian, but I’m a bureaucrat, sir, and I know how to streamline an investigation.  That’s what we’re all after, isn’t it?”


  He looked at me as if he couldn’t believe I was still here.  “Certainly… certainly.  However, I’m afraid—”


  “There will be congressional attention put on every detail of this investigation, will there not, officer?  Multiple investigations.  I’m sure my conclusions will be given more than their usual credence… and we all look for someone to blame, don’t we?  Officer…”


  The C.C.D. man actually smiled. “You want to see what your client did? Sure. One look.”


  The others were silent, perhaps in shock, as I walked up to the tape, looked inside… and tried not to look away as fast as I wanted to.


  It was a closet, really: a tiny room with vid-screens, tables crowded with goggles and other equipment.  A yellow uniform was hanging on the door – Holvenhaus, Incorporated.  One of the vid-screens was white with static; the only interior illumination, but enough.


  Enough to make the blood in there glisten, seem to ripple, the wide pools of it.  One man was pinned, naked, to the far concrete wall with a long metal strut of some kind.  His hands were behind his back, in a final effort to rip out the spike he couldn’t quite reach.  How long had he tried, pinned there like that, while he’d suffocated on his own blood?  Clutching, desperate, begging, maybe… or maybe not: On the table, I saw a tongue.


  The second was worse: hanging from the ceiling, roped up around the torso so his head and legs were dangling.  Drops of dried blood were stuck in his long, stringy hair; his hands had been lacerated, perhaps as he’d been trying to fend off the blows that had eventually beat his face into such a pulp it looked worse than the brain that was hanging half in, half out of his skull.


  Quickly, I turned away, and it was all I could do not to lean against the wall and spoil the crime scene.


  “Room’s completely soundproof,” the C.C.D. officer said, beside me, as I caught my breath.  “It might have been a half hour Richard Vegas was torturing Mr. Davies and Mr. Hord here… although Holvenhaus claims that’s unlikely.  They’re supposed to check in every fifteen minutes.  Granted, they’re trying to clear their name as much as possible… not that it will do them much good.”


  “Letting something like this happen…” I replied weakly.


  “That, and Vegas wearing their uniform as he tried to ride down and kill the Originals on Universal video.  Ha!”  Cordial, now, this C.C.D. man. “Didn’t do wonders for their image.”


  “He was… wearing their uniform?”


  The C.C.D. officer eyed me, his thoughts obvious: Didn’t you know that?   He looked away.  “Well… that will be all then, Officer Sink.  That should be enough for your… profile.  You’re not to talk to the press by the way… I shouldn’t have to tell you that.  And I won’t again.”


  I didn’t bother to reply.  As we were walking away, Malcolm started talking – and I could tell by his colorful language he was either irritated or relieved – both things he wasn’t used to.  “How you like piñata boy, back there?  How many folks your boy Vegas kill, then?  Is that more than ten?  Should you count it or should I?”  Something along those lines to emphasize the fact that this was all so, so wrong.


  Wrong.  Unless every instinct I prided myself on had gone completely sour, there was no way Richard Vegas would have done something like that.  He was not psychotic.


  And cutting off a tongue – that was a universal warning – practically textbook in law enforcement. Don’t talk. What the hell would Vegas care if someone talked? He didn’t need to warn anyone of anything. Did he?


  For some reason I stopped, looked back at the room.  Malcolm stopped as well, helmet turned in my direction.


  “No,”  I said, not knowing why I was confiding in this man.  Probably because there was no one else.  “There’s no way Vegas did that.”


  The spek-squadder was silent a moment, before looking back toward the main gate, where he’d been stationed.  “No, huh?  Why not?” he said, not too anxious to get back.


  “Holvenhaus… he was wearing one of their uniforms?”


  “That’s what the man told you.”


  “He have anything else of theirs?”


  “Hell, I don’t…”


  “Do they have any representatives on this level?”


  Nothing moved beneath that layer of kinetics for a moment.  Finally, “I’m sure C.C.D.’ll do all the investigating that needs to be done.”


  “C’mon… you’ve been around a few years… you wouldn’t be on spek-squad if you hadn’t.  They don’t investigate, they bust ass and wrap up.  They’re not good at investigating, and never have been.  They’re enforcement.  And it seems to me they’ve already got their answers.”


  “Not a concern of mine…”


  “The Originals were nearly assassinated.”  I let that hang there a while, looking at him.  The next blow in this little war to see who could get more indignant.  “I’m not sure what Vegas was doing, but he wasn’t trying to kill them.”


  “How the hell do you know?”


  “Because I wasn’t lying with the vid-gangs back there – he called me, right before he jumped.  Asked me to take care of his girlfriend, and it was a good thing he did, because someone tried to kill her two seconds later.  I can only see one explanation: he turned.  He was in some sort of alliance… and he knew by betraying whoever it was he was with… he’d be dead, and the person he was in love with would most likely be dead too.  But he did it anyway, because what was going to happen was something so horrible it was more important than his life – or hers – and believe me, that’s more of a sacrifice than I think I could make.  What do you think that thing was?”


  Malcolm was silent a moment, then nodded, the tiniest of movements.  “The Originals…”


  I didn’t say anything. He was on my track; let him take a few more steps on his own.


  “Holvenhaus has a central station, down here.  C.C.D.’s about done with ‘em – basically confiscated all their files.  I was there.”


  “How can I get there?”


  A few more seconds of silence; a few more steps.  At last, the kinetics dimmed for a moment.


  “I’ll take you.”


   


  ***


   


  The Holvenhaus “station” was farther than I thought.  We bypassed the press barricade using a maintenance route; I wondered if Vegas had taken this route, hours ago.  It seemed to be a blind spot: no surveillance cameras  for a long stretch of hallway, a fixed one at the first corner.  I imagined the records were being thoroughly checked.


  After a few more twists and turns we went through a door, down an elevator, another one, through a door, and we were out into a docking area: an airy ring around the outside of the station.


  Right in front of us, beside two-story-tall yellow lettering saying DOCK 17, a huge, Mars-class freighter was parked, its siding sealed tight with a mixture of metal struts and what looked like rubber, but probably wasn’t. The bay was a box that stuck out into the atmosphere. More like an ant farm, with a swarm of cargo haulers and maintenance grunts crawling over the hull inside.


  As we walked past its hull, I recognized the markings: similar to the markings on the yellow uniforms.


  “Holvenhaus owns an orbital?” I asked, surprised.


  “Several,” the spekker said.  “They do some convoy work… sometimes they feel they need ‘em for stuff around here.  Companies pay a pretty penny for ‘em, I’m sure.”


  The docked fore-end of the vessel, the part we could see, was bristling with a patchwork of hard points: turrets on some, too big to retract; others sealed up, like giant iron boils on the craft’s skin. The underside molded itself around a long barrel… a railgun? Something else? Thing could probably hit Pluto; hell, it might even rival the armament of a light army frigate.  Certainly, they’d be able to send any scrapper-craft packing.


  “Christ, how’d they get the regs?”


  “They’re pretty tied-in to Horizon,” Malcolm said, then nodded ahead of us, toward an access way next to the docking bay.  “That’s the main office, right there.”


  Walking up to the door and turning its old-fashioned handle, I heard people arguing inside.  Pushing the door open, I saw the place was in disarray: Files were out even on the floor of the waiting area, and beyond a flat steel counter there were literally papers flying through the air.  People in yellow uniforms were running back and forth, trying to accommodate the tirade of a man standing right smack in the middle of it, waving his arms, pointing here and there, his hoarse voice giving order after order, “ALL of the back-ups – I already asked, now I’m telling you put them here!  I’m gonna keep asking until you do it!  Jess, did you get the V-files in order – Christ, you know, in our lifetime!  You wanna take a slow-V trip to Moscavi?  Get them in order!”  At last he seemed to notice us, or at least notice the spekker beside me, and his face wrenched itself into a smile.


  “Yes, gentlemen – can I… I apologize about the mess, we’re  salvaging what’s left after your… crisis control people came through.” He studied me for a moment; evidently decided I wasn’t one of them.


  “Can be a little demanding,” I put in, cutting him off.  “We do have a few more questions for you, however.  I’m sure you understand.”


  The man looked back at the office behind him, everyone running around like coked-up squirrels.  Then back at me, “Yeah, I understand.  You’re the third one I’ve talked to, and probably not the last.  In my office?”


  “That’ll be fine.”


  The man raised part of the desk, and we walked through the war zone.  People couldn’t help but watch the spekker as he lumbered past, crunching office materials flat into the floor.  At last we came to another door with horizontal blinds, which slid shut as soon as the door was closed.  As the florescent light flickered on, I saw a chair in front of a desk piled with papers and debris, and took it.  Behind me was a wicker partition, cutting the room in half; probably hiding more mess than the man was comfortable with.  Easy way to clean it up, I suppose.  The man moved behind the desk, shuffling a few things, “So… how can I help you, Mr…”


  “Sink.  Geoffrey Sink.”  I didn’t offer my I.D., or my occupation; his assumptions, with the spekker beside me, would be better than reality.


  “Mr. Sink.  Alexander Niccollo,” he said, offering his hand, which I took.  “Yes, I’m happy to help in any way I can.  Can’t believe that maniac, what he did… who could have prepared for… but of course I’m not here to make excuses, Mr. Sink, only to provide answers.”


  “Good.  I need a few.  As I understand it, Mr. Vegas gained entry into one of your tactical stations.  How was this done?”


  “Well… those stations don’t really control too much.  Just places to watch the cameras, communicate a little quicker.  So there’s just the one door.  I don’t have the benefit of your report, Mr. Sink, but my best assumption would be he waited outside until the door was open, then walked in.”


  “And overpowered two of your officers.”


  “Yes… overpowered… that’s one way to put it.” For a moment Alexander looked down, shuddered.  “God, the man… I didn’t think he… anyone wou– could do that.  It’s got us all a little shaken here.”


  I nodded, trying to keep my mind away from it.  “He overpowered two of your officers and took one of their uniforms, as well as some spare equipment that happened to be lying around…”


  “Yes…,” Alexander said, coming around, “that’s what that room was also – kind of an equipment locker.  Things were a little hectic that day, with the big production, so we had a dozen extra sets out, in case any of our officers needed them and couldn’t wait the half-hour it would normally take.  Standard procedure.”


  “How long was he in the room, do you suppose?”


  “Couldn’t have been longer than fifteen minutes.  That’s when all our officers check in.”


  “So he had fifteen minutes to overpower both officers… torture them, take a uniform, put it on, take some equipment and leave.”


  “That’s right.”


  “It could be done, I suppose…”


  Alexander shifted in his seat.  “Look… how long’s it take to put a uniform on?  A minute?  Guy like that Vegas – from what I’ve seen on Q-U – he could’ve beat the hell out of both boys in three minutes flat.  Gives him plenty of time.”


  “Sure… unless you also take into account that he had to walk over to the camera platform, get up it somehow, wait for the speech to end, and then ride it down… all in those fifteen minutes.  Right?  Because someone would have checked in by then, found the room in the mess it was and put out an all-points alert.  Right?”


  “I don’t—”


  “All that had to happen in fifteen minutes.  Because nobody checked that room before then, right?”


  “I—”


  “Mr. Niccollo hasn’t been entirely accurate.”


  I nearly jumped out of my chair as a man stepped out from behind the wicker partition. 


  And immediately relaxed; the man wasn’t very impressive: medium height and build, dull brown hair cut like a forty-year-old executive who was tired of changing trends.  His navy blue blazer and red-striped tie made him look like a patriotic porter.


  “No…” I said, standing, looking at the man.  “No, I’m sure he hasn’t been.  Mr…”


  The man flicked his eyes at the spekker, then back at me.  “Mr. Sink… I don’t believe you ever identified what department you were with.”


  Hell.  “Spek-parole.”


  His eyes raised.  “A parole officer.  And who was your… client, I believe you call them?”


  “Richard Vegas was my client.”


  “Ah.  And you’re here on your own authority?”


  Finally, Malcolm said something.  “The authority of star-side station.  I thought I heard Mr. Sink ask you your name, sir.”  One thing I could count on: Spekkers never went on the defensive.


  The man glanced at my impromptu partner.   “I thought I heard that, too.  But we have a few things to clear up, officer.  Such as who you people are and why you’re here.”


  “Well now you know who we are, unless you want my friend to identify the department he’s in,” I said, nodding at Malcolm, “and I think it should be quite obvious why we’re here.  I want to  put something in my final report that makes sense, and thus far, I don’t have anything; at least anything that makes any sense to me.  So if you would like me to relay my frustration and indignation to C.C.D. – who have been quite adamant that all my questions and loose ends be resolved, I’ll be more than happy to let them handle the matter, Mr…”


  “Blitrow.  John Blitrow,” the man said.  “I don’t imagine you’ll forgive my impertinence, Mr. Sink, but from your line of questioning you seemed somewhat sympathetic toward your client.  A man who attempted to kill the Originals is not to be sympathized with.”


  “You stated that Mr. Niccollo hasn’t been entirely accurate?”


  At that, Mr. Blitrow glanced at Alexander Niccollo: riveted to his seat like a statue.  “No.  I would say that fifteen minutes was a rather… optimistic estimate.  I would say, in fact, that a full twenty-six minutes went by without a check-in to that particular station.”


  “How can you be so exact?”


  “Because I was the one to discover them, Mr. Sink.  I was the first one to enter that… room.”  Mr. Blitrow turned toward me, his face blank as a newborn babe’s.  “Holvenhaus responded shamefully to this incident, Mr. Sink.  They had their hands full, and thus not only dropped the ball – but failed to catch it.”


  They?  “What is your position with Holvenhaus, Mr. Blitrow?”


  “Director of Human Resources.”


  “A director?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you chastise your company in this way?”


  “The Originals were nearly killed, Mr. Sink.  I’m more than a company man. I’m an American.  I’m a citizen of the planet Earth.  And to think what could have happened if your client – who you’d failed to catch after several days of searching – had managed to carry out his intentions…  Well… like you, I hope, Mr. Sink, I’m prepared to make amends.  Even if it means admitting that I’m in error; that I’ve allowed luck more than merit to save my career.  No… with the gravity of this crime, I’m not about to cheapen my chance for retribution with needless aspersions.”


  “Very noble of you.”  Obviously, this man had gone far in his company.  “The best way I can… make amends, however, Mr. Blitrow, is by presenting an accurate description of what happened.  So spare me the rhetoric, and help me shed some light on a few things.”


  “I’ll be happy to—”


  “How did Mr. Vegas get onto that camera platform?


  “Ah… now that information, I regret I will be unable to afford you with.”


  “Because?”


  “Everyone on board is either dead or in critical condition, Mr. Sink.  And ironically enough, that camera platform did not have any internal cameras.”


  “It does seem somewhat strange, though?  Not… ‘standard procedure’ to let someone up who has no business being there?”


  “Yes, it does.  Again… I’m not trying to state that our company acted admirably, Mr. Sink.  We made mistakes… and perhaps that was one of them.  It is, however, possible that Mr. Vegas took a hostage and forced himself up in that manner.  The truth is… we will never know.”


  “Don’t be so sure of that, Mr. Blitrow.”  And one thing I did know: I wasn’t going to get any real answers talking with this guy.  I stood, looked over at my spekker friend, then back at Mr. Niccollo.  “We’ll be needing what information you have available right now.  Organize it as best you can in the next ten minutes.”  Mr. Niccollo looked like he wanted to crawl under the desk and go away, but I wouldn’t let him go away, not yet.  “I’m sure you can appreciate the timeline… we’ll be back for the rest of it at the appointed time, but we need to get started immediately.”


  Mr. Blitrow turned to look at Mr. Niccollo.  “While you’re doing that, Alexander, I’ll inform C.C.D. that we’re sending our information over now, and that it may not be as organized as they wanted.”


  For a second, I was certain that Malcolm would speak up and say something.  But like the iron pillar that all those spekkers resembled even when they weren’t trying, he stood there stoically as Mr. Niccollo walked out of the room, returned two minutes later with a cardboard box full of files and disks. Lord knows what was in there: material that would ruin both of our careers if there wasn’t anything on them.  As I took the box in my hands and turned to leave, Mr. Blitrow asked a final question. 


  “I assume you have Mr. Vegas in custody.  Have you bothered asking him what happened?”


  I turned with the box in my hands.  Mr. Blitrow didn’t meet my eyes, he was looking at the box, and for the first time what seemed like an actual expression came over his face.  Intensity: like a widow at a funeral.  It took me so much by surprise that for a moment I couldn’t reply.   “Of course… Well… we… think it would be good to corroborate some of what he’s told us.”


  “Good.  Very wise,” Mr. Blitrow said, studying me.


  “Yes… well… as soon as you get the rest of those files in order, just send them over.”


  “Of course.”


  Fumbling with the box as much as my words, I made my way out of the station, Malcolm immediately at my heels.
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  "THE HELL YOU DOING?”


  I was glad the spekker asked it.  I just held the box in my arms closer.


  “Going back to the station.  Deliver these files.”


  “Bullll-shit.  You better find somewhere private.  C.C.D.’ll be lookin’ pretty soon.”


  “Let’em look.  They’re lookin’ for an excuse, I might as well cut all the waiting out.”  And if there was one chance, just one chance I could win, it was in this box.


  “Well, they ain’t lookin’ for an excuse from me.”


  “No.  They aren’t.  You’d better… Look… thanks for the help, back there.”


  Malcolm looked at me a moment, and I could see what he was thinking.  So I said it for him.  “Guy wasn’t right, was he?  I don’t know what he does for Holvenhaus, but–”


  “No.”  The spekker said.  One word.


  “Well… I’m getting back to the station.  I figure I’ve got a half hour before C.C.D. puts me on a lift to the Nevada plain.  If I’m lucky.”


  “Yeah, well… hope you find something.”   Malcolm waited, then took a piece of paper out of the satchel at his waist.  “Look… you find anything you might… need help with, here’s my number.”


  I took the paper, took the spekker’s hand.  “Thanks.”


  “Yeah.” Still, he was waiting. “What you said back there, ‘bout Ricky Vegas…   You seem pretty sure about him.”


  “Well, either that or I haven’t learned a damn thing from this job.”


  He was looking at me, and then had an expression like he was taking a final step, right off a cliff. He pulled out a porta-clip and handed it to me.


  “Maybe there’s some things you don’t know. Weis shared this with a few people, when it looked like your boy might get starside. Seems kinda relevant now.”


  “What—”


  “Just… take a look before you toss your career at this guy, all right?”


  I took the clip and gave him a puzzled look, but he was done talking. With that he turned and so did I, back toward…


  Toward…


  Christ, I had nowhere to go.  Back toward the station?  Not there… at least not yet.  Looking around the street, I saw a small little coffeehouse, packed with people.  Not there either.  Time to think like a fugitive: It’d been pretty easy before, back when I was chasing them.  But now that I was one, it was shutting down all the currents. 


  Keep walking: That was the key.  Keep going, keep your options coming.  I needed to get off this level, that was obvious.  Maybe get all the way down to the ground…


  Or all the way above it.  Yes.  I did have a friend… if I was desperate enough. 


  And I was.


   


  ***


   


  “Screw all those grip-an’-grin shots, Morgan, we need some more meat – somethin’ rare an’ juicy, damn it!  This ain’t a society piece – we’ve alllll seen the Originals a hundred frickin’ thousand times now, it’s starting to get a bit–  Still… keep the hero worship B.S… that’ll be a fresh fix for a good day or so—”


  “Ms. Morin?”


  “–and more with the woman.  She’s got uh, sass – Yeah, what?  Shouldn’t you be out front, Maxwell? I th—”


  Ms. Morin broke off when she saw me standing behind her assistant, waiting patiently.  It was a study in human nature, watching her face when she looked at me: like I was a cross between a fragile piece of glass and a punching bag.


  “Mr… Sink.”  That’s all she managed to say, not wanting to breathe too hard for fear I might just blow away.  I have to admit, it felt good being appreciated for once.


  “Hello, Ms. Morin,” I said with a smile.  “Do you have a moment?”


  “Y– of course, Mr. Sink.  I’ve got a couple moments.  Maxwell, get us some sludge, will you?  Thick, lots of sugar.”


  “No,” I said, looking Ms. Morin in the eye, “none of that.  Keep mine straight.”


  “That’s the way I like mine too, Mr. Sink, but every cop I ever met always liked it coated.”


  “Well… regardless, could we go somewhere private?  All these cameras around here make me a little nervous.”


  “Yep,” she said, and turned back to Maxwell. “Reserve that five-o-clock slot… I know we’ve got those grievers and the outrage piece lined up, but…” and here she turned back to me, “I think we might have something better.”


  Without a word, I followed her to a small room at the corner of the station.  It looked almost as bad as the Holvenhaus office: stacks of files cluttering the corners, smothering the desk.  But there was a big, beautiful window looking out at the stars with a pair of ivy plants creeping down in front of it; enough to make the place comfortable, rather than a burden to walk into.


  Ms. Morin made her way to what I supposed was her desk, pushed one stack on top of another one, looked over at me, and nodded as she slumped into her chair, putting her feet up to rest in the valley she’d cleared.


  “Well.  The last time I saw you I thought you had something to say.  Get off your chest.  That’s what we are here, Mr. Sink: a world-wide confession booth, and the public’s your priest.  But I have to warn you, the redemption can be a little overwhelming sometimes.”


  “Sounds more like a pitch than a warning, Ms. Morin.”


  “Sofia… or Sofie in here.  It’s a pitch, Geoffrey.” With that she stopped talking and just stared at me.


  “Look, Ms. Morin, I don’t even know what I have to say.  The real reason I’m here… is I don’t know what I have yet, but I need to find out.”


  The eyes behind her thick, black-rimmed glasses blinked once; enough to know I’d caught her.


  I patted the box I was carrying. She glanced at it for a split-second, knew she’d been caught, and then just let herself stare.


  “I need to use a computer.  A good one, not a public one, and from the look of it…,” I glanced at her desk, “yours is good.”


  “You need to use… my computer?”  Her gears were well-oiled; in a moment, she came right to it.  “Why not go back to your station, or wherever, use one of theirs?”


  I just looked at her, and let the whole thing stab at her curiosity.  If there was one thing about Ms. Morin I was sure I could count on, it was her curiosity.


  “I have a lot of confidential information on there, Mr. Sink, I’m sure you understand.  Sources… that sort of thing.”


  “You have my word I won’t read a thing.”


  There was another long pause as I watched her eyes, behind those thick glasses.


  “And when you… do whatever it is you have to do in private, whatever it is that you don’t want the people at your station to know about, what then?  What do I get out of this?”


  “I’ll tell you this… what I find, I want to find… not the C.C.D.  If they find it, I have a feeling nobody will ever have even the slightest chance of knowing about it.”


  “The C.C.D.”  The hardness in her eyes was something she couldn’t hide.


  “That’s right.  They might be looking for me right now, actually.”  I patted the box.  “Looking for these.  I have to warn you… If anyone in your station mentions I’m here, they’ll have a good chance of walking right in here.  Lord knows when you’d be able to go back on the air.”  Here it was: Everything she’d ever imagined on that late late shift.  Nice and stark.


  “Sound more like a pitch than a warning, Mr. Sink.”


  “Well… my other option is going back groundside, taking a chance of getting through the lifts, wasting a good six hours in the bargain.  By that time—” Damn it, I had to watch my mouth.  Ms. Morin’s mind was on record, and if we had any kind of understanding, the two of us, it was that nothing was sacred.


  “By that time… what, Geoffrey?”


  “Look… may I use your computer, or not?”


  Instantly, Ms. Morin took her feet from her desk, stood up, walked over to one of her plants.  Reaching out to caress one of the leaves, I saw her frown a little bit.


  “All right.  Yes… you can.  And I’ll make sure nobody walks in… I’ll have to talk to Maxwell; he’s such a bloody gossip, I may have to stick him in the archive room.  But…”


  Turning, her rims were magnifying glasses, scorching me like an ant under the sun.  “But I want something, Mr. Sink.  You’ll come to me first, and promptly.  Something, Sink.  Do we have an agreement?”


  “…Yes,”  I said, knowing – no, wondering – if it was a mistake.


  “Well then,” she said, dodging behind her desk, typing in a few words, “make yourself comfortable.”


  As soon as she left, I punched in Malcolm’s porta-clip, and let it whirr.


  I was rewarded with something simple: a single file batch, on Vegas. Opening it up, I saw the names, the dates, and… “What the hell?” I muttered.


  As things got complicated.
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  "NO BACKTRACKIN', BROTHER. Off an’ up we go.”


  It was easy to forget where I came from, flying up there. Tom’s prosthetic  eye kept peering over, winking. A reflex, he said: keeping all the gadgets in check. When he was drunk, he would make the color change; give it a big fat red pupil. I ignored it. The sight below was too much to miss.


  Gliding over the fledgling station – Horizon they were calling it – I thought about what a shame it was, how now it looked like it would be just a skeleton of struts, a graveyard. It cost way too much with all the things going on back on little old Earth, the endless things that needed attending, and debate raged even over whether it would help or hinder traffic to Moscovi Station.


  “Jeez, look at that thing,” Pete said beside me. “Always gets me, the way it sways. Gotta be a mile thick.”


  “Like it’s gonna come tumbling any minute,” I said. “They think people are going to stand on that? Christ, civies hate flying enough.”


  “Maybe they won’t put any windows on it.”


  “Heh yeah. Maybe… People can’t figure whether they wanna be afraid of the stars, or dream about ‘em…”


  “Can ya blame ‘em?” Pete asked, then glanced ahead of the ship, where what looked like a pebble, once lost in the black, was starting to catch some reflection from the sun.


  The blip appeared two days ago, picked up by an outlier. It wasn’t debris: too much purpose, according to a dozen algorithms. CentCom slingshotted us up into the stratosphere, to catch it before it got too close.


  And there it was. A beat-up old piece that may as well have been a chunk of brick. It had a single window you couldn’t see crap through, even with a telescope. The antennae array looked pretty banged up. Our cruiser hailed it a second time; still no answer.


  But it was slowing.


  “It knows we’re here,” old Tom’s voice crackled in our ears, the static behind his words sounding like the roar of an inferno. “The bastard knows. Don’t be starin’, boys. Yer not tourists.” Thomas, looking down at the helm, guiding us, green light from the boards turning his face into a digital thicket.  Behind him, in the small space of the cruiser’s corral, the rest of us didn’t say a thing.


  “Suit up,” Tom said. “We’ll cut through the skin if we gotta.”


  The five of us were already strapped in our battlestruts. Suiting up was a matter of popping a helmet on top and letting the screws turn. Protocol was to not allow the kinetics to fire up: Out in space, they’d push us around too much if we ever hit something sudden and solid.


  Tom came away from the console, looked us all up and down.


  “All right. I don’t think I even need to bother with orders. They’re not hailing. I don’t care if they look like one of ours – It ain’t any design we’ve seen since they started rubbing sticks for sparks. Somebody shot one of ours down, and now they’re trying to be clever about it.” He picked up his helm, and popped it on.


  “Weapons free,” he said, winking with the wild eye before sealing the plate.


  The eye did it: like a Valkyrie telling us to do the will of the Gods, ready to forgive anything but cowardice.


  One by one we stepped into the void, letting ourselves float toward the derelict. Only Rictor stayed behind, keeping the cruiser’s payload pointed right where it needed to be.


  It was hard to judge against the immeasurable backdrop of endless space, but the craft was a big one: sleek as an old shoe. United States Air Force was in scrapes of red and blue on its side, but the call sign and ID were blurred to obscurity.


  Whole thing looked older than dirt. The hull was covered with crystals, like it’d been through five ice ages, and the window, we could see now, was caked with some crappy resin.


  “Don’t know what would cause that,” I said, raising my arm at the window.


  “Wasn’t me,” Pete said, drifting closer… before sticking his finger out to touch the window, trace “Wash Me” in the muck. First contact.


  “Christ, Pete—” Just a kid, like me.


  “Just sayin’ – Jeez you know what this thing looks like?”


  “Cut it, boys,” Tom said. “We all know what it looks like.”


  But it was only then that I did. It looked like something from a storybook: one of the first batch of Voyager ships, back when we were flinging our hopes out into space in the off-chance they might stick to something. The near-light drives were a new plaything, and there were plenty of folks willing to volunteer, willing to test a new frontier once all the old ones had dried up. Hell, Alaska was getting so crowded the Jesus freaks were getting outnumbered up there.


  They might as well have been riding covered wagons. All souls lost, as far as anyone knew.


  But man, if one had made it back… Hopes of that had dried up after everyone started getting mad about budgets, and money, and people started worrying about things back down on the ground again. By the time I hit high school, even the hard-core religious nuts’d given up. Almost. God’s will, they kept going on about – or maybe they just wanted to find something out there that would prove a scripture or two.


  I was point: first to touch down on the hull. I triggered the magnets in my boots from a few inches, and was suddenly standing a few feet from the port hatch. There was a handle, I saw: a flat slot of metal I reached toward with my massive mit, keeping hold of my shotgun with the other. Depleted uranium flechette bursts for a welcomer, and good old buckshot for stopping power. Neither would penetrate much of anything; Pete and Cord had their railguns for that. But they’d scrub a whole damn cargo bay of any sort of bad intentions.


  I pulled the handle and was shocked to see the seal shift up, out with a hiss, a tiny burst of crystals. I hauled the door outwards, peered inside, saw an airlock alcove, big enough for two, maybe three people in a crunch.


  “You and me, Vegas,” Tom said over the uplink. “Pete, you keep your rail on the cockpit. Cord, you’re right behind us. Rictor, keep Puff pointed at the cockpit, too. Nice and tight.” The cruiser’s “magic dragon” could breathe away all our worries if need be… at least until we got back down on the ground.


  With that, Tom sidled up beside me, and we crowded into the hatchway. On the far side was a keyplate which looked too old to hope for.


  But as soon as we were in, the hatchway behind us started swinging back again. Tom had enough time to turn around, mutter, “motherfu–” and it was done.


  I felt a tiny pressure wave as the hatch sealed back up. Tom, next to me, raised his shotgun… as air began to filter around us.


  “Keep the helmet on there, chief,” Tom said. “Let’s not get too comfy.”


  “Sir,” I acknowledged.


  A light on the keypad turned green. I reached forward, but before I could touch anything, the inner hatch hissed, jerked back… and began to swing away.


  There were two, three men and a woman, standing on the other side. Their uniforms looked like they hadn’t been ironed in eons, but there were flags on the shoulders.


  Stars and stripes.


  The man in front, wearing four bars and a star, a Captain, saluted – while the others snapped to attention behind him.


  Tom stood firm, shotgun trained on all of them.


  The Captain’s lips began to move; I turned on my external.


  “—elcome aboard the U.N.S. Endeavor, sirs. I am Captain Jorge Montavo. This is chief warrant officer Gustoffen, warrant officers Harrison, and Cicero…”


  With that, it looked like he didn’t know what to say. He looked back at his crew, then at us, smiled and exhaled like he’d been holding his breath.


  “We’ve… come home.”


  Finally, Tom lowered his armament an inch, raised his hand to his faceplate. I did the same and felt the air on my face. It was remarkably fresh, not like the residue you expected from cramped, sweaty bodies that had spent too many months conserving slim bars of soap and recycling every liquid they had.


  Slowly, Tom raised his arm the rest of the way and snapped a salute.


  “Captain,” he said, then didn’t seem to know where to begin. “Come home from where?”


  The Captain laughed. “Where do you think? It’s been three years and change for us…”


  “Has it?… I couldn’t read your call sign, Captain.”


  "I told you, Endeavor."


  “I heard what you…”


  “One of the last to ship out in ’39.”


  “That was… last year.”


  “2040? That’s what year it is?” the Captain asked.


  Oh.


  “Little before my time,” Tom said with a trace of a smirk.


  “If I can ask you… Lieutenant. Is there a way for me to contact CentCom? I have… urgent news.”


  “I’ll have to belay that request for the moment, Captain. It’s my responsibility to quarantine this vessel, and that includes contact until I’m sufficiently comfortable.”


  “With due respect, Lieutenant—”


  “Thank you,” Tom said. “Captain, I’m going to have to ask you and your men to move back to quarters, where we can interview you individually.”


  “Lieutenant, we’ve been in quarters for–”


  “Three years?” Tom said, grinning. “I think you skipped a few birthdays, Captain. This vessel is a museum piece. I’m surprised it’s still bolted together.”


  I watched the warrant officers exchange glances. Montavo, for his part, kept looking at Tom.


  “How long have we been gone?”


  “Well, that depends who you really are, Captain. I—”


  But with that Tom snapped his mouth shut.


  I saw it too: a flit of shadow or light, in the passageway behind.


  “Captain, is there anyone else aboard this vessel?” Tom said, raising his gun again.


  “That’s what I wanted to report to CentCom, Lieutenant…”


  “I’ll take that as a yes. Sergeant?”


  I straddled the bulkhead, keeping my gun trained on the whole lot of them as I did. For their part, they let me pass.


  “It’s… alright, Lieutenant. It’s with us.”


  “…It?” Tom said. “What—”


  “It knew we were coming. It found us, helped us return… We’re only here because—”


  “Christ!” Tom said, backing up a step. “Do you mean to tell me—”


  “You don’t understand!” the Captain said, raising his voice. “It’s… It’s from… It’s not from…”


  I took another step toward the passage, causing the Captain to raise his hand.


  “Just… Please, we would’ve been lost, like the others… but we kept wandering, never lost faith. It… Eventually we knew it was out there with us, guiding us, guiding us like God’s own hand!”


  By then I was able to peek around the bend.


  Focused. Or tried to. When I looked, everything got dim and bright at the same time. It was hard to even hear anything, much less see…


  An old woman, a man with wings and a sword, a shining pillar of light, a star dozens of light years in the distance… was it a hallway? A desert? A starry sky?


  The more I looked, the harder it was to realize where I was standing, exactly, what I was doing. I heard Tom saying something, his voice like the chattering on a television screen, a dozen miles down, in some living room where everyone was asleep.


  I had a sense it was smiling, reaching toward me. I lowered my gun, I was aware of that, because it seemed like the right thing to do, and I was happy, proud I was doing the right thing.


  But then there was a buzzing in my ear, a gnat trailing a cloud of debris, and I saw a gun barrel, and a blaze of flame.


  The night exploded, and morning is bright as a brand new neon tattoo and I’m laughing – crying with it as the shadows in the distance melt to the ground without a sound that I can hear.


   I see Thomas, then, with that wild eye, that crazy one.  And I – there I am: a shadow in a flash.  Behind me, the whole world, lit to the sky and beyond.


  The flash of light died.


  “NO!” The Captain’s voice, but I felt it too, as if it had erupted from my own throat. Felt it as I could focus again and saw Tom raising his gun at the rest of the crew.


  “What did you do?!” the Captain cried out as he took a half-step forward –


  Tom swiveled – “Get back!” but the man was manic, kept coming. Tom raised his gun –


  And I fired. Tom flew back, against the bulkhead, his battlestrut pierced in a dozen places by the super-heavy uranium. Blood was smearing the wall behind him.


  “Code ONE!” he yelled over his uplink, as he raised his own gun again. The Captain and his crew were running, gone…


  It was then, lowering my gun, that everything came back: the ozone of mad certainty and righteousness fading like the memory of a father’s infallibility, and I wondered what I had done. The only thing I could grasp was loss, remorse. I dropped the gun, as Pete and Cord burst through the air hatch.


  “Fucking Vegas has been compromised! He shot me—”


  Pete swung the rail toward me, and –


   


   


  “–and tell me, again, why you tried to kill the Originals.”


  How many people I’d talked to, how many, they all just blended together, the faces with noise, questions, smiles, frowns… I pulled away from them, stared out at the stars. Out there… the black space between tiny white lights.  Out there… nothing.


  “Vegas?”


  Someone was always in the room; this one, a woman with her red hair and crisp little questions, finally just sighed. Some time passed – I couldn’t tell how much – before she spoke again.


  “Mr. Vegas… I thought you might want to know… about your wife.”


  I didn’t reply.


  “She’s being very cooperative.”


  “Cooperating with what?”  I said at last.


  “We had some questions for her.”  Questions.  She’d been asked questions, too.  By Thomas?


  “What questions?  Who?  Who asked—”


  “She’s not a prisoner, Mr. Vegas.  Not yet… we have no proof that she was involved in any of your…”


  “She – did you ask her if we – how we—”


  “We’ve asked her questions relevant to our investigation.”


  “Relevant?  How?  How thefuck is she rel—”  Taking a breath, I turned back to the window and watched the stars, wiping my lips, keeping them shut.  The cold pinpricks of light very, very distant.  Suffocate, I’d suffocate in here, even worse than –  “What do you want?  Let her go, just let her go, I’ll do anything, is that what you want me to say?  I’ve already said everything you need, just send me back to the cage or kill me or—” here I was, talking with these people I couldn’t touch.  Couldn’t possibly touch.


  “You called your parole officer, Mr. Geoffrey Sink, right before you jumped off the platform.  Do you remember?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “You threatened him.”


  Had I?  No, that wasn’t right, not really… but what did it matter.


  “Why did you threaten him?  Why did you make that call?  What were you anxious about?”


  “I was anxious about jumping off the platform and dying.”


  “Then why did you do it?”


  “They were going to kill them.”


  “They? Them? The Originals?  Why–”


  “Because they were… I don’t know, but I betrayed them and – I’ve told you and told you and TOLD you!  FUCK you then!”


  “There’s no need to get angry, Mr. Vegas.  Was Mr. Sink aware of your intentions?”


  At last I turned and looked at her.


  “Why don’t you send Thomas back in?  At least he knew how to do this right. He already got my confession.”


  “Mr. Vegas, we still have plenty to go—”


  “What are you going to do?  Kill me?  Something to Lill?  You’ll do what you want with her regardless – you just want my pride, and I gave enough of it to Tom.”


  “I’m trying to determine if you have any remorse for your—”


  I took a deep breath. “Look, I don’t know why you came in here, but I’ve told you everything, and I’m done repeating.  You want some more, go get some crayons and draw it  – that’s what you’ll do anyway.”


  Her face shut itself down, all the way to automatic.  “Fine – that’s fine, Mr. Vegas.”


  “Fine,” I said with a smile. “We’re all fine, are we?  Good.  Get goin’, then.”


  She stood. “We’re shipping you down to Mornville within the hour. We can continue our talk there.”
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  FINALLY, I MADE MYSELF MOVE. So Vegas and the Originals went way back. I didn’t know what to think about that. Somehow it fit… and it didn’t. According to the file, he’d gone crazy, had started firing, attempting to kill his commanding officer, Weis – Weis! – along with the whole crew of the U.N.S. Endeavor.


  He never said why, never admitted remorse. Testimony from others in the unit, outlined in a case summary, revealed nothing but bafflement. Immediately before the incident, he was joking around. Weis’ statement said he was talking to the crew one moment, shooting the next. A sudden, psychotic break?


  After he was in custody, Vegas shut down. So they locked him up for five years, five years where he did pretty good, then tossed him at me.


  Well, I had something for Ms. Morin. You bet I did. Of course, it made it look like Vegas had a fat hard-on for the Originals. Somehow… that didn’t seem right. That last conversation I’d had with him, talking about "they," the ones watching. And then some stranger with a knife, trying to open up my gut. Had a figment of Vegas’ fevered imagination somehow become a figment of mine? Then stabbed me, twice? Kinda doubtful… but regardless, I didn’t know what to make of this latest revelation. It was a little too big to wrap my head around at the moment.


  Which left me with a lot more work to do. Turning to the box, I picked up the first disc and popped it in.


  I wouldn’t say that I was comfortable in front of a computer screen, but I was familiar with it.  I knew my way around the flow screens, menu after menu.  What was new and what should’ve been updated, what had been updated, patched together sloppily…


  A lot of the files were categorized in the usual fashion: Date.  Time.  Place. Name of job.  The name of the job for the Originals, I quickly found out, was “Morning Inauguration.”  Morning Inauguration.


  All the other jobs had snappy little pseudonyms, like “Golden Gate”, or “Candlewick.”


  Nothing like…. Morning Inauguration.  Nice and sterile.  Official.  Had they run out of all the other names?  No more imagination?  Nothing left for the biggest, most prestigious job they’d ever done?


  All the files I found under Morning Inauguration were extensive, detailed, everything in its correct column, as far as I could tell.  Some of the financials were interesting: The sum paid for the job was just over two million dollars, including insurance and retainer.  Not a bad night’s work.  Seventy-six officers had been assigned, each in one of eight categories, from what I imagined was a desk clerk keep-your-eyes-on-that-screen sort of position, to the person who’d walk from station to station, looking for anything that could possibly be wrong.


  That last category was what interested me most.  There were four people in that category, each paid somewhere between $15,000 and $20,000 for the night.  It was hard to hide responsibility in the financials. 


  I looked at their names.  Two of them sounded familiar.


  Davies. Hord. Yes, those rang a bell. One had been hanging from a ceiling… the other pinned to a wall by a steel rod he couldn’t quite reach.


  Supervisors.  Coordinators.  Both of them.  Getting together for a quick chat, away from the action, while the climax of the event they were supposed to keep running smooth was taking place just outside.


  Both salaries had been covered by the retainer; they’d gotten their money in advance.  Hell, all the supervisors had… no, not all of them – the other two were qualified as “Administrative,” not “Field”; they had their money tied up in the balance – contingent upon getting everything else paid for.


  Who’d paid for it?  Horizon Futures Conglomerate – one million, already in the bank.  I didn’t think Holvenhaus would get the balance.


  Two top field supervisors, dead.  Interesting, but it didn’t do me much good otherwise – other than make me more and more suspicious.  And suspicion was something that didn’t do me wonders right now.


  I opened the personnel file back up, got ready for another run through the names, from the bottom of the pay grade…


  Christ, I was exhausted. Something caught my eye out the window, right then: a slice on the horizon.  East…  God, it seemed like forever since I’d noticed…


  The sunrise.  Just like twenty-four hours ago, when the Originals had lined up, smiled at the sky. It was getting late.  Or early. 


  Looking back at the screen, a name was right in front of me, toward the bottom of a scrolling column. Joshua Wellmore. Wellmore.


  Wait… Look at it. Age was right, and I couldn’t be totally sure, but the address seemed right, too.


  Easy way to find out. I pulled out my phone, dialed a number, listened to it ring.


  Eventually, someone picked up, but didn’t say a word.


  “Josh,” I said.


  Finally, he answered. “Well Christ… Sink. I thought our time together was done.”


  “Never is, technically.”


  This time I waited for him to talk.


  “So what do you want? To know? What?” he said. I heard the clink of ice in a glass.


  “You working for Holvenhaus?”


  “Uh…. Yeah, that’s right.”


  “You drinking?” I asked.


  I listened to the silence. “I’m allowed to drink,” he said.


  “I know. Just curious.”


  “Everything’s a guilt trip with you, Sink.”


  “Just asking.”


  “Well it’s not any of your damn business anymore,” he said.


  “Fair enough. Mind if I come by?” I asked.


  “What?”


  “You still living on Horizon?” I asked.


  “Yes… Toward the top, actually. Probably take you—”


  “Actually, no,” I said. “I’ll be right over.”


   


  ***


   


  The thing about spec-proling is you get to watch how a lot of people turn out. Lots of times – most of the times, actually – they screw up, and back they go. But occasionally they do O.K. That’s when you have to keep tabs on yourself, not to get too nosey. Or else everything they say about you being a vulture, it all seems true.


  Josh was one of those. One of the ones that made you feel guilty about making him feel guilty, that reminded you they weren’t your kid, weren’t anything to you. Just another man, ready to walk down the street again.


  According to his address, he was right: He was high up on Horizon. You would’ve called it a high rise, except it was bolted to the bulkhead of a dozen-story bubble. There was enough air for people to hang their clothes from balconies. You could hear kids yelling, see flowerpots and graffiti. The entry was a slab of concrete… didn’t know they even used it up here, as heavy as it was cheap. Amazing: Five years, and the place had accumulated enough debris to make you feel like you were back on the ground.


  I hit the buzzer below, and after a few seconds the gate to the foyer clicked open. Got into a lift, bare steel with plenty of stains, and went up ten stories.


  In the tenth floor hallway there was a mirror with a small split through one corner, where it had been bolted into the wall. I looked at the simple fact that I hadn’t slept or shaved much in over a day. My tie was still straight, though.


  My old client’s door was to the left, off the lift. He opened it just as I stepped off.


  “Josh,” I said.


  He looked at me a moment, at my clothes, my eyes.


  “Mr. Sink,” he said, after a pause.


  “Can I come in?” I asked.


  “I thought we were past all this,” he said, not bothering to hide his annoyance.


  “May I?” I asked again.


  He stood to one side of the doorway.


  “Look, what is all this?” he said as I passed.


  I studied his apartment as I walked in. It was hard not compare it to mine. His living room had a simple, plastic-covered couch. A tiny vid-screen in the corner… on to some early-evening drama, nothing between it and the couch. He’d made it his, not ready for any company, more for him walking, thinking, cooking, doing whatever the hell he felt like.


  “You want a tour?” he asked, above the noise from the street outside.


  “Yeah,” I said.


  He took me to the kitchen, opened the cupboards. The bedroom, opened the nightstand, the closet. The balcony: some stringy plants, slowly dying.


  “What kind of plants are those?” I asked.


  “You serious?”


  I turned to him. The air at ten stories was a little thick. It stunk from everything below, was harder to breathe; there were fans pushing it around, two stories above, sounding like a D-47 passing overhead, again and again.


  “I asked you before, you been drinking?” I asked, pushing past him, back into his living room. “If you are… I’d like one.”


  I think he saw, then, as he walked back off his balcony, that I wasn’t really myself right now.


  “So how are things?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “It’s life, fucking life. I wake up in the morning cuz there’s always shit to do. If I know I’m working on Monday, I’m working on Monday, you know? The way it is… What is all this, Sink?”


  “I need your help,” I said.


  He made his way to the kitchen while I stayed in the living room. I eyed the plastic couch, then sat down, listened to my ass crinkle.


  The drama on-screen was heating up: Someone was about to confess. There was some rugged white-haired guy – an attorney from his attire, with a heavy cloth coat, collar turned up – watching some other guy. The other guy was talking. The white-haired guy didn’t bother nodding; he just looked on, into the other guy’s eyes.


  “Look how easy it is,” I said, nodding at the screen as Josh came out with a glass of something, handed it to me. He was quiet as I took a deep drag of actually half-decent whiskey.


   “This a social call, then?” he asked.


  “Kinda. You always had a hard time finding jobs, if I can remember,” I said.


  “Found one,” he said.


  “That’s right. I signed off on it,” I said. “Your last goal, if I can remember… the one you had the hardest time with.”


  “Well… I did have a few little glitches on my record,” he said.


  I smiled, looked at him as he took a big gulp from his own glass.


  “But you had friends. Those help. They treating you O.K.? Down at Holvenhaus?”


  He finished his drink, raised an eye as he put it down. “Down at Holvenhaus? Yeah… that’s where it is. And they’re treating me like any clock puncher. No better’r worse.”


  “That’s good, I guess.” Pretty defensive, right away. Of course, I was sitting in his living room, sipping his whiskey.


  “I guess.”


  “I need to ask a favor,” I said, repeating myself.


  “This what it turns into now?”


  “No,” I said. “Just this once.”


  “Christ,” he said, sneering.


   “So this way… maybe I could just clear a few things in your file, for good,” I went on.


  He just stood and looked at me.


  “Happens in a big bureaucracy like the corrections department. I’d make the personal decision that you were… corrected. You are; I can see it. Reformed. Staff’s low enough, nobody’s going to double-check a damn thing.”


  “That easy, huh?” he said.


  “Just a favor.”


  “What is it?”


  “You know the guy that tried to kill the Originals yesterday?”


  “…. Yeah? Heard about that…”


  “Who hasn’t.”


  “What about him?”


  “He was my client.”


  He looked down to the glass in my hand. “Wow. Need another?” he asked.


  “That’s all right. So, he had on a Holvenhaus uniform. Just yesterday.”


  “Yeah, I heard he infiltrated us somehow.”


  “You were working?”


  “Yeah…”


   “What do you do for them?”


  “Look… What I don’t do is talk about my job when I work for a security agency.”


  “Well, there seem to be a few holes over there. And besides… it’d be hard to work for them, if the only thing you could watch was a cell door. A lot of ‘em don’t even have windows now.”


  He was quiet for a long moment, went back in the kitchen, was there a while and came back holding a bottle. There wasn’t anywhere else to sit but the couch, so he took the spot next to me.


  “What do you want, Sink?”


  “I want to know about Holvenhaus.”


  He kept quiet.


  “That job yesterday, all the mistakes went like clockwork,” I went on. “Either Vegas – who just got out of jail a couple days ago – managed to work a job so flawless he instinctually knew the Holvenhaus layout, or–”


  “What do you mean? He didn’t get the guys,” Joshua cut in.


  “No, something blew up instead. Hey, what were you in for again? Arson? Big, fiery, demolition-assisted arsons? You got this job about a month ago, right?… You know, I didn’t really look into Holvenhaus – to be honest, my case load, I didn’t even know it was a security agency. Sounded like some Swedish construction outfit. I don’t even remember what you said it was. But no, it’s security. Hiring a felon. And now that I think about it, that seems pretty strange to me.”


  He was shaking his head and drew up the bottle, but then I saw it wasn’t the bottle, it was a snub-nose, pointing –


  “HEY, ho—” I said, as the first round went off.


  The kinetics got up just in time, the momentum from the round slamming me back into the couch, over the arm, onto the floor.


  Josh was swearing, not expecting my barely legal safeguard – kept firing, plugging rounds down at me, making my teeth rattle, ears burst with every vibration. Low-caliber rounds, I was thanking everything I could think of for that, but they still felt like an elephant’s foot, pressing me into that floor.


  As he fired, he stepped back, back toward the door, and after what may have been the sixth, seventh shot reached toward the knob, got it open.


  I pulled out my Taser and fired – tried to drop the kinetics in time, but the prongs bounced off a latent wave, deflected, sparked in some drywall. I pulled myself up and triggered the retract and heard him running, running down that dark, concrete corridor toward god knows what.


  I was out the door in time to hear a scream of outrage, some sort of clash or collision, and saw nothing: The short corridor ended in a bunch of other doors, a stairwell railing.


  Running to the rail, looking over, I saw a lady with two bags, spilled all over the tiles, spaghetti strands strewn about a black and white checkerboard. She was clutching a jar of spaghetti sauce for some reason. He was on top of her getting up, looked and saw me and hauled the wailing woman in front of him.


  I looked at his gun. A frickin’ revolver. No way he’d fired less than six. No way he’d had time to reload. No way.


  “Jesus Josh, there’s only one way for you now. Just stop, come on back up.”


  “Sink, you may as well be firing bullets, I talk to you.”


  “You got no more bullets yourself, and it’ll take you forever to strangle her, so stop the bullshit and get back up here.”


  He stopped. The woman wasn’t screaming anymore, was looking at me with a pissed-off expression if anything.


  “C’mon, you fucked up again, and I’m here to help you land right. But you gotta make at least one good decision.”


  “Sink, I’m…”


  The woman brought her heel down on his foot, getting what sounded like a bark out of him. Then head-butted him with the back of her head. Hey, a self-defense specialist, my luck.


  As Josh crumpled into a wall, she broke away and got up the stairs, still holding her jar of spaghetti sauce. As soon as she was behind me, she turned and threw it, missing Josh but hitting the side of the wall by his head, splattering his hair and cheek with chunks of tomatoes, sausage, mushrooms.


  I hit him with the Taser, then, watched him gasp, jerk, drop. I kept the juice on for another couple seconds.


  “Who’re you?” the woman asked.


  I glanced at her and smiled. “His parole officer,” I said, finally ejecting the leads and popping in another set. Still had enough power for a couple more pops, if Josh felt frisky.


  “Jerk never turns down his television, either. This mean I get a new neighbor?” she asked.


  “Yes ma’am. Sorry ‘bout your dinner.”
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  FINALLY, SHEM HAD GOOD NEWS. Other than the fact that he’d finally hauled his ass up Horizon, which he actually seemed happy about for once.


  “Mara’s with them now, Sofie. They’re a bit shaken up; they’ve been sequestered. But I guess some flak somewhere thought it would be easier to get things under control if some media got in there, saw them walking and talking.”


  “She gonna get some alone time, then?”


  “Alone time with the Originals?” Shem barked out a laugh.


  “O.K. well, tell her I’ve got some questions to send her… Have her call me direct.”


  “Questions?” Shem asked.


  “Something to add a little curve to the softball, Shem. And get me the Washington bureau chief.”


  “Thought you didn’t want to share—”


  “No choice. We need this now.”


  He left and I thought it through again. That Sink guy, he’d delivered all right – so much so that I had to wonder if it was just too good. At the level things were looking, you had to wonder. Everything would have to be triple-sourced, at a minimum… Well, maybe double-sourced. It was sweeps week.


  And to be honest, what better way to lose all credibility than a story like this one: a bridge-burning gasper of raw unreal.


  My phone rang.


  “Mara,” I said.


  “Hey Sofie. Shem told me—”


  “I know. Look… I heard you got some time with the Originals. Is Montavo there?”


  “Uh… Yes. Him and… a couple of the others. They’re kind of sequestered with the police and spekkers right now. And there’s a military guy… kind of fitting seeing flaks in camouflage.”


  “What’s your sense of what he’ll say?”


  “Oh, that they’re all fine. Everything’s calm, under control…”


  “Well, God forbid we let that happen.”


  I heard her chuckle on the other end.


  “Listen, Mara… I want you to ask about security. Who arranged it, how did they fuck up so badly for a cost of two million dollars for an eight-hour shift. Start with that…"


  “They’ll say it’s under investigation, and they can’t comment.”


  “Yes they will… But then you hit ‘em with this big fat gotcha…”


  I told her and listened to her ask if she actually heard me right, and I said I hope I wasn’t paying a salary like hers for someone who couldn’t hear things.


  “It’s just that—”


  “Mara, I want you to argue with them, not me. Ask the fucking question. And press it like I told you.”


  Shem poked his head in. “Washington.” I saw line two blinking.


  “Mara I’ve gotta go. Good luck,” I said, and punched the other line. “Hey Karl.”


  “Sofie… Busy day?” he laughed.


  “The sweeps Gods are smiling.” We both laughed. “Hey listen, I wanted to pass something along to you. Might be worth a few inquiries out there…”


  He listened for a minute. “Jeezus, Sofie… A few inquiries?”


  “Too many cocktail parties going on?”


  “Hey, I heard your office was under the gun. Sure you’re not fantasizing here?”


  “I have better fantasies than this one, Karl.”


  I heard him chuckle. “Look, who’s your source on this? Is he off the record?”


  “Yes… and no. Maybe. He’s Ricky Vegas’ proler.”


  “Jee-zus.”


  “Yep. But from the look of him, he’s coming apart at the seams a bit. I get the sense that he’s already been cut off, and he’s pissed about it.”


  “God bless the gadflies.”


  “Amen.”


  “So what you’re telling me is you doubt a report could stand on him alone.”


  “Not with this kind of subject matter. He’d get crucified. We probably would too.”


  “This’ll take more than a day, Sofie. You know that. You called legal yet?”


  “A day’s probably what we got. I haven’t. The Originals are getting in front of the camera in a few minutes… and then we probably won’t see them until the next lunar eclipse.”


  “All right. It’s getting late out here, Sofie. I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Thanks, Karl,” I said, and hung up.


  All that was left to do was go and get some coffee. We had one reporter who always bragged about making it. Christ – like that’s what we paid him to do. Give me a story, burn the coffee, and I’ll forgive you.


  I went and got a good full mug of it, and made my way to the monitor bank. They were going to go live at six. People peeked at me like a pack of prairie dogs as I paced, poking their heads above their cubicles, then down again. Finally Shem made his way over, giving me a weird look.


  “What?”


  “Oh, just never seen you waste time in front of the screen like this,” he said.


  “Says something, doesn’t it?”


  “Guess so,” he said, straightening his tie as he peered up at the screen himself. It was airing a Kleenex commercial. “Guess so,” Shem said again.


  Finally the commercial ended, and we got a shot of Mara, huddled amongst a herd of media in a mid-sized conference room. She got right to business.


  “It’s only been a few hours since an apparent attempt was made on the lives of the men and women who survived a trip to the stars and back,” she said. “In a few minutes those known around the world as The Originals will come forward to make a public statement about the incident. The appearance is also undoubtedly being made to quell widespread speculation that some of the famed crewmembers were injured – perhaps critically – in the blast that crippled the newest and most expensive annex of Horizon Station.”


  Our anchor, John Woodlowe, put in a question.


  “Will there be any additional update on that investigation, Mara?”


  “Doubtful, John. I’ve been told that The Originals will be the only ones speaking this afternoon. The investigation, as you know, is being handled by the CCD, and their spokesman has told us he doubts they will have any additional information today.”


  “Is there any more word of the man who was taken into custody?”


  “Oh… it looks like they’re about to start. Coming to the podium is Commander Harold Nix of the U.S. Air Force…”


  The camera cut away from Mara to a small podium, set in front of a simple banner: some military, stars and stripes sort of thing.


  The commander got right up to it, waited a minute for a few stations to focus. “Good?” he asked.  “All right… Captain Montavo wishes to make a statement, and we’ll have time for a few questions. But I hope you all understand it’s been a long day, and while his physical condition has not been jeopardized in any sense of the word, we do want him to have some time to recuperate.”


  One of the other reporters spoke up. “Commander, it was our understanding that all of the Originals would be putting in an appearance today.”


  “I’m sorry, only Captain Montavo will be speaking today.”


  “Are the others all right, then? Were any injured in the blast?”


  “I can confirm that Commander Gustoffen suffered mild, non-life-threatening injuries. She’s being treated aboard the U.N.S. Vanguard and is expected to make a full recovery.”


  “Can you go into the nature of her injuries?”


  “I’m sorry, I cannot. I can say that she did not require surgery.”


  Another reporter, one I didn’t recognize with a  tight skirt and smart bangs: “Any additional word on the investigation, Commander?”


  “Well, we’re not in charge of that. I’ve been assured that, as you can imagine, the CCD will leave no stone unturned on this one.”


  Mara spoke up: “I understand that Horizon’s owners, including in part the U.S. Airforce – that would be you – paid over two million dollars to a private security firm for this event. Do you believe that money was well-spent, and will there be any inquiry on your end as to the wisdom of that expenditure, or at least how the firm was chosen?”


  Commander Nix’s mouth twisted at one corner. Good. “I don’t have any details on that, Ma’am. I’m certain that the firm you’ve mentioned will be one of the many things the CCD will be investigating.”


  “Will the Air Force be investigating that firm as well?”


  “I don’t have any details on that, Ma’am.”


  There were a few more questions: answers we’d already gotten, with a minimum of reporting. But most kept quiet, waiting for the person of the hour.


  “All right… Well, if that’s all, let me introduce Captain Jorge Montavo. Again, we’re going to keep this brief, and ask that you respect Captain Montavo’s condition at the moment.”


  Behind the commander, a door opened, and Captain Montavo emerged accompanied by a bevy of dark, crisp suits. He did look a little worn: more wrinkles around his eyes than when he’d talked about the glory and wonder of reaching for the stars.


  He looked down at his second podium of the day, and I saw a small grimace. But when he looked up again, he was smiling like a pro.


  “Hello again,” he said, getting a chuckle. “I won’t bore you with another long speech. I thought it necessary, however, on behalf of the men and women who have worked hard to keep this station running, to say a few things about the shocking attack that took place several hours ago.


  “I say attack, because it was intentional. An intentional attempt on the lives of myself and my crew. As for who is responsible, and why, I’ve been told to wait and let the investigators do their work. Though I am impatient for answers, perhaps even more impatient than any of you… though I wouldn’t bet on it,” another chuckle, “I understand the need to allow the many agencies involved to conduct a thorough investigation. I would ask you to do the same.


  “I’ll take as many questions as I can.”


  I couldn’t see who asked the first question; it was shouted from the back. “Have you spoken with all the members of your former crew? And are they all right?”


  “I have, and they are. Ms. Gustoffen has a broken arm and a mild concussion… perhaps it’s safe to say that we all do. But knowing her, she’ll be pummeling a punching bag by next month.”


  Another question, from Ms. Bangs. “The man who approached the stage just before the explosion… it appeared that the two of you exchanged some words. What did he say to you?”


  “Actually, I’ve been asked not to talk about that until the full investigation is completed. I’m not trying to… It’s just that the man is in custody and is being questioned right now.”


  Another question, from a reporter I recognized: Bay Croogins. Guy had good producers, but crappy name syndrome. It made him put things together, good and quick.


  “The man – Richard Vegas – was wanted for assault and suspicion of several quite violent incidents that occurred over the past two days. Can you say if he threatened you?”


  “Again… I’ve been asked…”


  O.K. it was now or never. The commander was starting to step forward. Barrel through, Mara. C’mon.


  She didn’t disappoint… but led a little weak. “Captain, do you know Richard Vegas? You appeared to recognize him.” A set-up. Gambling she’d get a follow.


  The captain stopped talking. Looked at Mara, safe to say almost gaped, but he was too much of a pro for that. Even the commander stopped moving for a split second.


  Enough time for Mara to shoot another one in. Good girl.


  “Captain, isn’t Richard Vegas one of the marines who intercepted you, five years ago? Upon your arrival home? In fact, isn’t he one of the two marines who first boarded your vessel and spoke with you?”


  Everyone in the room was silent. Even some of Montavo’s aides were looking at him.


  “I… yes,” he said, looking a little dazed. “He was… and…”


  The commander practically dove at the podium, but not before Captain Montavo said – muttered, even – a few more words.


  “He tried to protec…”


  What? Tried to what?! The story we’d been told was nothing but joyous reunion… though none of the soldiers that intercepted the Endeavor were ever brought forward to talk. Montavo had been enough; the cameras loved him, and with four crew members and four families and the tale of their journey, there were plenty of story strands to keep the news cycles going for months.  By that time nobody fought hard for access to the marines that had found them; there had been too much else going on.


  “I’M sorry but that information is classified,” the commander said.


  Holy crap what a dumbass answer. Showing inexperience in what was supposed to be a fairly fluffy Q&A. You might as well say that info is exactly what we want to know. Jesus, there was even a hand on Montavo’s shoulder.


  “Tried to protect? Protect what? What was he doing this morning? What was he even doing there?”


  Mara didn’t expect any answers anymore: She just wanted a bit more debacle to make sure this got the play it – for once – deserved.


  “I’m sorry, that’s all for now, thank you,” the commander rattled off. The door behind the podium opened again.


  “Protect what, captain?!” Mara yelled. “Why did he talk to you again? What did he sa—?”


  Others smelled blood. Like sharks to chum, they circled.


  And bit.


  “Captain you looked surprised to see him—”


  “He got close enough to kill—”


  “What was said that was classified—”


  “Why shouldn’t people know—”


  The aides were now pointing poisonous looks not only in Mara’s direction, but at the whole gaggle of journalists, who were milling and smiling and one actually appeared to be dancing for a second.


  Mara got back in front of our camera. Behind her, the door closed, and a few journalists actually waited to give their own send-offs to hear what she had to say. Shem was no longer beside me, but running around in the back somewhere.


  “I haven’t come in months,” I said. “Don’t tease me Mara.”


  “John, this press conference was cut short by an apparently candid answer from Captain Jorge Montavo. As you just saw, he admitted to not only knowing wanted felon and fugitive Richard Vegas – the very man suspected of a string of assaults, murder and possible other crimes in Horizon Station over the last 48 hours – but admitting Vegas, apparently a former military officer, was one of the first two people he met when he finally made it back home, that day we all remember, exactly five years ago this week.”


  John didn’t know what to say to that, so he kept his mouth shut.


  “We’ve learned from someone close to the current investigation that Vegas is in custody, and the person in charge of the hunt for him was his old commanding officer, a Lieutenant Thomas Weis, who was sent in from the Bermont Field military base. Weis, apparently, was the second man to board the Endeavor and greet the Originals on their return.”


  The journalists behind Mara were gaping. Finally John spoke. “Mara, is there any speculation as to why Vegas would apparently seek out Captain Montavo this morning, and… and what his intentions might have been?”


  “Plenty of speculation, John. The message from the law enforcement community has consistently been that Richard Vegas was attempting to kill the Originals. We’re told that the man in charge of the hunt, this Commander Weis, was taking somewhat of a ‘dead or alive’ approach. But there now appears to be a real question as to whether Vegas intended to cause harm to Captain Montavo.”


  Here, the screen cut to final footage of the Horizon Station ceremony, before the explosion. Vegas was on his back, and Montavo stepped up to him, saying something. Vegas clearly reached his arm out, held Montavo’s, said something back.


  “Nice touch, Shem,” I muttered.


  “And this Commander Weis, you say he was also among the service members who greeted the Originals?”


  “Yes, John. Plenty of speculation about that, as well.”


  There probably wasn’t much, but there would be now.


  “We’ve been repeatedly told throughout the day that the Crisis Control Division – who are in charge of investigating the incident – won’t be commenting further today. That’s not surprising, given their history,” she said, then smiled ever so slightly. “But we’ll try them again.”


  “Now Captain Montavo also appeared to say…”


  “Yes, I heard him say Vegas was trying to ‘protect’ something… Referring to his initial contact with him. As far as we know, all members of the Endeavor, except one who was lost during the long trip, made it home in stellar health. That is to say, uh, good health. The vessel now stands in the Smithsonian. So it’s not clear what that is in reference to… Apparently, if he was trying to protect something, he did.


  “But you saw the Captain, John… he really looked, uh, out of sorts. Compared to his speech earlier today, he was not the Jorge Montavo we’re used to seeing. When he heard the name Richard Vegas, he looked like he’d seen a ghost.”


  “Yes, it wasn’t a reaction we’re used to seeing from him.”


  “And again that may be because of today’s events, but we’re also not used to seeing military officials rush their spokesmen out of a press conference that they called themselves. If anything, this conference created more questions than answers.”


  “Well, we’ll keep on it. Thank you, Mara.”


  Mara nodded to John, and he started talking, but I couldn’t hear him. Shem was next to me, bouncing on the backs of his heels.


  “Who the hell you talk to?… Can we get him again?” he asked.


  Excellent question.
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  Geoffrey Sink
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  IF I HADN'T TURNED OFF MY PHONE, people would’ve thought I was a walking ambulance. Thankfully I had somewhere to be, to take my mind off my career choices, and how much people wanted to discuss them with me.


  I’d caught the tail-end of the broadcast, and while I doubted anyone knew for sure it was me that was mentioned, I was sure I’d be a good guess.


  I considered even tossing the phone away, so nobody could track me down, if they really really wanted to. But that might have looked a bit suspicious. Plus, you never know: I might want to talk to somebody again someday.


  Somebody besides Joshua, who wasn’t saying much as we walked. It was a bit of a trek to the south-side docks, where Holvenhaus was loading up their cruiser.


  Apparently they had plenty to sort through ground-side, and maybe they weren’t exactly welcome on Horizon any more. Or, from what Joshua said, maybe they were more than welcome. Apparently there were plenty of people on the station who weren’t crazy about the new annex: the thousands that would eventually be without jobs, if it was fully up and running.


  How much he was with me was another thing. The only thing anyone could threaten him with was the death penalty… and that threat was coming from both sides. Of course, I didn’t tell him I probably didn’t have a job anymore. That might’ve thrown a wrench in his decision-making.


  It was about three miles cross-station, and a level or two down. No cabs up here, so we had to take a tram. Most people would just think he had his hands in the pockets of his sweatshirt, and he did. But they wouldn’t see the cuffs on his wrists, the chain through a hole I’d ripped in there. It worked a little like a straightjacket, and was about as far as I trusted him.


  “Still not sure why you wanna be there, I mean… they’re just going to be loading up. That’s all.”


  “Let’s just say I’m a decent judge of character,” I said. And I wanted to see the man at the heart of Holvenhaus… if he was still alive. “Of course I’ve been wrong before. Never thought you’d go for killing the crew of the U.N.S. Endeavor, for chrissakes.”


  He was quiet. He’d known; he had no excuse.


  “That the new you, Joshua?” I was just talking to myself, I knew. There were some bad, bad people out there. The part of me that tried to get some reward out of my job kept telling me everybody had a mother, everyone was trying to turn things around, there was a reason child molesters had a hard time in prison. There was a deeper, ironclad morality even in the worst of us.


  Sucker.


  He just looked at me, the lids of his eyes at half-mast. No need to seem normal now. “You said you could work something…”


  “Just point out the man that told you—”


  “Yeah… he should be there. We were all told to get here at six. The cruiser’ll get us off-station. I wasn’t sure I’d make it, the way things worked out.”


  I didn’t answer that. In some twisted way, the two of us were in the same boat: afraid to check back with our superiors because of a big, screwed-up national incident.


  Come think of it, maybe he was thinking a little more clearly than I was.


  “I’m gonna use your phone,” I told him as I reached into his pants pocket.


  “Sure. Help yourself, Sink,” he said.


  “You’ve got a few calls,” I said.


  “Proll’y nothing important.”


  I pulled out Malcolm’s number, dialed.


  He answered with a simple “Hello.”


  “Malcolm? Sink.”


  He was quiet on his end. I could understand why. He didn’t know for sure that it was me that’d let things leak out: There were plenty of people with that big fat piece of information about Vegas. It was enough to make you giddy, like you had a toy you couldn’t unwrap, show around, prove how important you were.


  “I thought I’d call if there was something worth talking about. There is.”


  “Kinda busy now, Sink. I just got out of a department-wide meeting. Apparently our commander wants to know about leaks, and wanted to tell us what would happen when – not if, when – the C.C.D. finds out who talked to the press.”


  “Coulda been a lot of people.”


  “Sure. Sure, you fucker, it coulda been.”


  “But maybe, Malcolm, maybe your commander’ll want to talk to the person who brings in the man who set the charges on a certain slider unit.”


  “…”


  “He’s in my custody.”


  “Bring him in, then.”


  “Hey good idea. But there’s a Holvenhaus cruiser leaving from the south-side docks pretty soon… and I just want to grab a look at the guy who told him to do it.”


  “And what, you going to flash a proler badge and stop a cruiser from taking off?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “I’m not doing you any more damn favors, asshole,” he said. “I’ll be lucky to get a pension after my last one.”


  “My friend here is going to point out the man who told him to blow up the Originals,” I said. “I’m just hoping there’ll be someone here that can make an arrest. That’s all.”


  “An arrest on what? You know how fucking toxic you are right now? Do you? You’re the opposite of credible. I heard Weis yelling about you. Want to hear what he said?”


  “I got voicemail.”


  “You should take a listen.”


  “The man. Who tried to blow up the Originals. Is standing beside me.”


  There was silence on the other end. Next to me, though, Joshua gave me a look: What the hell?


  “Don’t you have a patrol or something? Something that might take you out this way?” I asked.


  He hung up.


  “Who was that?” Joshua asked.


  “Friend of mine.”


  “Really?” He chuckled. “So he coming or what?”


  “There’s a possibility.”


  The tram stopped, and we got off with all the dock grunts: half-sealed ship suits, overalls, a few full uniforms. The corridor around us was wide enough for wind, carrying the smell of oil, and something else.


  “Christ, what is that?” I wondered aloud.


  “High-threshold antifreeze. Not much works near absolute zero, but insulate it enough and you’ll get close.”


  The stuff kept threatening to give me a headache, but never quite did.


  “Where’s—”


  “Dock seventeen,” he said. Yes, now I remembered, seventeen. We were at eleven. I gave Joshua a nudge toward a sliding sidewalk, big enough for foot traffic.


  Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen. Joshua looked like he was twiddling his thumbs, inside the pockets of his sweatshirt.


  “Your fingernail makes a crappy key. You want to go over it again?”


  He looked over at me. “I point him out. What else is there?”


  “I guess nothing.”


  “So?”


  “Well, just want to make it clear I took the safeguard off my Taser. It’ll juice you up so high it’ll almost be merciful.”


  I didn’t seem to be very good at death threats: He didn’t say anything, didn’t smile or frown. But then he was looking ahead, “There it is,” and Dock 17 came around the bend.


  Yup, there it was, big as I remembered, jutting way out of its bay. Again, I couldn’t help but stare at the Holvenhaus cruiser's armament: The ship seemed to be one long gun barrel, with a  bunch of other gun barrels tacked on.


  There were people, some dock crews in jackets and a few in bubble suits, crawling over it and loading crate after crate into what looked like a packed hull. I wouldn’t have thought Holvenhaus would have so much stuff, but evidently they did. Maybe they were being booted off, after all.


  “Well… what now?” I asked, stepping off the walk. Joshua was a step ahead of me, and I reached over and put the hood on his sweatshirt up, tugging it forward so all I could see was his nose.


  “Don’t know… we were just told to report here.”


  “You know, it’s a little hard to picture. I mean you, just not being told what to do. I would think they’d take better care of you, Joshua.”


  “Well, I was supposed to get on board.”


  At the mouth of the vessel some sort of dock supervisor working for the station was talking to someone in a ship suit. Others milled about them, pointing at the crates and yelling.


  I’d have to do some serious bullshitting to get past all that, and well-armed vessels tended to lack convenient backdoors.


  Flashing yellow lights and a barking alarm cleared my head of these increasingly depressing thoughts, as four men in layered dock suits quickly cleared the way around dock 19, glancing now and then at a high, wide window on the opposite wall. There, people in suits with slacks and skirts peered down at reflective green console screens. 


  It was over quicker than I thought it would be; I was more used to commercial jets landing third in line, then waiting their turn to park while the passengers sat and watched a post-landing movie.


  This one got in right away. And a minute later I saw why.


  Compared to the vessels around it, the patrol vessel looked like a gnat. With fangs. Or maybe a killer bee that could buzz around and sting if need be. As the interior bay door was raised and warm air got pumped and sucked in there, a door on the vessel – squeezed between a pair of efficient-looking turrets – slid open.


  Malcolm and two spekkers walked out in mechanical lockstep. Malcolm, taking everything around him to the next level. I mean, Jesus, that suit, you couldn’t exactly be inconspicuous.


  “Well, guess he showed,” I muttered to Joshua.


  To Joshua, it must’ve seemed like the crazy, window-breaking in-laws had just shown up. “Sink, you said…”


  “I said I’d give you a chance. Don’t blow it.”


  “You putting me in custody?”


  “You are in custody. Maybe at the last minute you get away, or maybe we do everything by the book and I still put in a good word for you. Either way, ride it out. Trust me, the alternative’ll grind you up.”


  “I’ll stay here.”


  I looked at him. “Fine. But those suits they got on – they may look it, but they aren’t slow. They’ll run you down like a one-legged dog.”


  He didn’t say anything, so I decided to add the obvious.


  “Plus, no offense, but I saw first-hand how Holvenhaus honored its job contracts with a couple of top employees. I’m not sure everyone that boards that thing’ll make it all the way down.”


  He still didn’t say anything, so I stepped away and flagged down Malcolm. He walked up, dragging everyone’s eyes with him.


  “Sink,” he said.


  “Malcolm.”


  His eyes fixed on something behind me like a pair of steel bolts, then tightened. Impressive.


  “That him?”


  I didn’t turn. “Don’t know what you’re looking at. But assuming you’re not staring too hard and he doesn’t get killed, yeah, that’s the guy.”


  “Great. Tell me how you found him.”


  “Joshua Wellmore. Used to be on my caseload. Serious case, a pair of felony arsons. I noticed him on the payroll and dug him up.”


  “He cooperative?”


  “He confessed. Well… attacked me… shot at me six times, hah! Then confessed.”


  “You got quite a caseload, Sink. Real winners.”


  “Speaking of winners, how’s Weis?”


  He looked at me. “You really wanna talk about that?”


  I didn’t answer.


  “He’s putting your client on a ground-bound. The wife too. They’re heading to Mornville, I’d imagine. So I guess that puts them out of your realm of concern.”


  “What – Lill too?”


  “Lill?” The two spekkers behind Malcolm glanced at each other. “Yeah. Your client’s wife, her too.”


  I could only look away, back at the giant Holvenhaus ship.


  “Big one,” Malcolm said behind me. “Told ya before, licensed for convoy work. Keeps our workload that much more manageable.”


  “Think so?” I said. “Seems like we both picked some winners to work with.”


  “Yeah, so what… What’s the plan here?” he asked.


  “Well, my, uh, former client was supposed to report here, check in. He knows the guy that gave him the order. But doesn’t see him yet. He may be on board.”


  But something was wrong here. Wrong with Malcolm. He wasn’t listening, he was just looking at the two men he’d brought with him. Finally, he looked at me, shook his head and sighed. “How about we just cut our losses at this point, Sink?” He looked back at the two spekkers, nodded at one. The spekker began striding forward.


  I shot a glance back at Joshua, who looked like he was about to bolt. A whole bunch of bad ideas were born, all at once.


  “Wait – Wait!” I said. But Malcolm had had enough, it seemed.


  “Wait, Sink? I don’t think you’re thinking.”


  “He’s not the one we want!”


  “Right now, he’ll do.”


  Joshua saw the spekker coming, backed away. Ran.


  Great. Beside me, I heard a high-pitch whine and Malcolm became a blur. I took off in that direction, watched him run from me like I was standing still, his false leg pumping, taking longer, wider strides and making the real one catch up. In the corner of my eye I noticed the suits in the control tower hugging the window, staring down.


  Joshua ran, frantic, in the other direction. It seemed arbitrary, but it got him closer to the Holvenhaus vessel by the time the first spekker caught him, clotheslined him as he ran by.


  Joshua sprawled into a cast-iron cargo container, his head banging, bouncing off, then down on the ground.


  Everything seemed to slow down and condense, the crowd of dock workers and Holvenhaus personnel crowding around as Joshua was hauled to his feet by the second spekker. A few things were said before I finally caught up, with Malcolm ordering the crowd back. I heard the final mechanical verse of Joshua’s Miranda rights.


  Neither spekker stopped me, thank God, as I walked up to Malcolm. Between bursts on his radio, he was telling the control tower above to stand down, the crowd to stand back, then me to stand aside.


  “Not now, Sink. We’re past it. Let’s get him the fuck aboard – then we’ll talk!”


  “Goddamnit Malcolm! He was my bust you didn’t need to go ru—”


  “Mr… Sink was it?” I turned, and saw the crowd parting around a gray man with a simple haircut in simple clothes.


  The man from the Holvenhaus office. “Mr… Blitrow?”


  “What is…” Blitrow was about to ask something, but then glanced at Joshua, and Joshua glanced back. And I saw it.


  I saw it the way Lill didn’t talk about how she felt about Vegas, the way only a Nevada proler – with plenty of poker tables nearby – could see it. Something finally shook a tell out of Joshua – a tell just as loud as him picking up a gun and firing six times and running franticly away. I saw fear.


  “What is this? What’s going on?” Blitrow began again.


  Malcolm stepped forward, putting an arm out. “Please, sir, you can’t—”


  “I certainly won’t!” Blitrow said, taking a step back. “It’s just that we have a schedule to keep, and every hour we stay parked is a hundred-thousand-dollar expense.”


  “I’m sure your… expenses will accommodate the arrest of a felon,” Malcolm said.


  “What… What did he do?” Blitrow asked.


  “I’m sorry sir but—”


  Blitrow seemed flustered. “It’s just that I want to make sure he hasn’t… contaminated this area or any cargo going groundside.”


  Strange way to put it.


  Malcolm looked at Blitrow for a moment… I’d seen him look at me that way when he was thinking, and maybe, just maybe knew a lot more than that iron shell would let show.


  “What was your name again, sir? You—back, please! We… met once, but I’ve forgotten.”


  “John Blitrow.”


  Malcolm nodded. He’d be horrible at poker. Sometimes you had to do something to seem normal, instead of just stay mum. Malcolm got quiet, but his false leg shifted back a half-step.


  “Get around, don’t you, Blitrow?”


  Something clicked, then. The file Malcolm’d been studying… more than studying, practically committing to memory.


  J. ‘ain’t he a mother’ Blight. The file that had photos of twelve different people in it, for all the good it did. But there was plenty of other stuff in there.


  “My job has taken me to three planets, sir. I fail to see what that has to do with the circumstances at hand.”


  “I think perhaps you should accompany me back to the station, sir,” Malcolm said, and the more he looked at Blitrow’s face and listened to him talk, the more businesslike his voice became.


  Blitrow didn’t even bother playing poker. He smiled. Smiled, and it was already over.


  One second, and before another word could get out of Malcolm’s mouth Johnny B. was up to that tower of armor, slapping on a pad of some kind, a pad glowing white as the Sun.  The metal suit shifted to red, orange… and the smell – God, the smell!


  My God oh my God the other two spekkers moved, my ears popping as the faintest tinge of bronze appeared around their faces and hands. It expanded, pushing me, everyone back, as they pulled out a pair of handguns.


  The first went sailing back a dozen meters into the air, a splatter of blood hugging the hole in his chest then expanding like a smoke ring.


  The barrel of Malcolm’smagrail – pulled straight out of its sleeve by Johnny B. before the spekker spasmed to the ground – swiveled around. I finally woke up and got my Taser out and a bullet tore into Blitrow’s arm, but his shot blew through the third spekker and kept going, into the far wall. There was a funnel of steam, warring atmospheres, perhaps a pinprick wide.


  But enough to make the flashing lights red, not yellow – and the barking alarms erupted twice as loud.


  Something clubbed me as I fired off the Taser; didn’t see where it went but heard Johnny B. say something – “Cut it, Jeremy” – and from where I was on the ground watched Malcolm continue to writhe.  There were screams as steam – actual crispy, smoking steam came out around Malcolm’s neck, choking him as he scrabbled on the floor like an upturned crab. 


  Finally he was silent, boiling.   I heard someone say “CHRIST – guy’s a fuckin’ psycho!  Fuckin’…” Someone as freaked out as I was, with something hard pressing, grinding the back of my neck. I heard more shots – normal ones – and more screaming.


  When I finally got around to looking up, Blitrow… Blight was above me, his left arm covered in blood, asking for something to wipe it all off, then looking at me.


  “Geoffrey Sink,” he said, talking to someone else, not me as he was handed a grease-stained towel. “Hmm.. maybe. Get him up. NO time – I’ve contaminated this entire place.”


  Malcolm’s suit was cooling back to gray, but the stench was worse than ever.


  Johnny B. took that freshly wiped hand and laid it on my shoulder.  I was surprised, and maybe he was too, at this contact; well, I’d seen people do stranger things after they’d killed, things that went against the nature they thought they had.


  “Maybe you can help me clear something up before we’re done.”
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  THE SWEEPS GODS were glorious.


  We – we – were the only ones with a camera craft in the air around that hauler, or cruiser, or whatever it was, as it practically blew itself out of its berth. Fifteen seconds later we were live, our anchor looking like he was sitting comfortably on a cattle prod, making observations, raising questions without any possibility of an answer at this point.


  The ship was going slow as a whale, getting itself turned around. Half the newsroom was standing, mouths open, in front of our monitors. I gave them a little while longer to let it sink in: This was the kind of event people would talk about, decades to come.


  Then it was time to get to work. “On the phones, people! Let’s get John some answers, instead of just letting him babble like an idiot! Anything!” I yelled. We had about five minutes, I figured, before people would grow tired of John’s on-air regurgitation of wonder and would want to be told something they couldn’t see with their own eyes.


  The crowd broke, some actually running to their desks. We’d hired well.


  I turned to Shem, his hand pressed to his ear, listening to our pilot as he wrote something down. “The hell – they got a perimeter up yet?” I asked.


  His eyes darted at mine, and he whispered, “Not yet. They’re screaming at the vessel, not us.”


  “Well get the fuck in there then,” I said. “Pretty please.”


  Scanner traffic was deafening. The police and god knew what else were trying to dampen some of it, just so Nav-Com could maneuver traffic out of the way.


  Out of the way of what, though? We had a second camera craft getting butted back from the star-side security docks. An armada of patrol craft was sailing out, one, two vessels at a time, but that big fat battleship the spekkers had was just sitting there.


  Mara was having a hard time on the phone, I’d heard. My first call was to her.


  It rang for a bit before she picked up.


  “This is Mara,” she said.


  “Hey… You getting anywhere?”


  “Getting shut down by major prickage. Can’t tell if they’re pissed about the other thing or… well, it is serious, I guess. Started as a multiple homicide in the dock area – I  know that, as good as confirmed… we can go with it. And at least one of them was a cop. A spekker.”


  What? Now I was more confused. “Mara there’s one sensation I hate to feel – and that’s when I have no fucking idea what’s going on. I might as well be sitting at home munching popcorn right now. ”


  “We had calls of shots fired, and ten hundreds. Officers down. Plural. Then everything went code three, and nobody’s getting close to there now.”


  I tried to decipher what she was trying to tell me. From what I could make of it, things had gotten insane.


  She went on: “They’ve got plenty to do, and the last thing they care about is talking to us right now. Even the ones that usually do. Friends of theirs are dead. Alright?”


  Was she asking me to give her a break? Hell, at this point she was all we had: We’d tried to get a crew down dock-side, and found a whole side of the station shut down. Half the station – and after seeing the live footage of that cruiser pulling out of there, I almost didn’t argue.


  On-the-spot from the yellow line had been crap. All second- and third-hand. We’d still run it, but it didn’t give us anything a twelve-year-old with a hand camera couldn’t get.


  “Try to get I.D.’s. And get what you got over to John… in English. He’ll need it in a few minutes.”


  She didn’t answer, but I could tell she was boiling. “O.K.”


  “And what the hell, the CCD’s up here. They don’t have anything…?”


  “I’m getting a call, gotta go,” Mara said.


  I hung up on her, and looked around the newsroom for Shem. He was hovering over one of our producers, Clyde; we called him “the veteran.” His desk had a tiny flag on it.


  Walking up, I gathered they were talking about that big dick ship the feds had parked doing nothing. I could tell by the way Clyde was waving his hands, way out.


  “Let me put it this way– it’s a Silverside, commissioned just this year. Equipped just this year. It’s a Washington Class fi…. Look. I don’t care what that little security frigate has on it, it won’t matter–”


  “Hey, a railgun is a railgun. Point and shoot and get out of the way,” Shem said. “That’s the way I always understood it, Clyde. What equipment is going to stop that if it gets lucky?”


  “Yeah, well, there’s a station and a crapload of debris in the way, and it hasn’t been crazy enough to hole the whole station yet.”


  “Gentlemen,” I said, walking up and shutting them both up. “Talking about your cannonballs?”


  Clyde chuckled. “Just the response to…” he stole a look at our screen bank. The telescopics on our camera craft were zooming in on something: a close-up of the craft’s hull.


  “The hell are they doing?” Shem whispered, as parts of the ship started sprouting what looked like little gun barrels.


  “Opening up their hard points,” Clyde whispered. “Should keep the patrol craft back… unless they’re stupid.”


  I looked at Clyde: He seemed to be accepting the cruiser’s actions a bit too easily.


  “Unless who’s stupid?” I asked.


  “Holvenhaus!” someone in the newsroom shouted. Vern, one of our better producers, just off the phone. “It’s owned by Holvenhaus!”


  Shem was bouncing on the back of his heels again. “Holy Sweeps,” he said.


  Just as I was trying to grasp that big fat angle, the cruiser turned sharply, suddenly, pulling farther and farther away from that hole in the side of the station, leaving a clutter of dirt-like debris drifting from all sides.


  “It’s getting momentum,” I heard Clyde mutter. “A little more and it’ll be set for some straight, hard acceleration.”


  “Well, why haven’t they intercepted it yet?” I asked. Shem looked at me and nodded: exactly!


  “They will,” Clyde said, with that military-bred conviction we knew and impugned.


  “Clyde, get on the phone and confirm something,” I said, taking Shem aside. 


  “Any theories?” I asked.


  “Plenty. Nothing worth hinting at on-air.”


  “There’s got to be something going on on that… ship of theirs.”
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  THE STARS GOT A LITTLE DIMMER: Bright, flaring lights beyond the silhouette of the station made them seem to retreat. But I kept watching them; anything that happened on the station now was beyond me. As small and far away as they were, they were all I had left.


  “Beautiful, aren’t they?”


  I turned, my head spinning a bit as I did. I hadn’t heard anyone come in, but at this point it didn’t surprise me. Just focusing on one thing was all I could handle. The doses they gave me were smaller; I wasn’t hallucinating, but I wasn’t seeing much I trusted.


  But he was real. Trusted. I’d been told that for the last five years.


  “Yeah. Like something I dreamed sometime.”


  Captain Jorge Montavo sat on the same folding metal chair they kept bringing in: the room’s only piece of furniture. He was alone. Me, him, and the stars that blanketed the bubble.


  “You come to question me too?” I asked. He didn’t answer, just looked at me. “’Cause I got plenty for you.”


  He looked above me, out at the stars. “I imagine you do. I doubt they’ve treated you well… I’m sorry I never came to see you. I insisted this time.”


  “You’re a little late if you wanna talk about old times. Every time I opened my mouth about the last time we met, I…  I wished…” I shut my mouth. That’s what I wished I’d done.


  He shook his head. “What did you expect? What did you tell them happened?”


  “What’d I tell them? I made a full report. I told them there was something else… there.”


  He looked out at the stars. “Not according to your commanding officer there wasn’t. They looked over every inch of my ship. Nothing but wear and tear, and equipment that should’ve given out. But by some miracle hadn’t.”


  Christ, was this guy gonna talk in circles too? “What, do I have to play this fucking game with you too? With you?! I’ve had thirty superiors tell me I was nuts. Decompression, void craze, stress, something I ate maybe, they gave me, hell, a dozen reasons. Now you’re just gonna sit there and…. And hint at me? Fuck you.”


  He looked at me, and I saw his eyes tear up. “If you believe what you saw, then you saw it.”


  “Did I?”


  He looked over my shoulder, staring at the stars. His next words were a whisper. “You know… I don’t think it expected to be welcomed. I think it… it just wanted to come with us, and see what we did.”


  “What… was it?”


  “What do you think it was?”


  “Stop that! Fucking – Stop that!”


  “How do you expect me to answer? How do you expect me to know? You think it told us? We always wondered… You want to know what we thought about? Our suspicion, our faith? None of it was grounded in anything. We were drifting out there. Desperate. On the edge of dying. We had plenty of supplies… but nothing to believe in, nothing to keep us going. I thought about my father, after my mother died, how he just… passed. I thought about that a lot.


  “And then there was something, something there, talking to us. Out in the middle of darkness, the valley of the void that we weren’t climbing out of. It was there, guiding us out.


  “Then… when we got back here… it went away. Maybe that was all it meant to do. I… I don’t know. I gave my report, and argued with the same people you did. And then I stopped arguing. What was the point? It was an alien life form for all they were concerned – and they were going to keep a lid on it. That or we were just insane… either way, from their perspective, I can see why they wouldn’t want anything escaping into any sort of world-wide discussion.


  “And… and maybe it was. Maybe it was exactly what they thought it was. How was I to know? How were you? I mean… who knows what it did, what it did to us? We were just a bunch of exhausted voyagers ready to lie down and drift away.”


  “I wasn’t.”


  “No… you weren’t. I still wonder why you… and your commander acted so differently. Saw it so differently.”


  “He saw it. Maybe he saw it for what it was.”


  Captain Montavo looked down. “Well. You’ve been drugged. You’re ready to more than doubt yourself right now. That’s the nature of… them. But you asked me, so I won’t hint anymore. What I believe is that you saw it. And he… I don’t know.”


  I didn’t say anything, and it was quiet for a while.


  “Yesterday. Why were you there?” he finally asked.


  “Just chance,” I said.


  “Was it?”


  The lights behind me brightened, and I saw him glance over my shoulder. His eyes shifted across the horizon for a second. Listening, I realized, to something in his ear, maybe his head.


  “I’m being told I need to leave,” he said. “Apparently I’m the victim of bad timing.”


  He stood, picked up his chair and folded it. Looked back at me.


  “I’ll pray for you,” he said.


  “Well… thanks,” I said with a smirk. “But maybe you, or whoever, could just leave the door unlocked instead.”


  He didn’t knock, but as soon as he turned, the door I was talking about opened. Some guy in a sharp suit – an aide or assistant with his hand on his ear, talking loud enough to echo in the tiny corridor outside – nodded and motioned to hurry.


  I heard snatches: “don’t want to trust the slider aboard, sir – I don’t care how new it is. I not sure you do either… back on the mountain as soon as possible… delayed this craft enough as it is…”


  Captain Montavo turned and offered me a final glance, a nod. And the door slid shut.


   


  


  Thirty-Four


   


  



  



  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, proximity orbit


  6:04 p.m. Tuesday


  



  IT WAS HORRIFIC WATCHING everything disassemble so efficiently. As Johnny B. made his way to the bridge of the craft, the arguments began: The four people he had with him had their guns in their hands as they walked, pointing them at whatever they damn well felt like. Maybe I was just numb; I couldn’t discern between the mutineers and the rightful crew – or if there was even a difference.


  When they got to the bridge, they didn’t shoot anybody. So maybe that was my answer.


  I had no idea what to expect, and the bridge was underwhelming, if anything. Buried beneath layers of armor, there were no windows, only vid-screens and steel. The edges of everything were covered with baby-bumper padding, and a few people were strapped like mummies into seats that molded around the full back half of their bodies. They looked like they’d be comfortable sleeping there, and from the slight old-sock aroma, perhaps some of them had.


  One man was standing, with salt-and-pepper hair and fat cheeks that were at odds with his otherwise slim physique. The way he watched Johnny B. and his two boys walk in reminded me of the way some women look at their ex-con boyfriends on their first day out: Like it was the guy’s first day of freedom, and perhaps their last. “Jesus, what happened down there, Blight?”


  “It’s not important now. Now what’s important is we get somewhere safe, clean.”


  “Where…”


  “Out. Any vector that hasn’t seen trade in a good year. I want to see nothing but dark.”


  The man looked like he had trouble forming words: His mouth opened, closed, opened again. “Then what?”


  Johnny stared at him a second, Malcolm’s magrail slung casually over his shoulder. Shoot it in here and who knows what would happen, but I didn’t put anything past Johnny B. right now.


  “You need to stop talking, stop fucking thinking, and move. I assure you in a matter of seconds…”


  Those seconds were up. Someone anxious enough to interrupt said we were being hailed. Another took that moment to get up the guts to say there were six… seven crafts that weren’t there before. Going at velocities that would make zero sense if they were there to shop cargo around.


  Johnny just kept tapping his magrail and looking at the man at the helm, who finally blinked and got things in motion, strapping himself into his own console as he spat out numbers and acronyms I couldn’t begin to decipher.


  I leaned over and spat out a little puke, the adrenaline making me dizzy enough to lean my shoulder against the wall to stay steady. One of the spekker’s cuffs were around my wrists, behind my back, so I couldn’t even wipe it away. But it happened to get Johnny’s attention.


  He stepped over, grabbed my arm firmly – his fingernails biting into the bone just below my muscle – and swung me into a nearby chair, the chair’s rows and rows of bandages coming up to encase me in a stationary straightjacket.


  With that, he leaned down to stare into my eyes.


  “I’m sure by now, Mr. Sink, you’ve committed Richard Vegas’ file largely to memory. You should take the time to come to terms with the fact that if there is something you don’t remember in the next hour or so, about him… let’s say the gravity of this situation will come down on you. Hard.”


  He stared at me for a moment longer, and I saw nothing but calm, calculated assessment. He was waiting, as I would, for the slightest smirk or flinch. I did neither, not because I was being brave, but because there was a simple, obvious truth we both knew.


  “You’ll kill me anyway,” I said.


  “Yes,” he said. “But there are many ways to die, Mr. Sink.”


  “All the good ones are used up.”


  He smiled. “There are many bad ways to die, Mr. Sink.”


  He turned away, and I assume found his own chair.


  I’d never "traveled," as people often called it. What used to mean taking a trip on some winding road through cornfields and mountains to some distant coast now meant taking a million-mile jaunt through frozen gas and space debris.


  But it looked like that’s what I was about to do. It was hard to see beyond the rim of the chair’s headrest, and my console was powered down, so I couldn’t see much. The console of the person in front of me showed numbers and mathematical vectors flying by at a dizzying rate, but a large vid-screen at the front of the room served as a window to the rest of the world. Or I guess world wasn’t the way to put it: We were at the edge of a world, and from what I could see, that edge was getting a little sharper.


  There were a few struts from the station hanging close, and in the distance I could see some of the subsidiary islands: their berths clearing of vessels that just looked like they wanted to get the hell out of there. The skies were filled with buzzing craft, but nothing close; in fact, everything seemed to be keeping quite a distance.


  Then I saw why. A raised voice from over on my right – it could only be Johnny B. – barked out a command.


  “I said fire!”


  A blur of phosphorescent tracer fire lit the screen like a swarm of fireflies. I don’t know which craft they were trying to shoot at, but shreds of debris spiraled away from several. One craft just began to spiral on its own, while another was engulfed in a burst of split-second flames that were instantly extinguished by the void.


  No more messing around. Killing a few spekkers wasn’t enough: These were full-fledged terrorists. Mars rights extremists? Earth-firsters? The list of human ideological aberrations ran through my head, and I tried to pick just one with the limited information I’d gleaned. Most of the people I dealt with were just greedy, short-fused, weak, hell, pick your sin. A few were in truly bad spots where there weren’t many ways out.


  But I’d rarely dealt with absolute crazy. And now here it was, right here, and even trying to get a grasp of it made my mind slip in futility.


  After that, crafts practically tore out their berths to get out of the way. Getting a taste of something and liking it, whoever had their thumb on the guns sent out a little more, small taps of death, like they were smacking the head of some skinny kid at lunch.


  I saw that much before my head was crushed against the padding from a sudden turn. The panorama of destruction and debris spun, I gagged and could finally focus and saw the edge of the Horizon Station on the right, the blue and white swirls of Earth behind it.


  Something – something immense – was creeping around the edge of the station, silhouetted against the clouds that lay miles below.


  Even with the padding, my neck practically snapped from the sudden lurch of motion. The screen fizzled, blinked, then came back. Made me dizzy to watch: twisting images, my body pressed to the edge of its seat making me realize we were spiraling.


  I could see it now: a forest of weaponry, the long bore of a railcannon beneath. Enough flak fire to fill the screen with static.


  Our vessel shuddered, lurched again, not suddenly. On the screen I saw the spekkers’ Silverside, scratched by our flak lightshow, suddenly jerk to the right. A plume of debris erupted from its side, its sleek sides crumpling. I heard a cheer, and tiny starbursts of conversation, all at once.


  “Slug it out with that beast and we’ll only—”


  “Don’t know where to hit us. Bring the—”


  Not one of them bothered asking why we were doing what we were doing, so I did.


  “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING—”


  I yelled but even as I did I knew I couldn’t blame them. At this point we were on a tightrope above the Void, and stepping to the side with some sort of compromise, or even tossing the idea around for just one second, would mean a quick death for all aboard.


  My neck felt the padding’s steely edge again as the whole vessel snapped against space. I don’t know how it hit us, I didn’t see a fucking thing but it did – clocked us like a prizefighter.


  The screen was just making me dizzy: I couldn’t focus without wanting desperately to throw up, couldn’t turn my head so just had to close my eyes, breathe steady. Gag. Spinning. The chair helped, and I was actually God help me thankful Johnny B. had pushed me into it and strapped me in nice and snug.


   “If you take the attitude you’re going to beat the ocean, it will crush you,” I murmured. C’mon, Andrew, speak to me. “If you take the—”


  I peeked at the screen again – Holy crap that vessel was right there – right fucking there – coming in hard and fast or however they said it. Right there on our screen. I could hear again, hear people – a scream pitch – a wall of sound as it rammed us so hard my mummy restraints bit, bruised my skin. Broke my twisted, handcuffed arm.


  I saw white, a flash of white as pain seared up my shoulder, paralyzing the scream in my throat. It actually felt amazing. I was still there, dizzy, nauseous, awake as the room around me seemed to explode, a cascade of brilliant blinding sparks before everything woke up in red.


  That was the actual color, I finally realized. The screens were dark, nothing but sharp shapes of shadows, silhouettes of chairs with fluttering consoles – and people. I saw people floating, flailing. I raised my head enough to see beyond the edge of my chair as they staggered and yelled and argued…


  And that’s when I saw him, Johnny B. holding that long rifle in his hands, and collapsed myself, even closed my eyes.


  “God we’re dead. We’re fuck. Ing. Dead!” I heard someone yell. “They just—”


  There was a shot. Two, three of them, making me flinch against the abused padding.


  The noise was nothing new, but I heard hissing, a sudden, sharpened cold on my legs. I shut my eyes as hard as I could.


  Until next to me, snug against my ear, I heard a voice.


  “Let’s go meet your friends.”


   


  


  Thirty-Five


   


  



  



  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, proximity orbit


  6:12 p.m. Tuesday


  



  I PICKED MYSELF UP off the ground, where I’d been tossed and crushed off the ceiling and back again. Then back at it – the heck? – the ceiling rushing to meet me as I remembered my training, tucked my head in, rolled, the remnants of whatever they’d pumped through my system making it seem like I was swimming, bumping against rocky shoals.


  Eventually I made a landing on one of the walls, and stayed there. Whatever internal spin the craft had was gone. Out in the hallway I heard plenty of yelling, orders barked above chaos.


  I lay on the wall and was content to listen, rubbing my hand over my neck, my back, looking for anything out of whack. Everything seemed to be where it should be, if not happy about it. How about me?


  I began to float a little, losing my bearings. I let a leg drift into the wall, kick and push me toward the door. It was shut tight, of course, but there was at least a handle I could hold onto, tug at, make me feel like I was doing something.


  When the tug came away with the entire door, I had to stop and really get my bearings. A wall of noise hit me, hard, along with wave after wave of smoke. Had some failsafe kicked in? Overridden the locking system?


  Wasn’t much time to think about it, because that tiny space was filling up, now, with clouds that stung my eyes and made me gag. Normally I’d hug the floor, but where the heck was the floor? Pulling my shirt up around my mouth, I took a deep breath and felt my way forward. There were two ways to go, so I headed right and pushed off, sailing at a good clip, as the ship rolled to one side, pitching me into a wall before I could –


  Pain in my temple… where was I? Must’ve passed out for a second or maybe a minute, but now all I saw were waves of fog, drifting like I was drifting, not sure which surface to swim to, if any existed.


  The echoes – even from a distance – were practically deafening: yelling, screams and yes, rifle fire.


  My elbow banged a knob, and I reached around to grab it, pull myself over to something solid. I coughed hard, realizing then how heavy I was breathing; and above the roar heard a trace of a voice.


  “Who – is someone there? Hello?” to the right of me.


  It was a woman’s voice, and maybe it was that that made me reply, despite every reason not to.


  “Yea… Just banged into a wall. Can’t see crap,” I yelled.


  The woman didn’t reply. Or maybe she did and I couldn’t hear her, I thought – but then I did: “Do you… know what —pened? What’s going ON?”


  “No,” I said. “You alright?”


  “Yes… I —ink so. —thing broken,” she said, her voice getting closer but still hard to hear as I sat still, hugging the wall. I broke into a cough, and a moment later she was doing the same.


  But there was a slight wind, now: some emergency circulators pushing stale air that smelled faintly like evergreen across my face.


  “What should we—?” she asked, her words getting a little lost, but I knew what she was asking. Making me wonder why she was asking it: A soldier stationed here would know the drill, and three others after the first.


  “Don’t know, don’t work here,” I yelled, hoping she heard. Heck, where was here? “Just along for the ride.”


  “Well… —aybe we should find someone who does.”


  Not the best plan I’d heard all night.


  “Your best bet is to head to some sort of emergency or escape pod. Get offa here and…”


  I was going to say back down to Earth, but it seemed a bit strange, considering I’d been running the other direction for the last several days.


  “Sure,” she said. “Well, I’ve never been on one of these…”


  “I have,” I said, taking a moment to again wonder why I was wasting time – my brief window of freedom – talking to this stranger. But then, why not? This all seemed like borrowed time anyway. If she wasn’t a soldier, maybe she’d even been in the brig like me, and I’d found more things to talk about with criminals than upstanding soldiers over the past five years. “You want, put your hand on my shoulder and hang on. I’m gonna go fast.”


  Truth was I wouldn’t mind company right now, for what was probably going to happen. Somebody not pointing a gun at my head or pumping drugs into my veins or just trying to break me, use me, was immensely reassuring.


  Well, maybe she was using me, but there was something comforting about her, her voice; something familiar even.


  She flailed out and found my face – soft, fumbling hands – and I put one on my shoulder as I turned around. The gloom was lifting, and I saw a faint outline, floating near a corner of the corridor. A guard of some kind. Looking at him, I realized how the padding of my cell had actually been a boon.


  His neck was at an obscene angle. And over one shoulder, drifting yet held by its strap, was a gun. Something I needed: a short-bored submachine pistol, good to cover lots of space in close. I padded around for a clip, found two.


  “–at’re you doing?” the woman asked; again, her voice, even above the noise, somehow familiar.


  “Just dropped something,” I said.


  She probably knew I was lying, but didn’t say anything as I pushed up from the ground and began bouncing forward, wall to opposite wall, with as wide an angle as I could. Sometimes I couldn’t see a thing; sometimes I saw looming shadows a moment before it was too late. Either way, my elbows took a beating. The woman behind me hugged my back, letting me take all the abuse. Sure.


  That hug turned painful, nails biting into my torn and bruised skin when we both heard sudden, low thudding, then high cracks, ahead of us. Gunfire. Lots of it.


  “Holy Smithsonian!” she gasped, her breath across my face. Jeez, that smell, I knew it – and who used that phrase? I’d only heard one person use…


  Out of the space ahead a dark shape sailed forward, burning tracer fire behind it.


  “Get down!” I yelled. But it was already too late.


  I heard the shadow scream, “Fall back! Christ they’re fucking armed up!” maybe to us or maybe to another shadow, just behind him.


  A wave of heat, a flare of orange made the smoke glow white; engulfed that second shadow, swallowed its legs. A high scream was matched by one just in my ear, as I watched the air clear with a pulse of pressurized air.


  It was a long hall, and at the end hovered a three-man team, armored up in heavy void suits, spraying waves of flame at the walls.


  We’d been boarded, I realized. Explained the impact. Question was, who’d rammed who – and whose ship was I on now? From the scorched-earth tactics ahead of me – cripple, burn, withdraw, I knew it well – I was guessing it wasn’t theirs.


  Didn’t matter, did it? I leaned down and heaved up a crate, thrusting it ahead of me with all I could muster as I raised my pistol and pulled the trigger, regretting it as even the slight recoil jerked against my arm, my momentum. Sailed past the open-mouthed soldier who was drifting backwards, firing as he went, banging into a wall.


  The crate became a fireball with me trailing, maybe I had some cover fire and maybe not, dizzying heat lighting the air and blurring my eyes and scorching my throat. My shoes – flames licking the toes and soles – found the ground and I thrust under the crate, pushing it up against the ceiling to distract, spraying bullets underneath to see if that heavy armor could withstand fire and bullets both.


  A faceplate cracked, screamed, as my side erupted in a blaze of pain. There seemed to be flames all around me as I caught the point man in a full tackle, grabbing the super-hot barrel and pushing it up, back. Flames leapt out, engulfed the man to his right, the suit good but not that good, covered in liquid chemical and eating, eating away.


  The man in my arms struggled, but I had him – I had him, my elbows banging the tank on his back, hands – one smearing charred skin and blood – crushing his helmet and twisting it to the side, to the side, all the way to the side as I screamed the whole time.


  “NO! You’re DONE. You’re DONE!”


  I let him go, and he drifted away, his finger limp on the nozzle. His friend to the right stopped dancing and just smoldered. There was a cold wind – a leak, somehow sucking the smoke back, away from me, the inertia making me feel like I was sailing backwards.


  I turned, and…


  “Ricky?”


  …and saw her. “…Lill…!?”


  My side stopped aching. Her eyes, open, were staring at me. My god. Staring at me.


  “Ricky… was it… is that y—?” She coughed, shivered.


  A wave of burnt-out adrenaline should have made me collapse, but I pushed my legs with everything I could muster and started sailing back to her, past the soldier, advancing with his gun on his shoulder.


  He saw me, knew me. Blinked. And lowered his gun.


  This time she didn’t bite into my back, but kept one hand in front, light on my chest, another on the back of my arm as she met me. Let my lips find hers, felt wetness on my nose.


  “You’re hit,” the soldier said, behind me.


  “Let me bleed,” I said.


   


  


  Thirty-Six


   


  



  



  Sofie Morin


  Horizon Station, Starside


  6:15 p.m. Tuesday


  



  I HAD TO STATION a clerk and reporter in front of the televisions just to scream out what happened next. It was practically a corporate mandate, straight from New York: Don’t miss a thing.


  “—some say slow to react. The reported reason for the delay was to allow some non-combat personnel to disembark safely,” John was saying from the anchor chair, which you couldn’t see; we’d be fools to cut from the live shot.


  “We’ve been asked to narrow our own, uh, broadcast frequencies to limit any interference the U.N.S. Vanguard – that’s the Silverside you see there, lodged into the other vessel – the Vanguard has while contacting its crew. We’re keeping our own ships outside a ten-kilometer blockade, or… quarantine as other patrol vessels assist in the boarding effort.


  “From what we can glean, there’s been heavy resistance. Still little word on the vessel. It’s known as the Coroman, a deep space cruiser and sometimes freighter registered to Holvenhaus, the security company that—”


  “Holy hell,” Clyde spat excitedly beside me. “You realize this is the first intentional collision in space? It’s the frickin’ South Seas out there!”


  I glanced over at him, but he didn’t look back. Would have been impossible to sever him from the screen. “No. I didn’t. Did you find out what I—”


  “Yeah, there’s nobody,” he said. “Closest warships are docked down in New Diego; fastest’ll take a good half-hour to muster and launch and another ten to twenty in travel time, and that’s just a frickin’ gunboat. Big ones’ll take longer. They’re on their own.”


  “Get it to John before it’s old news,” I said.


  He lingered a minute. “Now, Clyde.”


  But I could hardly blame him. A quarter-screen shot replayed, again and again, the Silverside’s last resort: Under a barrage of all kinds of crap it had simply burned what looked like six engines and rammed straight into the Holvenhaus ship.


  The front of it looked like it was lodged a good twenty, thirty meters inside the opposing hull, which had turned on its side in some sort of attempt to evade.


  I finally tore myself away from the screens and looked for Mara. She was back on the phone.


  I didn’t want to linger: She looked like she was in the middle of a friendly argument, yelling at someone, smiling, yelling, smiling again.


  “How the hell would this be a bad thing? Look, we just need a way to explain to viewers why it took so long to… I mean, they want to know, it’s a big question right now and you’re not really helping yourself by… I know that, I know, but the longer you wait to do that, hey, you know as well as I do that first impressions stick like something you stepped in. You wanna argue your way outta a hole?… Is it really that embarrassing that you can’t… uh huh. Uh huh… Yeah I know, I know… I’m not gonna burn you, Larry, I’m not even taking notes, just…”


  I listened to her work her magic a bit longer, before she finally hung up. Leaned back.


  “So?”


  “What? Want something?”


  There was only one time when she’d bother being this coy.


  “Jesus, how big is it?”


  “Vegas is aboard.”


  Holy cr—


  “Captain Montavo demanded to talk to him. Alone, in person. They had to dick around for five fricking minutes while Montavo said his piece and got his butt off of there. One of his aides almost got shot, I heard. This from a cop who was standing around outside the spekkers' docking bay.”


  “All off—”


  “ALL not for attribution. A law enforcement official, that’s as close as we’ll go.  Who doesn’t want to be identified because—”


  “Because he’ll get shot in the head. Fine. What did we learn about the other ship? What the hell—”


  “Apparently some senior Holvenhaus officials were about to be arrested, and didn’t want to be. One of  – this is coming from a witness in the flight aerie – one of them shot three cops, looked like. Spek squadders."


  “How the hell they manage—”


  “With the spekkers’ own guns. A bullet went wild and pierced the outer skin, a small leak. That part’s legit.”


  I looked at her. “Make sense to you? I mean, these Holvenhaus guys have lawyers…”


  “No, not much. Never known a company exec to just start gunning down cops. Ever.”


  “They’d think they could just talk their way out of it, even…”


  “Even this mess, depending on how big they thought their dick was.”


  “Holvenhaus makes fifteen billion in revenues. Pretty big.”


  She leaned back, sighed. “One of them was Malcolm Reeves, a sergeant. I knew him. Didn’t talk much to me, but he was… well-liked. Respected. Had one leg.”


  “Really? One leg? Jeez, we gotta get that—”


  She was half-smiling, but shaking her head. “I know. But beyond the fact he had one leg, he was good, I mean really well-respected, Sofie. You make a big issue outta that, you’re gonna piss a lotta cops—”


  “Oh geez, wouldn’t want to do that. For the most part, these guys’re shutting their mouths like clams. Lets not burn them.” Screw this. “Mara, you tell them the next time they need help with a fugitive hunt or some bullshit honor ceremony, they can go someplace else if they don’t start telling us a little bit more about what’s fucking going on!”


  “They’ve been—”


  “They’ve been circling the wagons. Look, I know you’ve worked on them, but this is the biggest frickin’ story we’ll ever – and I mean EVER – see. In our lives, Mara. If there was a time to start scorching sources, it’s now, because there’s not gonna be a next time. You understand me? You’ll have three Emmys on your mantle and you can say fuck off to the Nevada plain and never say you’re sorry to a soul. Get them to say something in the deepest confidence, make ten promises, and give me something I can get people off their fat asses with! I want to crush the competition’s spirit, Mara. Crush it.”


  Mara, bless her, was still smiling. “Crush it, huh?”


  I held up my hand, pressed my thumb and forefinger together, tight.


  “Let’s create some alcoholics and split up some marriages, hon. Get some people fired five years before retirement. You understand? All these guys with their nice, comfortable source relationships, let’s get them to realize the moment that passed ‘em up. Let’s not let that happen to you, Mara–”


  “O.K. O.K.,” I heard over my shoulder. Shem, his shirt no longer wrinkled but now fully untucked. “Let her work, Sofie. John’s on meltdown, trying to decipher Clyde. And you’ve got a call from Washington, uh, Arlington. Some guy at the Pentagon.”


  “Good,” I said, still looking at Mara. “I’ll take care of my shit. Let’s make sure everyone else around here takes care of theirs.”


  I didn’t bother glancing back as I made my way to my office. The computer was still on, the plants were wilting, badly in need of water, and outside my window I could see the rim of Horizon, sudden flashes of light just over the rise making it look like some sort of thunderstorm was rolling in. That’s where it was all happening – this big barn burner of a sweeps story, and we were almost, almost there, I could feel it. Sure there were plenty of tiny little questions, but there was one big one – I didn’t know what it was yet, but it was out there, and we were close to answering it.


  I picked up the phone. “Sofie Morin.”


  “Ms. Morin?” He wasn’t a flak: His voice wasn’t whiny, outraged or obsequious. Almost calm, even. “This is Colonel Baker, calling from the Pentagon.”


  “Yes I’d heard. What is it, Colonel?”


  “It’s my understanding that you’re covering the incident on… above Horizon Station.”


  “From every angle we’re able, Colonel.”


  “I’d like to ask you, as a courtesy, to go dark for the next… well, indefinitely.”


  “I’m sorry?”


  “Not your entire station, Ms. Morin, just the outside footage. Of the… ongoing incident. We’re–”


  “Quite a courtesy, Colonel—” I began.


  But he talked over me. “–going to engage in a boarding maneuver… soon, and we’d prefer that it not be broadcast to anyone aboard that vessel.”


  I chewed my lower lip. “Wouldn’t want to put any of your men in harm’s way, Colonel. But I have a problem with ‘indefinitely.’ ”


  “You’ll be the first to receive any new information as we get it. I’ll have my assistant—”


  “Colonel… Baker, since you called me, I’d like your personal number. And I’d like to have one of my clerks call you every fifteen minutes. Let’s be frank: I’m not going to limit our coverage to your press statements, whenever you get around to sending them out.”


  “Ms. Morin—”


  “Wait – hold on – I said I’m more than willing to accommodate your boarding maneuver.” Had I said that? “But I’d like your word, and a good faith effort, that we be told the second it’s done.”


  “Ms. Morin, I have no problem with the fourth estate doing its job. But you understand that clear information of our mission may get a little… garbled. You know the old saying, crap happens. Practically speaking, it’s expected on a mission like—”


  “Sure. Fine. That’s not quite the saying, but yes. What I’m saying is there will be a moment where it won’t matter whether our cameras are running or not. And the entire world wants to be watching here, Colonel.”


  A bad tack: His voice rose a decibel or two. “Ms. Morin, let me be clear… this is not a request. We have over a dozen patrol craft in the proximity of the… incident. As I said, this is a courtesy—”


  I cut him off before he made a threat that neither of us wanted him to make.


  “All I’m asking for is your word, Colonel. Your good faith effort.”


  He was quiet a moment. “Fine. I can take a call every half-hour, from someone who fully realizes the importance of this situation, and how busy I am today.”


  Something told me not to push it.


  “Fine. We’ll announce on-air that we’ve been asked to turn off our live feed… For the purposes of a military action.”


  “We’d prefer you just said ‘at the request of the Pentagon’…”


  “Well, we don’t want viewers to think we’re taking orders. They’ll stop trusting us – and you. Besides, I know maybe even better than you, Colonel, that for those aboard the Cordova, nothing freaks you out like the unknown. It’s vague enough to spook them out – Am I right?”


  “… That’s fine, Ms. Morin. Alright. Well then—”


  “Colonel, I understand Richard Vegas is aboard that vessel.”


  He was quiet a moment. I could see his thumb on the hang-up button.


  “I can’t confirm—”


  “And we also hear that Captain Montavo asked to speak with him. That that was the reason for the delayed launch.”


  “I wouldn’t call the launch delayed, Ms. Morin; I object to that characterization. Any ship takes time to secure before a launch – particularly in preparation for action, and in a situation where lives could potentially—”


  “Why did Captain Montavo want to speak with Richard Vegas? This is a man who, if we’re to believe what we’ve been told, officially, made an attempt on Montavo’s life. I’d hate to have to speculate…”


  There was enough silence – and lack of denial – to know I could run this without bothering with attribution.


  “Ms. Morin, I’d hate to speculate myself on events I’m not aware of. I don’t know where you’re getting your information—”


  Still no denial.


  “Well, we always want to give you the opportunity to clarify—”


  “I can’t comment on – clarify things I know nothing about, Ms. Morin.”


  “Fair enough. Well, I thank you for your call, sir.”


  “When can we expect—”


  “In the time it takes me to walk to my deputy editor, Colonel.”


  I hung up, went out to the newsroom, ran some water for my plants and nodded at Shem.
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  "YOU REMEMBER THE ORIGINALS?” Johnny B. asked.


  Despite his apparent desire to ‘meet my friends,’ we’d gotten away from the bridge without a shot fired. Everyone seemed to be making their way to other parts of the ship. We heard shots, echoes, but nothing too close; nobody made any attempt to stop us as we ran, just him, me, and one of the men who’d hung close since the shooting started. The other guy didn’t look like much: solid build, slightly wrinkled ship suit and a mouth that never opened. But every time I looked at him he looked right back at me, and never looked away. I knew the place he’d learned that stare. Heck, he might’ve been one of my clients, once.


  Now, beyond a set of stainless steel doors, we’d found a cramped room with crates by the walls, several more consoles and a pair of metal rods that stretched from floor to ceiling. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was an  impromptu slider mechanism.


  Which seemed like suicide. From what little I knew of sliders, both ends had to be as stationary as possible – even a planet’s minute rotation had to be figured into complex algorithms to get every atom in place. To slide out of a spinning, unanchored vessel… you’d smear matter across a mile. Probably this thing was only used when the ship was docked and locked down. Even then, seemed risky.


  “Do I…. remember the Originals?” I asked.


  He looked down at me and frowned, making his way to one of the consoles. “Is that some sort of technique, Mr. Sink? Repeating what I’ve just said?”


  “It… just seems like a rhetorical question, Mr… Blight. I’ve been trained not to respond to those.” And it was the last question in the world I wanted to answer, much less ask, right now.


  “Ah,” he said. “Well, I suppose there’s some wisdom in that. What I was getting at is that I remember them. The Originals – Christ, I felt like a child when they’d returned! All of a sudden, there they were: space travelers from a hundred years ago, hovering in orbit, asking to come home!  Some general had almost blown them out of the sky, remember? Thought they were wackos or spies. History books’d put post-mortem theories out about their fate, wrote them off as ideologues and fools, but nope, there they were, back from the grave, proof that men could go out there. Survive. Those religious nuts became the new hippies – It was a miracle, they said. Took hold of the torch, didn’t they? Demanding Horizon, demanding we go claim our domain…  All those demonstrations.


  “Of course, they hadn’t really lived forever, they’d only been gone a couple of years by their count.  But by ours… they were more than heroes, they were… immortal.”


  I had to ask. “Why’d you try to kill them, then?”


  “Shortsighted and selfish, I admit. Isn’t that what all of us are, really? And in the blink of a universe, what does any of it matter? So the giant slider to Mars gets delayed beyond my lifetime, those of my employers… does it really matter that much in the realm of the universe? Do you think the stars care? They’ve been there for billions of years. Another twenty or thirty won’t mean a whit to them.”


  He shook his head, looked at the man with him. They’d failed beyond all measure, yet there they were, still standing, running. Taking all the actions I’d spent my life arguing people out of taking. And one of those actions – the last one I’d ever observe – would probably end with a bullet in my head.


  “Vegas… and that one, Vegas. Thought I could get him to sit still for the hammer that was coming for him anyway. Instead he picked it up and swung. So, jeez, my next shortsighted, selfish scheme was to kill him. Find him, kill him. You’d have helped me with that, whatever’s in your head. I’m sure you’ve poured over every detail of his life – his relationships, whatever he thinks he wants. Now… you’re kind of useless, I admit. But other than guns, you’re all I’ve got to bargain with.”


  He was waving the magrail around as he spoke, and I couldn’t tell if he was upset or excited.


  “In the meantime…” He pushed a crate between the slider’s bars and started punching buttons.  “Let’s send that ship a few parting gifts, shall we? Little trick someone learned in deep space,” he said, winking, then whispered, “Probably illegal.”


  In a moment, the crate was gone, sprayed across a layer of space I couldn’t see, could only imagine the aftermath.


  “Bombs away,” he said, grabbing another crate, pushing it into the mechanism.


  I was watching people die. As simple as a trigger being pulled or a proverbial red button being pushed. It was that quick, that effortless with him.


  Everything I could say seemed useless. “This… doesn’t help you,” I said. “It won’t matter.”


  “Yes, but it feels good,” he said. “You want to try one?” He nudged a crate over to me with his boot. “Go on, put it in.”


  I didn’t move.


  “Go on,” he said, stepping forward and grabbing my arm. “You might as well put yourself to some use. Why else am I keeping you around anymore?”


  “Blight, I don’t—”


  “This close to that ship, it’s hard to mess up. Kinetics are down. A child could do it,” he said, dragging me by my broken arm – making me wince, try hard not to cry out – until my shins banged on the edge of the crate. “Go on.”


  Something cold and hard rested against the side of my neck. I didn’t bother looking around; besides Blight and me, there was only one other person in the room.


  “Fine,” I said, bending over to try to pick up the crate with one arm, finding it incredibly heavy.


  “Packed full,” Blight said, stepping away, leaning against the wall. “Lotsa goodies.”


  The cold metal pressed harder against my neck as I leaned over and shoved, getting it to budge a few inches at a time. Eventually the gun barrel went away as I edged my way to the slider.


  Johnny B. came away from the wall and started walking over as I leaned on the console: a batch of numbers on a touch screen. Coordinates, I imagined. The bottom square, lit in green, seemed obvious, as did the flashing yellow warnings, fail-safes telling me I couldn’t be sane.


  Johnny’s fail-safes were fully disabled, too.


  “C’mon, Sink. Get a taste. Short-term and selfish. You’ll live a little longer… if you press that big green button. And other people will probably die.”


  Johnny grabbed my arm again and dragged my hand just above the green button, curling his other hand around the back of my neck.


  “Show me how noble you are.”


  I leaned over the screen. Heard him chuckle. The numbers: so small. .00000001, .00000000001, .0000000000. And right next to the numbers was a word as obvious as the green square. Reset.


  I punched that last, watched as the numbers – all three sets of them – shifted to zero…


  Then leaned on the green button.


  Crap – another screen came up, asking if I was sure, certain. Are you kidding! Johnny gasped, his hand darting for “no” as mine darted for “yes.”


  The crate disappeared…


  Then came back: bits and pieces over a split-second vector that splayed open from the center of the slider mechanism, over toward me, around me, across the walls and rest of the room.


  I heard a scream and grunt and watched a tiny splice of the crate lodge itself into Johnny B.’s abdomen; another dozen ripped open the wall behind him.


  A bullet sank into my already broken arm as shadows shredded the man by the wall, spraying blood over a backdrop that was steadily disassembling. The remnants of the crate made their sporadic way into the distance, carving through the outer hallway and into a room beyond, accompanied by a shower of sparks and dim, shuddering lights.


  I looked down. Saw my hands, arms, legs, feet. Intact. On the floor, Johnny B’s open eyes stared at me.


  Maybe the universe gave a damn after all.
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  THERE WAS A TIME, once, when we’d first driven out to Nevada. She was 18, didn’t want to go, standing on the curb with two suitcases, a big red one with only one wheel and another she could sling over her shoulder. That one was on the concrete, its strap touching her toe. We knew when we got married that I might get transferred.


  I’d gotten out of the car, and the only natural thing to do was put my arms around her, tell her she had to come, had to come. I might’ve been crying. She looked up at me, then rested her head on my chest, and her arms slipped around my back. Slowly, before hugging me tighter than she’d ever hugged me.


  Until now.


  She didn’t let go and neither did I. At least I’d had a job back then, somewhere to be and something to do. Wide-open options. Thinking back on how limitless everything’d seemed, I had to chuckle.


  “What,” she said, looking up, her face flushed, wet, her blue eyes shining above a smile. A smile I worried might turn down and die any moment.


  “Just happy, baby,” I said. “First time… in five years. Longer…”


  Her lips closed, but she was still smiling. “A little rough there for a while,” she said. I began to chuckle, giggle, and she laughed with me, putting her head back on my chest.


  “A little,” I said.


  “You’re all right now,” she said. And I was. “You’re all right.”


  I heard the marine clear his throat, not say anything for a while longer. Then finally felt duty-bound to speak.


  “Might be more coming… Vegas,” he said, using my name. Letting me know he knew who and what I was, but holding his rifle low.


  “What happened?”


  The marine was looking down the hall, maybe heard something, then back at me. “Security cruiser came out of dock just firing at fricking everything. Apparently wanted for some pretty serious shit. They come out of there gearin’ up to pull a hard haul into deep space, we barely had time to engage. They hit us with heavy ordinance, before we got everything spun up, maybe, shit, more’n we were expectin’. Starboard hull got breached. So the captain just plowed right into ‘em, rammed ‘em good.”


  “Good,” I said.


  “It’s deck by deck, straight up,” he said. “Don’t know who these fuckers are, but they’re not coppin’. Even pushed in,” he said, nodding down the hall. “No retreat, no surrender, guess.”


  I heard his headset squawking. “You got somewhere to be, go,” I said.


  He was looking back the way we came. “You comin’? C’mon, I tell ‘em you helped—”


  I smiled. “Sure, man. I’m sure they’ll stick that in a file somewhere.”


  “Well… where you gonna go, then?” he asked.


  I looked down the hall. Down at Lill, whose eyes were asking the same question.


  “Straight ahead.”


  “That’s crazy, man,” the marine said. “We gotta—”


  “Do what you gotta,” I said.


  “Ricky, we…” Lill started, with that word I hadn’t heard in a long while. We. Then she shut her mouth, looking at me. “Ricky, don’t.”


  I looked down at her and felt it again, the desire, the need to tell her we had to go. The rest of my life seemed so small, like a shadow in a flash – or maybe my life was the flash – and this, this doubt and certain defeat, was the shadow that always seemed to dog it.


  People always sat back and instinctively told you you couldn’t run. Turn around and settle down.


  “Don’t?” I asked, looking in her eyes. Not snide or angry, just asking, are you the one telling me this? Or is it everything you learned in the last five years?


  “I mean where are we – you—” Back to you. “What are we going to do?” she said.


  I nodded down the hall. “Get the hell out of here.”


  She shook her head, kept her eyes in mine. Didn’t know anything except where and how she’d spent the last five years – and nothing, absolutely nothing about what was ahead. She’d had time, plenty of it, to deal with thoughts of the rest of her life, to plan and accept it all.


  “Alright,” she said.


  “Alright,” I said, squeezing her arm.


  “Guys’re crazy,” the marine said. “Alright, well, thanks and all and… good luck.”


  With that the guy hauled on out of there, and for her part, Lill didn't even look after him.


  “With you not working how we gonna find an apartment?” she asked.


  I had to laugh. “We'll figure something out. You O.K.? They… do anything to you?”


  She shook her head. “I'm O.K.” She wasn't. There was something else. “Let's just go.”


  “What is it?”


  “Nothing. Let's go, Ricky.”


  I wanted to ask, but if we stood around and just talked, we might never get the momentum going. And with her next to me, I realized, I had plenty again.


  I pushed forward, one leap after the next, and she was just behind me, the fog gone now. We made our way past the charred, shot-up corpses that I had charged at in a rage. Beyond them the passage bent like a snuffed, crushed cigarette, ashed out at the end, but the hull had held together. Black patch molding had been sprayed around the edges, spilling into the passage like a rubbery snowdrift, and directly ahead I could tell it was a different ship, brown siding instead of gray. Some spent canisters of that instant crap littered the hall, and the  air was frigid, but I could only hope it was the same everywhere else, and thought for a moment about trying to strip a suit off someone back there who wouldn't need it anymore. But that would take all day.


  “Who… were they?” Lill asked, noticing me glancing back.


  “Don't know,” I said. “Attackin' a ship like this, doesn't…” make sense. Any sense at all. But then, the past day I'd met lots of people that didn't make any sense. At all. “Guess we should thank 'em though.”


  She laid her hand on my back. “Ricky, the way you… ran at them.” She closed her mouth, opened it again. “Is that… why they sent you away? Did you…?”


  I looked back at her as we kept walking. Hell, why not tell the world now? “I went out of my head for a moment and shot a man who… was doing something that seemed worse than just killing someone. Maybe even if that someone was you.”


  “What was he trying to–”


  “You wouldn't believe me. And I'm not even sure I even remember it right anymore.”


  “What do you mean I wouldn't believe you? Why wouldn't I… I'm following you down… here, for God's sake. Why wouldn't I believe you?”


  I looked at her and smiled. “I love you, Lill.”


  She looked like she wanted to smack me.


  “If I told you, you'd think I was nuts and… and turn right around. And then I'd be alone. So why would I wanna tell you?”


  The ship around us moaned, shifted so that my head bumped into what used to be the wall, was now kind of the ceiling.


  “Ricky!” Lill yelled, clutching at and missing my arm as she spun, disoriented.


  “Just roll with the flow, hon. Roll with it… that's what we used to say—”


  She giggled. “Sure. Roll with it. It worked out so well…” Her giggle became a laugh, and I could tell she was almost having fun, in a terrified sort of way. Her hands found my foot, and she grabbed hold, putting both of us in a spin. I did a full flip and came around, sliding my arms around her. We slowed, still spinning. Her giggling died down, and she hummed a few seconds of some slow, pretty waltz she knew and I didn't, before she said it again. “Roll with the flow.”


  “Right.” I turned around and got my leg on the ground, pushed and we were going forward again.


  It was a nice ship, I had to say that. The kind of thing the military wished they could get away with: new paint, padding everywhere, an occasional chair bolted down at an intersection. The air warmed as we got deeper in, and still we hadn't met up with anyone. I heard plenty of shots, muffled thumps, and couldn't tell why the ships shifted: vibrations from some distant conflict, or the pull of the planet, but with Lill behind me it was a dream world, tugging my emotions and protective instincts, her here, not just with me but with me, explosions knocking on the hull next to me, and all I could do was forge ahead.


  Finally we saw some people, in haphazard construction garb, peek around a corner. I kept my gun up and at them, didn't fire but didn't kick forward anymore.


  I saw them dodge back, engage in some bullet-like chatter, eyes on us and nothing else. Then one of them put his hand up. I wasn't going to; my hands were full.


  “WE'RE JUST LOOKING FOR A WAY OFFA HERE,” I yelled.


  The one floating in front listened for a few seconds to the men behind him.


  “YOU'RE GOING THE WRONG WAY FOR THAT,” he yelled back. “NOTHING BACK THERE BUT PISSED-OFF GUYS WITH GUNS!”


  I laughed out loud; here we were, all friends. But allowed myself to drift a little closer, and so did they. They had guns, so did I, all cocked and ready, but didn't see any reason to start proving it. The guy in front had a big, shaggy beard, a bit too tubby to be a soldier, and those behind him weren't any better: One was in his sixties, and the other barely a kid. All of 'em had grease stains on faded yellow jackets and jerseys, and they held their guns tight, both hands, like they thought they'd drop them if they did the wrong thing.


  “Holy shit,” the old guy said. “The guy on T.V. … and the gal on T.V.”


  “We're celebrities,” Lill whispered in my ear as their guns came down a bit.


  “Coming from—”


  “Yep. Back there,” I said. “Like I said, just want to get outta here.”


  “The – our – docking bay's fucked,” the bearded guy said. “We only had two emergency craft loaded up when we pulled out, and there's a crowd out into the corridor. Not that I'd expect anyone’s gonna get anywhere after they launch.”


  “If I knew where it was, I'd avoid it,” I said. “Where you guys going?”


  He put on a big grin. “Don't know. No more'n you do, seems like. Try to give ourselves up, if we don’t get shot first. I mean, they can’t blame all of us for… I mean, we were just along for the ride.”


  Kinda doubted that argument would fly too well. Maybe the jump suits wouldn't have been a bad idea. Still, the only ones I'd seen had had holes and burns.


  “Any way to find some clean jump suits?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “Sorry.”


  “Well…” Crap. Nothing to do but stand around and get each other more demoralized. There were four ways away from this corner. One was behind me, and one behind them. I nodded straight ahead. “I'm going that way, then.”


  The bearded one looked at me and nodded at the only way left. “All right.”


  With some awkward shuffling, we managed to get past each other without another word. Lill had been holding her breath the whole time, but by the time we were out of earshot, she said, “What now?”


  Same thing I was thinking. Putting it all in the hands of fate didn't seem to be working.


  “I can take you back, if you want… I… I'm not going to stay. This's better'n a cell for me, but you got no reason to be here…”


  “Yes. I do,” she said, holding my arm.


  “No, you—”


  “Yes, I do,” she said again. “Shut up, Ricky.  You drag me all the way into this… to where we are, and then tell me I should go back?”


  She knew we had no idea where we were going; or maybe she did, and didn’t want to say it.


  “Just go, Ricky. I’m here. With you.”


  “There are people shooting—” I wanted to argue, but I didn’t. So I took another step into the labyrinth, heading straight – this ship couldn’t be that big – and trying to keep the momentum going.


  Almost as soon as I took that step, the lights flickered and died. Came back, flickered, died, came back again. I pushed forward faster, trying to memorize what everything looked like in case the string connecting our power supply got snapped for good.


  My head, shin, banged into a pipe or two as the corridor sloped, got narrower. I smelled something like tar dipped in a bath of ammonia and manure. Some utility corridor, I figured, off the beaten path. I slowed, Lill hung on a little more tightly, and together we stopped as we heard it.


  There were yells – screams – a steady beat of gunfire, echoing behind us, reaching us in our dark crawlspace. It was impossible not to hear as the beat became sporadic bursts, and we heard words, protests, pleas and wails, more gunshots.


  “Let’s go,” I said, faster now. Either the vessel was being cleared out, or its crew had found some upper hand themselves.


  The way ahead got more cluttered, even blocked at one point by boxes of sealed paint. We moved them without a word, and pushed forward. Only her hand was on my shoulder now, getting the hang of the zero-G, light and clumsy yet managing to dart fast enough to keep up.


  “You all right?” I still had to ask.


  “Never been a clinger,” she said, throwing me a split-second smile.


  No, just the opposite, I thought as we passed a little utility alcove, a table with some bolted mugs, lockers. A ship suit, laid out, making my heart jump – until I saw the tiny tear in its leg.


  “Damn,” I said. It’d even looked like her size. She was staring at it too, but then got her legs under her and darted ahead again. I pushed forward to keep even. The path was getting shorter, I knew, and fate was giving me the finger, not a hand.


  The corridor widened out to a sealed hatch, a quieter part of the ship. The muffled thumps of gunfire were several corners back, and the walls ahead of us were chilly, immaculate steel. I closed the hatch behind us, saw some signs directing us to officers quarters, to…


  The bridge. Command.


  “That way,” I said.


  We turned a corner and saw the remains of some brutal conflict. No one in uniform, a mutiny, maybe, but there it was: the up-close, bloody residue of what bullets and knives could do. Some were sprawled on the ground, hung up or wedged in; others floating among beads of blood – beads that seemed to be everywhere, a curtain of sins we’d have to bathe in to keep going.


  “Oh my…” Lill said, looking for a way back, around.


  There wasn’t time. I pushed forward, through the mess, let the blood splatter and cling to my clothes, my hands, tried to duck my head around, but it was useless. Some of the beads even seemed to gravitate toward me. In the end, I kept my eyes closed and felt Lill hold tightly to my back again, tight as she could, trying not to get any on her, but the arms she had around me got stained, too.


  We got through it, and the passage widened into what I recognized as a bridge foyer: three corridors converging into a gathering space. The only thing out of place was the hatch, wide-open. Beyond it, more flickering lights, red and instant flashes of white, and I smelled smoke.


  I slowed, holding onto the next wall I hit.


  There was a reason: I heard voices, again, in that room. And felt a chill: cold, unreal cold on my arms. Someone had come in from the void, near here. That was protocol in a space where there might be friendlies, might not – cut in, seal behind, and sterilize. It would be a gamble now, going anywhere: Any hatch I opened might let in a vacuum.


  But we’d come this far and we couldn’t keep turning. I floated to the foyer, the shattered hatch, and poked my head around.


  There was a fire team, three, maybe four, spekker armor and shotguns and short arms – a few standing at consoles, hacking in, another with a shotgun trained on the door –


  Firing. I ducked my head back as a spray of shrapnel shredded the frame, white-hot ammo burning cinders into the wall, inches from my eye.


  “Run!” I said, grabbing a strap on Lill’s belt and hurling her away, down the corridor. She flailed her arms and I was right behind her, coiling my legs and high-jumping up and away, giving her another push down, down that corridor –


  All the way to the corner as another round of shots erupted behind us. I gritted my teeth at the sudden pain in my leg, foot, heard a yell—


  “STOP. DO NOT RUN. I SAID DO NOT –”


  Man, they’d been saying that for days, and it wasn’t any more convincing now.


  “Run, Lill! Run!” I yelled as the corridor bent away, turned and twisted and even in the zero-G my leg began to burn. We darted down halls, I stopped trying to track where exactly as the ship spun about us again, bashing me into a wall enough to make me realize some pain, feel the chunk of my leg that was hanging, useless, and I wouldn’t be running anymore, if my feet ever found the ground.


  But off one leg I still pushed forward, forward, Lill always ahead, I admired her, loved her: not letting the panic spin her around, pull her away from our momentum.


  Our momentum. Both of us, flailing together – And I saw her come up short, stop: There was a shadow ahead of us.


  A man, floating in the hall, looking ready to run or push forward, not sure which. Christ, hadn’t the gunshots given him a fucking clue? He was just standing there, staring or maybe waiting for… something.


  I raised my gun… and watched him lower his.


  No. It couldn’t be.


  “Vegas?”


  Lill stopped short, too. Staring, like I was.
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  I SAW HER FIRST, blond hair flowing like a halo. And then him, behind her.


  Looking like a butcher, covered – absolutely covered in blood, clutching a gun in his hands, his leg hanging stiff behind him, beads of red trailing him like some murderous exhaust.


  It couldn’t be.


  “Vegas?” I asked, my mouth helpless against the only question in my mind.


  There was someone chasing him. It used to be me. But now I’d found him and he looked… beyond shock. Wild-eyed, wondering what the hell.


  Just like me. “Vegas?” I said again.


  “Geoffrey?” Lill said. “Geoffrey, what are you—”


  “Geoffrey SINK,” Vegas finally said, holding what looked like a submachine gun in one hand as he drifted close, close enough to see the smears of red on his face as he grabbed the back of my neck, pulled my head until it touched his.  His hand was sticky.


  “Ha!” he laughed. “You found me!” He started laughing, and this close it must’ve been contagious because I started laughing too, even holding onto his arm like we were almost friends. “It’s ‘bout time!”


   “Ready to go quietly?” I said, laughing.


  “Does it look like it?”


  Lill floated next to us, smiling, but everything that was in her eyes was obvious. There was rue, and a resigned happiness. Here she was, with him, until the end.


  I nodded at her, letting it sink in. Vegas saw me looking, and backed up a half-step…


  As the bullets started flying. Behind them, glowing white rounds came a second before I heard gunshots, one grazing  my thigh, and I ducked into the room I’d just stepped out of.


  Lill and Vegas followed, as one, and there we were: next to the busted-up slider, the walls spliced open letting us peek into parts of the corridor, a couple strange-looking corpses on the ground.


  Whatever – whoever – was coming down the hall put a damper on any questions. Vegas seemed to take the strange scene in stride, pushing on his good leg right over to Johnny B.’s gigantic gun, picking it up without a smile and spinning around in a half-circle, his leg dragging on the ground as he racked up a round.


  Then stepped back to the hall, leveled it out against his chin. I heard a few more rounds, saw something white-hot fly by and watched the gun buck in Vegas’ hands. Again. Again.


  There wasn’t a sound, but the bullets stopped coming. Vegas held there, like a pillar, as Lill put her hand on my arm.


  “Who is it?” I asked. “Who’s out there?”


  “I don’t know,” she said. “They just started shooting at us.”


  “How did you—”


  “It would take a long time, don’t you think, to explain ourselves?” she said.


  “You’re covered in… is that blood?”


  Vegas finally stepped back in, looked at me.


  “I’d be happy to see you, Sink, if it wasn’t so damn strange. Guess I’m a little happy anyway. Don’t know why.”


  I forgot about the blood for a moment. “Vegas… I saw your file. Your full file, I mean. I have to ask—”


  “Not much time for that.”


  “I have to ask – I know and I think you do too that I’ll never get to ask you anything again.”


  He stopped talking, looked at me.


  “Even if you do go back… in somehow. Though that’s—”


  “Not likely. No going back now, Sink. Maybe you can convince her not to tag along—”


  Lill cut in, “Look, we should go!”


  “They say you tried to kill the Originals!” I said, and it got quiet again. “Not yesterday, the day before or whatever – but five years ago. Tried to kill them!” Lill was staring at me. “What… did you? They wrote it up like – ”


  “No,” Vegas said. “Not me. Weis damn near did.” He gave me a grim smile. “Still trying to reform me? Think we’re a little beyond that, aren’t we?”


  “Wait, Lieutenant Weis?” Lill said, mouth open, ready to risk our lives and talk about this for a moment.


  “Why? Why would he—”


  “Because there was…,” He ducked his head out into the passage, back again. Looked me in the eyes for a long moment. “They brought back something. They went to the heavens and brought something back down. Or it brought them, I don’t know. Weis… believed it was a threat. I… I didn’t. I just believed it.”


  All right, “That… didn’t make any fucking sense at all.”


  He smiled. “Congrats. Ya sound like him. Where the hell are…” He ducked his head back in the hallway, listened, pulled it slowly back.


  “Too quiet,” he said. A couple words he of all people should probably be an authority on.


  Lill and I were both silent, not really listening, just trying to absorb everything he’d just said.


  “Ricky, I…”


  Vegas looked at her, and I saw pain on his face… the pain of making her of all people understand; if no one else, her. Everyone else, I knew, he could ignore. But not Lill.


  “I’m not crazy, Lill. I saw it. It was beautiful, as beautiful as you. It made me think of you, everything good about you. It kept them alive out there, in that darkness – like you kept me alive, for five years. You know? I… I still remember it. I’ve remembered it, like I’ve remembered you, every day.”


  She was looking at him, her hands sliding up her arms, like she was cold.


  “Ricky, I—”


  Blown off her feet, spinning, upside down, I couldn’t see anymore, my head slamming into something. I shook it, focused –


  Up, out of the ground, sealed up in spek suits with full kinetics, the blaze of a back booster carried one, followed by another, three of them. Lill screamed and Ricky sprawled away, his mangled leg catching a rod of the equally mangled slider, making him yell in agony.


  In the small space, the suits’ powerful kinetics pushed us all to the ground, crushed Lill to a wall…


  Before one of the three let his faceguard shutter down, away from his head.


  “Speak of the devil! Run Lill Run!” Lieutenant Weis yelled, then laughed. A short bellow, his eye riveted to Vegas.


  “I’d recognize that yell anywhere.”


  


  Forty


   


  



  



  Richard Vegas


  Horizon Station, proximity orbit


  7:17 p.m. Tuesday


  



  THE BASTARD STOOD ABOVE me in full gear, full formation behind him. ArcLan shotguns trained and ready, kinetics making my ears explode. My leg, the hot needles once dulled by adrenaline were now making me dizzy.


  Tom looked over the room, seemed shocked to see Sink, trying to keep his eyes open against the pressure and pain. Lill was gasping. The fucker. Lill was gasping on the ground.


  “Well look at all this now. I had this… hunch you’d be here. Well, not all of you,” Tom said, nodding at the formation behind him as the pressure lessened a bit. One made his way to Sink, another to Lill.


  Tom made his way to me.


  “You. And here you are. Here you are. Almost got out there! You wanna go all the way, Ricky? I’m tireda chassin’ ya.”


  “Go to hel—”


  “Lieutenant—” I heard Sink groan, stopping to spit.


  “Officer Sink, you just shut your mouth. I’ll have plenty of time to talk to you… Or not. Maybe I should just seal up and blow a hole in this hull, take care of everything that’s been pissing me off.”


  He was looking at me, wanting me to talk. I realized then, Tom and I – we’d shared something, something he wanted to get behind him after all this time.


  But he couldn’t.


  “You feelin’ bad ‘bout somethin’?” I spat, pulling myself up. He let me. What was I going to do, against that wall of steel and kinetics? My gun was halfway across the room.


  “Wanna kill yourself another angel?”


  His head jerked back in a grin. “Hahaha!  Angels. Those boys, they thought they found God’s domain. Remember? They found allll the promises.”


  “They found something,’” I said.


  His grim grin died, and he stared at me, his wild eye heating, bulging out of its socket. He blinked, and it flared under his eyelid, turning it orange.


  The two with him had lowered their headgear, too… I saw Pete. Cord.


  “Nobody would stand down. Nobody. What the fuck were we supposed to do? We’re here to protect, soldier. We had AN ALIEN FUCKING LIFEFORM reaching out to touch us. What the fuck were we –!”


  What did he want me to say? I couldn’t offer him any kind of absolution.


  “Well, I washed the fuck out of it. And the Originals, we washed them too… They forgot everything…” He was whispering now, then laughing, “Now we’re going out there again? Fine, send the fanatics, the colonists. Send ‘em all. Let ‘em drift.”


  The eye closed, cooled… When it opened again, an ember in the night. 


  “They didn’t forget,” I said. “You can’t forget it.”


  Then I realized: He knew this. I may have had concrete walls around me for the last five years, but from the look of Tom, he’d had something worse. A soldier who questioned, every night, the decision to tighten his finger. Watch the light fade. That interrogation we’d had, his desire for my… "confession." It hadn’t been about me. It was all about him.


  The ember fixed on me. “No… not with you around I can’t.” His lip curled. “Look at you, covered in… what you are. You’re beyond hope, a rabid beast pretending to be a… noble animal. Either way, gonna put you down.”


  The ship rolled, putting us off-balance, but it didn’t matter as he drew a sidearm, pointed it.


  And behind him, in the corridor, I saw it again. Flaring out of nothing, turning the shadows white and the steel blue, like the sea, drifting turquoise waves… the pain in my leg evaporated into bliss and I saw it floating, floating and guiding and offering its blessing…


  As Tom pulled the trigger.


  


  Forty-One


   


  



  



  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, proximity orbit


  7:19 p.m. Tuesday


  



  I WAS HALF OUT of my mind, had to be. Lieutenant Weis reached for his gun, and I knew he would shoot every single one of us. Every one. In the chaos of what had happened over the past hour, our deaths would be a footnote. The room began to spin, the floor becoming a wall, as he aimed, and I heard…


  “DON’T!”


  An absurdity. A hallucination. Through the spinning pain I focused and she… no… she was there. That old scolding crazy insane woman, standing solid on the ground like she was immune to the rules of reality, hair flowing like there was some kind of wind… was she in the hall, the room? I was filled with nausea, tried to squint my eyes into focus, and there she was, still.


  Stars, shining bright above her head, the hull gone, clearer than a moonless night.


  I was fully, fully out of my mind. But I could see her, hear her, in words I clearly understood, loud, echoing –


  “THOSE WHO WOULD REPENT!! EMBRACE YAHSELVES AND CAST YAHSELVES AWAY!!” she was spewing, pointing at Tom as he pulled the trigger of his handgun, a round slamming into Vegas, pushing him against the slider as he flailed with both arms and actually got hold of Tom’s arm, crippled leg spinning, the wound somewhere in his side –


  And my ears whined again… this time a familiar sound.


  The slider, powering – had Vegas grazed the control? It looked broken, busted beyond repair!  – sucking the air out of the room, forward…


  I heard Lill scream – piercing my ears and I realized I was screaming too. Lieutenant Weis was screaming as his arm blurred, caught in the slider’s tiny void, ripped away… I closed my eyes, unable to watch, my gut wrenched and I tried not to hear…


  Silence. I cracked my eyes.


  Some low light, off the slider’s controls, reflected behind the bulk of Weis’ body, motionless, floating.


  Behind him, Vegas, the space between the slider bars, was gone.


  Getting to my feet, my ears ringing and eyes still adjusting after the waves of brightness, I looked everywhere. The woman, if she’d ever been, the light and the stars, were all gone too.


  The two soldiers who’d arrived with Weis were floating in rigid stances, maybe trying to process it like the rest of us.


  Lill was staring, eyes wide, at the space where Vegas had once stood.
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  Sofie Morin


  Horizon Station, Starside


  1:32 a.m. Wednesday


  



  THE CHAOS OF ENDLESS casting had exhausted two of our anchors.


  In time, I’d gotten a call from Washington, letting me know it was alright to air the outside shot, the one everyone wanted to see. But by then there was nothing to see: a pair of ships, docked into each other, the bunch of smaller ships darting on and off, here and there.


  Behind it all loomed some battle frigate that had Clyde all excited. It was a big one, I had to admit, dwarfing the other two, putting the entire station into perspective.


  I got a second call from Washington, an hour after things died down.


  “Sofie,” Karl said. “I guess I should say congratulations.”


  “For what?”


  “So modest. A bang-up job, Sofie.  And, well, let’s just say a little bird from the Big Apple told me you might be getting some more bodies, from Reno. Permanently.”


  “Well whadya know.”


  “Nothing from me.”


  “Course. You’re late to the party, Karl,” I said. “You bring something?”


  “I bear gifts,” he said. “Apparently the Originals are all back on the mountain…”


  “Should I make this breaking news?”


  “… except one. Captain Montavo.”


  I waited, like he wanted.


  “Apparently his aides are in a panic. He’s missing. Not sure how it happened yet. And as far as the information you gave us… yes, it’s confirmed by two sources here, one we can say a… uh, we can say ‘top defense department official.’ ”


  Nobody had a name these days. “Well that’s something,” I said. “Vegas and the Originals, and…” And something I had no idea how we would frame.


  “And their report,” Karl said. “Their old one. Apparently it’s had a lot of people over at defense talking, these last couple days. They’ve really dusted it off.”


  “Yeah…,” I said. “I guess they would. Sounds absolutely crazy.”


  “Ha! Crazy isn’t the word. I’d call it the fantasy of some space cowboy, but… it’s too high up the chain for that. Are we sure we…”


  “One thing, Karl.”


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s sweeps.”
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  Geoffrey Sink


  Horizon Station, Groundside


  6:32 a.m. Thursday


  



  THE STORM SUBSIDED, leaving him to drift. The boat was in tatters but afloat, and he still clutched an oar, holding it tight to his chest as he had all night.


   By dawn, the water was still, and a single star shone above the rising Sun, guiding. In time, a slight wind rose – at his back for once. There was pain, and yet some peace as he focused on the star, and began paddling…


  “Hm!”


  I awoke with a jolt, looked over at Lill.


  She stopped nudging me with her elbow. There, two rows in front of us, the gates of our lift were sliding open.


  Two days, it had taken. I wasn’t sure where to go after everyone had finished talking to me, but John let me know I still could use my company car to drive back to the office, before clocking out. Maybe I could even come into work the next day. But I wasn’t sure about that one. 


  Lill was still with me, somehow. They’d interviewed us together, separated us, and by the time they were done with me there she was, waiting for a lift down. They’d left her to find her own way home.


  Now, our feet were officially touching the Nevada plain again. And as we got up and pushed through the crowds, passed through Horizon’s main gate, I saw it was getting light out… but not quite: the Nevada sun still red and the wide-open sky fading from purple to blue. 


  The two of us walked in silence to my parking ramp – a good half-mile from Horizon – where I’d scavenged a space at the very top. My car, I saw, had accumulated five days worth of tickets; one government office paying another. I was a little hesitant paying the $200 out of my own pocket, wondering if I’d ever be able to file an expense report. Or want to.


  I didn’t, I realized. I’d tell Paula, if anyone: Life was too short for you to sit there and count the years, think about how they wore on you. I wanted to take a trip somewhere…


  Lill turned to stare up at the expanse. A tiny white dot poked out here and there. 


  For the first time the whole ride down, she spoke. “That thing… That slider could send you anywhere, couldn’t it?”


  “Yeah. Anywhere. All the way to the farthest star. Maybe beyond.” I didn’t want to talk about the randomness and improbability of it all, the billions-to-one chances… she knew.


  She knew and kept looking up at the sky.
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