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Children and Ghosts
 Book One
 

 
The wrath of God lies sleeping. It was hid a million years before men were and only men have the power to wake it. 
—Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian
 
The human brain is incapable of creating anything which is truly complex.— Andrey Kolmogorov
 
If you want me to believe in God, you must make me touch him.— Dennis Diderot
 
“Perhaps… I am God’s Messenger. Have you considered that?”— Benjamin Weizmann
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Prologue
 Wayfaring Stranger
 
She stands alone in the road. A dark silhouette on the dark asphalt in the bluish haze of the dawn. All around her the bleached salt flats go on to forever, and above her the last of the stars fade in the coming daylight. Out here there is nothing but the road and the vastness of the desert and the song the wind makes when it has grown tired from its journey. 
For hours she waits. She knows the plan and she will wait as long as she must. Over and over she hums to herself an old folk song, and the wind seems to sing it with her. 
I’m only going over Jordan I’m only going over home
 Peace is broken. Sudden and vicious. A starliner breaks the atmosphere above and the roar of the engines is beautiful, monstrous. Brutal and divine. It commands the wind. Controls and consumes. The ship passes over her and it leaves behind a fading trail of fire, bisecting the sky. Then it is gone from her sight. Bound for some other place on this foreign world. 
I know dark clouds gon’ gather ‘round me I know my way is rough and steep
 Silence, and then a different roar. Now the truck is coming. She hears it a long time before she sees it, the growing spot of grey on the horizon. 
I’m going there to meet my savior to sing his praise forever more
 As the armored truck approaches she raises her hands and waves them in distress. It slows down in front of her and rolls to a stop. The truck is unmarked white. Bellerophon license plates.
 The wind blows between them and for several moments they are a tableau. Then, her partners stand up in the salt flats. Seconds earlier they had been invisible in white desert sniper suits. Each of them holds an RPG loaded with a concussion round. The woman in the road smiles. The men in the truck don’t know it yet but they have already lost. They lost the moment they hit the brakes. She reaches into her pocket and retrieves a pair of earmuffs and puts them on. And her companions fire. 

 
Chapter 1
 Until you’re Not
 
Left foot right foot one and then the other. Crazy-Eyes limped through the dampness and the dirty yellow light of the service tunnel under the central Bellerophon municipal train station. The blood trail from her leg was a surrealist painting across the white tiles of the floor. Out the windows Bellerophon’s dusky cityscape was hazy gray and cold. She hadn’t seen whose bullet clipped her but it didn’t much matter. She was going to make them all pay once she got right. If she got right. 
She was dying and she knew it. Just walk and breathe and concentrate on that. Reach the port. The Koestler-9 combat shotgun was empty but for some reason she’d kept it. Use the barrel as a walking stick. Keep going. Stop shaking. Take stock. Broken bone in her hand though she couldn’t remember why. At least two cracked ribs but that wasn’t what would do her. Her left pant leg was a darker color from just below the bullet wound and her boot made a wet squelch noise with every step. 
Cardenas and Marquette were dead but Crazy-Eyes had no time to feel anything about that unless she wanted to join them. She thought: it was greed got us here and nothing else. This was always the way it went and she knew it but she let it happen. She knew what Saul would say: not many crooks got hair white as mine girl. At some point we get stupid and risk it all for the jackpot. We forget that pennies add up to dollars. Stay small and stay alive. You’re always bulletproof until you’re not. For the love of all things good she wished she could stop shaking. She wanted to stop moving but if she did she’d be room temperature before long. Reach the metro port. One foot and then the other. Murchison must know she had gone down into the tunnels. He would send someone and they would find her soon and then she’d be finished. 
But no one found her and she made it to the service tunnel’s street access. She slung the shotgun back over her shoulder and turned the large wheel on the bulkhead and slowly pulled the door open. She stepped out into an alley between two skyscrapers and the cold air hit her in a wave. Everywhere trash and graffiti. She shut the door behind her and slumped against it. It was the mid-evening rush hour and the streets on either side of the alley were bustling with cars and pedestrians and street vendors. 
Crazy-Eyes tossed the shotgun into a dumpster and staggered out into the night. Get off the streets. The sky above the city was choked with personal vehicles and meka drones. The cars followed the invisible light-road paths through the air but the mekas soared like birds wherever they pleased. In flight they looked like giant mechanical five-pointed starfish gliding on air currents but on the ground they moved like a three-legged spider with two heads, about the size of a small car. It was possible that some of them had been sent for her but she doubted it. Still too soon. 
Traffic was moving at a decent clip. She stepped out in front of a luxury sports car and the driver smashed the brakes. She drew her stub-nose tranquilizer from her boot as she stepped around to the window. The driver was a businessman. Overweight middle-aged taxpayer. Concern for the blood- and mud-spattered young woman who stepped in front of his car. “Do you need—” was all he got out. Crazy-Eyes leaned on his horn to cover the sound of the shot. She fired the dart into his chest and he was asleep in two breaths. 
She shoved him over to the passenger seat and forced herself not to yell from the pain of it. Then she picked up his hand and placed it on the fingerprint identifier for the ignition and the car roared back to life. She set out across Bellerophon’s highways as the red Eridani sun was falling behind the too-near horizon. She was still bleeding too much but she thought she might make it now that she was sitting down. The engine was quiet as engines went, but it screamed as Crazy-Eyes pushed the accelerator to the floor and wove through the traffic before her. She was risking catching meka attention but if she bled out it wouldn’t matter. 
The eastern edge of the city came quickly into view and the car streaked out across the Xanthos Bridge. She passed the great statue of the Greek hero Bellerophon standing sentry on the shore between the Knightsbridge and the Xanthos, which ran parallel for a while on their route to the nearby islands. Eridan was a relatively small planet, so she’d caught back up with the sun and in the distance she saw the energy nets shining red-silver in the dusk. The ocean waves shimmered with light from the city domes on the sea floor and the flying sky-cities blocked out most of the stars. 
Out among the domes and the sky-cities the mekas probably couldn’t find her in the background radio noise, even if they were looking. So she punched a number into the car’s dash-com and waited. She had made sure to steal an expensive car for two reasons—it was fast and would get her to the metro port before she became the object of a manhunt, and such vehicles were likely to have access to an encrypted channel, which turned out to be correct. 
“Parker, Christmas,” the car’s onboard computer spoke in a neutral voice. 
Atusa Navarro picked up seconds later. “Navarro.”
 “Tusa.”
 “Eyes?” Navarro never sounded worried but she did now. “Where are you?”
 “Cardenas and Marquette are—” Crazy-Eyes’ voice caught and she couldn’t finish. “We were set up.”
 “What? What happened?”
 “We showed up to make the trade and they laid into us,” Crazy-Eyes said. “Murchison’s people. That son of a—”
 “You still got our package?”
 Crazy-Eyes shook her head but then remembered Navarro couldn’t see her. “Cardenas had it,” she said. “But I’ll get it back.”
 “Did Lupe have time to plant the tracker?”
 “I think so.” Crazy-Eyes swore loudly as a yellow sports car changed lanes in front of her. She shifted to the lane it had just vacated and sped around it. 
“Eyes, calm down. Tell me where to pick you up.”
 “Find me a doctor.” 
Silence for about a minute. “Hassan Chenjeri,” Navarro said. “He’s in the Bellerophon metro. We’ve used him. Sending you his location.”
 “I want all the contacts for the Bellerophon job,” said Crazy-Eyes. “I know it’s an on-planet corporation owned that armored truck. They bought Murchison and flipped him. He went double-agent; that’s the only way this makes sense. I want the CFO, the stockholders. I want the janitors, Tusa. Every last one, you understand me?”
 “Eyes, these aren’t small-timers,” Navarro said. “Just get off planet and we’ll deal with this.”
 “Tusa.”
 Navarro sighed. “I’ll try,” she said. 
“Can you get ahold of Eddie?”
 “I’ll try. Be in touch.”
 Crazy-Eyes exited the freeway and pulled into the parking garage of the Bellerophon metro station, the convergence point for all public transit from elsewhere on the planet Eridan. She found a space inside and parked, and then she positioned the unconscious man back in the driver’s seat. She dropped a small gas canister in the backseat and turned her face away and drew her sidearm pistol and put one bullet in the car’s onboard computer. Then she holstered her sidearm and locked the doors and limped off into the bustling steel labyrinth of the port. 

 
Chapter 2
 Family Business
 
The girl was born on one of the frontier mining planets where unwanted infants found their way most often into mass graves. Her mother was a prostitute and her father an alcoholic miner who came to occupy his own grave not much later. This was a common enough occurrence but the uncommon part was that the girl lived. A small-time crook called Saul Parker purchased her from the mother for reasons even he couldn’t explain at the time. He named the girl Christmas because that was the day on which they met. 
Christmas Parker acquired the nickname Crazy-Eyes when she was twelve and already three years into learning her father’s business. She began seeing hallucinations and it turned out she had an incurable eye condition, one of those with five syllables of Latin that add up to you’re fucked. Her eyes couldn’t sort light properly and her brain turned the jumble into things other than what they were. Shadows and demons. Thankfully for her she had been adopted by the right crook for Saul Parker was one of those men who collected favors and knew a guy for almost anything. The goggles that Parker’s man made for her were of a brass color and made her look like a grounded pilot. But they let her eyes make sense of things so she never took them off. Saul said most of the best crooks had nicknames: Pretty Boy Floyd and Baby Face Nelson. Crazy-Eyes Parker. The goggles became her uniform. Her calling card in the underworld.
 Together they took scores and ran jobs in the outskirts of the coalition systems at the edge of things where it was still possible to make a living. The coalition planets became heavily fortified and gated such that it was hard to sneeze without agents wiping your nose for you. They kept to the frontier planets where security was shakier. They stayed out of cybercrime and they kept ahead of the law right up until Saul Parker took ill and passed. 
It might have been a blessing that he died when he did. Saul Parker wasn’t changing his ways but the underworld was changing around him. She could see it but he couldn’t or wouldn’t. In a strange way she was glad he didn’t live to see the job leave him behind. It was the close of his generation and it was a more proper ending than a shootout or mind-prison. Saul was right to avoid cybertheft and he was right to keep his scores small but he was indiscriminate—he’d steal from the coalition or individuals or corporations or local governments, whatever presented itself. 
But the political leadership in the coalition was dedicating more and more resources to the war on crime. As thieving proliferated the blowback grew in parallel, culminating in the election of Chancellor Peter Bramhall, who ran on a platform of destroying people like Saul Parker. 
Crazy-Eyes guessed that Bramhall didn’t really care that much about stopping crime, but rather about appearing to the citizenry as if they cared. So she began targeting only the coalition’s enemies—independence movements on planets where the coalition presence was relatively weak. Her crew would steal political secrets and plans and weapons and funnel them to coalition anti-terror agents in exchange for cash through a dummy front corporation set up by Atusa Navarro. Under the name Operation Peacemaker, the Galactic Coalition set up a secret fund to pay off people like her, agents-in-all-but-name whose work weakened terrorist groups. They weren’t legal but they were tolerated. If Saul Parker was a blood-sucking tick on the coalition’s back, Christmas Parker was a blood donor. 
And for a long time it worked. The problem was that certain enemies had long memories and word got around. The scores necessarily grew in scope if all you were targeting was planetary independence movements. That they were often stunningly well-funded was a double-edged sword: you could steal a lot before they really felt the pain of it but eventually one of them would have the wherewithal to catch up to you. That was all Crazy-Eyes could figure about the events in the Bellerophon train station that night. Snatching the package off that armored car had been nothing at all. Marquette had even remarked “that was too goddamned easy” but she didn’t think anything of it. That was the first thing that had made her suspicious. The second was that Navarro’s coalition contact had refused to make the trade the usual way and insisted they do it that night, face to face. She guessed the funders of some Eridani independence movement had somehow gotten wind that they were coming and bought off Murchison. Murchison would get his; that was priority number one. The son of a bitch had taken out Marquette and Cardenas. Good help wasn’t easy to find in this job, and she’d liked them both besides. 
At least her next moves were clear. Find out who she’d stolen that package from and take care of him. Find this Murchison and take care of him, if he was involved. Maybe along the way figure out what was in that goddamned package. 

 
Chapter 3
 Pyrene
 
Horace Murchison awoke as the transport ship carrying him to Pyrene touched down on the moon’s ice-covered surface. It was silent but the sudden change in velocity was noticeable and nauseating. Murchison had never been this far out in the Eridani system and he didn’t want to be there now, but he still had bosses and when they broke their silence it was never done frivolously. When the founders of your feast tell you to meet them, well then that was what you did, regardless of your annoyance with the locale. 
Out the windows the view was at once majestic and depressing. From space Pyrene was a smudgy iceball against the darkness but at the surface it had a desolate beauty. Canyons snaked away across the moonscape in every direction, miles deep and coated in frozen methane and rock the color of steel. Pyrene’s parent planet, the blue gas giant Asopus, was colossal in the starry darkness, its planetary rings sweeping magnificently through the Pyreni sky. Murchison struggled against the visual impression that they were falling into it and its massive gravity well. Without the protection of the ship or the port they’d have been dead in minutes from the planet’s intense radiation, by far the most powerful energy source this distant from the Eridani sun. Signs of civilization were few and scattered, just a smattering of dome-shaped reflectors collecting Asopus’ radiation and powering the underground city. It was almost difficult for Murchison to believe that the far side of Pyrene housed the Eridani system’s superluminal port. But the Klein-Gordon ships of the superluminal network required an extraordinary amount of energy, and Pyrene was tidally locked with Asopus, so the energy panels never turned from their source. They would power the superluminal port for millions of years—at a rate of one faster-than-light trip every four days—if left undisturbed. 
The great dome that had opened on their approach now closed silently, slowly over them, and immediately afterward the ship lights flared to life. All around him fellow travellers stood and retrieved their belongings and shuffled out of the ship. Murchison retrieved his briefcase from the overhead compartment and put on his grey bowler hat and spectacles. He then joined the throng exiting the transport ship and moved into the flow of foot traffic in Pyrene City’s spaceport, a vast interconnected network of brightly-lit spacious underground tunnels. It was part transportation hub, part giant shopping mall—hotels and restaurants and shops selling any conceivable product useful to a traveler lined the sides of every tunnel. In spite of the elbow-to-elbow crush of humanity and the din of voices all around him Murchison was unconcerned about pickpockets reaching for his wallet or his sidearm, a stub-nose holstered at his shoulder. The port and the city were clean and well-maintained and crime was rare, unsurprising in a system that had been designated alpha for centuries. Those systems the Coalition designated as ‘frontier’ typically held the most active populations of gangsters and petty malcontents vying for control. Planets like Eridan had their share, but not enough to warrant the presence of Horace Murchison. 
Or so the official reports had claimed at least. Murchison had only been here for a few weeks himself, waiting on the arrival his orders from the central office. That was entirely normal—the vagaries of secretive superluminal communication occasionally entailed a substantial lag between learning the location of a job and receiving the job’s details. It was not at all unheard of for a Governor’s office to under-report crime and violence statistics, as the incentives of consistently maintaining a stable colony were many. Upgrading a planetary system from frontier/ gamma to TFCA (Targeted For Coalition Assimilation, or Beta ) was an easy way for a Governor to catch the Coalition’s attention. Upgrading a system from frontier to UCC (Under Coalition Control, or Alpha ) would make a Governor’s career. 
Murchison had visited dozens of systems where the disparity between officially reported stability benchmarks and on-the-ground reality was obvious and apparent from the moment he stepped out of the port. In fact that was most often the case, given Murchison’s profession. Independence movements didn’t generally gain traction on peaceful safe worlds. 
It was somebody else’s job to ascertain their validity beyond doubt, but near as Murchison could tell the reports about Eridan’s stability were absolutely accurate. It didn’t make sense, then, why he’d be sent here. Freedom fighters did not tend to be secretive people. If there was an independence movement in Eridan he’d almost certainly have heard of it. The pattern was as ancient as it was effective—make a splashy show of violence against a symbolically relevant target to catch the attention of your ‘oppressor,’ publicly take credit on the people’s behalf, and then proceed to make it prohibitively expensive for the coalition to maintain its control. That the strategy had never worked in the Galactic Coalition’s five-century existence did not dissuade the occasional political or business faction from trying.
 He found the Halifax Pub at the corner of a four-way tunnel intersection situated between a movie theatre and a coffee shop. In contrast to the cold metal sterility of the port the Halifax was built for nostalgia—everything dark wood, candles on the tables and dark green carpets like an old casino. One entire wall was devoted to television screens, which showed sports and stock market and weather reports. Though by Pyrene’s clock it was technically morning the Pub was near capacity. His meeting would demand privacy but that wouldn’t be an issue. The tables were spaced far enough apart that every conversation was part of everyone else’s background and jazz played over the dining room, further reducing the odds anyone could listen. 
Murchison removed his bowler hat as he sat and ordered a martini. He was prepared to wait a while but he didn’t wait long. “Mr. Murchison?” He turned to find a young woman in a green business suit carrying a briefcase. Everything about her was perfectly in place, from tight black braid to shined black heels. Her earrings were striking, eye-catching: pearls with sunbursts painted over them. She looked vaguely middle-eastern to him, appealing in a naïve way. “Thank you for coming,” she said as she shook his hand and sat.
 “The pleasure’s mine,” said Murchison. She smiled and retrieved a cigarette case from her pocket and offered him one. He declined and she lit one for herself. “I’d never seen the Eridan system before now,” he said. “I’ll confess I’m hard-pressed to see why my services would be necessary here.”
 She took a long drag off the cigarette and exhaled slowly before replying. “And why would that be?”
 Murchison felt a sudden pang of disquiet. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was precisely. In spite of the feeling he smiled. He wouldn’t be pushed off his game by this pretty little thing. “Well,” he said. “We’d best dispense first with the bureaucratic necessities. I assume you’ve your credentials on your person.” She only looked at him impassively. “Tell me,” he continued. “Which bureau are you with?”
 “Mr. Murchison, I’m not with the Galactic Coalition.”
 Murchison laughed silently. He hadn’t expected her to come out and say it so easily. “Yet you knew the authorization codes necessary to bring me here,” he said. “That must have been expensive.”
 “I wouldn’t know,” she said. “Not my department.”
 “Well whatever you people spent, it was wasted,” said Murchison. He picked up his bowler hat and stood and nodded to her. “Good day, miss.”
 He took one step and she said: “Sit down, Horace.” The immediate change of quality in her voice—from deferential and polite to commanding and authoritarian—surprised him such that he stopped and looked at her indignantly. She looked up at him and smiled and the veneer of courteous naivety had returned. “Please,” she said and she gestured to his chair. “If you’ll only hear me out.”
 Murchison sat, mostly out of curiosity. “What is it you do precisely, Mr. Murchison?”
 “I think you already know.”
 She stubbed out her cigarette and lit another. “You… are an agent of the Coalition’s anti-terrorism office,” she said. “Charged with seeing through the protocols of ‘Operation Peacemaker.’ Specifically you contract criminals on the government’s behalf, to disrupt the efforts of those who might dispute Coalition authority.”
 “That’s right.”
 “On behalf of my employer… I would like to retain your services.”
 Murchison sipped his martini. He shook his head. “I don’t freelance.”
 “After this job, you won’t be needing the Coalition anymore.”
 “Perhaps I was unclear,” he said. “Having this conversation could earn me time in mind-prison. My employers do not treat disloyalty with high regard.”
 She scowled and stared thoughtfully at the televisions a moment before looking back into his eyes. “Mr. Murchison, do you feel you’re compensated adequately for your talents? That you’re… paid your due, given your considerable efforts? Given the personal risk involved? If it ever became generally known that the Coalition was hiring criminals to steal from and in some instances assassinate its own citizens, who do you think would fall? The Chancellor? Anyone in the cabinet? Or would it be the foot soldiers, men like yourself? The pigs in the government are getting you at a slave’s bargain, aren’t they? Everyone is making out in this arrangement, except you. Your network of criminals will have cover: they’ll vanish into the underbelly if your scheme is ever found out. The pig politicians have cover: they’ll deny everything and pin it on you and the other agents. Where’s your cover? What’s your plan, if your existence ever becomes public?”
 Murchison drained his martini and gestured to the bartender for another. He folded his hands under his chin and waited until the drink arrived before he spoke. “How do I know you’re not a Coalition agent? Internal affairs?”
 “I suppose you don’t,” she said. “A bit of faith may be required on your part.”
 “That’s not good enough.”
 She cleared her throat. “Mr. Murchison, my employers are possessed of… considerable resources. If you come into our fold, the Galactic Coalition will never be able to touch you.”
 He laughed. “No one exists more powerful than the Coalition, my dear,” he said. “The Coalition, my dear… is God.” She smiled. “So who are you working for?”
 The woman stubbed out her cigarette and lit another and took a long drag. “I serve God.”
 “A church,” said Murchison. She shook her head slightly. “Some sort of religious cult.” She regarded him. “The one true creator of the universe.” The woman smiled. “You’re rather mad, aren’t you?”
 “Throughout history God has always chosen proxies,” she said. “Agents of his earthly will.”
 “Do you think I’m stupid?”
 “Is it so hard to believe?” He found the feigned innocence on her face amusing although her manner—the quiet certitude of the confidently pious—was beginning to annoy him. “What will it take to prove it to you?”
 He leaned in toward her. “You expect me to believe—”
 “What will it take?”
 “An act of God, perhaps.”
 “Be more specific.”
 Murchison blurted the first absurd thing that came to mind. “Destroy a planet.”
 The woman sat back in her chair, initially surprised but calm. She closed her eyes. About a minute passed. Murchison was about to say something when she opened her eyes again. “Well,” he said. “I don’t feel any earthquakes.” She glanced behind him at the wall of television screens, still showing reports on the stock markets and weather on the inner Eridani planets. 
All the screens went to static for the space of a breath. There had been thirty separate channels showing but when they returned they had been converted into one wall-sized screen. It showed a reporter from the Coalition-wide Galactic Network. The pub went gradually silent as every patron turned to watch. The woman began to speak and Murchison removed his glasses and slowly stood to face the screen. One of his hands drifted up involuntarily and covered his mouth. 
Uninhabited planet in the Mozha binary system… about twice the circumference of earth… not a candidate for terraformation but under review for mining exploration… initial reports indicate a rogue black hole may have passed near the system… colony engineers expect this will render the Mozha system hostile to any Coalition presence for the foreseeable future as its planets realign to a new gravitational status quo… The Institute for the Study of Planetary Formation has just now announced its intention to place a space station in orbit around the system…
 The picture changed to an image that Murchison thought didn’t look real. His mind screamed at him that it couldn’t be real. The camera showed the grey rocky surface of Mozha II, filmed against the darkness of space by one of the Coalition’s scout probes. The planet had cracked like an eggshell and the fissures were widening and lengthening, exposing the red-hot liquid iron at the planet’s core. The destruction appeared slow from this distance but Murchison knew that to be an optical illusion, the same phenomenon that made rain clouds appear motionless at a distance. The violence at the surface must be incredible. 
And the picture went dark, as the shock wave from the planet’s destruction surely vaporized its only witness, the lonely scout probe. Murchison still couldn’t look away. Somewhere in the background were a hundred conversations among the other patrons, chattering excitedly about what they’d just seen. He was suddenly aware of the woman standing beside him. “If you can do something like this,” he said quietly, “Why do you need me?”
 “I told you,” she said. “God has always chosen proxies.” She handed him a data crystal, the tiny needle-shaped translucent device nearly invisible between her thumb and index finger. He took it without looking at her and slid it into the chip protector in his cufflink. 
“What could… your employer… possibly need to steal? To what purpose?”
 “It’s going to change everything.” She looked at her watch. “I have to be off. The last thing, Mr. Murchison: Once you’ve recovered our package and you’re absolutely certain it’s secure, the thieves you’ve contracted will have to die. None can be left alive who were aware of our arrangement.”
 “There’s no need for that,” he said. “I would trust Atusa Navarro’s team with my life.”
 “Don’t trouble yourself over them,” the woman said. “God blesses those who sacrifice for him.” She placed a hand on his shoulder and smiled. “Until next time.” She walked out of the pub and in seconds she had vanished into the crowd. 

 
Chapter 4
 Three Ghosts
 
Navarro here. 
Atusa. It’s Murchison. 
Horace. What’ve you got for me? 
I’m sending the information now. Listen… there’s a couple wrinkles on this one. 
How’s that? 
The good news is it’s going to be worth more than your standard fee. I’m not certain exactly how much more but it’s substantial. Ten or twelve times the usual.
 I’m not sending my people into twelve times the risk. 
You won’t be, Atusa. They wanted my best and I negotiated on your behalf. But the schedule’s a little abbreviated on this one. Your people need to make the drop same day as the job. 
So you want my team to get this thing done clean and find your people same day? 
I didn’t say it would be easy, Atusa. But I’ve got faith in them. Don’t you?
 Whatever. I’ll see what Christmas says. If you jerk us around on this Horace don’t think we won’t—
 Come on Atusa, there’s no need for that. I’ve never given you a reason to mistrust me. Just have a look at the dossier and get back to me. It’s just finished sending on the superluminal. 
All right. I’ll be in touch. 
 
The recording stopped. Navarro sat back in her desk chair, walking a coin down her right knuckles, and she regarded the man and young woman seated across the desk before her. The wallscreen behind them was tuned to a newscast covering what had seemingly been the only news of the past week, the sudden destruction of the planet Mozha II. Navarro glanced out the western windows of her office, across the towers and highways and sky-bound transit lines of Caria’s unending cityscape. The blue sun of the Kalisti system hung low in the sky outside the eastern windows. It was too early in the morning for this. 
She looked back at the man. “Can I offer you anything, inspector?”
 He smiled at her. “Coffee would be lovely, thank you,” he said. “My partner and I are still regrettably on Antara time. Three-thirty in the morning or so. And I’m not as young as I once was.” He picked up the recorder from Navarro’s glass desk and handed it back to the young woman, whom Navarro presumed was his assistant. The detective was slight of build and almost irritatingly polite. He might have been handsome if his manner weren’t so odd, deferential yet somehow condescending. Long hours and the constant stress of his profession had taken their toll; his black hair was grey at the temples and his eyes were sunken and bloodshot. The woman wore glasses and her sandy brown hair was tied back in a neat bun. She said nothing, content only to listen and type on the laptop computer sitting on her knees. To Navarro she seemed a rookie trying hard to affect an air of professionalism. 
Navarro pressed the OPEN button on her headset and spoke into it. “Henry, three coffees please.” She released the button. “What did you say your name was again?”
 “Oh, my apologies,” the detective said as he produced a business card from a pocket and slid it across the desk toward her. “I’m Detective Benjamin Weizmann and this is Detective Vera Ford. Major Crimes Bureau.” 
They waited quietly for Henry to bring in the coffee. “Forgive my presumption ma’am,” Weizmann said. “I apologize if this is an odd question. But are you at all a religious woman?”
 “That is an odd question.”
 He pointed at the only piece of ‘jewelry’ she ever wore—a simple piece of smooth, polished driftwood about the size of an average lipstick case, on a hemp cord around her neck. “Personal memento,” she said. “From my home planet.”
 “I’m sure it has an interesting backstory.” She stared at him. He cleared his throat. “I’d like to reiterate that you aren’t being accused of anything Ms. Navarro—”
 “How long have you been tapping my private line?” She smiled and slowly, gently, spun her chair back and forth. “I pay well enough for it. I deserve to know that at least, don’t I?”
 “Of course you’ll be refunded the amount required under statute for bureau breach of a private channel,” Weizmann said. Henry entered with a tray and set it down. Navarro nodded to her young assistant and Weizmann smiled at him and took one of the cups and began mixing in cream and sugar. “I’ll be certain to have the statute’s text forwarded on to you, along with the text of our warrant, of course.”
 “So what is it I can do for you, Detective?”
 “Well it seems obvious from the conversation to which we just listened that you’ve had some contact with Mr. Horace Murchison,” Weizmann said. “Were you aware he was an agent in the Galactic Coalition’s Anti-Terrorism Bureau?”
 “Of course I was,” said Navarro. “A decent portion of my company’s business is government subcontracts. And I resent the implication.”
 Weizmann’s eyes widened in an expression of feigned shy naivety. Jesus, he was annoying. “To what implication do you refer?”
 “That we would do business with anyone without first ascertaining their relevant affiliations.” 
Weizmann smiled again. “Ah,” he said. “Forgive me. The nature of these inquiries is necessarily, frustratingly, sometimes awkwardly thorough. If I may appropriate the idiom, we’ve got to ‘cover all our bases.’” He sipped the coffee, nodded approvingly at the flavor, and then shook his head. “No offense intended, of course. Were you aware that Mr. Murchison is now missing?”
 Navarro certainly was aware of that fact, as she’d tried to reach him via one of the dummy companies’ private lines six times since Crazy-Eyes had called her from the stolen car. But her eyes widened slightly in their own feigned expression of surprise. “No,” she said. “That’s unfortunate. Are there any leads?”
 He looked at his assistant, who looked up at him and then went back to typing. “Well in fact that’s why we’re here,” he said. “It seems you were the last person to speak with him before he disappeared from our grid.”
 “Where was he last seen?”
 Weizmann’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, I think you know already, Ms. Navarro.” She did in fact, but she shook her head and shrugged. “He called you from the planet Eridan, the very location where he contracted your company’s services.”
 “They’re certain he made it to Eridan?”
 The detective laughed silently. He knew they both knew the answer to that question but he played along. “Yes,” said Weizmann. “The system’s transportation records show he arrived two weeks before he contacted you. He returned to Pyrene shortly before his call to you and then he went back to Eridan. Would you mind explaining to me what precisely is the service provided by Osiris Business Solutions?”
 Navarro sat back and folded her arms. “You don’t read the papers much, do you Detective?” she asked, amused. “Are you familiar with the term multi-planetary conglomerate?”
 “I’ve heard it once or twice.”
 “I would be happy to forward you a complete investor’s dossier showing all of our industries and subsidiaries,” she said. “Odds are you have been a customer of Osiris sometime in the past week without knowing it. The work we do with the government is no less diverse, however much of it is very classified. Their rules, not mine. But you might say we’re in the business of keeping human civilization intact.”
 He smiled condescendingly. “That statement’s a bit grandiose, don’t you think?”
 “In fact,” she said, “I find it artificially modest.”
 “Fair enough,” he said. “What specific services does your company provide for Horace Murchison and the Bureau of Anti-Terrorism?”
 “I suggest you ask them.”
 Weizmann paused a long while before continuing. “I see,” he said. “And I don’t suppose you intend to tell me the meaning of the ‘drop’ to which Murchison refers in your telephone call…”
 “Equipment,” said Navarro. “Procured by our specialists for the purposes of an anti-terror operation.”
 “I see,” Weizmann repeated, quieter this time. “You are aware, Ms. Navarro, that you are under a warrant of inquiry—”
 “From Major Crimes,” she cut in. “Therefore unless I’m mistaken, not only am I under no obligation to divulge specifics regarding dealings with the Anti-Terrorism Bureau… As I suggest before, I’m in fact prohibited by law to do so.”
 He smiled at her. “Quite right,” he said. “A convenient loophole, were anyone involved in anything… nefarious.” He exaggerated the word ‘nefarious’ so that it sounded melodramatic, cartoonishly evil. “I presume that also applies to the ‘risk’ you mentioned to Mister Murchison, and the dossier Mister Murchison sent you. Or even Mister Murchison’s job title, since his public profile in the bureau’s information kiosk doesn’t bother to supply one.”
 “I’m afraid so.”
 “You are however obligated to provide me information regarding your employees and company,” said Weizmann. “I trust you have tax records and accounts summaries on the premises?”
 Navarro nodded. “You’re welcome to them,” she said. “They’ll only take the morning to prepare. My accountants will need a few hours to redact any sensitive information. Until, that is, you return with a proper warrant from the bureaus in question.” He met her level gaze and Navarro was fairly certain they were having the same cynical thought—Coalition bureaus didn’t exactly show a sterling track record when it came to allowing themselves to be investigated. Dogs would sprout wings before the government cooperated in an inquiry against itself. She couldn’t resist the barest hint of a smile. 
“Who is ‘Christmas,’ Ms. Navarro?”
 “The code name for one of our specialist teams,” Navarro said, making it up as she went. “It’s an inside joke.”
 “I assume you can put me in touch with… ‘Team Christmas.’”
 “Within the day,” she said. “Though I ought to warn you that they’re under the same agreements of confidentiality regarding the Anti-Terrorism Bureau.”
 Weizmann looked as if he might stand up to leave but he seemed to change his mind at the last moment. “You must be quite busy,” he said. “I realize I’ve taken enough of your time. But would you like to hear briefly about an unusual coincidence?”
 “I don’t see why not.”
 “Two days after you and Murchison spoke, three people arrived on Pyrene via the superluminal network,” said Weizmann said. “Their names registered as classified in the transportation records. Four days afterward three anonymous individuals arrived on Eridan in three different cities, but later entered Bellerophon via separate trains. A day later an armored car owned by the Mulciber Excavation Company vanished from the Nekros Desert. Five taxpayers—a driver and four guards, men and women with lives and families—in a poison-induced coma. Sometime that night there was a shootout in the tunnels underneath the Municipal Train Station in Bellerophon. Four Coalition Agents were killed. But here’s the interesting part—blood was found in the area from three distinct individuals whose DNA is not on file with the Coalition Citizenship Bureau. They might as well be ghosts as far as the government’s concerned. That’s interesting, isn’t it?”
 “I suppose it would be, to someone in your profession,” she said. “Though I thought you were here investigating a missing person.”
 Weizmann stared at her quietly for a few seconds. He produced four small photographs from his pocket. Each was a headshot from the Coalition Human Resources, three men and one woman, all in uniform. “These are the four anti-terror agents who were killed underneath Bellerophon,” Weizmann said. “Ivan Orozco, Nadia Medvedev, Victor Singh, Alexander Rosen. Each of them parents.” He fell silent a moment and he stared at her and she simply stared back. “Do you… have children, Ms. Navarro?”
 She shook her head. “I work too much.”
 “Pity,” he said. “I can think of no greater joy. I have two boys, myself. When the boys have gotten into a bit of mischief together I find they become sudden experts on game theory. If they judge themselves to be equally at fault, it’s impossible to get either to say a word. However if they gather that one of them will be more culpable if the story becomes clear, well… the less guilty one is only too eager to talk. In order to capture the favors which are the byproduct of cooperation, you see.”
 Navarro stared at them both for a moment and then she stood and extended her hand. “If I hear from Horace, I’ll be sure to call you.”
 Weizmann stood and shook Navarro’s hand as his assistant slid her computer back into her briefcase. “Oh. Uh… Damn,” Weizmann said. “The parking meters in this city are cash only, aren’t they? We were only here a few minutes; do you think they’ll let us slide?” 
Navarro was walking the coin down her knuckles and she flipped it at him. “On the house pal,” she said. 
Weizmann smiled and nodded his thanks. “You’re too kind,” he said. “Thanks again for your time.” The two of them turned and exited the tall glass doors at the far end of her office. 
* * *
 “She’s a good liar,” Ford said as they reached the street. Rush hour had passed but the streets were still packed with cars and buses and pedestrians. A train rushed past far over their heads with barely a whisper, briefly casting them in shadow. 
“Not as good as she thinks she is.” Weizmann dropped the woman’s coin into a sterile bag and put it in his pocket, and then dug into his other pocket for their parking stub. He stopped and looked around at the towers before remembering where they were and continuing on. Why did all these parking garages have to look the same? “We have to assume she’s going to send us falsified accounts summaries, but they’re going to be just accurate enough to be believable. The companies listed will be real, and they’ll probably actually have done some business with Osiris at some point. We start poking around the edges of Navarro’s cover, we’re going to find a crack eventually. Someone will be willing to talk. In the meantime we’ll put a trace on her money. If she buys a pack of gum I want to know the flavor.”
 “Should I set up the interview with the ‘Christmas’ team?”
 “Oh, just to keep up the pretense,” Weizmann said. “It’s going to be pointless. Navarro could give us the janitors for all we’ll know. But I don’t want her knowing that we know it’s pointless.”
 “But you wanted her to know that we were onto her.”
 “I’ve seen a few who remind me of Ms. Navarro,” said Weizmann. They stepped in to a pedestrian tunnel leading across the street to their parking garage. Traffic flew past above and below them. “There are three things I believe I know about her. The first is that she is almost certainly a ‘fence.’ She moves stolen goods from thieves to buyers who can at least project an air of legitimacy. The second is that she has some talent for this; she can play the game well or she’d have been caught by now. The last is that she is smart, but—and this is the critical part— she believes she’s much smarter than she is. I believe we can use that arrogance against her. Did you see the look on her face when she suggested I return with a warrant from the Anti-Terrorism Bureau? She thinks she’s too good for us to bring her operation down. I don’t believe she has the humility to treat us as a threat. Ms. Navarro views us with disdain. With a bit of luck, she’ll be reckless enough to treat us with disdain.”
 “So what’s our next move?” Vera asked as they walked out of the tunnel and into the parking garage elevator. They were the elevator’s only two passengers. 
“The three ghosts haven’t left Eridan,” said Weizmann. “Neither has Murchison. They’re either dead or planning another score. In any case we have to assume he’s still working with them. Get in touch with Winona Stensland in the Bellerophon General Crimes Office. Let her know we’ll be setting up shop. Get ahold of the Mulciber company on Eridan, find out exactly what the ghosts took off that armored truck. Get in contact with Murchison’s bosses. They’re going to stonewall us but I’d like to know how tall they’re going to build the wall.”
 “You actually think they’ll talk to us?” Ford asked. 
“They’ll protect him publicly to save face for themselves,” Weizmann said. “Or they’ll come clean and make a public example of him—the government cleaning its own house. But we’ll have to know eventually if his immediate superiors were aware of his activities.”
 “Jesus, who’s the target here, Ben?” Vera looked at him. “Navarro? Murchison? The whole Anti-Terror Bureau? How big a net we throwing out there?”
 “I don’t know yet,” Weizmann said quietly. “But we’ll see where the trail leads us.”
 * * *
 Navarro lit her cigarette and rubbed her eyes with her thumbs. She laced her fingers behind her head and began to pace the open-air balcony outside her office. The sounds of the distant city far below her mixed with the louder sound of the wind. 
She had to get ahold of Murchison and straighten this out before Crazy-Eyes did something stupid. She didn’t know how or why the Bellerophon job had gone sideways but in the context of their greater relationship it didn’t much matter. Fact was, Murchison was their only lifeline to Operation Peacemaker and therefore to semi-legitimate government-sponsored work. It was a profitable arrangement for all parties involved. They needed each other. 
Navarro could forgive a lot to maintain that arrangement, even the deaths of trusted associates like Jimmy Marquette and Lupe Cardenas. Unless Murchison had out-and-out decided to jettison them—and she didn’t see why he would do that—they could make a lot more money together in the future. Assuming they could shake this guy Weizmann. She’d gotten free of the Major Crimes Bureau before. Hell, she donated more to charity in a given year than the average Major Crimes Office’s annual budget. She was a pillar of the community in Caria. The mayor would pick her up from her arraignment himself if they ever nabbed her. Horace Murchison didn’t have the pull to bring them down even if he had suddenly suffered an attack of conscience. He wasn’t a man to them; he was both an ATM machine and a get-out-of-prison-free card. Take him out, and no longer were they government-sanctioned thieves, they were just thieves. Even if they did have a chance to get in with another Coalition contact, how would it look if their crew had murdered the previous agent they’d worked with?
 But Eyes wouldn’t see it that way. And Navarro supposed she couldn’t blame her. Christmas was down in the mud. If you spend your working life getting shot at, you’re not going to look kindly on some soft-bellied bureaucrat who tries to pull an end-around on you. Gets your friends killed. Still, understandable or not, if Eyes killed Murchison things got a thousand times more complicated. 
“Atusa?”
 Navarro turned to find Henry standing in the sliding glass doorway between her office and the balcony. She stubbed out her cigarette and lit another and leaned against the railing. 
“Jimmy Marquette’s wife is on the line,” Henry said. 
Navarro took a long drag and rubbed her forehead and blew the smoke out irritably. “I’m in a meeting.”
 “She says she’ll wait.”
 “I don’t want to talk to her,” said Navarro. “Wire her some more money. Tell her not to call again. Give her the fire alarm.” The fire alarm was a changing code they used to let associates know their phone lines had been compromised. He started to head back inside but she said “Henry.” He stopped and looked back. “Get me Norton, Wallace, and Kamarov,” she said. “Tell them they’re going to Eridan. I’ll get them the details. Use one of the front companies’ lines. Get me Chiang and Van Owen on a different line. Tell them I got a missing person I need found. And get with our guy in the Coalition HR bureau. I want everything they’ve got on Detective Weizmann.”
 Henry nodded and went back inside, sliding the door shut behind him. Navarro knew the only way she could keep Crazy-Eyes from going after Murchison long enough for him to get off-planet. Of course she’d have rather Crazy-Eyes just sit tight, but with Christmas Parker ‘sit tight’ was never among the available options. She was going to have to do exactly what Eyes had asked for: give her a more attractive target. Something else to keep her busy. Give her Mulciber. Let her spend her time planning a hit to take her mind off Murchison long enough. 
“All in a fuckin day’s work,” she muttered, and she flicked her cigarette off the balcony and went inside. 

 
Chapter 5
 Foxes and Chickens
 
Crazy-Eyes saw Eddie Moses before he saw her and he looked exactly as she remembered. She had approached up the sidewalk and the old thief was on the stairs between the first and second story outside his apartment building. He was reaching into his pocket for his keys and in the other hand he carried two grocery bags. He was dressed in a tie-dye shirt and faded khakis and a black bandana held his hair back. His bone-white dreadlocks and beard stood out starkly against his dark skin.
 It was a clear warm morning in the skies over Bellerophon. Distantly she could hear birds singing in the sky-city’s recreation park. From the surface of sky-city Bellerophon G—the G denoting it as the seventh built to hover over the city proper—Crazy-Eyes could see to the south the forest skirting the edge of the Sanborn Crater at the ocean’s far shore. Over the water she spotted flocks of creatures flying in formation, though at this distance she couldn’t tell if they were Meka drones or Pteranodons (so named because of their resemblance to the extinct Earth reptile). 
To the north the desert that covered half the northern hemisphere stretched on seemingly forever. Red sunlight refracted through the great dome that covered the sky-city’s entire expanse. As Crazy-Eyes approached Moses, an advertisement had projected from somewhere in the city against the inside of the dome. It was a political ad for Governor Sara Warren, Chancellor Bramhall’s only serious opponent in the upcoming election. Warren looked like a lot of librarians Crazy-eyes had ever seen; short blond hair and bookish thin-rimmed glasses. She looked younger than she was, only the barest hint of smile wrinkles at her eyes. The image made one circuit across the dome’s interior, on a path roughly similar to the Eridani sun, before vanishing again. 
Dr. Chenjeri had turned out to be more than a medical doctor, as Crazy-Eyes had expected of one of Navarro’s people. He patched her leg, got her fresh clothes and lightened her hair, and acquired for her a loaner car and a pair of sunglasses that fit over her goggles. Her hair was typically frizzy but she’d pulled it back into as tight a braid as she could. Chenjeri had also made her a new ID and found her Eddie’s address and his usual daily routine of coming and going. Good help might be hard to find for some but Navarro never seemed to have a problem with it. 
“Moses,” Crazy-Eyes called out. 
He looked. She saw him mouth a curse of some variety under his breath. She made a talking motion with her hand and pointed to his apartment. He shook his head and held up two fingers and then pointed to his watch. She nodded and waited as he went inside. 
Moses came out about two minutes later and they walked down the sidewalk towards the park. For those who could afford it the sky-cities were essentially boutique communities, relatively small towns for those who preferred that environment. While no apartment facility in any city proper held fewer than sixty levels, no structure outside the commercial district in a sky-city rose above three. Crazy-Eyes didn’t see the appeal. She couldn’t shake the feeling of naked vulnerability under such a wide-open sky but she fought to ignore it. 
Neither of them spoke until they reached the park and sat at a bench near a duck pond. A young couple stood at an old wooden gazebo out over the water, talking and feeding the birds. A group of children played soccer in a field adjacent to the pond and the only sounds were of the game and the birds singing and cars on the distant highway. The park was at the edge of the sky-city and just beyond Crazy-Eyes could see Bellerophon and the sea far below them. 
“Where’d you come by that limp, Christmas?” Moses asked finally.
 “Cost of doing business,” Crazy-Eyes said.
 “So what’s the target?”
 “Suppose I’m just saying hello.” 
Moses laughed. “What’s the target?” Crazy-Eyes said nothing. “I ain’t snitching,” Moses said. “And fuck you for even thinking it.”
 “You’re free for some reason, aren’t you?”
 “I’m free because I’m smart enough not to run with people like Saul Parker,” he said. “I put all that in my rearview. Where it belongs.”
 “Bullshit,” Crazy-Eyes said. 
“I’ll tell you what’s bullshit,” Moses said. “Sticking your neck out to run scores when you can make legit money without so much as getting up off your ass.”
 “So you mister legit capital investor now, huh?”
 Moses nodded. “I do all right.”
 “The banks ever ask you how you got your money in the first place?”
 “No,” he said. “No they do not. I make enough scratch to live plus a little something to put away for the grandbabies. How much Saul leave for you, anyway?”
 “Go fuck yourself, Eddie.” They fell silent and each of them stared out across the water. Crazy-Eyes wondered why if Moses was so disinterested he didn’t get up and walk away. “Why’d you ask me what the target was if you weren’t gonna do a job?”
 Moses’ answer was a long time coming. “Heard tell through the old crowd you weren’t robbing the government no more,” he said. “Way I heard it told, you on their payroll. Taking scores when and where they tell you to take. Knocking over rebel groups trying to rise against the coalition. The coalition’s little guard dog.”
 “It’s smart business,” she said. “Working for the people in suits.”
 “Whoring for them.”
 “You watch your fucking mouth, old man.” 
Moses shook his head. “Saul gotta be doing jumping jacks in his grave.”
 “Don’t talk about my father.”
 “Why not? I knew him longer than you did.”
 “I’m not gonna tell you again.”
 Moses laughed. “All right,” he said.
 She looked at him. “So why’d you ask me who the target was?”
 “There’s two kinds of thieves that are worth a damn,” Moses said. “The ones that got no code and the ones that got the right code. A thief that’ll hit anybody or anything, just take a juicy target, you can respect that. A thief that’ll rob the fox and let the chickens alone, you can respect that. You ain’t none of that no more. You ain’t like the old school. You ain’t Saul Parker. You rob the chickens, so the fox will let you alone. The coalition says every human being on every world there is gotta live under one set of rules, and you’re helping them make it so. Because you just a scared little coward, girl. Why’d I ask you? Hell. I just wanted to know which chickens you were fucking with next.”
 Crazy-Eyes leaned in close to him. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” she whispered loudly, prodding him with a finger. “You want to know something about your precious ‘freedom fighters?’ The last ones we hit were a bunch of religious psychos, thought ‘God’ was telling them to murder any babies born weaker than the others. They wanted to fight the coalition for the right to drown a newborn for being undersized or sickly. The ones before that didn’t want to let women vote or read or learn how to drive. Before that we put down a group that wanted to make any crime a capital crime. Steal a pencil and get a bullet in the back of your head. The coalition—the people I whore for—wouldn’t let them do it. These are the babies that big bad Christmas is taking candy from.” 
“You work for the people who’d have put your father in mind-prison if he hadn’t died first,” said Moses. 
Crazy-Eyes made a disgusted noise and stood up. “I thought you old-school guys were professionals,” she said. 
She turned to leave. She made it two steps before he said, “God damn you for coming here.” She turned back to find him tapping his foot and rubbing his hands together and looking out across the water. “I don’t need the money,” he said. “The gods all know I don’t need it. I’m comfortable. It’s like a… like a crackhead, been clean going on ten years, then somebody comes up on him and shoves a pipe in his face. He knows he can’t go back down that road, but what’s one hit? Just for old times… That’s what you coming here is.”
 Crazy-Eyes just stood there dumbfounded. Then she laughed in spite of herself. “This line of work’s sort of fun, isn’t it?”
 He stared out across the water, thoughtful. “Who’s the target?”
 “Coalition stooge that got Jimmy and Arturo killed,” Crazy-Eyes said. “Name of Murchison. I’m gonna take his stuff. Then I’m gonna kill him.”
 Moses laughed once. “Hell,” he said. “Wish you’d said that in the first place.”
 
***
 
Echo Norton stood alone on a bridge high over the Atri river, watching the blue Angiran sun set behind the distant mountain skyline. She was in the park at the center of the government mall of Saptari, the capital city of the planet Angira. All around her the marble columns of the coalition bureaus rose up out of the trees and the occasional car passed silently on the bridge behind her. An airborne transport passed under the bridge as the driver gave capital mall tourists a closer view of the river. Over the wind and light drizzle Norton heard children laughing and shouting from the transport; it was a school field trip. She buttoned her long raincoat and pulled her hood up and lit another cigarette. Her eyes fell on the faded tattoos on the inside of either forearm: three X roman numerals on one arm and two on the other. Idly she rubbed one with her thumb.
 She watched Colin leave the Bureau of Records and walk out across the plaza, under the statue of Zehra Tajouri, Saptari’s founder, and approach across the bridge to meet her. Her nerves became shakier the closer he came. As he approached she stubbed out her cigarette on the garbage can nearby. He was wearing a long raincoat and carrying a briefcase and he’d grown a beard. “You look good,” she said. 
He set the briefcase down at his feet and stood beside her, elbows on the railing and fingers laced together. “What do you want, Echo?”
 Norton looked down and took a deep breath. It was hard to look at him. “I’ve been clean seven months.”
 His voice was even, emotionless. “Congratulations.”
 “Seven months to the day.”
 “Why are you shaking?”
 “Jesus, Colin,” she said. “Because I’m nervous. I’ll show you the blood tests if you want. All I’ve got in me is caffeine and nicotine.” 
“Well I’m happy for you.”
 “I was thinking you might be… I mean, it might have been long enough. For the girls.”
 “Are you still doing jobs?”
 Norton looked down and shook her head. She showed him the two faded roman numerals on her forearm. “I’m getting them taken off,” she said. “I’m a little broke so it’s taking me a while, but…”
 “How close are you to your next X?” he asked, taking her forearm in his hands. “Fifty-nine successful robberies, right? One more and you get number six?” 
Norton pulled her arm away, harder than she intended. She couldn’t let this go the way it usually went. “Do the girls ask about me?” 
“No.”
 Norton wanted to call him a liar but she refrained. Amy was too young to remember but Zoey was six when everything fell apart. And she never asked about her mother? “Who’d you put as their next of kin now?”
 “My sister,” he said.
 “Not Angela.” He looked at her. “What do you tell them about me?”
 “The truth,” he said. “That you’re dead.”
 “Jesus, Colin. Hate me if you want. But give them another chance to know their moth—” 
“No,” he said. “The chances are all used up. And this has nothing to do with hate. This is only love. Listen Echo… I only came out here to tell you to stop calling us. We won’t be there. I’m transferring. You’re never going to find us, so don’t waste your time. Move on and make a new life. I wish you the best. But the girls aren’t yours anymore. They have no mother. I’ve kept quiet about your… profession, for four years now, and it can stay that way if you keep away from us. Even if you do find us, my family has more money and time than you. You will never see those girls again. Not because I hate you. Because I love them. If you loved them too you’d see this is how it should be.” He picked up the briefcase and pulled out a wrapped neat package of cash and set it on the bridge railing in front of her. “I thought you’d be hurting for money… I owe you this much. I hope it can get you started somewhere.”
 Without another word he turned and walked away into the rain and she stood there numb. Her mind felt detached from herself, and she wondered why she didn’t feel anything. She thought she ought to feel something. Idly she drew her pocket knife and placed the blade on her wrist for a breath. Then she began scratching an X into the bridge railing.
 Her phone buzzed. She answered it on the last ring before it went to voicemail and held it up to her ear without a word. “Ace?” It was Navarro’s voice. “Ace, is that you? Are you there?”
 “I’m in.”
 Navarro laughed. “Do you want to know what the job is, first?”
 “Did I stutter, Atusa?”
 “All right,” Navarro said. “I’ll see you soon.”
 Norton hung up the phone and put it back in her pocket. Then she knocked the bundle of money off the railing into the river and walked off the bridge, headed toward the metro station. Over the wind she heard the cash bundle hit the water. 
 
***
 
Katherine Wallace was having a good morning until the phone rang. 
The breakfast nook was bright and sunny and she was feeding scrambled eggs and biscuits to her little brother Judah, who was sitting next to her in his highchair. Flocks of sea birds flew past their window on the sixty-seventh floor of the apartment complex where they lived with their mom and dad. Judah giggled or made an excited noise every time the birds streaked past and disappeared again among the other apartment towers. It was funny but it was annoying because he wouldn’t concentrate on eating. 
Earlier that morning she had gone out to pick fruit from one of the community gardens covering the terraces that ran around the outside of their apartment tower. Katherine liked that her mother trusted her enough to send her now. She knew it was partly because her mother was pregnant and she didn’t want to walk all that way. But Katherine loved it out there. She especially loved the one on the roof and she went there whenever she could get away with it. You could see across the ocean to the domed island cities really well from up there. Katherine had always wanted to visit but she’d never been. In the garden that morning she saw the teenage girl that lived across the hall from her. Livia Marquette was a really shy, weird girl, pale with dark black hair. Katherine had waved to her but Livia had ignored her.
 While Katherine fed her brother, their mother stood at the sink cleaning up. She was trying to seem like she wasn’t upset but Katherine could tell. After the phone rang she got how she was when she was stressed out. Katherine didn’t ask why because her mom never told her anything. The wall screen in the kitchen was showing how that planet blew up a few days ago. Katherine had liked watching it the first few times—only because the newsman said nothing lived on it—but now it was just boring. 
Judah reached up and pointed and made a noise and Katherine turned to see where he was pointing. In the living room they had a painting hung up on the wall: it was a sailboat underneath a rock arch with lots of little jungle-covered islands in the background. She looked at her little brother and grinned. “You wanna go there,” she said. “Don’t you?”
 Her dad wandered out of the bedroom, yawning and rubbing his eyes. Her dad was really old, so old he was losing his hair in the front. He said thirty-four wasn’t that old but that was almost three times her age so she thought that was pretty old. His beard and hair were really short but they still looked all funny when he first got up in the morning. He didn’t have a shirt on but he was wearing his gold cross on one necklace and his gold six-pointed star on another. He said she was the only one who knew what all his tattoos meant but Katherine bet that mom knew too. He went over to mom and kissed her and rubbed her big pregnant belly. At first she tried to get Judah excited that they’d have a new baby brother in a few months but he didn’t really get it. 
“You shouldn’t let them watch this stuff,” dad said as he picked up the remote and changed the blown-up planet news over to cartoons. He poured a cup of coffee and came and sat down by Katherine. “You guys got started without me, huh?” Katherine grinned and fed her dad a bite of eggs. 
 “Atusa called,” her mother said quietly. 
He looked up at her. “About what?”
 Mom looked back at him. “What do you think?”
 Dad got back up and went to the phone. Mom put her hand over his when he tried to pick it up. “You just got home.”
 “She’s my boss Mary,” dad said. They were trying to be quiet but Katherine could still hear them. “I can’t just not call her. I’m gonna tell her to shove it but I can’t just blow her off. It doesn’t work that way.”
 They stared at each other for a second and then mom moved her hand and dad dialed a number. Katherine had heard Navarro’s name before and she always hated hearing it because it meant mom and dad were probably about to fight. “Atusa,” dad said after about a minute. “It’s Wallace. Yeah, Mary said you called. Listen, it’s not the best time for us, Mar needs me at the- What?” 
Dad’s eyes narrowed and he sighed and rubbed his forehead. Katherine put down Judah’s spoon and watched dad, getting more worried with every second. “Jesus,” dad said. “I just talked to Jimmy a week ago. Well yeah, he’s my neighbor. How’s Christmas? Yeah, I hear you. I hear you.” Dad was looking at mom and she sat back against the sink and folded her arms. They were gonna fight. Katherine picked up Judah and took him to his bedroom but she could still hear dad’s voice. “What are we talking? Yeah, that’s decent scratch… Hell, I could always use it… All right. See you soon.”
 She heard the phone hang up and there was silence for a long time. Finally dad said: “We are gonna need a bigger place soon, aren’t we?” Mom didn’t say anything but Katherine heard her footsteps cross the kitchen and then their bedroom door open and close. Katherine peeked out through the crack in the door and she saw dad leaning against the kitchen counter, hanging his head against his chest. Suddenly he looked up and walked toward them and Katherine sat down really fast and pulled out some of Judah’s toys so dad wouldn’t know she was spying.
 He came in and sat on the floor beside them. “Daddy’s gotta go to work,” he said. 
“Did your friend get hurt?” she asked. 
Dad smiled. “Yeah,” he said. “I gotta go help her. That’s what good friends do. You’ll keep this guy out of trouble for me, right? No wild parties while I’m gone.”
 “Where are you going?”
 “The capital of Eridan,” he said. “You know what city that is, right?”
 “Bell…” Katherine racked her brains. “Pellerephon… Bellerophon?” 
“You’re a lot sharper than your old man ever was,” dad said as he stood up. He kissed Judah on the forehead and then her on the cheek. “I’ll be back soon.” He walked out to the living room and pulled on a shirt and shoes. Then he picked up the duffel bag he used for work and the front door opened and then he was gone. 
 
***
 
Zafra Kamarov knelt before the shining face of god. 
Nycerius sat low on the horizon, always watching, unthinkably immense. Only half the star’s face was visible above the horizon, but the tidally-locked planet Quirinus orbited so closely that even at the planet’s Magnetic North Pole, Nycerius dominated a quarter of the sky. The radiation shield—a dome over the city Quirina—held out most of the star’s visible light, so that it appeared blue against the dark sky. Quirinus’ surface was a permanent sea of magma and the city and the dome floated upon it, held in place via giant magnets in the city’s underbelly. 
There were those in the Order of the Stargods who sometimes missed a prayer time but Kamarov was not one of them. The Stargods knew who was devout and willing. The Stars were always watching. There were those who claimed to follow the Stargods but they lived among the unbelievers, sacrificing the doctrines of their faith in order to live a comfortable life of ease. Kamarov knew better though. To the Stargods half a follower was no follower at all. One must commit oneself wholly, body and spirit. She finished her prayer and opened her eyes. The arc of a flare danced across the stellar surface. 
“Priestess Kamarov?” Kamarov turned toward the shy voice behind her to find an initiate she didn’t know standing at her door. The boy was young and so pale it made her eyes ache to look at him. Son of miners. “The master requests you.” She nodded and stood and wiped her face with a hot damp towel on the sink. Kamarov disliked going straight from prayer to business but at times it was necessary. One didn’t keep the master waiting. 
The halls of the city were near empty this early in the community’s day cycle, for in her quadrant it was technically ‘dawn.’ The city rotated on its axis on a 24-hour-cycle so as to give the residents the comfortable evolved human sense of the passing of a day. The master’s chambers, though, sat at the apex of the dome and overlooked the entire city. They did not rotate with the rest of the city, instead always facing the Stargod. 
When Kamarov arrived she found Master Denikin facing his windows, his hands clasped behind his back. His quarters were large but his actual chambers were small, Spartan even by the standards of a priest of the Stargods: there were only a few chairs, a telescope, a writing desk, a few books and a sleeping mat on the floor. In contrast to the stainless chrome of the chamber’s walls the furnishings were all wooden or leather, even the books. The master did not turn from the windows when she entered but as always she knew he was aware of her presence. A stellar flare framed him at the window so that he seemed to be standing beneath an archway of light. She wondered if he was speaking with Nycerius that moment. 
“Thank you for coming, Priestess Kamarov,” he said in a voice even softer than usual. When he spoke she stopped walking towards him but only for an instant. He had never once thanked her for coming when he summoned her, as it was her duty as a priestess to come at his request. Performing one’s duty required no thanks. It was insulting to presume that she desired or needed gratitude. She was suddenly certain he was trying to let her know something was wrong.
 “Hello Zafra.” Kamarov turned toward the woman’s voice and found her sitting at the master’s desk. She was dusky-skinned and dressed elegantly and her smile was pleasant. The woman’s black hair was pulled back into a tight braid, revealing white-pearl earrings with a starburst pattern. Her fingers were laced over her crossed legs and a briefcase sat beside her on the floor. 
Kamarov looked between them. “So what’s this, then?”
 The master placed a hand on her shoulder. “Walk with me.”
 They ascended the stairwell at the corner of the chamber and set off down the meditation hallway which wrapped the entirety of the master’s quarters. The interior wall was grey-chrome but the exterior was transparent and looked out upon the Stargod’s northern hemisphere. Every so often they passed a prayer mat but otherwise the passage was empty. 
“Do you regret any of the things you’ve done in service to our cause, Kamarov?”
 The question surprised her and she was a while in answering. “No.” Her voice echoed in the empty passage. 
“And why not? The Stargods’ will is that we do good unto unbelievers,” he said. “That they too are the children of our gods whether or not they accept that reality. If peace among the Stargods’ children is our paramount concern, how then can you justify your activities?”
 “Fire is not destructive,” said Kamarov. “It only seems so. It is in fact transformative. Often necessary to remove blight.” 
The master smiled and removed his spectacles and rubbed the condensation from them. “I’m glad to hear you still believe so,” he said. “But… suppose it were more personal to you? Do you believe you would remain so dispassionate?”
 “Nothing is personal to me.”
 He smiled again and replaced his spectacles. “You are and have always one of my finest,” he said. “It is why I thought of you first. We have a true opportunity here, Kamarov. You are one of the few—perhaps the only, if I think on it—who I would trust to handle such a… sensitive operation.”
 “Who is that woman in your chambers?” 
The master stopped walking. By now they were on the side facing away from Nycerius and the sky was filled with stars. Master Denikin stared out at them. “She is… the representative of an exceptionally powerful organization,” the master said. “And she has come to us with a proposal.”
 “What sort of proposal?”
 Master Denikin seemed to come back to himself and he turned toward her. “You’ve worked extensively within the enterprise of a woman named Atusa Navarro, have you not?”
 “I have,” said Kamarov. “With her agent—Christmas Parker—and an occasionally rotating group of subordinates.”
 “The income you alone have generated has funded dozens of our operations against the Coalition,” the master said. “I’ve always rather enjoyed the poetry of it—the Coalition pays you and we later use that money against them. But Navarro and her people are unaware that you are a priestess of the Stargods? Of this you are certain?”
 “Utterly.”
 “They trust you?”
 “Completely.”
 Denikin smiled. “Navarro has left a message in your mailbox contacting you about an operation.”
 “When do I leave?”
 “In two hours.”
 “What’s the target?”
 “A mining operation on Eridan.” The master looked at her, his face serious and emotionless. “You are to assist Parker in the heist as you would normally. Afterward I ask that you kill Parker and all her associates. You are to then bring what you have stolen back to me.” Kamarov stopped walking out of surprise, only for an instant though long enough that Master Denikin noticed. “This troubles you?”
 “No, master.”
 “Truly?” He raised his eyebrows. “You have become somewhat… close, with Parker in your time working together, have you not?” Kamarov said nothing. Master Denikin already knew she was close to no one but her God. And he was the agent of her God so there was no way he could not understand the depth of her devotion. 
“There is one thing I don’t understand,” she said. 
“Oh?”
 “Our association with Navarro’s operation has been profitable.”
 “Overwhelmingly,” said Denikin.
 “What could be worth giving it up?”
 He looked at her. His spectacles reflected the starlight and his gaze was more hypnotic than usual. “Everything,” he said. “Everything we’ve ever fought for. If you succeed… we will no longer live in shadow. We will be free of coalition interference. Free to worship without harassment, on planets that make proper homes for our people. We will stand proudly in the light of our Gods. The moment we have been waiting for is now upon us. You, Kamarov, are the agent of that moment. Do you understand?” She stared out at the stars and she nodded. “If you fail—”
 “I won’t.”
 Denikin’s face remained impassive for a moment but then he smiled. He placed his hand lightly on her shoulder and then turned and walked away, leaving her alone with her thoughts and the stars. 
 
***
 
Crazy-Eyes stood beside a public phone booth at the corner of Market Street and Seventy-second Avenue in Bellerophon. It was a bright chilly morning and the sidewalk was packed with commuters on their way to work. Crazy-Eyes wore business clothes so she’d fit in in the Market District, which sat directly beneath Sky-Cities A and G, which tended to make tracing airborne phone calls there nearly impossible. Eddie Moses sat at a bench nearby drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette and reading a newsreel on a tablet computer. Out of the corner of her eye she noticed idly that the top headlines were still the sudden destruction of an uninhabited planet in the Mozha system. Moses wore an expensive suit and his dreadlocks were pulled back in a neat pony tail. 
The green light on the phone lit up and Crazy-Eyes answered. “Jack of Swords,” said a voice she’d never heard. That was a necessary precaution, even if the call would be difficult to trace. “Ace of Spades. Queen of Diamonds.” That would work. The Jack of Swords was code for Dusty Wallace, the strongest rail cannon gunner after Lupe Cardenas, and the Ace of Spades was Echo Norton, the best sniper that Crazy-Eyes had ever seen. The Queen of Diamonds was Zafra Kamarov, who was quiet and a little strange but Crazy-Eyes liked her. As drivers went you could do worse. 
“How’s it coming on our missing friend?” Crazy-Eyes asked. 
“Keep your eyes on your feet,” the voice said. “The M.I.A. comes after. Stay focused. No more mistakes.”
 The line went dead and Crazy-Eyes hung up the phone. She picked up her coffee cup from the top of the phone booth and went and sat beside Moses. “What’s the plan, then?” he said without looking up. 
“Atusa will send us the other half of the tracker,” she said. “Ace will probably have it, she’s closest to Kalisti. That’s gonna tell us where Murchison took whatever it was he had us steal. Then we go take it. Then we go find him. Close his eyes for him.” She sipped her coffee and watched the traffic go past as she thought. “Navarro’s gonna fuck us on Murchison.” She shook her head. “She’s not gonna find him for us.”
 “Why? He killed her people.”
 “Yeah,” Crazy-Eyes said, staring up at the sky reflected off the mirrored office windows high above them. “Loyalty ain’t everything to some people.” She looked at him. “You know anyone good at finding missing persons?”
 “Yeah, I probably got somebody.”
 She nodded. “All right then.” They stood up and joined the crowd of foot traffic moving up Seventy-second avenue. 

 
Chapter 6
 Leviathan
 
Benjamin Weizmann had heard it said that the great agents of social change throughout history were either great thinkers or great doers, but only rarely both. The most successful revolutionaries were those who did in fact possess both traits, or at least had the foresight to surround themselves with those who possessed whatever they themselves lacked. As Weizmann began to contemplate the beginning of his career as a political revolutionary, he came to realize that the great thought/great action paradigm was woefully incomplete. It wasn’t enough to be a great thinker or a great man of action, or even both, if you didn’t live long enough to see your dream come to fruition. Those, Weizmann thought, were the truly powerful—they who succeeded in transforming their society but somehow escaped martyring themselves for the cause. Since his meeting with Atusa Navarro, Weizmann had found himself thinking often of Victoria Elizabeth Hobbes. 
In her time, Elizabeth Hobbes must have seemed an unlikely candidate to instigate the creation of the greatest empire in human history. She was a military officer from the planet Macedon, on a humanitarian mission to the war-torn Amulius system. The largest single political entity existing at the time comprised only four planets, and most planets had fractured into the old system of nation-states, as it had been in the time when earth was man’s only home. Amulius was resource-rich but its leadership was criminally inept and corrupt. In a pattern common enough in the historical record, the political structure had tilted slowly but consistently in favor of serving the desires of the planet’s inner circle of wealthy industrial titans. Those who could afford to rig the political game did so ruthlessly, an inch at a time so that no one noticed until it was far too late, and the planet’s working class fell from the death of a thousand cuts. Poverty had often compelled barbarism in otherwise ordinary people, and Amulius was no different. 
No one knows exactly when Hobbes decided to change things, for she left no diary behind, no record of her thoughts. Historians disagreed as to whether she was affected by the violence on the planet and gradually became determined to prevent such events, or if she saw Amulius as her Caesar-in-Gaul moment, the opportunity to at last fulfill long-subdued political ambitions. Certain facts were clear: The Governor of Macedon had given her carte blanche to see to Amulius, to end the brutality taking place there however she saw fit. At the time superluminal travel and communication was much more difficult, time-consuming and expensive, so Hobbes would essentially be marooned on Amulius for six months with no connection to communication with her home of any kind. When the six months had passed word arrived on Macedon that Hobbes had conquered Amulius, and was coming home intent on doing the same.
 It would be fair to say that the leadership on Macedon had looked down on Amulius as an unsalvageable wreck of a system. Hobbes’ mission was intended as a political statement that the Macedoni leadership cared about human rights. If she did some good while she was there, fine, but the central point was not any special care for their fellow man but rather domestic politics, co-opting the message of the growing humanitarian movement on Macedon. They had failed to take into account that the planets of Amulius had been fighting each other for decades and were now exceptionally good at it. Their weapons technology was far behind that which Hobbes brought with her to their world, but the Amulian scientists reverse-engineered her army’s weaponry and made it far more potent. Once Hobbes’ message of universal human rights had spread through the system, recruitment into her private army swelled. By the end of the six months every cultural, industrial, economic and scientific leader who mattered in the Amulius system was either dead or committed fully to her cause. In a minor political miracle, she had given them something to fight besides each other, and then coldly eliminated anyone who insisted on their old habits.
 Entire planetary systems bowed to Hobbes’ army of peace at a rate so fast, and with so little actual fighting, that historians still occasionally claimed the pace of it must be exaggerated. Whatever the true pace of conquest, nearly the entirety of mankind, scattered across several thousand light-years, had fallen under the control of the newly-formed Galactic Coalition inside of a decade. The rewards for surrendering their independence and joining the Coalition were many and generous. People lived as they chose if they respected the human rights of all citizens and recognized the Coalition as the legitimate government of all humanity. The penalty for refusal to join the Coalition’s pact was irrevocable and immediate.
 Undeniably the median human being lived a longer, healthier, safer life after the creation of the Galactic Coalition than before it. Poverty and violence were as close to non-existent as they’d ever been since man’s evolution. The price was the eradication of an incalculable wealth of human culture and experience. Society had undeniably homogenized in their last few centuries on earth, but once freed from his ancestral home and separated by trillions of miles, man had again begun to diversify and distinct peoples and traditions had arisen. Any culture or society that refused to join Elizabeth Hobbes’ quest could only be found afterward in a museum. 
Weizmann had never spent much time questioning the methods or ethics of the early coalition. That wasn’t his job and in any case he didn’t find counter-factual ‘what-ifs’ very interesting. He was not generally the sort of man to question whether something had been worth it. He’d always felt that the operative word in the phrase Pyrrhic victory was ‘victory.’ But that philosophy fell short of sacrificing his life to pursue a case, of letting his sons grow up fatherless because he stepped on the wrong set of toes. So he was less interested in what Hobbes had done than in precisely how she had done it, disrupting and irrevocably altering the social order of hundreds of billions of people and yet dying in her sleep at age 101. Obviously she’d been a great political thinker and she’d possessed the capacity for great action against the status quo. But so had many others who’d died well before their time. 
And then Weizmann had realized Hobbes was no latter-day Julius Caesar, in spite of the popular Amulius-as-Gaul metaphor. Hobbes was part George Washington and part Augustus. Like Washington she had convinced a diverse, fractured, often hostile population that it was in their best interest to conceive from thin air a new political status quo to which they were subject. And she did not take and maintain control through force alone. She did so by making the priorities of the people—first, the wealthy and powerful, and next the working classes—her own priorities. She shaped the political landscape such that anyone with a chance to assassinate her had a better life with her alive than with her gone. The cost of removing her and picking up the pieces far outweighed the benefit of having her as de facto empress. For every wealthy industrial or political magnate she angered, she won two more over to her cause. In the early stages of her revolution, before she had the support of anyone of any consequence, she was smart and careful enough to keep her activities quiet until her hand was strong enough that she couldn’t simply be disappeared. 
Weizmann was now standing against the most powerful empire in human history. If he was going to do battle with the Leviathan that Elizabeth Hobbes had created, he was going to have to become Hobbes. Since meeting with Navarro he had become dead certain that she was working for the government to help them quell popular uprisings against Coalition rule. The government was in essence using criminals as irregular soldiers to kill and steal from its own citizens. He had no explanation for how he knew but when he was this certain of something he was never wrong. It made too much sense, so much he was surprised he’d never thought of it before—hiring gangs of thugs to do the government’s dirty work would be effective, quiet, and far cheaper than sending the military. If he was right and he pursued this case as far as it went, Weizmann surmised that he would eventually be investigating his own bosses. No, that wasn’t quite right. He was going to be investigating his bosses’ bosses. 
That was a dangerous place to be. In spite of the Coalition’s professed mission of human rights and safety for all, he had no illusions of how they would take to his inquiries into classified activity. To a gangster like Atusa Navarro he was little more than an annoying insect to be swatted away. To the masters of the Galactic Coalition he was less than that. His decades of service would be worth nothing if he was going to embarrass them by exposing a policy of illegal activity. It would be nothing at all for them to poison him and send his corpse into the nearest star. None of this meant he didn’t intend to see the case through to its natural end. In spite of his cynicism regarding the leadership’s methods he believed the average Coalition citizen to be decent and honest. He believed they would be aghast at what was perpetrated in their name if anyone had the means and the courage to tell them. Though, he admitted to himself, this was not his motive. A successful case, the sudden exhilarating exposure of concealed truth, gave him a satisfaction to which he had become addicted, a natural drug which he thought he could not live without. And this would be his career case. 
It was of vital importance that they didn’t see him coming until it was too late. Once the case was perfect he would have to make it public with a sudden, brutal shock to the Coalition leadership. After that would come the political bloodbath, and possibly the literal bloodbath, if those planets where the government had implemented this policy decided to riot. The upper echelon of guilty parties would almost certainly escape punishment—that was how these things worked—but heads would roll, and most importantly they wouldn’t be his. When public opinion turned his way they would have no choice but to hail him as a public hero. He didn’t really care about that, except insofar as it would keep them from disappearing him. 
After that, who could say how things would change? Weizmann was a pretty good chess player and he could see a full gamut of possibilities, from a collective yawn to civil war. The thought of causing such turmoil gave him pause but only for a moment. Pursuit and exposure of the truth were paramount. He thought Hobbes would approve, for if the Coalition did not subscribe to its own original mission then what good was it? 
Weizmann thought it seemed a good strategy. He only wished he could shake the nagging feeling that he was missing an important piece of the picture. He found himself going to sleep and waking up lately with the same thought: planets don’t just explode.

 
Chapter 7
 Within the Spirit
 
Weizmann opened his eyes. It was ink-dark and he couldn’t remember where he was and he didn’t know why he was awake. He’d dreamt of walking beside a sea under a night sky dotted with a thousand suns bright as Christmas lights. He’d been with a dark-haired woman whose face he couldn’t see no matter how hard he looked. And then it came back to him. He was alone in a hotel room on the hundred-ninety-seventh floor in the Bellerophon Hotel Kolmogorov. His alarm clock—the sound of ocean waves and whale song—still played, successively louder with each passing cycle. He looked at the clock and waited for his eyes to focus. 400 hours local time. By his count he had sixteen minutes. 
As he lay there he thought about the past week. Wasted time, every second of it, but it had been necessary. He had known as he sat there with Atusa Navarro that he was about to waste a week of his life. His superiors would have demanded he talk with ‘team Christmas’ and he spend time going over her financial records. He knew as he looked at her that every inch of them would be clean and pure as new snow, but bureaucratic demands were what they were. 
He rose and opened the blinds and looked out across the towers and the bridges and the sky-trains of Bellerophon proper. The dawn sky was foggy and cloudy and it looked cold. He went to the bathroom and rinsed his face in the sink. Still leaned over he peered up at the picture of Navarro he had taped to the mirror. It was a still taken from a newsreel of her and the deputy city administrator of Caria, after Navarro had donated some obscenely massive sum of money to a city schools project of some kind. 
As he looked on it he saw in the mirror a light-projection advertisement scroll across the sky over the city. It was a campaign poster for the upcoming elections for the Coalition Chancellorship. The stories-wide picture of Peter Bramhall projected against the morning gray of the clouds made the silver-haired Chancellor look like a Sky-God, a clean-cut Zeus in a pinstripe suit. As if in answer to his thought, lightning skittered through the clouds and broke the picture momentarily. 
At exactly 4:16—the Antaran wristwatch read 1700 hours—his phone vibrated on the nightstand and he sat down on the bed and he answered it. “How was school today?” he said. 
“Ben, it’s me.” His ex-wife’s voice. 
“Sofia. Where’s Moshe?” 
“He stayed late today to practice,” she said. “The recital’s in two weeks—”
 “I know.”
 Sofia fell quiet for a moment. “Are you going to be there?”
 “Of course.”
 “Don’t say it if you won’t—”
 “Sofia.” Again they were quiet, for longer this time. “Is Nikos awake?”
 “He’s always sleeping this time.”
 “I know,” he said. “Thought maybe I’d get lucky. How many hours is he awake these days?”
 “It varies,” she said. “Six on a good day. Ben… the bill for the live-in nurse came yesterday.”
 “That’s all right,” he said. “Our insurance will reset next month—”
 “It’s not going to cover it.”
 “The donations—”
 “Ben,” she said.
 “Well… we’ll figure it out. We always do.”
 “I went down to talk with the health office the other morning,” she said. “The woman sat there and asked if I thought having a hospital room in my house would be cheap. Then she told me to my face that I should think about…” Sofia trailed off and Weizmann could hear her crying.
 “How much time do we have?”
 Sofia sniffed loudly and her sobs slowed down. “I don’t know.”
 “They’ll raid everything else before they do anything drastic,” Weizmann said. “Bank accounts, equity on the house. That’ll buy us a few months.”
 Sofia sniffed again. “Ben…” she sighed. “They already have.”
 He shut his eyes and rubbed the spot between them. “Listen, just… Sofie, just don’t panic. Just stay calm… and we’ll figure this out.”
 She was quiet for so long he almost asked her if she was still on the line. Then she said: “We want you here. I mean the boys… really want you here.”
 Weizmann stared out the window. It made him uncomfortable hearing her emotional. “Tell them I’ll see them soon, would you?”
 “Where are you?”
 “Eridan.”
 “Eridan? What for?”
 “You know I can’t—”
 “Yeah,” she said. “I remember. See you soon, Ben.” 
And she was gone. He set his phone back on the nightstand and he sat there staring at the ocean-scene painting on the wall for a minute. Then he picked up his phone again and dialed. It rang four times. 
“Detective Winona Stensland,” said a computerized voice. “City of Bellerophon, planet Eridan.” Then a beep. 
“Winona, it’s Ben,” Weizmann said. “I don’t think you’re due in the office for a while yet but when you get in I’ve got… a minor issue, that needs addressing. I need you to look at the people you’ve assigned to our case and determine for me whether each of them will be comfortable prosecuting the investigation via… somewhat unorthodox methods. I’m afraid circumstances will demand that we exercise a degree of discretion and flexibility towards departmental policy. We’ll keep within the spirit of our directive… if not the exact letter. Anyone you think might be uncomfortable with an unusual tactical command ought to be reassigned. For the good of their conscience. In any case… See you in a few hours.” He hung up the phone and sat there a while staring out the window at the slowly awakening city. Afterward he lied down and tried to get back to sleep. A few minutes later, lying in bed with his eyes still wide open, he turned on the television. The first thing he saw was a campaign advertisement for Governor Sara Warren. From what little Weizmann bothered with politics he had gleaned that Warren was Bramhall’s most dangerous challenger, though four months out from the election she didn’t appear to have much chance, polling 27 points behind the chancellor. 
After a few minutes of dull local news he got up and went to the table where the evidence against Navarro sat next to the coffeemaker, in the same beat-up manila folder he’d been using for years. Then he opened it and pressed start on the coffeemaker and got to work. 
* * *
 It was a bright cold day and the city was bustling by the time Weizmann and Vera Ford reached the General Crimes Department. It was a large department for a city Bellerophon’s size, thirty-eight stories, with an adjacent private seventeen-story private parking garage. Ford tipped the cab driver as they stepped out onto the top open-air floor of the garage and the cab took off and they set out across the crowded parking lot towards the Bureau Office. 
“Anything I should know?” Ford asked him.
 He looked at her. “Such as what?”
 “Every office has something,” she said with a shrug. “Somebody you have to watch for. Somebody whose toes you avoid. I mean… we’re the foreign element here. We ought to think about how we’re going to be perceived. Both of us but me in particular as I don’t have the track record and store of departmental good will that you’ve built—”
 “I’m not going to jeopardize your career, Vera,” he said. “If anything, I predict the Investigation Bureau will dial your number the minute we close this thing. You’ll go from Detective Ford to Agent Ford before you know what hit you. You have absolutely nothing to worry about.” 
Ford had put in a resume at the Coalition Bureau of Investigation her week after making detective. Where others saw arrogance in that move, Weizmann saw ambition, a trait he valued. Her adopted father—Weizmann’s mentor in the department—had recommended her immediately for CBI Agent. But Weizmann had thus far withheld his recommendation, which he knew had stung Ford’s pride in a big way. But she wasn’t ready and he wasn’t going to lie about that. 
“That’s not what I mean—”
 “All right,” he said. “Well in case you were worried. This is going to be your road to the CBI. I can feel it in my bones.” He smiled in a way that he hoped was reassuring. “We’re not here to play politics. We’re here to work. We put together a bulletproof case, nothing else is going to matter. You’re right in a sense. We are the foreign element. But we’re going to be perceived as being in utter control of this environment and this case.”
 “How’s this Detective Stensland going to feel about that?”
 “Winona’s about the work,” he said. At that moment he noticed her coming out of the tunnel between the parking garage and the department. “Speaking of.” 
He smiled and waved and she waved back. Winona Stensland always looked to Weizmann more like a grad student than a detective. She was slight of build and she wore thin-rimmed glasses and her brown hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail. She wore jeans and a sweatshirt from her college alma mater. “As I live and breathe,” she said when she got close. 
“Winona,” Weizmann said as they hugged. “Good to see you. This is my assistant, Vera Ford.”
 “Pleasure.” Stensland shook Ford’s hand and they all started toward the department. “Butch and Sundance together again, eh?”
 Weizmann smiled. “Did you reassign anyone?”
 “Two.”
 “Do they know anything about the case?”
 “Ben,” she said. “I don’t know anything.” 
Weizmann laughed. He’d forgotten that. “DNA come back on that coin?”
 “Came back anonymous,” Stensland said. Weizmann should have guessed. “So who’s our anonymous target?”
 “Atusa Navarro.”
 She looked at him. “The philanthropist?” Weizmann nodded. “From Caria, right? You gonna indict Santa Claus afterward? Maybe Jesus?”
 “She’s dirty.”
 “You honestly think anyone’s gonna care?”
 * * *
 Ten minutes later he was standing under fluorescent lights in front of a large vid-screen in a bland conference room. Vera sat beside him on her computer and Stensland stood by the door with her arms crossed. There were two dozen desks in the room but only four of them had occupants, each with a nametag on the desk in front of them. There was Joanna Marcus, a serious-looking black woman, Adrian Reyes, a young detective in a baseball hat and a neatly-trimmed goatee, Elaine McLennan, a tall woman in a business suit with a greying black braid, Walter Grisham, a huge round-bellied and red-haired young man with both ears pierced, and Isaac Partridge, a professionally-dressed middle-aged man who looked as if he could have been Marcus’ older brother. “Is this everyone?” Weizmann asked, and Stensland nodded. 
He pulled the picture of Navarro onto the screen. “Good morning,” Weizmann said. “Can any of you tell me this woman’s name?”
 Silence. Then McLennan raised her pen and Weizmann nodded to her. “That’s Atusa Navarro,” the woman said. “My niece is in music school on a scholarship from her foundation. Pays her full tuition, living expenses. My sister met her once, at the scholarship ceremony.” 
He looked sideways at Stensland, who met his gaze evenly. He felt a little surge of annoyance but he wrestled it away. He looked at McLennan and smiled. “Thank you detective,” he said and he nodded to the door. “You may go.” McLennan looked surprised but she put her computer pad and her pen in her satchel and stood up to leave. As she got to the door he approached her and muttered into her ear, “You are of course bound by the terms of your department’s confidentiality policy.” She looked at him and he smiled. She left and Stensland shut the door behind her. 
Weizmann looked back up at the detectives who remained in the room. “This… is not going to be like any case you’ve ever worked,” he said. “As Detective McLennan said, this woman’s name is Atusa Navarro. She is the majority owner and Chief Executive of Osiris Business Solutions, a multi-planet conglomerate based on Kalisti. Philanthropist, patron of the arts and the sciences, and beloved benefactor of the community.”
 He paused and glanced down at his notes before continuing. Weizmann was not the sort of man to do anything on the spur of the moment, but in that instant he made a snap decision to lie. Or at least feign certainty of things for which at the moment he possessed only hunches. “She is also as dirty as they come,” he said. “Organized crime, grand larceny, trafficking and a phone book full of unsolved murder ones. Her organization was behind the strike on an armored car in Bellerophon several weeks past in which three guards ended up in comas. The armored car represents the particular piece of criminal behavior which brings us here together today. However, as should already be obvious, the armored car represents the tip of the tip of the iceberg with Miss Navarro.
 “We have no names, aliases, or any information whatsoever for any of her criminal associates, except that one apparently goes by Christmas. Apart from the occasional ill-advised telephone conversation, our target is astonishingly well-insulated. Osiris does enough legitimate business that no purchase, no investment can appear beyond Miss Navarro’s impressive means. There can be no question of the company’s effect on Kalisti’s economy. Their holdings are vast and varied enough that the planet’s leadership will almost certainly consider them ‘too big to fail.’ Therefore a shakeup in the company’s leadership is likely to meet with considerable resistance on… several fronts.”
 Reyes raised his hand and Weizmann nodded to him. “Resistance on several fronts?” he asked. “Do you maybe want to translate that? I mean, for those of us who don’t speak lieutenant.”
 “If we indict Atusa Navarro and draw a conviction, Osiris could collapse,” Weizmann said. “If that occurs, the economy of Caria City—and perhaps that of the entire planet of Kalisti—could very likely implode.” He let that sink in for several seconds. “How do you expect the Governor’s Office on Kalisti is going to treat us?”
 “But this does not matter,” Partridge said. “You are a Coalition detective. Your rank and tactical command over a major crimes investigation should supersede a planetary government’s objections.”
 “In most circumstances, that would be the case,” Weizmann said, placing both hands on the table in front of him. “However there is evidence to suggest that Miss Navarro… is a private contractor working for the Galactic Coalition. The anti-terrorism bureau, specifically. ”
For a long time there was silence. “Perhaps some of you don’t yet understand what it is we stand against,” Weizmann said. “So let’s just call it out. In terms of money, distance, lives affected, and number of people involved, this is potentially the widest-reaching criminal conspiracy in human history. We are investigating a narcissist who has more money than God, who will be protected by every government with whom we must liaison. If we are going to close this case, it must be done in utter secrecy from anyone outside these walls.”
 “You can’t run a black op in major crimes,” said Grisham. “They want an expense report justifying you taking a piss. An investigation below the boards is impossible by design. Can’t be done.”
 Weizmann shrugged. “Not legally.”
 “What are you suggesting, Ben?” Stensland asked quietly.
 He held her gaze for a long moment. They both knew he was about to commit a crime, as it was illegal for a government official to even suggest engaging in criminal activity. Weizmann supposed certain other personalities might struggle with conducting a criminal enterprise as a means of stopping another criminal enterprise. But he saw no struggle in it. He reached into his briefcase and retrieved a sealed manila envelope and dropped it on the table, “I officially closed my investigation into Atusa Navarro’s operation this morning. And this”—he indicated the envelope—“is my signed and notarized confession. All I need to do is print a date on it. It states that none of you had any knowledge –and are therefore totally inculpable—of the funding operation which I am about to suggest to you.
 “The evidence vaults beneath the major crimes headquarters on every planet are choked with more contraband than even the most precise record keeping could hope to track. Cash will get logged twice, drugs are sent to the incinerators without having been properly logged out… by whichever path, it happens. It doesn’t happen often, but if you add it up there’s a significant amount of material that simply goes missing. Those upstairs see it as simple entropy. Cost of doing business, if you will.
 “As it happens, and I didn’t know this myself until a week ago, after an officer logs a piece of evidence into the vaults, the process after that moment is entirely mechanized. It isn’t touched or seen by another human unless it is withdrawn for use in court. Periodically certain things will be shipped planet to planet without a human operator telling the system to do so. My associate Miss Ford has written a computer virus—which she has amusingly nicknamed ‘the Silk Road’—which will, if introduced into the major crimes mainframe, create deliberate discrepancies in the evidence network. The Silk Road program will then generate a random profile on the commodities exchange and sell the merchandise to an anonymous bidder off planet, depositing the resulting funds into one of ten different accounts. The program will prioritize older evidence, for dead or cold cases. We’d prefer to avoid jeopardizing pending investigations, obviously.”
 “What kind of merchandise are we talking about?” Reyes asked. “What kind of buyers?”
 “The kind which finds its way into police evidence vaults,” Weizmann replied. “And the sort of people who buy such things.”
 “So to fund a criminal investigation, you want to steal and sell police-seized property—which had been used in a crime—to criminals,” Reyes said. 
Weizmann put his hands on the table. “There is no other way.”
 “There is a semi-plausible legal defense, believe it or not,” Ford said. “The obvious analogy is plea-bargaining a witness down to a shorter sentence as a means of increasing leverage against a major player. We hire known criminals as police informants, letting them remain free in exchange for information on those above them. Whether we will find a judge who will accept our reasoning is an open question, but again, it’s plausible. We’re only substituting money for time. The people implicitly accept more minor criminal behavior if we have bigger fish to fry. We ought to admit to ourselves that the property we are selling back into the criminal world will be used again in another crime. But suspects we allow to plea to a lesser charge find their way back into the game with little trouble. I don’t see much of a difference.”
 “If it works,” Weizmann said. “It will work because we have brought the case in before anyone discovers what we’ve done. If we’re found out before that… I’ve done what I can to insulate the rest of you. The responsibility should fall on me, and me alone. If we’re successful you will all be able to write the rest of your careers however you wish. They’ll give you any post, any promotion you want. If Navarro escapes us… in theory you all should be able to carry on business as usual, following what’s likely to be a brief Internal Affairs investigation. If any of you has any objection, ethical or otherwise... now is your chance to express it.”
 Weizmann fell silent and focused his eyes on the clock on the back wall. He waited 45 seconds. “Okay,” he said, nodding. “The case we want is a high-level connection between the Coalition Anti-Terrorism Bureau and Atusa Navarro’s criminal syndicate. We will not settle for less than that.” I can’t afford to bring in less than that, he thought. Nothing else will keep me out of prison. 
He drew a Christian cross on the board. “We’re going to chase this four different ways, three primary and one secondary.” He wrote ‘Horace Murchison’ at the first short point. “Navarro’s government contact,” he said. “Here’s how I think it works: the government hears of some group that wants independence from the Coalition. Then they have someone like Murchison seek out someone like Navarro, who cripples the independence movement for them. Highly illegal of course, but cheaper and quicker than sending the army. As far as we know, Murchison’s still on planet. It was three of his men who were killed under the train station two weeks ago. As far as we know he is still in the city. He is one of our targets—him or his two remaining surviving agents.” He drew a large dollar sign at the second short point. “We have to find the edges of Navarro’s fortune. We’re going to have to look at everything—investments, the philanthropy, employee retirement packages. Anywhere dirty money might get clean.” 
He turned and wrote ‘Mulciber’ at the end of the last short point. “We can’t talk to anyone in the government and we obviously can’t let Navarro she’s still being investigated. The only people who have incentive to be honest with us is the people she’s stolen from, and the only lead we have there is Mulciber Excavation. A person like Atusa Navarro doesn’t commit crimes for money. She has more money than she knows what to do with. She could go completely legitimate, stay within coalition law and still be in the top ten thousand of richest people alive. So why does she steal? She’s either compulsive, or—more likely—she does it to gain things she cannot buy. So we’ll chase down Mulciber and find out what it was she took, and why.” Weizmann turned and wrote ‘Christmas’ at the end of the cross’ long point. “Osiris has several thousand employees,” he said. “The vast majority of them are entirely above board. As far as Osiris’ extralegal private subcontractors…” He pointed at Christmas. “This is all we’ve got. Most likely an alias, but it’s a start.”
 Weizmann looked up at the cross he had drawn, with Murchison, $, and Mulciber scrawled at the short points, and Christmas written at the long point. “Absolute best possible case,” Weizmann said, pointing at each point in turn, “We bring in all four points of the cross. That’s bulletproof. I’d be comfortable with three. We need at least two. Two’s shaky, but it’s winnable. Any questions?”
 Grisham’s eyes had suddenly lit up. The man had been looking down at his notepad but he had looked up suddenly. Weizmann nodded to him. “I got a buddy on patrol working a stolen car,” he said. “The night of the shootout in the train station. Car got stolen but the thief didn’t take it, just left it at the city port.”
 “And?” Weizmann said. 
“The victim’s some downtown banker,” Grisham said. “I forget his name. The carjacker hit him with a sedative. Apparently it’s not actually that easy to knock someone out without killing them, but the tranquilizer was pretty high-end technical. Military-grade, designed to read someone’s breathing and pulse and hit them with just enough to make them take a nap. But evidently mister downtown banker is a veteran, has a little experience and training in resisting weaponized sedatives. He held on for a while before the sleep-juice kicked into overdrive and put him out. Thief thought he was already unconscious and used his secure line. He was in a coma for a week and half but my guy interviewed him a few days ago. Evidently one thing he remembers is hearing the name ‘Christmas.’”
 Weizmann put his palms on the table. “Please inform your friend we’ll be taking over his case immediately,” he said. 
Grisham nodded. “All right,” he said. “How soon do I need to tell him?”
 Weizmann looked at his watch. Mulciber could wait. “In as long as it takes me to drive to the hospital,” he said. “Stensland, ride with me. I want everything you’ve got on the shootout under the municipal. The rest of you, whoever’s job it is to set up a war room, set it up while we’re gone.” Weizmann, Stensland and Grisham grabbed their coats and headed for the motor pool. 

 
Chapter 8
 Anything’s Breakable
 
Eddie Moses sat in the driver seat of the four-door sedan Doctor Chenjeri had given Crazy-Eyes and he watched raindrops splatter the windshield. They were on the top open-air floor of the Bellerophon metro station parking garage waiting for the bullet train to arrive from the other side of the planet. The metro was on Knights Island just off the coast. The city at this distance was ghostlike in the fog, a tangle of towers and public transit lines. Crazy-Eyes stood outside in the rain, leaned against the hood of the car in a purple raincoat with her arms folded. Above them intersecting train-lines formed a lattice of light and silver-white metal. The sudden whispery rush of commuter trains departing and arriving was a silent constant in the background.
 Life was goddamned funny sometimes. A week ago he was going about his business and getting by and making a living. Working part-time and golfing and seeing the grandkids on the weekends. Now suddenly he was brought back to the vices of his youth. Every other moment since Christmas Parker had shown up at his door, he felt a damned fool. He tried to think of someone as old as him that had made a living in this business but he could not. And he had known his share of crooks. The time was long past to put away childish things. 
Yet here he was. At first Moses had tried to tell himself that he was there out of concern for Saul Parker’s daughter. Moses only liked her now and then but Saul had been the closest he’d ever known to a brother. But Saul Parker was dead and he was alive. His daughter and his grandchildren were very much alive. Yet here he was. What was life without living anyway. He’d left them a little something already. Not as much as he intended but it was more than nothing. They’d miss him if something happened to him but it was his life to ruin if he damn well pleased. They were old enough to learn about loss. About bad decisions. And about punching your own ticket, on the way up or the way out. How could a decision be bad if he felt like he’d been asleep for years and woke up the day Christmas Parker showed up at his door? 
The train they’d been waiting for arrived and moments later passengers began to disembark. He saw Echo Norton emerge from the crowd carrying a single duffel bag. Crazy-Eyes raised a hand to her and they approached each other. Norton grinned and said something inaudible to Crazy-Eyes and the two women hugged and started back toward the car. They’d been born light-years apart but the two looked like they could be sisters, semi-identical twins. 
Moses felt like two people and he wished he had a twin. That he could live two lives. But at the end of all the angst and indecision there was only one of him and a man had to make a choice. And here he was. 
Crazy-Eyes got in the front and Ace got in the back and Moses started the car and pulled away up the ramp and onto the highways criss-crossing the sky above the city. “Howdy Ace,” he said. 
“Jesus,” Norton said. “You still alive?”
 “Seems that way.”
 “Dusty here yet?” Norton asked. 
“Tonight,” Crazy-eyes said. “Him and Kamarov.” She turned to look at Norton. “You got it?”
 Norton opened her wallet and pulled out a data crystal and passed it to Crazy-Eyes. It was short and thin like a needle but translucent so Moses only saw it when it caught the light. Crazy-Eyes plugged it into her palm computer and the screen lit up as the tracer program installed. “This gonna show you where the target is?” Norton asked. 
“That’s the theory,” said Crazy-Eyes. “Within a yard, supposedly.”
 “So…” Norton leaned over the seat to look at them. “What is the target?”
 Crazy-Eyes ignored her as the program initialized. The screen’s holographic projector produced a miniature three-dimensional infrared film of the city. The image moved quickly so that structures appeared at one edge and vanished at the other in the space of a breath. Out of the corner of his eye Moses recognized Bellerophon landmarks scaled down in miniature as they passed in and out of the image—city hall, the athletic stadium, the sky-block where he lived. Then suddenly it snapped into place over a large complex of structures downtown beside the river. The image spun around the complex and finally zoomed into one of them and showed the interior of a large room, the walls of which were lined with round bulkhead-style doors. 
“Harris Financial,” Crazy-Eyes said. “Old Town. 111 Monroe Avenue.” She looked up at him and smiled and looked back down at the computer in her lap. “That was easy.”
 “A bank?” Norton leaned back again. “Why a bank?”
 “It’s a deposit safe,” Crazy-Eyes said. “Harris is in the Woolworth building. It’s 200 years old, dates from the Eridani water war. They’ve got a bunker nine floors underground they converted into a high-end safehouse for big-ticket merchandise.”
 “Is it breakable?” Norton asked. Moses already knew the answer to that question. The richest of the rich on Eridan kept their secrets under the Woolworth. 
 “Security force the size of a small army,” Crazy-Eyes said. “Infantry and armor. Custom cyber security that would take… maybe the computing power of a couple planetary systems to crack in a reasonable timespan.”
 “Is that a ‘no?’”
 Crazy-Eyes looked up from her computer. “Anything’s breakable,” she said, staring out the window at the rain and the city towers. “Just because it’s never happened don’t mean it can’t.” She closed the tracer program and immediately lines of text began to scroll slowly up the screen. “Mulciber Excavation,” Crazy-Eyes muttered. “That’s whose truck we ripped off. They’re headquartered in the city on... Mara Vista Avenue. CEO, CAO, board members, head of security, names, addresses… Goddamn, Atusa got it all for us.” She looked at Moses. “Your finder, is she far?”
 He shook his head. “She’s expecting us.” They fell silent as the car sped out across the Knightsbridge over the sea and down into the heart of the city proper. 
 
Crazy-Eyes realized she was tapping her foot and tracing an impatient little circle over the rim of her coffee cup and she forced herself to stop. She and Moses sat in the food court of the Bellerophon City Mall, underneath a giant fountain statue of three of the species of whale-like creatures native to the planet Eridan. She was antsy and restless and anxious to get to work, and Moses’ finder was late. Every time a security guard passed their table her neck tensed involuntarily. She looked up at the clock hanging above the food court. 17:48. 23 minutes they’d been there. Seven more and they were gone. Norton was at the airport waiting for Kamarov and Wallace.
 But Moses’ eyes flicked up toward someone coming towards them through the crowd and Crazy-Eyes followed his gaze. A middle-aged fat woman in a frumpy flower-print dress and thick grandmother glasses was waddling towards them. She carried a slender briefcase in one hand and an Orange Julius in the other. 
“Moses,” she said as she sat down. “You never write, you never call.” She set her briefcase on top of the table and opened it. “You, sir, are not the best of friends. I bet you hear that a lot.”
 “How you been, Reggie?”
 “Business is good,” she said. She shrugged and took a sip of her Julius. “It’s a good time to be Eridani. So it’s a better time to be in Eridan’s underworld, right?” She laughed. “Pie gets bigger, the crumbs get sweeter.” Crazy-Eyes looked to the guards nearby. Too far to hear them. The woman looked at the guard and back at Crazy-Eyes and extended her hand. “Hi,” she said. “Regina Bell. Pleasure. You that concerned about the rent-a-cops? You got a thing or two to learn about being a crook, sweetheart. You’re acting like a criminal. Out of the two of us, who do you think they’re going to look twice at?”
 “Keep your voice down,” Crazy-Eyes said. “Why a mall? What’s with that? Do you have a house?”
 “Well maybe you don’t mind shitting where you eat,” said Bell. “But some of us try to separate business and pleasure. If ever you want a little training I can always use the extra work. To answer your question: the holiday sales at Gadget World are outrageous right now. Granddaughter loves the place. You seem about the right age for young’uns. You got any kids… uh, whatever-your-name-is?” Crazy-Eyes looked at her. “All righty. Moses, what are we doing here?” She pulled out a notepad and pen and Crazy-Eyes glared at it. “Kiddo, relax,” Bell said. She turned the briefcase to reveal an acid capsule inside leading to a copper wire threaded through the casing into the grip. On the inside of the grip a small button painted the color of the leather. “I’ve done this a time or two. Now I’d love to stay and chat about methods, really. But what the hell are we doing here?”
 “We need you to track somebody down for us,” said Moses. “Murchison, Horace.”
 Bell started writing on her pad. “Profession?”
 “Coalition anti-terror agent,” Moses said. Bell stopped writing and looked up but then looked back down at her pad. “Specifically liaison between the anti-terror bureau and its contacts in the realm of criminal enterprise.”
 “Why do you want to find him?”
 Moses looked at Crazy-Eyes briefly before answering. “We just need to—”
 “Never mind,” Bell said and she set her pen down. “You’re about to lie to me and I don’t want to waste my time or your mental energy. The latter of which appears to be an extraordinarily finite resource, if you thought I’d believe whatever it was you were about to concoct. So you wanna kill this guy. Fine. They’re assholes ten times out of ten anyway. Godspeed. Mankind won’t miss him. Here, though, is the thing. I can’t speak about how much wisdom our young friend here should or should not have accumulated over her brief time served in the mortal coil, but Moses. Come on. You’re old enough to know how this works. A thousand of us can die and nobody clutches their pearls and reaches for the fainting couch, am I right? But you whack somebody in a button-up shirt, somebody from downtown… there aren’t enough fans to be hit by the amount of shit you will bring down on your heads. And, if I act as your willing accomplice, by extension—”She pointed at her head with both hands. “— my head. So while I always appreciate you thinking of me first—”
 “I thought of you first,” Moses said. “And I thought of you last. You’re all we got, Reggie.”
 “Well,” she said. “I’m very sorry to have to burst your bubble. Most of us learn about life’s fundamental unfairness a little earlier. I mean I like you Moses, but I’m not going to mind-prison for you. The kind of scratch it will take to turn the risk-reward scales in your favor, you ain’t—”
 “Seven,” Moses said. 
Bell and Crazy-Eyes both looked at him. “Seven what?” Bell asked. 
“Seven million.” 
Bell laughed and took a sip off her Julius. “Well why not make it a gajillion while you’re at it? Moses, all due respect but do me the courtesy of not jerking my chain. I know enough about you to know about what you make. How long would it take you to get that kind of money?”
 “Bout ten years,” he said. “Thereabouts. You gonna take it before I change my mind?”
 She looked at him for a long moment and scratched her chin. “So let me see if I have this right,” she said. “You’re going to give me all the money you have in the world to find this asshole. What, he run over your dog?” She fell silent to let Moses answer but he did not. “Up front, every penny. Don’t argue—you know I’m good for it. If I try to screw you, it’s not like you don’t know where to find me.”
 “That’s not how I do business,” Crazy-Eyes said. “He’s offering you seven large and you can’t take half on the back end?”
 “Sweetheart, I’d say all due respect but you’re too young and stupid to deserve it, all right?”
 Crazy-Eyes leaned towards her. “Who exactly do you think you’re talking to right now?”
 Moses shook his head at her and she leaned back. He was right. There was a time and place for demanding respect and this wasn’t it. “I don’t really care how you do business,” Bell said. “There’s something you need to admit to yourselves: if we move on this, there will never be a moment from the initiation of our transaction to its conclusion in which I am not in the power position. All right? It is you who needs something from me, therefore it is I who holds the cards. So all up front or your Mr. Murchison lives to fight another day.”
 “Agreed,” Moses said. “What if you can’t find him?”
 “Out of my admiration for your career and in deference to our previous positive transactions, Eddie, I’m willing to forget you asked me that question.”
 “All right then,” he said. “How long will it take?”
 “Hard to say,” said Bell. “These things can be unpredictable. Foibles of the human condition and all that. Rest assured I will find him faster than anyone else you might have hired. There’s another thing: I understand that keeping my hands a hundred percent clean with respect to the authorities is maybe a little impractical. But I need some kind of assurance that my role in this won’t lead back to me or my operation. In spite of your generous fee I’m still making a special consideration and taking a job I normally wouldn’t touch with your hands. So what can you offer me?”
 Moses shrugged and looked at Crazy-Eyes. “We’ve got… certain other projects, in our pipeline,” she said. “Enough that if we get nabbed in the act, we won’t be offered a deal. We’d have no incentive to sell you out. It won’t get us anything.”
 Bell nodded. “Now we’re cooking with fire,” she said. “I knew there had to be a reason he kept you around. Now, if you do sell me out, we ought to just lay this out—” she threw her hands up in a dismissive gesture “-I’m gonna be forced to take certain… corrective measures. But we’ll cross that bridge when we get there. Now, last thing. How should I get ahold of you to let you know when I’ve found what I’m gonna find? Given the nature of our respective positions, I think it’s probably best if I don’t just… give you a ring. Right?”
 “Go through Atusa Navarro,” Crazy-Eyes said. “Get ahold of her and she’ll set us up a meet. She’s got the resources to make sure it’s quiet. Just don’t tell her what it’s regarding.”
 Bell was pensive for a moment but then she smiled. “All righty,” she said. “I’ll find him and the rest is up to you. Drop the money by tomorrow morning and we’ll make this happen, all right?” She stood up. “Moses, good to see you. I’d say don’t be a stranger, but you know what? Be a stranger. Nothing personal but I think you’re losing it.” She put her notepad back in the briefcase and closed it, smiled at them with raised eyebrows once more, and left. 
 
Minutes later Crazy-Eyes and Moses were alone in a mall elevator carrying them from the shopping level down to the parking level. Outside the sun was setting behind the river and the Bellerophon Museum of Art and the museum’s ivy-choked white columns were orange in the fading light. 
For a long time they were silent but then Crazy-Eyes looked at Moses. “You got something you want to get off your chest?” The old man said nothing but reached back and retied his dreadlocks. “You really got seven million to hire her?”
 “Don’t say I never gave ya nothin.”
 “Don’t think it’s unappreciated,” Crazy-Eyes said. “But… a week ago you weren’t even sure you wanted back into this, now you’re throwing your life savings at a job. I mean… that’s a little different.” His reasons were his own business. But she needed to know he was stable and throwing around money like that was not suggestive of stability. 
“Leave it alone, Christmas.”
 Crazy-Eyes thought about leaving it for the moment—never a good idea to upset your people right before a job, if you could help it. But suddenly it came to her and she laughed quietly. “You had to make it permanent,” she said. “So you had no choice. Now you can’t go back.”
 Moses said nothing at first and she couldn’t read his face. The lenses of his sunglasses reflected the red in the sunset. Finally he said: “You got a plan to crack the bank?”
 “Yeah,” she said. “You’re gonna like it.”
 “Why’s that?”
 She looked at him. “You wrote it.”

 
Chapter 9
 Each of us Has Our Part
 
The skyscrapers and the transit lines of downtown Bellerophon rushed past as Walter Grisham sped down the Intraplanet Freeway-395. The city gleamed silver and black in the light of the afternoon sun, only occasionally visible through the tightly-packed forest of towers. Weizmann had remembered the city having worse traffic when he was there last; the sixty-lane highway seemed wider than it had been. Oddly sky-transport traffic was more congested now than traffic on the ground. 
Stensland reached into the back seat and handed Weizmann a stack of color photographs. They showed a maintenance room with rows of wooden crates stacked to the ceiling. It was a crime scene: police tape and evidence markers and chalk lay everywhere amid several dark brown blood spatters. “Maintenance tunnels under the train station downtown,” Stensland said. “A.K.A. The OK Corral I guess. Prime real estate for a dirtbag pow-wow. Sound-proof walls to muffle the train lines, protect the workers. Sound-proofing works both ways obviously, so all that shooting and nobody on the graveyard shift heard a thing. Laughably outdated camera system. Dirtbags went in and tricked it to loop so the cameras re-show the 24 hours prior to the shootout rather than record their meeting.” She looked back at him. “What can I say. Budget cuts are a bitch.”
 “Weaponry,” Weizmann said without looking up. 
“Standard issue Coalition G-R-K’s,” Stensland said. “Five to seven shooters. I’d say that implicates Horace Murchison’s security detail fairly definitively.”
 “My thoughts exactly,” said Weizmann. “What about the black hats? Well-armed?”
 “To the teeth,” said Stensland. “Two Kalantak series heavy machine guns. Tear apart Coalition body armor like it’s wet toilet paper. And a Koestler-9, gas-powered, semi-automatic. Narrow-choke barrel. Maybe wouldn’t punch through a vest but still turn your insides to gravy. Safe to assume they knew what they were going into.”
 “Anything registered?” Weizmann already knew the answer and it was confirmed when Stensland shook her head. 
“We do have the Koestler.”
 Weizmann looked up. “Really. Where?”
 “Dumpster,” she said. “Alley between two-thirty-fourth and two-thirty-fifth. Empty. No prints. Stock shows scuff marks that could match the tiles in the access tunnels. Tunnel bulkhead opens on the alleyway.”
 “And the carjacking was on two-thirty-fourth,” Grisham said. “Ten yards down from the alley intersection.”
 “Why did nobody put together the shooting and the car theft before?” Weizmann asked. “The chronology strikes me as self-evident and obvious. The car-jacker and Navarro’s lone surviving operative are the same person.”
 “The Port is Planetary Police jurisdiction,” Stensland said. “Two-hundred-thirty-fourth is City. Left hand, right hand, ya know what I’m saying?”
 Weizmann nodded. He did know. Common enough story. “DNA?”
 “All corrupted,” she replied. “Some kind of denaturation flash-burner. I won’t bore you with the chemistry, but long story short we got less than bupkis. And the access tunnels have been cleaned twice since then so we won’t get anything there. Maybe interesting, though: the file Grisham’s buddy sent over on the stolen car shows the thief bled all over the driver-side floor and used a flash-burner in the cab. Different brand but the same idea. I don’t know how familiar you are with those things…”
 “Passingly,” Weizmann said. 
“Well they’re expensive,” she continued. “It’s a fine-tuned device. Gotta burn out DNA evidence without causing any collateral environmental damage. Fits Navarro’s income and resources. The scuff marks on the butt of the shotgun didn’t make any sense until you put it together with the blood in the car—”
 “A makeshift crutch,” Weizmann said. So they were looking for someone treated for a leg wound. “Are there any doctors in the port?” 
“Just one inside walking distance from where the car was dumped,” Stensland said. “Hassan Chen… Chen-something-or-other. I’ll look it up.” Her phone buzzed and she picked it up. “Stensland. Yeah. We’re headed there right now. What- With all due respect sir you gotta be shitting me. Yeah, we’re still gonna go. Weizmann will want to talk to him anyway. All right—” She hung up the phone and stuffed it back in her pocket. “Car-jacker victim doesn’t want to talk anymore. He’s retracting everything. Every word of it.”
 Weizmann laughed silently. “Is he now.”
 “Says he wants ‘all his testimony stricken from the police record.’”
 “He’s seen too many movies, hasn’t he?”
 “You thinking we should squeeze him a little?” Grisham asked. “Put the hurt on him?”
 “Mr. Grisham,” Weizmann said as he looked up from the photos, “Properly prosecuted, a case is not a violent slog through mud. It is not a boxing match. It is a symphony. Once all its parts are working together the result can be rather beautiful. 
“This is the business of subtle men. We need do nothing so vulgar as place anyone in a vice. The proper metaphor is that the case is telling you its story via its music. Ms. Navarro has somehow plucked a string from seventeen light-years distant, and we at the other end hear the notes. Therefore I invite you to think of this experience in different terms. We are not going to the hospital to reprimand this man for his sudden change of heart, to punish him into our cause. 
“Each of us has our part in this symphony. We are only going to make sure he performs his.”
 * * *
 Navarro felt a satisfying ringing in her hands as the softball she’d just hit flew off her metal bat with a sharp ding and landed in the mitt of her fourteen-year-old left fielder, Sakari Bova. She threw the ball to the shortstop and the girls sent it around the bases before third baseman Jenny Levenson sent it back to the pitcher. “Nice, Bova,” Navarro called out. “Keep it up.”
 It was a drizzly cold gray morning in Caria and the wind couldn’t decide whether it wanted to stay or go. But a little rain wasn’t going to keep her from her Sunday mornings with the Osiris Raptors. Before practice she’d fielded questions from three sportswriters about the softball league and the words still rang in her mind-
 “It’s really about time. Don’t take me wrong, they need money too, obviously. But what troubled youth really need is someone who will take an interest. That’s the most valuable thing.”
 “These are good kids who made a few dumb mistakes. They just need structure, and they need identity. I found those things for myself when I was their age and the way I found it wasn’t anything as constructive as sports.” 
“Don’t write this like I’m some wonderful saint. What’s a little money and a few hours a week if you can maybe really change a kid’s life? This community has been good to me. This is the least I can do.”
 “Am I the only Chief Executive Officer coaching her company’s sponsored team? I’m gonna go out on a limb and say ‘probably.’” Laughter. She held up her uniform with her name on the back. “But I bet I’m the only one who didn’t have to buy their own jersey.”
 The truth was that it was therapeutic for her being out here, even meditative. Her mentor in the business world was a crotchety mean old bastard named Klaus Skorzeny. He was one of the richest men on Kalisti but he took the bus home twice a week religiously for the last sixty years of his life. She had thought it was stupid at the time but now that she was a little older she got it. When you didn’t start life rich but you ended up that way it was pretty hard to feel like a normal person most of the time. It was all the harder when your line of work necessitated the occasional violation of the sixth, eighth and ninth of the Ten Commandments. You got normalcy where you could. Klaus Skorzeny rode the bus and Atusa Navarro coached a troubled youth league softball team. 
She hit another ball, this time a grounder to second base. She didn’t hear Henry approach until he whistled an encouragement to one of the girls after a catch. Her young assistant wore a trench coat and he carried an open umbrella. 
“Where we at?” The pitcher, Meredith Hagans, gave her a fastball and Navarro hit it to right field. 
“Chiang and Van Owen are planetside,” Henry said. “Made it through customs fine.”
 She nodded. “Murchison?”
 “Still no word,” he said. “Ben Weizmann closed your case a few hours ago.”
 Navarro looked at him. “What?”
 “Yeah,” said Henry. “As of approximately 240 hours our time you are no longer under inquiry by the General Crimes Bureau.”
 Hagans pitched her a curveball and Navarro sent a grounder to third. “You find anything on him?”
 “He’s Antaran,” said Henry. “He told you the truth about that. We’re still trying to track what district. That planet’s got a lot of goddamned people. Whole goddamned thing is city. But you still want us to keep looking? I mean… you’re home free boss.”
 Navarro looked out across the field and reset her feet and crushed Hagans’ next fastball into center field. For a second she thought it was going over the fence but the center fielder got under it a few meters from the edge of the field. Forgetting Inspector Weizmann even existed was pretty appealing, she had to admit. But she knew just what Skorzeny would say. The time to take your boot off your enemy’s neck was when he stopped gasping. Skorzeny had been talking about business competition but she supposed the principle still held. “Stay on him,” she said. “Anything else?”
 “Remember that guy Crazy-Eyes stole a car from the night everything went down?” Navarro nodded as Henry looked at his palm computer. “Jeff… Thomas? Anyway, he woke up.”
 “When?”
 “Sometime yesterday,” Henry said. “Staties been over to talk with him but your inside guy says there’s talk of passing it off to Bellerophon city.” 
Hagans pitched a slider and Navarro bounced it to first. “Put Van Owen on it,” she said. “Fast. Call him when you leave here.”
 “You want him to…?”
 Navarro thought a moment and she shook her head. “Shouldn’t be necessary,” she said. “Some taxpayin’ family man? He’s not gonna be trouble. Just make him see reason.” She looked at him. “But have Van Owen keep an eye on him at a distance.”
 Henry nodded. “Last thing boss,” he said. “I got Amanda Marquette on hold for you.” She swung hard at Hagans’ curveball and missed it, badly. 
“Throw it around, girls,” Navarro called out. “Stay warm.” She looked at Henry evenly and he shrugged. 
“She said she’d wait as long as it took,” he said. “Two hours now, she’s still there.”
 Navarro looked at him. Then she set down the bat and unclipped her right batting glove and took it off and tucked it into her belt. “It’s a new line?”
 “Three hours old,” he said. “Untraceable.”
 She wiped her hand on her pants and took Henry’s phone. “Navarro.” Silence for a long moment. “Hello.”
 The woman’s voice shook when she spoke. “I can’t believe you took my call.”
 “Amanda,” Navarro said. “Hi. Sorry. It’s been hectic around here. Busy like you wouldn’t believe.”
 “Busy.”
 “Yeah,” Navarro said. She felt herself getting annoyed. “It’s a big company we’re trying to run. Now what can I do for you?”
 Marquette laughed humorlessly. “You really going to act like you don’t know?”
 “You and Jimmy both knew the risks,” Navarro said. “But he was a good asset. Which is why you currently have my attention. Now is the time to tell me what I can do to make this right for you. You want more money? You want me to say I’m sorry? You want me to say I shed a tear for Jimmy?”
 “An asset.” Marquette scoffed. “What is wrong with you people?”
 “I have extremely limited patience for this,” she said. “You have ten seconds to tell me specifically what is you want from me. Ten seconds you have by the way only because of my deep respect and admiration for your husband. So stop wasting my time or hang up the fucking phone.”
 “All I want is Jimmy’s body,” she said. “And you will never hear from me again.” 
Navarro closed her eyes and ran her free hand back through her hair. She had actually forgotten that the Marquettes followed the Church of the Stargods. Their religion taught that if they didn’t commit his mortal body to the star they worshipped, his soul couldn’t join with hers in the time between mortal lives and in their next mortal experience they would lose each other. Lost wanderers in the universe. 
There were persistent rumors of a secretive extremist sect of the Stargod order, and Amanda Marquette often seemed so devout that Navarro had cause to wonder whether she was involved with them somehow. “Amanda,” Navarro said, taking a deep breath. “I will do what I can. You have my word.”
 “You’re telling me you can’t afford to go find him?”
 “It’d be easy if we were just talking about money,” she said. “It’s more complicated than that. I’ve still got people on the ground. Too many pieces still in play to just send a cleanup crew.”
 “You mean you still have a job in play.”
 “I’m telling you—look,” Navarro said. “I’m just gonna be honest with you. Because I think you can take it and I think you deserve it. I liked Jimmy but he wouldn’t have expected me to jeopardize our entire operation on his behalf. We’ve got eyes on us at the moment. I can’t send someone to find him until certain other situations have settled down. And once they have, I swear to whatever god you prefer, I will find him. I think you might do well to remember that I am your only means of getting him back. And if you can sit tight for now, that is exactly what’s going to happen.”
 There was silence on the line long enough that Navarro thought briefly the connection had been lost. “All right, Atusa,” Marquette said. “You’ll be in touch, I’m sure.”
 The line went dead and Navarro handed the phone back to Henry. “You want a ride back to the office?” he asked her. 
Navarro shook her head and strapped her batting glove back on. She got Hagans’ attention and picked up her bat. “I gotta hit something.”
 * * *
 “How’s Sofia and the kids these days?”
 Weizmann heard Stensland’s question only distantly. They stood side-by-side in a crowded elevator on their way to the thirtieth floor of Bellerophon General Hospital. Grisham had waited behind to babysit the car, which they’d left in the drop-off parking outside the emergency wing. His thoughts were most decidedly elsewhere. “What…” he began quietly, his eyes looking at himself in the mirrored elevator but focused on a spot in the distance. “What does Horace Murchison do for a living? What is his job description at the Bureau of Anti-Terrorism?”
 “‘Deputy Director of Interplanetary Diplomatic Consulting,’” Stensland said.
 “What is your job title, Winona?”
 She looked at him sideways before staring straight ahead again. “Detective.”
 “And what is it you are paid to do exactly?”
 Half a smile crossed her face. “Ben?”
 “Detect things.”
 She shrugged. “I guess that’s true.”
 “Have you ever noticed that the dirtier someone is, the less easily you can tell just what the hell it is they do?”
 She looked at him once more and then she stared straight ahead silently for the last ten seconds of the elevator ride. The doors opened and they stepped out into a busy hospital hallway and moved with rapid purpose through the doctors and orderlies and nurses and gurneys. Weizmann had learned long ago that the secret to getting somewhere you weren’t supposed to go was acting like you belonged there.
 “You got it?” Stensland asked him.
 Weizmann reached into his coat pocket and retrieved the two devices—one that looked like a small black ballpoint pen and the other a silver metal diaphragm. “We’ll only have a few minutes.”
 They stopped outside room 3017 and looked inside the window where Jeff Thomas lay asleep in the single hospital bed. Thomas looked like a businessman who lived a little too comfortably: overweight and jowly and balding with a trim graying goatee. Beyond the bed the window opened on the sun-lit twin rivers of downtown Bellerophon. Stensland opened the door slowly and quietly and Weizmann stepped inside and Stensland followed him and shut the door silently behind them. 
Weizmann turned on the pen-looking device—an electromagnetic signature detector—and a fan of green light splayed out the end and across the wall. Quickly he began scanning the walls. The light on the wall was faint but the fiber-optic cables and the wireless power outlets running behind them glowed a more intense shade of green. He made certain to move slowly enough so that if it was over a more powerful source it would have time to move before he had passed it already. 
Stensland tugged on his sleeve and he looked over to find a young orderly approaching the room from across the hallway. Weizmann looked at her and jerked his head toward the room’s exterior. She opened the door and left and shut it again behind her. Out of the corner of his eye Weizmann saw her stalling the young man. As she spoke she pulled out her badge. 
It wasn’t long before he found what he sought, slowly crawling across the floor. If one of Navarro’s people had visited Thomas to intimidate him into silence, Weizmann had known they would have bugged his room. Of course Navarro would have had the man use a mobile bug—tiny, nearly impervious to any scrambler device and next to impossible to detect without the proper tools. 
Weizmann dropped the other device over the bug and listened as the silencer fastened itself to the tiles with a little pneumatic whoosh. The silencer would allow the bug to continue transmitting to whomever it was reporting. The bug didn’t even stop moving, just tracing a little three-inch circle underneath the dome of the silencer. But the device filtered out the sound frequencies of human voices. As long as the silencer was in place no conversation held in its presence could be transmitted. But the bug would adjust and the silencer would lose effectiveness. How long that would take Weizmann had no idea, but it was a matter of minutes at best. He started the stopwatch on his wristwatch. He’d give himself three minutes.
 He stood up and shook Thomas by the shoulder. The man opened his eyes blearily at first but he was alert in a hurry. “What do you people want from me?” He said. “I’ve already told the police I took it all back.”
 Weizmann couldn’t help but smile as he drew his badge from underneath his shirt and showed it to the man. Thomas closed his eyes and rubbed them and re-opened them as Weizmann sat down in the chair beside the bed. “I’m not going to ask you to reveal to me who or what you thought I represented,” he said. “Whether you lie to me or tell me the truth you would be committing a crime in the process. And that is not my purpose here. In any case… we both know that I already know who it was.”
 “They said—I was told that I don’t have to tell you anything.”
 Weizmann thought a moment then he shrugged and nodded. “Technically that’s very true,” he said. “You don’t need to talk to me by law. Believe me, I sympathize. Your only crime was driving home from work.” He looked at his watch. “Forgive me; the clock compels me to be blunter and less polite than I would be normally. I’m told you work in banking. Do you want to know what finance and police work share in common?” Weizmann leaned forward. “There are a hundred perfectly legal ways we could ruin someone’s life, if we so chose. 
“You can give me what I’m looking for and you will never hear from me again. Or you can obey the people who compelled you to retract your witness statement and I can make the next several years of your life—and that of your family—extraordinarily difficult. I don’t know what they offered you, and I’d rather not know. It’s not important to our transaction. The truth is, you can satisfy us both. I don’t need everything you know. But if you choose to give me nothing, you implicitly accept the consequences.” 
For a long time Thomas only stared at him. “You’re the police.” 
Weizmann might have laughed. Fat middle-class businessmen never thought the police would lean on them. That was something they did to poor people. “I’m out of time,” he said as he stood up and smiled. “Thanks for your time.”
 He turned to leave but Thomas said: “Wait.” Weizmann turned back to him. “I’ll know before you leave that I gave you enough that the police will leave me alone. I’ll know for sure?”
 “Unequivocally.”
 “And they’ll never know I told you? There’s no chance it can come back on me? My family? From the police or… the other guys?”
 “None whatsoever.” 
Weizmann sat down beside him again. He watched the man struggle with it and then he watched the decision come over his face. 
“Her name was Christmas,” Thomas said. “But the person on the other line called her ‘eyes.’ And she walked with a limp.”
 “I know that already.”
 “When she signed into my phone my onboard spoke her name,” he said. “I didn’t tell the cops that before. It’s a private line so that information never leaves my car. Parker. Christmas Parker.”
 Weizmann fought the urge to fist pump and maintain a neutral disposition. “Anything else?” 
“Yeah,” Thomas said after a moment’s thought. “She had on some kind of strange glasses. Mirrored sunglasses, but… kinda like underwater goggles, you know?”
 Weizmann sat there in silence and they regarded each other. Thomas waiting to see if that was enough and Weizmann waiting to see if he had anymore. When Weizmann was satisfied Thomas had nothing else to say he smiled. “You’ve been an enormous help,” Weizmann said. “Sorry again for the trouble. You’ve played your part in this.” He stood up. “Nobody should bother you again—”
 There was the simultaneous sound of glass breaking and flesh tearing. Like an axe cutting into rotten fruit. Sudden warmth across Weizmann’s face and hands. A smattering of red across the white walls and the machines. Spreading red lake invading the pristine white of the hospital blanket. Thomas’ wide surprised eyes. No pain. Just surprise. Choking sound like he was hacking on something caught in his throat. Little bubbles and a geyser of blood from the hole in his neck. Weizmann turned and saw the hole in the window where the sniper’s bullet had come through. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and he looked like someone had filled a spray bottle with red paint and squirted him. Almost comic amount of blood. Cartoonish embellishment. 
By the time he looked back to Thomas the man was gone. Eyes glassy. Tongue hanging out. Choked on his own blood. Wrong place wrong time. Life ain’t fair buckaroo was the thought that came to Weizmann’s mind and it repeated again and again. There had been no reason to kill him now but people like he was dealing with were sick. Rabid dogs who deserved death as an act of mercy. 
Weizmann’s phone buzzed in his pocket. Out in the hallway Stensland and the orderly she had had been stalling had at last noticed the gruesome murder scene inside the hospital room. Staring in disbelief. Bellerophon General Security personnel would be there in moments. How would he explain their presence? Internal affairs would find everything and then it would be mind-prison for all of them. He and Stensland had to get out of there. You have ten seconds to live Ben and then everything is over. Kaput. Fin-ee-toh. Make your choice and make it count. The next step you take will either be your first or your last. 
He drew his gun.

 
Chapter 10
 Centripetal
 
Horace Murchison had never seen himself as the sort of man to whom things ‘just happened.’ He was not like most men. Slave to the fates. Consoling himself with aphorisms about the angels granting him strength to accept what he couldn’t change and so on. Adrift in a sea of events and eventualities. For most of his life Murchison had been one of the Poseidons of that sea. The cause and not the effect. The agent of fate. Around whom the fates coalesced. Around whom the cosmic symphonist penned its exquisite rotations. He was a sun and much of mankind moved as satellites in accordance with the gravity of his will.
 All that changed that night in the Halifax Pub. He had spent his life derisively skeptical of religion in general and miracles more specifically, but if the destruction of a planet on command did not merit the word miracle, he could not imagine what might. Murchison had ruled out everything that could have possibly made any sense of that event for him. He thought perhaps the woman had drugged him or somehow manipulated the screens in the bar to show a false news broadcast. As he had suspected, as he had feared, there was no mundane explanation. For the first time in his life, logic and rationality had deserted him. The simplest explanation was the divine. 
Now he was the satellite, and the angel in the green dress was his sun. In spite of his lifelong prideful cynicism, he had recently found in himself the capacity for true faith. A latter-day Thomas the Apostle. The destruction of Mozha II had been all the evidence he needed. Mankind had angered God and the warrior deity of the Old Testament was again going to make His presence felt. He had no idea if there existed one God or many in creation’s expanse. But he knew there was at least one. And Murchison was His prophet. He was not some wild-eyed fanatic. He did not need to be. God’s business did not require the foolish, blind devotion of unkempt and wild men. God’s work would be done now by men with briefcases wearing expensive suits. 
That he had not seen the angel since that night in the Halifax was of some concern, but only minor. The killing of Navarro’s gang had not gone at all according to plan but what plan survived contact with the enemy? Three of his seven officers had died that night under the city and two of Navarro’s thieves had perished. The third—the woman called Christmas Parker—had fled but Murchison was morally certain she’d bled to death in the tunnels. Poisoning his remaining four bodyguards had been emotionally painful but pragmatically necessary. They’d been on his security detail for varying amounts of time, the least of them a year and a half. He knew them all and they were good decent people doing their jobs. But Lieutenant Teresa Walters had been intent on reporting the Train Station incident to her superiors. For being so especially good at her job she had to die. And he could not have gotten away with killing only one of them. Their lives and his distaste at ending them could not supplant the will of the Almighty. Murchison had at least done them the courtesy of committing their bodies to the ground himself. He buried Christmas Parker’s people alongside his own, soldiers beside thieves, equal in the eyes of his God. 
And so now he waited. Alone and patient. The view from his room on the hundred-ninety-eighth floor of the Hotel Kolmogorov made the city below him seem a plaything. The engineering tinker-toys of his youth. Either God’s view or the heights in the tower of Babel. It seemed close enough to touch. Redeem or condemn. Build up or destroy. Every so often the election advertisements for Governor Sara Warren and Chancellor Bramhall streaked across the sky and Murchison watched them with bemusement. The voters in a democracy always believed they were the players of the game but Murchison had always known they were only the pieces. He had always played the game behind the game. And now he had discovered the game behind that one. He had only to wait. 
As it happened, Murchison was asleep when the phone rang. Out the windows the morning was cloudy and the sky was rust red. He sat up and cleared his throat. “Hello.”
 The voice on the other line was unmistakable for it was now burned into his mind. “It’s time for us to move, Horace.”
 Murchison coughed and put on his glasses. “What’s the plan, then?”
 “The package. It’s safe?”
 “Completely.” The vault he had rented at Harris Financial was impregnable. And they didn’t ask questions of their clients. 
“Retrieve it. I will contact you again once you have.”
 “Begging your pardon my dear, but how do you expect me to move through the city unnoticed? The police are surely looking for me by now.”
 “I’m sending you help. You left one alive. She’s looking for you.”
 So Christmas had survived. “She won’t be a problem.”
 “I’m pleased you’re so certain. You’ll have a phone call this afternoon. This man will help you go and retrieve it. I’ll be in touch—”
 “Hold on.”
 “What is it?”
 “I’ve given up my career for this. My entire life, in fact. Nothing will ever be the same for me. I can’t go back to how it was.”
 “What do you want?”
 “I want to know what I’m holding for you. Let me put that another way. I’m not helping you anymore unless you tell me what I’m holding for you.”
 Silence on the other line for a while. Then: “I could kill you this instant, Horace.”
 “Of that, I have no doubt. But… you haven’t, have you?”
 Silence again. “All right, Horace,” she said finally. “This is your one free chance. Test me again and you’ll remember that a loving God is still a wrathful God. There are many worse things I can bring you than death.” And the angel told him. As she spoke he had two thoughts. The first was that he wished he hadn’t asked. The second was that he had been wrong to doubt. His mission was a just one and his trust in God would never again falter. 
In spite of its scientific utility perhaps quantum mechanics had it wrong. Murchison didn’t see how the universe could be probabilistic when he felt the fates so carefully and clearly guiding him to this moment in time. As surely and inexorably as the planets traced their orbits he would fulfill God’s purpose. 
* * *
 Eddie Moses hadn’t even remembered the plan and he had no clue how Christmas had found it. He couldn’t even recall for what job and on what planet he had thought it up. It was one of those ideas so damned simple and obvious that there could only be one good reason that no one had ever tried it. It was a one-way ticket to the big sleep. 
Most habitable planets had deserts and therefore most of them experienced dust storms, some more intense than others. Eridan, in particular, had storms that could stretch over a quarter of a hemisphere at a time in the winter dry season. The coastal city Bellerophon lay at the eastern edge of the Nekros Desert, roughly five times the area of the Sahara’s widest expanse. The storms were not at their peak by the time they reached the city, but they were still fierce by the definition of any habitable zone. To the early settlers of Eridan and other planets of similar temperament and climate, the ensuing destruction from such a storm, in most cases, was total. Landscape wiped clean like a chalkboard. 
In the centuries since then the Galactic Coalition had adapted. As it had so often in the past, human engineering proved more than a match for nature’s wrath. Now every city in a storm zone locked down in the minutes before the winds came. Every structure, every road, every waterway was equipped with a retractable cover that could withstand the worst any habitable planet could offer. The floating sky-cities moved out to sea. All personal and public transport vehicles were moved underground, and all physical freedom was restricted by law to subterranean. In contrast to the usual stereotypes about such places, in most of these cities the underground neighborhoods tended to be clean and safe, often better kept than the city above them. 
There are things a thief might find interesting about this development in urban engineering, chief among them being that during these moments the above-ground city is a ghost town. Travelling through the city, if one had the means, would be extraordinarily easy. Finding those means wouldn’t be a walk in the park. The only vehicles capable of moving in such conditions were military-grade personnel carriers. But it could be done. 
It couldn’t be done for long. Even vehicles built to move through an Eridani dust storm were intended as sprinters, not long-distance runners. The number and quality of things which could turn to shit increased exponentially with every passing moment spent in the winds. There was no way a thief could attempt a getaway in such a situation with any reasonable hope of success. Unless the score in question happened to reside next to a body of water. 

 
Chapter 11
 When the Storm Comes
 
The east and westbound lanes of Intra-planet Highway-Six cut twin, mathematically parallel lines through the northern expanse of the Nekros desert. Terrain between the domed city of Thessalon and the Dune Ridge military installation ranged from vast plains of salt and mud flats to sections so closed in by sharp cliffs that only a thin strip of sky was visible above the highway. The place was oppressively cold and impossibly lonely, an odd empty moonscape draped across an otherwise fertile world full of biodiversity. Save for a few extremophile plant species, none of Eridan’s native life had adapted to live there. A human outside at night without protective gear would freeze to death in minutes. 
Almost every factory that built the vehicles and Coalition military equipment used at Dune Ridge was located in Thessalon, and it was via the I-6 that this merchandise was transported. That was why Christmas Parker, Eddie Moses, Dusty Wallace, Zafra Kamarov and Echo Norton were waiting just off the road in a black SUV, in one of dozens of unremarkable highway pullouts. Engine and lights off. The truck was heated but they were each dressed in arctic gear, fur parkas and face masks. Crazy-eyes felt a creeping chill anyway. The sound of their breathing beneath the masks was loud in the silence of the cab and for hours, none of them said a word. 
Crazy-eyes had chosen their hiding spot carefully—they were roughly equidistant from Thessalon and the Coalition military base, they were sheltered from view by westbound traffic and cliffs enclosed the road in front of them on either side for miles. Once they hit the canyon any fighting was effectively one-dimensional, negating the convoy’s numbers advantage. 
They heard the deep guttural rumble of diesel engines well before they saw anything. When the semi-truck passed their location Crazy-eyes noted there were only three vehicles total: the semi with the two armored personnel carriers in its armored trailer and an escort jeep in front and one behind, each equipped with an M-194 ‘dragonfly’ mini gun on a swivel-chair. Three men per jeep and two drivers in the semi. A meka drone drifted like a bird high over the convoy, crisscrossing above the highway in a standard surveillance pattern. 
Kamarov started the engine. “Ace,” Crazy-eyes said and looked back at her from the front seat. 
“First the bird, then the rear dragonfly,” Norton said. She was sitting in the middle seat next to Moses, fixing the laser scope to the rail mount of her anti-materiel rifle, a Zastava X-590. When assembled the rifle was almost five feet long and Ace had to hang it over Crazy-eyes’ shoulder. Out the back window Crazy-eyes could just see in the darkness the outline of the trailer hitched behind them and the compact car-sized piece of construction equipment it held. 
Kamarov drove them out of the pullout and slammed on the gas and the engine roared in reply. They picked up speed in a hurry. Crazy-Eyes faced forward and pulled her weather goggles down over her usual pair. Kamarov left their headlights off but the taillights of the trailing jeep grew rapidly. “Dusty,” Crazy-eyes said. 
Wallace was seated in the far back, his shoulder-mounted rail cannon sitting in his lap. “Lead dragonfly,” he said as he pulled on his own goggles. “Then the drivers.”
 “Kamarov.”
 “Inflate the shelter,” Kamarov said. “Secure the APC.”
 Eyes nodded. They were close now, close enough she could read GCJAF on the gunner’s uniform. He was strapped in to his gunner chair; he’d probably survive. The two gunners were in weather gear but she bet the drivers of both jeeps and the semi-truck wouldn’t be. 
The rear gunner noticed them and the sudden tension in his body was apparent. He spoke quickly into his radio. He lifted the dragonfly and the weapon’s five-pointed laser sight scattered across their windshield. 
Crazy-eyes said: “Hit ’em.” Wallace pressed both plungers on his remote detonator simultaneously with the flat of his palm. 
Instant chaos for two heartbeats. One of the plungers on Wallace’s device detonated a small charge on the SUV’s tow-hitch. There was a pop behind them and the trailer bucked like a rearing horse. It lifted the truck’s rear end with it and for a horrifying instant Crazy-eyes thought the momentum would carry them onto their roof. But the back tires crashed back to the asphalt and the trailer and the truck began to separate. They skidded left but Crazy-eyes’ adrenals didn’t even have time to react before Kamarov had them back under control. 
The other plunger activated the metal-mover on the trailer and the green operational lights on the device’s side flared to life. As the trailer lifted off the ground the metal-mover’s magnetic crane line exploded over their heads with a thoom that set their ears to ringing. The device was actually an urban construction fail-safe by design, built to grab any fast-moving large metal object and then latch onto whatever was in the immediate vicinity. In a construction project any metal object moving at high velocity had likely just been dropped accidentally and was going to kill someone below. In this case the largest, fastest-moving metal object was the semi-truck’s trailer. 
The bell-shaped magnet struck with such force it embedded into the trailer’s rear armor. Kamarov slammed on the brakes and turned them two lanes right and the tires protested in a loud, near-impossibly long burnout. The SUV ended up facing perpendicular to the traffic lanes and Crazy-eyes saw immediately the utility of Kamarov’s driving: had they not moved just then the crane line would have cut their vehicle in half. The same instant they diverted, the metal-mover sprouted four mechanical arms that drove straight down into the asphalt and began to burrow. 
Crazy-eyes had worked out the physics of it. The device was meant to catch something falling to earth but gravity and acceleration were inherently the same thing. By catching a fast-moving, heavy object they had essentially turned gravity sideways. It didn’t look like it should work even if the math said it would. Just then watching the metal-mover dig into the ground like a burrowing bug, in that split second she had time to wonder whether it would hold. The metal-mover was tiny compared to the truck and kinetic energy could be a real mother-you-know-what. Come on David she thought. That giant ain’t so big. 
There was a sound unlike anything Crazy-eyes had ever heard. Some mixture of torn steel and broken glass and a wrenching metallic scream. The bastard child of a traffic accident and an explosives detonation. 
The trailer stopped instantly. Eighty-five miles an hour to zero. The tires exploded outward and shards of rubber showered the road. The semi-truck tore away from the trailer awkwardly and flipped onto its left side. It skidded forward for a good stretch in this position before toppling onto its roof and then with its last bit of momentum, rolling once more and coming to rest on its right. 
The rear-guard jeep had no chance. No human had reaction time fast enough and no brakes were effective enough. The jeep slammed into the trailer’s rear armor square in the left headlight. It spun wildly forward and counter-clockwise to the trailer’s right, ending up resting on its roll bars facing back the way it came. Tires up in the air still spinning sixty miles an hour. 
That left the meka drone and the leader. All of them exited on the passenger side to put the SUV between them and the dragonfly on the leader jeep. All of them that is except the driver Kamarov, who exited on the driver side. She didn’t seem to notice or care that she had put herself in the line of sight of a .50 caliber machine gun. But Crazy-eyes had always thought she was a little nuts. 
Ace switched on her rifle sights and the bipod dropped automatically out of the Zastava’s grip, the two steady-legs latching onto the asphalt. She dropped to a knee behind the SUV and scanned the sky, quickly finding the meka gliding back around towards them. Toward her. The predator drone sensed the laser sight from the anti-material rifle and banked left and right skittishly in an evasion pattern. Ace followed it for two breaths, exhaled the second breath completely, and fired. 
By then Crazy-eyes and Moses were ten yards away and behind the semi-trailer but the Zastava’s shot was still a thunderclap. The airborne drone reacted exactly as one might expect a winged bird to behave: It stiffened up and lost altitude quickly before its jets fired again as it tried to regain power. It bounced up and down in the sky a few times before she heard Ace fire again. This time the meka spun like a top and crashed against one of the cliffs before landing in a heap in the rocks below. Even still it tried to get its five legs back underneath it and Crazy-eyes was reminded again of a wounded animal. Ace fired once more and the meka fell silent and still. 
Eyes and Moses crept down the semi-trailer’s left flank. Each was armed with an M416 assault rifle and Moses wore the breaching shotgun slung over his back. Crazy-eyes counted off in her mind and she controlled their pace so they took two steps a second. They couldn’t leave the cover of the trailer before Dusty had enough time. 
Through the trailer’s under-rigging she could see the lead jeep, which had screeched to a stop about 50 yards ahead of the overturned semi-truck. The gunner wore his night-vision goggles and was swiveling in his gunner chair seeking a target. He found the SUV. The only foreign element in his line of sight. Fire erupted from the dragonfly’s barrels as the gun’s chukka-chukka-chukka sound tore the air. The SUV’s driver side began to dent and then tear apart as the armor weakened. 
At the same time Crazy-eyes thought Dusty where the hell are you she heard the crack of a firing rail gun. A heartbeat later the concussion shot hit the jeep with a dull thud. The driver-side tires lifted off the road for a brief instant and the windows on that side exploded outward. Wouldn’t need the shotgun. Out of the corner of her eye behind the damaged trailer she saw the emergency shelter inflate. In the moonlight it looked like a shiny metallic-silver circus tent. She and Moses jogged the distance between the trailer and the jeep. On the way she wondered if the concussion round had been too much. If it turned ballistic glass to powder would the drivers have survived?
 But all three were breathing. Out cold but breathing. The gunner’s ears were leaking blood and a white fluid that looked like milk. Moses shouldered his M416 and dragged both men out of the cab and threw one over each shoulder. Crazy-eyes did the same with the gunner and they jogged back toward the shelter. They passed Wallace standing on top of the semi-truck. He fired his breaching shotgun twice at the driver-side door, tried it and found it still locked, fired twice more and finally the door opened. He reached in and unbuckled the truck driver and pulled him out. 
Moses and Crazy-eyes reached the shelter as Ace was moving the last of the three men from the rear jeep into it. Each was wounded but conscious. The rear-gunner’s parka, hat and gloves sat off to the shelter’s side. As Moses moved the two drivers into the shelter Crazy-eyes stripped the unconscious gunner of his weather gear and piled it with the other and moved him in. A moment later Dusty approached with both truck drivers. They were walking in front of him, neither badly injured, and he was covering them with the breaching shotgun. 
Once they were all inside Kamarov tossed in the duffel bag of emergency rations and medical supplies. Ace had argued angrily against it—‘you think they’d do you the same?’ she’d asked—but Crazy-eyes had insisted. Crazy-eyes stuck her head inside the shelter and pointed at the words printed on the inside of the flap: EMERGENCY SHELTER / SINGLE USE / DO NOT OPEN UNTIL EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT IS SECURE. Crazy-eyes wagged a finger at them and vacuum-sealed the shelter. 
While Kamarov and Crazy-eyes dealt with the shelter, Wallace and Norton retrieved the three keys to the trailer from their hiding places, one each in the undercarriage of the escort jeep and one more from the wreckage of the meka drone. Moses jogged back to the SUV to retrieve the cutting torch while Crazy-eyes met Wallace and Norton at the trailer’s hatch. The three of them turned the keys simultaneously and the hatch slid open. The two desert-colored Armored Personnel Carriers were in pristine condition. The trauma to the convoy’s exterior had not interrupted the mag-locks holding the tank treads in place. 
The other three began releasing the mag-locks and Moses set the welding mask over his weather goggles and hood. He took his portable cutting torch into the rear APC and found the tracking system underneath the gunner seat. It was a delicate operation cutting it out: he had to cut around the power supply or the surveillance officer at Dune Ridge would know the system had been compromised. When telling Crazy-eyes about it he had compared it to surgically removing an organ. He didn’t know if he could do it as quickly as they needed while still being cautious enough not to damage the battery pack. Crazy-eyes supposed they’d know soon enough. 
As the others saw to the APCs Kamarov jogged back to the lead jeep and drove it in reverse over to their SUV. The SUV wouldn’t move under its own power with two tires shot out but the jeeps had a decent tow capacity. Kamarov hitched the SUV to the jeep and drove it forward so the tires were straight as possible. Then she set the jeep in drive and jumped out and the two vehicles crept forward at a lazy idling pace. The road curved just up ahead and straight beyond the bend laid a field of hot springs and mud flats. Both trucks would be sunk out of sight in minutes. 
On the cutting torch Moses’ hand proved true. As the others were finishing releasing the mag-locks the old man vacated the rear APC carrying the tank’s football-sized tracking system. He placed it carefully on the gunner seat of the forward APC and sat down at the controls and fired up the engine. Crazy-eyes jumped into and started the other. Ace rode shotgun with her and Wallace rode with Moses. 
They backed the APCs down the ramp and turned them around and drove them back to their turn-out where they’d hid previously. On the way they passed Kamarov and the woman jumped on the sideboard of Moses’ vehicle and hung on. 
The two black semi-trucks they had parked in the turn-out were impossible to see without turning back against the direction of traffic. From their current angle they were impossible to miss. Norton and Wallace left the APCs and got into a semi-truck each. They started the engines and pulled them out of the turnout and parked them in the highway. Kamarov ran behind and opened each, dropping the ramp down into the road. Crazy-eyes drove her APC—the one with no tracking device—into Wallace’s truck and Moses drove the APC with both tracking devices into Norton’s. 
Moses set the mag-locks on his APC and he left and locked the trailer. Crazy-eyes did the same on the untracked tank. Inside the cab of the truck with the tracked vehicle Norton set the truck’s operation to autopilot. Destination City: read the screen on the dashboard instrument panel. “Artanes,” Ace said, and she got out and shut the door behind her. The truck began to pull away. It picked up speed rapidly and turned around the bend in the highway ahead of them and before long it was out of sight. 
Norton and Kamarov got into the other trailer with the untracked tank. Wallace got into the cab with Moses and they began to change out of their military-grade weather gear into shabby old parkas and ratty gloves. Clothes an average truck driver might own. Crazy-eyes, Norton and Kamarov began stacking the boxes labeled kitchen and bathroom fixtures at the space in the trailer just beyond the door. As they worked Ace said: “Atusa couldn’t have just shipped us one of these?”
 Crazy-eyes looked at her and grinned. “You ever try to sneak a tank sixty trillion miles?” 
“No,” Ace said. “But I ain’t got scratch like Scrooge McDuck, either.”
 As Kamarov tried to set the last box in place Ace stuck her head out of the hole and shouted, “For the love of God, Montresor!” Crazy-eyes laughed and pushed her back in and Kamarov set the box in place. 
Crazy-eyes cinched the straps down over the boxes to hold them in place and stepped back on the ramp. “Test it,” she said. Inside she heard the click of a rifle flashlight turn on. In the cracks between the boxes she saw the barest hint of light sweeping first left, then right. She couldn’t see them or the tank at all. “Good enough.” She stepped back off the ramp and pulled the lever on the back and the ramp retracted automatically. Finally she pulled the door down and locked it. 
And it was done. By the time Crazy-eyes got back to the cab Wallace and Moses looked like typical truck drivers. Their clothes were scruffy and well-worn and the cab smelled of body odor and old food. Crazy-eyes was quietly impressed by the extent to which Moses had crafted the illusion: in the truck’s center console between the front seats sat the half-eaten remains of two meals from a fast-food chicken shop in Thessalon, a small pile of empty soda bottles and opened bags of sunflower seeds, beef jerky, and gummy candy. 
She got in the back and covered up with a blanket and Moses pulled the truck away. Once out of the canyon she felt the truck turn, as Moses turned them back onto the eastbound highway towards Thessalon. 
The truck was surprisingly quiet in the cab and before long Crazy-eyes was asleep. She had no idea how much time had passed when Wallace reached into the back and shook her awake. The truck was stopped. “Stay quiet,” Wallace muttered. 
Police lights in the driver-side rear-view. Son of a bitch. She could hear the wind outside and out the small rear window she saw they were still in the desert. Red and blue police lights meant they were close to Thessalon. If it’d been Military Police the lights would’ve been green and white. That was bad, would have been better if he was MP. If they had to kill the officer they still had to get through Thessalon. With plenty of time for his headquarters to realize he was room temperature. 
Crazy-eyes hadn’t really planned on killing a cop today. She checked the breach on her sidearm. 
She heard the crunch on the asphalt of the officer’s boots. Suddenly the white light of his flashlight filled the cab. She shaded her goggles so they didn’t reflect. “Howdy,” Moses said. 
“Evening,” the officer said. “You know why I stopped you?”
 “Can’t say as I do.”
 “There was an incident on the highway a stretch back. About an hour ago. About… hour’s travel back the way you came.”
 “That right,” Moses said. 
“You two see anything?”
 Moses looked at Wallace who shook his head and then he looked back down at the cop and shrugged. “Like what?”
 Silence for a moment. “You guys on something?”
 “Nah,” Moses said. “Nothin’ but coffee. We don’t touch that shit.”
 “Lemme see your pupils. Both of you.” The flashlight’s spread bounced back and forth between the two men. “Yeah, you are clean. Spotless. First two drivers I’ve ever seen didn’t tune up to get you through a desert run. I’m gonna need you to unload your truck sir.” 
“Afraid I can’t do that,” Moses said. He retrieved his forged clearance ID from the dashboard and showed it to the officer. It was level 6, second-to-highest. Higher than a city cop at least. “Unless you got security clearance from God, I just don’t see that happening.”
 Crazy-eyes heard the unmistakable sound of a pistol being drawn. “Sir, I need you to step out of the truck.”
 Moses and Wallace each showed the officer their hands. “Whoa, all right, all right,” Moses said. “God, nine millimeter, what’s the difference?”
 “Both of you. This side.” Wallace and Moses exited the truck on the driver side and Wallace slammed it behind him. “Hands where I can see them.” 
Their steps receded towards the back of the truck. She counted to three and then leapt into the driver seat and opened the door as quietly as she could. Wallace and Moses were halfway down the trailer’s length and the cop walked behind them covering them with his Glock. 
Crazy-eyes left the driver-side door resting on the jamb so it didn’t make a click when it shut. She stalked up quickly behind them, drawing her .45 semi-automatic and flicking on the laser sight in the same motion. Better luck next time amigo she thought as she placed the red dot on the back of the cop’s head. 
“-all available units,” said a man’s voice on the cop’s radio. “Repeat, all available units.” 
The cop turned halfway around. Crazy-eyes ducked under the trailer. She holstered her .45. The cop’s boots were motionless, pointed toward the trailer. Had she been fast enough? “We have a track on the stolen merchandise,” said the man on the radio. “Truck is southbound on one-seventeen, Approximately 350 miles before the Bellerophon junction. Destination appears to be Artanes. GPS data currently in transit. All units respond.”
 Crazy-eyes heard the cop holster his gun. “Sorry for the trouble,” he said.
 “Yeah I’ll bet you are,” Wallace said. Shut up Dusty, Crazy-eyes thought. They were only lucky Ace was locked up in the trailer. 
“Get this truck out of here.” The cop turned to walk back to his car but again he stopped. Something had caught his attention and he turned back toward the cab. The door, she suddenly realized. The goddamned open door. Being observant just killed you pal. And them. There was slim chance they’d get through Thessalon if this guy vanished. But they’d cross that bridge when they got there. 
Crazy-eyes looked up into the truck’s undercarriage and saw the power train and a tangle of pipes. She touched one of the pipes and found it only warm. So she pulled herself up close to them and hoped to God he couldn’t see her. Suddenly she realized her braid was hanging down out of her hood and would be visible if someone looked under the truck. Whipping her head to the side she caught the braid in her mouth. 
Just as the officer’s flashlight passed under her. Left then right then left again. The pipes were hotter than she’d thought at first and she felt sweat drip into her eyes. Painfully slowly the light swept once more left to right.
 Finally the flashlight clicked off and the boots moved away. She heard the door on the police car open and shut and then the car pulled away. Crazy-eyes dropped out of the undercarriage and rolled out. 
“We’re good, yeah?” Wallace asked her. 
Crazy-eyes watched the taillights on the police car recede. “We’ll know when the storm comes.”
 He laughed. “I just meant right now.”
 “Oh.” She looked at him and nodded. “Yeah. Long way to go.”
 They got back in and got moving. Moses sped to make up for lost time and the truck roared across the desert, the only sound but the wind.

 
Chapter 12
 Corrective Measures
 
Regina Bell heard the footsteps late, when the man was already close. She was on her knees weeding in the garden and Vivaldi’s Four Seasons played on her ambient, equally loud everywhere inside her house-dome. The orchestral (and that it was exactly as loud near the barn as it was on the porch) was the only indication that she was not in the garden of a farmhouse, somewhere on earth, in what had been the southeastern United States. She paid well for the dome’s internal environment and it was near perfect. The wind, the smells, the humidity and the film showing on the dome’s interior—vast farmlands and forests in every direction, cloudy blue sky above—made it easy to forget she was actually in one of the subterranean neighborhoods beneath Bellerophon, quadrillions of miles from earth. 
The man approached from behind her and she looked up when she heard him. He was slight of build and dressed in nothing that would give away his intentions—leather coat, dress shirt, slacks. He had a scruffy beard and his ancestry was mostly East Asian. 
“Hi there,” she said cheerfully. The man said nothing. He was staring at the house, as if he expected danger from that direction. She took off her wide-brimmed gardening hat to push her hair back and then she put it back on. “Can I help you with something?”
 “I’m looking for Regina Bell.”
 “Well in that case I salute your detective skills,” she said. “I can be hard to find. To anybody without a phone book, anyway. And you are?”
 “That’s not important.”
 “Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself.” She waited, but the man didn’t laugh. “All righty,” she said with a sigh. “What can I do for you, Mister Not-Important?”
 “Horace Murchison.”
 “Who?”
 Now the man laughed. “You’re finding him for Christmas Parker and Eddie Moses,” he said. “I’m here to tell you that you’re going to find him for me.”
 “Even if I knew a Valentine Parker and Eddie Abraham, and even if I were some private detective finding their long-lost college buddy for them, I gotta ask.” Bell stood up and the man’s hand went inside his coat. Bell eyed him carefully. When his hand opened his coat slightly she saw the straps of his bulletproof vest puffing out his dress shirt. She put her hands up, a gardening implement in one hand and a bag of tools in the other. “Take it easy, Dirty Harry. I’m not feeling so lucky today.” His hand left his gun, and she turned her back on him and walked towards the barn. She heard him following. “Anyways, I gotta ask. What makes you so special? What makes you the almighty breaker of legitimate business dealings?”
 “It’s not me,” he said. “It’s my boss.”
 “Same question, then.”
 “Three million.”
 “Suppose they gave me seven.”
 “So you keep their seven,” he said. “And you get ten for giving him to me safe and sound.”
 She laughed. “Come on, chief,” she said. “I got a reputation to consider.”
 “You’ve got more important things to consider.”
 “Such as?”
 “Lena Bell.” Bell stopped and looked back at him. “Age eight. Glenn Primary Academy. Engineering track, right? Bright kid.”
 She turned back and walked to the mini toolshed on the side of the barn. “All right, chief,” she said. “You’ve got my attention.”
 “So we can work something out.”
 Bell shrugged as she began putting tools away. “I don’t see why not,” she said, and she coughed loudly. “I like money. I don’t like the thought of my granddaughter getting murdered. Easy choice for me.”
 “Good to hear,” the man said. “I’ll contact you later today with the logistics.”
 The man turned to leave. It occurred to Bell just then that the nice part about being a fat old lady is that nobody expected you to be a ruthless crook. And the nice part about being a ruthless crook is that you had no moral reservations about shooting someone in the back. 
She pulled the semi-automatic pistol she kept in the toolshed and fired. Right side of his back halfway up. Lung most likely. He stumbled, took two more steps, and fell face-first in the garden soil. 
When Bell saw the impression of the man’s body armor against his shirt she took a guess at the brand and the protection level. It would have stopped a standard .44 round so when he had thought she was just organizing tools in the shed, she had actually been switching clips from standard to high velocity. She coughed to cover the click of the reload. 
Bell walked up behind the man, who was still wheezing face-down in the dirt between a row of chard and lettuce starts. “You know… William Herschel discovered Uranus while he was in his garden,” she said. “But he thought it was a comet at first.” She kicked him over onto his back and he stared up at her. Blood trickling from his mouth and breathing coming harder. “So I guess the question I have for you…” She reached into his pocket and took out his wallet and looked at the Coalition ID. “The question I have for you, Warren Chiang, is: Are you a comet, or a planet? Are you just the common, everyday garden-variety pain in my ass, or someone more significant? Demanding and worthy of a bit more attention?”
 She knelt over him. “I don’t really expect you to tell me.” She reached into his pocket and took his phone. “But this… this, on the other hand.” 
Bell stood up and shot him in the face. “Ambient,” she said. “Music off.” She looked up at the ‘sky’ and sighed. This wasn’t really how she’d planned on spending her day. But whoever had sent this jerkoff to threaten Lena was going to pay for ruining her weekend, and pay for it in a big way. She was feeling imaginative. 
* * *
 “Navarro.”
 “Boss.”
 “Henry. What is it?”
 “Got an anti-terrorism agent on hold for you. Wouldn’t give me a name or any info. Insisted he could talk to you and only you. He had the codes.”
 “Put him through.”
 Moment of silence and then a man’s voice she didn’t recognize. “Miss Navarro.”
 “Speaking.”
 “Miss Navarro, my name is Colin Norton. I’m Horace Murchison’s immediate superior.”
 “I see.”
 “Over the course of this conversation, I have to ask that you not reveal anything specific about the history of your transactions with Mister Murchison. The legal implications could be… problematic. As he is technically a private contractor, I know nothing of his or your methods. And I need not know.”
 “Understood.”
 “I suppose I don’t need to tell you that he’s the subject of a missing person’s investigation.”
 “Well aware.”
 “Good. I’ll be as direct as I can while observing the necessary legal boundaries. Perhaps you were unaware of this fact Miss Navarro, but the bureau’s contract with your company has been one of the most efficient and cost-effective in the entire Coalition. We have been within budget for thirteen consecutive quarters, in no small part thanks to you. Your people have carried a considerable amount of slack for other weaker performing companies. I assume it goes without saying that it is in the bureau’s and the Coalition citizenry’s interest that our relationship continue. There aren’t many instances in government where one can say this with any sort of honesty, but the status quo is working like a Swiss watch. For all involved.”
 “That is… good to hear. We aim to please.”
 “Therefore I further assume you agree that it is in our mutual interest to see Mister Murchison returned alive and well.”
 “That would indeed be our mutual salvation, Mister Norton. And what comes of our mutual apocalypse?” 
“With Murchison missing… I’ve already got investigators after me to open his private files to them. I’ve got a certain amount of bureaucratic kung fu I can pull to slow them down. But if he turns up dead somewhere, there’s nothing I can do. They’ll turn his office inside out. Do you understand, Miss Navarro? They’ll have everything, everyone he’s ever worked with. Are you hearing me?”
 “Loud and clear.”
 “You understand what’s at stake for you personally, then. Aside from your own, there is no life more important to you right now than that of Horace Murchison.”
 “Yeah, I get that.”
 “The bureau has boots on the ground in Bellerophon, but for obvious reasons, sensitive information regarding Mister Murchison’s dealings can’t be shared with the rank-and-file. In spite of the Coalition’s numbers advantage, I have a feeling your boots on the ground have a better chance of turning him up.”
 “I’d say equal or better.”
 “All right then. If your people get there first… it’s absolutely critical that nobody gets any stupid ideas about reprisals. Payback for the incident under the train station. Were I you I would treat any threat to Murchison’s life as a threat to your own.”
 “That isn’t going to be a problem. But you should know I’ve got Major Crimes on me and that may complicate the situation.”
 “My people in Major Crimes haven’t heard anything.”
 “Detective Weizmann closed the official investigation. But he’s still looking into me. He’s off the reservation in a big way. Got a hard-on for me for sure. So how free a hand do I have to deal with him?”
 “You and your people are not to assassinate Detective Weizmann. Too many questions the bureau can’t answer. Give him every reason beyond direct threat to his person to reconsider his personal jihad against you. And if he happens to die in the line of duty, well, it’s been known to happen to police officers. He’ll be given a hero’s burial.”
 “Ten-four.”
 “If anything develops I’ll be in touch.”
 Navarro heard a click. She hung up her own phone and stared out the window a moment. Then she picked it up again and dialed Crazy-eyes.
 * * *
 After the hit on the military convoy, Crazy-eyes and her crew spent the next several days casing Harris Financial. The financial institution sat on the banks of the river’s north fork and looked like a white marble roman palace, with its arched windows and row of redwood-sized columns across the front of the colossal steps. The parking garage next door seemed out of place comparatively; it was a modern structure, all silver and black windows, only half as high as Harris itself. Moses scoped the bank from one of the Sky-Cities; at any given moment there were twelve security officers on the roof. Crazy-eyes and Norton walked through the cavernous lobby wearing cameras so that Wallace and Kamarov could count the number of guards on-duty inside and they came up with twenty-two. When a storm hit all the roof guards would be indoors, so that gave a combined thirty-four guns they’d have to deal with if things went sour. Thirty-four at least. 
The guns worried Crazy-eyes more than the camera system. The cameras were the best money could buy, the absolute pinnacle of the technology, which made them more vulnerable to a practiced eye. Crazy-eyes had seen it again and again, and customers of the security industry never seemed to learn: they always thought the more cash they threw at a problem, the more secure they were. But the higher tech a device, the more moving parts it had, the more opportunities there were to trick it. 
Harris’ cameras were individual, self-powered and airborne, three of them following every person inside the bank at all times. Beating them for a few minutes wouldn’t be difficult. Every area in the bank had a single master camera as a backup. These were a separate system, lower-tech, and would be harder to side-step. But it could be done. 
More importantly, she had learned that their physical mail receipt system was underfunded and constantly overwhelmed. Packages from unknown senders could wait in the mailroom for weeks before receiving more scrutiny than a cursory security scan, which only confirmed that there was nothing electronic inside. 
So Crazy-eyes had stopped that morning to drop a large package in the mail to Harris Financial. The contents of that package were lined in a lead bag to prevent it from being X-rayed, which made certain the bag would find its way into the suspicious packages holding area. 
“Three parts,” Crazy-eyes said. The five of them were walking up the sidewalk across the eight-lane street from Harris. It was mid-morning and the land roads and airways were busy. Above them airborne tugs guided a Sky-City slowly northward. The relatively tiny ships didn’t look like they should have the power to move something as large as a Sky-City, the smallest of which was the size of four aircraft carriers side-by side. But their progress was slow and steady. “First we get out of the bank. Second—” she nodded to the parking garage. “Above ground to the ocean. Third, Chimera Island. Navarro will have a ship there waiting to get you all off planet once the storm passes.”
 “All of us,” Norton said. “Not you?”
 “Moses and I will take care of Murchison,” said Crazy-eyes. “Once we handle that we’ll all rendezvous in the upper atmosphere and get the hell out of this system. Go get paid.”
 “What kind of payout are we talking?” Dusty asked. 
Moses looked sideways at her. They had no idea what they were stealing. Moses was onboard with that unusual detail, but Crazy-eyes couldn’t let the others know it. “You won’t need to work again for a while,” she replied. Moses laughed quietly at her lie but he said nothing. 
“You know I’m all about making this asshole pay for how he did Lupe and Jimmy,” Norton said. “But I can’t believe Atusa signed off on a hit on her Coalition liaison.” Crazy-eyes looked at her silently and Norton continued. “But then, she doesn’t have a lot of juice on this planet… Just us and a few merchants she likes to work with. Nobody she can send off on a goose chase after her lost little government money-man. So what’s she supposed to do? Tell us that this guy killed two of us and she’s just gonna let him off for it?” Ace shook her head. “But if she can get him out herself while we’re dealing with the bank job… it looks like she did all she could but it was just bad luck he got away… Eyes, you off the reservation on this?”
 “I don’t want you three involved with it,” Crazy-eyes said. “I’ll deal with Navarro. I don’t know if she’ll come down hard on me for it. But I know she’d come down like a jackhammer on any of you. I don’t want to put you in that position. But it’s gotta be done.”
 They all fell silent. They all worked for Navarro. Crazy-eyes liked her personally. But each of them had a healthy fear of her. “I’m sure she’s got someone planetside looking for him, Eyes,” Norton said. “Just keep a look out.”
 Crazy-eyes nodded. “So what’s next?” Wallace said. “You said one more stop.”
 “Mulciber Excavation,” Crazy-eyes said. “Should be an easy one.” She had to find out just what the hell it was they were stealing. Just then her phone buzzed and Crazy-eyes retrieved it from her pocket. NEW MESSAGE. It was from Navarro. Major crimes is on you. Call when you can. 
“Keep an eye on the storm reports,” Crazy-eyes said. “We’re gonna need to work fast.”

 
Chapter 13
 All that Matters
 
So who is it?
 Name’s Ben Weizmann.
 I’ve never heard of him. 
Me neither. Till he showed up in my office a few weeks back. 
What else he worked?
 Fuck knows. Records all sealed. I know he’s Antaran but that’s all. We got people on it. We got it from on high though: No assassinations, of him or any other cops. They sacrifice themselves to the cause in a firefight, fine. But nobody dies having breakfast. I’m serious, Eyes. You tracking me?
 I hear you Tusa. He doesn’t need to die if you can give him a reason to take a vacation. 
I’m working on it. I’ll keep you in the loop… Eyes, we gotta talk about Murchison. 
 I don’t see what there is to talk about.
 I need you to let this go.
 You know I can’t do that. 
Christmas you know those moments in life where everything changes? One of those things that drops a great big wall between before-and-after? You kill our connect and you know where that puts us? We’re street thugs. Rip-and-runners. You really that anxious to know what life is like without the men upstairs having your back? Sweetheart, I feel for you. I do. But setting our entire business model on fire isn’t going to bring back Lupe or Jimmy. 
You think this is about Lupe and Jimmy?
 You really gonna put me in this position, Christmas?
 What position would that be?
…All right Eyes. You just concentrate on making sure Harris falls. Whatever else comes after… we’ll deal with it… Talk to you soon.
 
“How many sets of lungs is that for you now?” Christmas said as she came back in and shut the door behind her. She’d gone down to the street to talk to Navarro. Moses was smoking a cigarette at the full-length window of their suite on the ninety-ninth floor of the Hotel Kolmogorov. It was night and the city was a multi-colored array of lights. 
Moses took a long drag. “Three and a half,” he said. “Including the pair I was born with. So what’s the story?”
 She dropped into a chair at the dining room table and picked up the tablet computer sitting there. “We hit Mulciber tomorrow,” she said as she pulled up the information on the mining corporation. A floor plan filled one side of the screen while data about the company scrolled down the other half. 
Moses put the cigarette out in the ashtray. He came, sat beside her, and poured a glass of whiskey and picked up the phone sitting there. The phone had been beside a battery-powered security camera on the table. The camera bounced back and forth between Moses and Crazy-eyes, tracking their motion. 
“I mean, what’s the story with the boss? She gonna come around on your side project?” Crazy-eyes said nothing. “Take that as a big ‘no,’” Moses said as he worked on a program on his phone. They would need a camera diverter, something with which Moses had some experience. “So after we do Murchison… what’s next? No syndicate watching your back and getting you work. No government protection… that’s a lonely life kiddo.”
 “Like the old days,” Crazy-eyes said without looking up. She was studying the architectural floor plan of Mulciber Excavation’s headquarters. “Like you and dad did it.”
 Moses laughed and lit another cigarette. “Kids these days.” They were quiet for a while as Moses worked on the camera diverter and Crazy-eyes studied the available routes to Anderson Tabriz’s office. Tabriz had been the CEO of Mulciber for 22 years and in that time the company had almost tripled in size. Evidently he had a reputation for being a hands-on boss, personally handling sensitive or unusual projects. If the company had paid Murchison to go double-agent and kill Eyes and her people, Tabriz was probably involved on some level. “How old are you now Christmas?”
 “Older than your lungs.”
 “Let’s see, Malia’s nine, that means Saul died eleven years ago… So you’re twenty… seven?”
 “Thereabouts.”
 “Just trying to see how many years you gonna spend in mind-prison once they catch you up.”
 “Fuck off, old man.”
 Moses laughed. “Because they will. Catch. You. Up. Don’t make no mistake, little Christmas Parker. Because you ain’t really thought this through. You really think it’s that simple. You just gonna roll like the old dogs back in the day. Where they all now, Christmas? Graves or wishing they were.”
 “Lucky for me I have their sterling examples,” she said. “I don’t just suck up to my elders. I learn from their fuck-ups.” Two things were starting to get on her nerves: Mulciber’s floor plan and Moses’ blathering. She tried to concentrate on the former. The ventilation system to Tabriz’s office was a straight shot, but it was just too obvious.
 Moses looked at her and grinned. “Yeah,” he said. “You pretty smart, ain’tcha? Ain’t nothing nobody can teach you. You know how you know you took one job too many?”
 “No,” she said. “Why don’t you tell me.”
 “You don’t,” said Moses. “You never know it.”
 “That’s a cute bumper sticker,” Crazy-eyes said. “You got anything productive to add? Something relevant to the task in front of us?”
 He looked up at the security camera and tapped something on his phone’s touch-screen. Suddenly the camera turned away from them. Moses tried to hold the phone in the lens’ field of view but every time he moved it closer the camera would turn a little further. The diverter was operational. “Boom shaka laka,” he said. “How’s that for relevant?”
 “Nice work,” she said without looking up. 
Moses set the phone down and switched off the camera. “You need to seriously consider life after the job,” he said. “What else you got inside you, Christmas? Besides the job? Is this what living means to you? You got some kind of code besides getting yours?”
 Crazy-eyes set the computer down and looked at him and poured herself a glass from the whiskey bottle. “Few jobs back, me Jimmy and Lupe are on Antares six,” she said. “Kamarov’s driving for us. Antares been fighting the government for years. Cities are more rubble than not. Drought, famine, no power. Religious whack-jobs and the Coalition shoot each other and the regular-type people bleed. Anyway, job comes down to go in and steal this big diamond the head priest had been telling the people gave him magic powers, or some bullshit. Streets are so hot when we get there we can’t even land a ship in the city limits. But the crossfire helps us because everybody’s distracted, you know what I mean?”
 She lit herself a cigarette. “So we shoot our way into the head priest’s compound. I breach his private chamber alone and he jumps up off his bed in his birthday suit. Got a girl laid out under the covers. Couldn’t have been older than… shit, who knows. The priest starts jabbering—I can’t understand nothing of it but my translator’s on—anyway he starts going on about sacrilege and blasphemy and so I put two in his chest. Paint his insides all over the back wall. I tell the girl to put her clothes on, it’s all right now, I’m gonna get her outta there, so on and so on. Kid picks up a pistol and shoots me in the stomach. Puts me on my ass and knocks the wind out of me but my vest takes it. Just over my liver. If I’m standing four feet closer to her when she tagged me… Anyway we both just sit there, staring at the flat slug smoking hanging out of my shirt. Me sucking air and tripping she just shot me, her tripping I’m still breathing. She was brainwashed to believe this asshole was getting her close to God, so I must have been a demon. I tell her to drop the gun and she points it at me again. So I put one in her head.
 “On our way out a woman’s shouting at us some bullshit about killer toys. Sounds weird, don’t think too much about it. But something about it… just rubs me a weird way. So I look it up later. Turns out the Coalition had instituted a program for Antares. Operation fifty-one seventeen, a.k.a. Spirit Breaker. They air-dropped low-grade bombs fixed to look like the kind of things kids would pick up or wanna touch. Toys. Cats and dogs. Candy. Nothing powerful enough to kill a kid, understand. Just make him a bloody mess. They wanted their fathers and mothers to see that, hear the screaming… before they thought about picking up a gun to go fight Coalition infantry.”
 “So let me guess,” said Moses. “You catch a glimpse of man’s inhumanity to man, so now morality is obsolete. What you do before you die don’t matter ’cuz you gonna die anyway. The code is that there is no code.”
 Crazy-eyes shook her head. “Nah,” she said. “There is a code. Natural selection. Getting what’s yours. Surviving an indifferent universe’s game of chance. That’s morality. Things shake out different, say we’re born on Antares. You coulda been that priest and I coulda been that girl. But instead we’re here. They weren’t lucky or smart enough to make things turn out different for them. Hung their hats on somebody else’s big-M morality. That kind of morality will always have a use. It’s too powerful a lie. It isn’t sad, it just is. Whether I killed that priest and that girl, or the coalition did them, makes no difference. If a gazelle ain’t fast enough, the lions are gonna eat him so they can live another day. Survive. That’s living, whether you’re doing the job or otherwise. That’s all that matters.”
 Silence fell between them and Crazy-eyes gazed at the silent traffic flying past the window outside. “Malia’s not gonna grow up in your world,” Moses said.
 Crazy-eyes felt the urge to snap at him. His affection for his granddaughter was gonna make him weak. But before she could her phone buzzed. She picked it up and answered it. “Yeah.”
 “Eyes.” Wallace.
 “What’s up?”
 “Two things,” Wallace said. “We just got done at Mulciber. Zafra went in in a suit posing as a journalist. Just like you said, all that stuff is public record. What’d they say it was, free information?”
 “The freedom of information act,” Crazy-eyes said. “What’d you find out?”
 “They’re medium-sized,” he said. “They got digs on thirteen planets. Mostly minerals and metals and almost all local. But one kinda weird thing: they had a dig in the Mozha system. You know Mozha, yeah?”
 “Yeah.” That was the system where that super-earth planet had gone critical a few weeks back. She’d caught snippets of news reports since then, and physicists were still beyond baffled. She’d heard one scientist compare the planet’s destruction to spontaneous human combustion. “So they’re digging on twelve planets within a couple light years of each other… and then one at the other end of the Coalition.” 
“Right,” Wallace said. “At the frontier. There’s not a human being beyond the Mozha system.”
 “It say what they were digging for?”
 “Just says ‘miscellaneous-slash-non-resource-project.’”
 Crazy-eyes swore silently. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. “What about el jefe?”
 “He comes in through the front door,” Wallace said. “Leaves for lunch.” 
“Where to?”
 Wallace was quiet a moment. “Huh?”
 “Where’s he go to lunch?”
 “I don’t know.”
 “Well find out Dusty.”
 “Yeah, got it. Small security detail. Two or three guys. Shouldn’t be a problem.”
 “Good deal,” Crazy-eyes said. “What was the second thing?”
 “Ace is pretty sure we picked up a tail,” Wallace said. “She thinks she saw Roland Van Owen. That merc Navarro uses once in a while? We see him again you want us to make contact?”
 Damn it. Atusa worked fast. And Van Owen was a pro. “Tell Ace if you see him again I want you to contact his head with a bullet.”

 
Chapter 14
 Float like a Butterfly
 
Sofia Moshe Nikos.
 Weizmann’s fingers clenched and unclenched on the grip of his pistol in time with his heartbeat, which rolled in his chest and ears like slow thunder. If they found him in Thomas’ hospital room he was good as dead. There would be questions he couldn’t answer and then after that mind-prison for God only knew how long. He’d wake up to find Nikos dead and Sofia doing God only knew what to pay their dead son’s medical bills. No money for Moshe’s schooling. No nothing. Their lives were over. If he didn’t get out of that hospital unseen they were finished. 
He wiped Jeff Thomas’ blood out of his eyes and decided that he would shoot his way out if forced. If it was all over anyway he might as well go down swinging. The door crashed open and Winona Stensland was pushed into the room by a hospital orderly. Weizmann was impressed she had held him that long; the young man was three times her size. 
“Oh my—” was all the young man got out. He put a hand out to Weizmann to move him out of the way and Weizmann grabbed and twisted. The young man cried out in pain and went to the floor, his arm twisted up behind him. 
“Blinds,” Weizmann said, though Stensland was already pulling them. He pressed the barrel of his pistol into the back of the orderly’s neck. “Here’s what happens,” he said, and his phone buzzed in his pocket again. “You get us both out of here unseen and you get two years of salary for five minutes of work. Cash. You refuse or you sound the alarm and you join your unfortunate patient. What’s it gonna be son?”
 “I- what?” Weizmann cocked the hammer. “Holy- All right all right all right just calm down. I’ll- I’ll do it. Just let me up.” Weizmann got up and the orderly got up shaking and breathing heavy. “Holy- holy shit,” he said, surveying the scene. “Who are you people?”
 “Go!” Weizmann shouted and the man leapt into action. He went to the closet and pulled down a gurney and unfolded it. Weizmann stared at it and looked up at him. “Get on,” the orderly said. “I’ll zip you in. I mean unless you’re gonna take a shower.”
 Weizmann handed the pistol to Stensland, who was pulling on a nurse’s white overcoat over her plain clothes. He got on the gurney and the orderly zipped the opaque plastic immuno-guard up over him. “What’s your name?” Weizmann said from inside the guard. 
“Matt,” the orderly said. 
“I don’t want to kill you today Matt,” said Weizmann. “I’d rather give you a bunch of money. Is that clear?”
 He saw Matt nod frantically. “Yeah,” the man said. “Yeah. Big time. We best be quick.”
 They went out into the hallway. Silently he thanked any God who would listen for Winona Stensland’s smarts; on the way out she picked up the bug silencer and flicked on the resting sign for Thomas’ room to buy them a few more minutes. 
The hallway was remarkably, almost bizarrely peaceful given what had just happened. The fluorescent lights passed over the gurney in rapid succession. Too rapid. He’s panicking Winona, slow him down, Weizmann thought, and for a moment he thought she might be able to read his mind, for slow down they did. There were only the normal sounds of a hospital: a doctor cracked a joke to another about his long hours, two nurses stood discussing a patient’s medication and a receptionist told her deskmate she was leaving for lunch. 
“Matty Cole,” said somebody too young to be a doctor. “Whatchou got?”
 “Lunger, from the mines,” Matt said. “Transfer over to south.”
 “Right now? You moving a lunger in the middle of the day?”
 He saw Matt shrug. “Doctor’s orders.”
 The other laughed. “Heard. Catch you later Cole.”
 Detective Stensland and the orderly Weizmann now knew as Matt Cole wheeled the gurney up to the elevator. Cole pushed the down button and they waited. Seconds might as well have been hours. The doors slid open and Cole wheeled him in and the elevator shut behind them.
 “You’re doing very well, Mr. Cole,” Weizmann said.
 Stensland pulled out her phone and dialed someone. Seconds passed. “Ford,” she said. “Yeah we hit a snag. Pull the cameras. I mean yank them. Thirty-first floor, last twenty minutes or so.” She hung up and replaced the phone in her pocket. 
The elevator stopped three floors down and a man stepped in and the doors shut behind him. Salt-and-pepper graying beard and hair, dressed in a white doctor’s coat. Stensland slid in between Weizmann and the doctor, in hopes that he wouldn’t see that the man inside was splattered in blood. The newcomer nodded to Cole and his eyes lingered on Stensland. He doesn’t recognize her. Play him Winona. She looked at him and smiled and nodded hello. 
Moments later Weizmann’s phone buzzed. Pressed against the plastic of the immuno-guard the sound was horrifyingly loud. The doctor looked around for the source of the noise just as Weizmann silenced it. 
Stensland retrieved her own phone from her pocket and feigned answering it. “Meyers,” she said, talking loudly. “Speak- speak up, I can hardly hear you. Yeah, we’re running behind. Right. Bay two on South General Avenue. Tell Mrs. Markosa- yeah, I know she’s worried. Tell her that her husband will be there soon.” Stensland feigned hanging up the call and said to Cole: “South’s easier to get around than Central; you should be back by quitting time.” 
Weizmann thanked the Gods for her yet again. In half a minute she gave cover stories for his ringing phone, why they were making a transfer in midday traffic, and why the doctor didn’t recognize her—she was a nurse from Bellerophon South. She gave half a family name that sounded like a poor immigrant, so it’d be believable that the man inside the immuno-guard was a miner. That it was half a name meant this doctor couldn’t go look him up later. In this city alone the prefix ‘Markosa’ came before fifteen different common last names. 
“Wife wants him closer to home?” The doctor said. 
“Heard that one before, have you,” Stensland replied. “These Mickey Mouse mining outfits… dropped him here this morning, but the wife’s got a family doctor they trust.” Stensland shrugged. “Couldn’t wait until tonight.”
 “We just do what they tell us at some point, don’t we?” The doctor looked more carefully and the gurney’s undercarriage. “Son?”
 “Yes sir,” Cole said. 
The doctor pointed at something behind Weizmann’s head. “You want to turn your gas on.”
 Cole looked down at the gas canister in the gurney’s undercarriage and then he and Stensland shared a look. “Thanks,” he said, and he reached down and turned a dial. Weizmann remembered seeing the canister before he’d laid down on the gurney and he tried to remember the word on its side. IPRATROPAMOL. Rapidly he catalogued what little he knew of it. Used in the treatment of severe chronic pulmonary conditions. Side effects: dry mouth, muscle cramps, tremors. In large doses, hallucinogenic. In extremely large doses, fatal. Weizmann sucked in a deep breath and held it. He could hold it until they were out of the elevator, the earliest they could turn the flow off. 
“I’d better follow you down to the ambulance bay,” the doctor said. “There’s something going on up on thirty-one. They might give you two some grief, you being from South.”
 “Much appreciated,” Stensland said with a smile. She and Cole exchanged a look. 
The heat crept slowly through Weizmann’s lungs and before long they were on fire. The elevator stopped twice more on different floors and two people got in each time. It stopped again and the doors opened and Stensland said: “Full.” Finally Weizmann couldn’t take it anymore and he let the breath go, slowly as he could. When he breathed in the air smelled faintly of cinnamon and mint. 
He was light-headed almost immediately. They were still in the elevator. How was the drug affecting him so quickly? It occurred to Weizmann that Ipratropamol was most often administered to patients with severely damaged lungs and Weizmann’s were in impeccable shape. He’d never smoked a cigarette or set foot in a mine in his life. Whatever dosage qualified as adequate for a typical patient would be inordinately large to a healthy pulmonary system. In desperation he tried to slow his breathing but his vision was already beginning to swim. Weizmann had never hallucinated in his life. Would he know it when it came?
 
The elevator doors opened and they stepped out into the Seraphim Nightclub on Antara. That was odd, Weizmann thought—he hadn’t been here in decades. For one reason or another he was suddenly on his feet and he thought he hadn’t been before. He was surrounded by his old friends from the Academy and they all looked as they had two decades ago. That seemed like it should have been odd but it wasn’t. Had he been dreaming something about a hospital? The place was packed to capacity and he couldn’t hear a word anyone was saying over the music. Strobe lights somewhere between headache and seizure-inducing. He was at the edge of the dance floor with a drink in his hand. He hated dancing. 
He remembered this. This was the night they had celebrated graduation from the academy. All this had happened before. It was two dozen years ago but it was happening right now. Vagaries of space-time. If he was right and this was that night there was one thing that would tell him. 
Weizmann scanned the tables opposite the dance floor and he saw her immediately. Black hair tied up in an absurdly complex arrangement. Sitting with her friends but somehow seeming alone. The dancing lights caught her and lit her face up and he saw their entire life together as if he were standing outside of time. Beginning to end. One unified whole. 
Before he realized what was happening he was on his feet and they were carrying him through the crowd. Faces passed him like clouds. And then she was in front of him and she looked up and his world came together. One unified whole. 
“I’m not really the sort of person who approaches a stranger and says ‘what do you say we get out of here,’ but…”
 She looked at him. “Are you gonna say it?”
 “Why aren’t you dancing?”
 “I hate dancing.”
 He smiled at her and she smiled back.
 
The light on them became the sun and they were in a park on Antara. Stack of books covered in a sweatshirt tied together as a pillow. It was spring and the trees rose all around them spreading cotton like a light snow. Sofia. She was humming a song. The weight of her against him was divinity made mortal. 
A flock of butterflies scattered above them. So many they shadowed the sun. Human relationship had its share of commonality with such creatures, Weizmann thought. Fragile and lovely and ephemeral. 
 
The humming became a ringing telephone.
 “Weizmann.”
 “Ben.”
 “Sofia this isn’t the best time.”
 “Ben listen. There’s something wrong with the baby. Nikos is- he’s not breathing right. I don’t know what’s going on, I’m really scared. Can you come home?”
 “You know I can’t. Just- Just take him to Doctor Weller. It’ll be fine. I’m sure it’s nothing.”
 
He was walking on a beach and the sea was a storm beyond imagining. Waves impossibly high. So many stars above, so close. The woman walked beside him, indifferent to the storm. Light in the sea. Ripples of silver-white riding the waves toward them.
 
 “This shot will wake him back up?”
 “I- I think so.”
 “You think so?”
 “Lady I’m not a doctor. I’m an orderly named Matt Cole. Not Doctor Cole. We’ve been over this. But I’m pretty sure this is what they use. I mean we have to do something.”
 “…All right. Try it.”
 Weizmann gasped and his eyes popped open. He was clinging to Matt Cole’s arm like he was lost at sea and the arm was a lifeline. He vomited down the front of his shirt and blessed oxygen filled his lungs. Weizmann sucked air in huge gulps. He couldn’t stop shaking but he didn’t care. He was awake and there was breath in his lungs and that was all that mattered. 
“Easy up, easy,” Cole said. “Breathe. Let it in.”
 “Get us out of here,” Winona Stensland said, and Cole jumped into the ambulance’s front seat and started the engine. A moment later they were moving. 
Weizmann shook his head to try to clear the fog, and he regretted it immediately. The headache setting in was relentless and ferocious. Stensland pulled the syringe out of his shoulder and he flinched and groaned loudly. “Ben,” she said. “Ben!” He looked at her and she held his chin in her hands. “You’re still with us.” He nodded, still trembling. “Christ,” she said, looking at the vomit down his shirt. “What’d you have for breakfast?”
 He laughed weakly. Stensland dialed her phone. “Grisham,” she said. “There’s a drive-through coffee shop in the ground floor of the office tower at Two-fifty-seventh and Grand. Pick us up there. All right. See you soon.” She hung up and put her phone back in her pocket. “You look like microwaved dog shit. How you feel?”
 “Rather like microwaved dog shit,” Weizmann said. His phone buzzed again. He pulled it out of his pocket. Missed calls: Weizmann, Sofia; 9. The first time she’d called had been seconds after Jeff Thomas had been shot. But nine calls? He answered. “Not the best time Sofia,” he said, trying hard to keep his thoughts straight. “Can I call you back in an hour?”
 “Papa?”
 His mind was suddenly, viciously clear. The voice on the phone was soft and weak, but cheerful. “Nikos?” He sat up on the gurney and put his feet on the floor of the ambulance van. He was covered in his own vomit and somebody else’s blood and his head and shoulder hurt worse than anything he ever imagined possible. But his mind was clear. “I- How are you, son?”
 “I’m good papa.”
 “I- It’s so good to talk to you.” Weizmann laughed in spite of himself.
 “How far away are you?”
 “Many many light years. But right beside you.”
 “Are you coming home for Moshe’s violin recital?”
 “Yes,” he said. “Yes of course I am. I’ll be there. I promise you.”
 “Mama says I might get to go. She said it depends on the weather.”
 “Nothing in the world would make me happier my son. Nothing at all.”
 “Mama wants to talk to you. I love you papa.”
 Weizmann said “I love you too” but the boy was already gone. 
Silence for a few seconds. Then: “Ben?”
 “Sofia. What’s he doing awake? What—” He tried to look at his Antara watch but he couldn’t move his arm. “What time is it there?”
 Weizmann heard a door close on the other end before she spoke again. “I woke him so he could speak to you. It might be the last time.”
 “What are you talking about?”
 “They’re cutting us off, Ben. I got the call this morning. No more live-in nurse, no more equipment for the house. Nothing. We’re on our own. They’re going to let him die.”
 “I…” Weizmann began to talk but he had nothing. What was there to say? “It’s… Don’t worry. It’s going to be all right, Sofia. We’ll figure this out.”
 “No, Ben, it’s not,” she said. “You keep saying that and it keeps not being all right. I want to know when it’s going to be all right. Why don’t you tell me exactly how you are going to figure this out? How it’s going to be all right? I really would like to know.”
 “I don’t…” His headache returned with a vengeance. “I’m not sure yet Sof. But we will. Let me make some calls.”
 She laughed. “Who are you going to ‘make some calls’ to?”
 “There’s… I don’t know. It’s—”
 “Yeah I know,” she said. “Not the best time. That’s what you told your son, right?”
 “No!” He snapped at her and took a second to calm down. “It’s my priority. That’s what I was going to say. I will do everything in my power Sofie. How long do we have?”
 “I don’t know,” she said. “Few weeks.”
 “Okay,” said Weizmann. “That’s good. Plenty of time. Let me get back to the office, and I’ll get to work on it.” She said nothing. He got out “I lov—” but then he heard the click. 
He threw the phone against the ambulance window. “What the hell was that all about?” Stensland asked him. 
Cole looked at Stensland sitting beside him and then back at Weizmann and at the road again. “Are you guys actually cops?” Stensland looked at him. “Never mind, don’t tell me.”
 Weizmann picked up his phone and sent Atusa Navarro a video message. Then he dialed her number. A minute later: “Navarro.”
 “You’re answering your own phone now.”
 “Only when my best friends call me. How’ve you been Detective? Figured you’d be answering some uncomfortable questions from Internal Affairs by now… Something about harassing a private citizen in an unauthorized investigation, being the only witness to the murder of another… What- What is this? What did you just send me?”
 Weizmann took the phone away from his ear and looked at the video he sent her. It was a surveillance tape from a frozen yogurt shop in Bellerophon. Jeff Thomas and his wife and their three daughters stood at the counter. Family day out. Thomas wore a t-shirt from the zoo and he wore his youngest daughter in a baby-carrier on his portly stomach. “That would be Marissa, Macie and Landry Thomas,” Weizmann said. “The three children you just orphaned.”
 “Orphaned? They still got a mom, don’t they?”
 “Whose life is very likely ruined,” Weizmann said. “You, Miss Navarro, are a piece of work.”
 “He was told what would happen if he spoke to the police,” she said. “And he chose to speak to the police. Are you going to blame that on me?”
 “You’re going to go away for a very long time, Miss Navarro. I’m going to be there when they clamp the helmet over you.”
 “Ooh,” she said. “Let’s add ‘threatening a private citizen’ to your growing list of charges, Detective. Funny thing about investigations, they cost money. Lots of it. How are you paying for your little off-the-books jihad against me, Ben? You have a trust fund I don’t know about somewhere? Private benefactor? If I set my people digging into your money, what are they going to find?”
 Weizmann rubbed his eyes. Everything was falling apart. He’d had to keep everything secret until the investigation was perfect and watertight. Instead the absolute worst case scenario had occurred. Well, not the worst case he reminded himself. At least the government didn’t know yet. He and Navarro were in a Mexican standoff with their information—neither could give up the other without giving up themselves as well. “If you weren’t worried about what I knew,” he said, “You’d have turned me over already.”
 “And if you keep this up, I will,” she said. “When I get bored of you.”
 “That’s a poor bluff.”
 “You don’t have the power to bring me down, Ben,” she said. “You have the power to cost me a bit of money, and time. You’re no danger. You’re an annoyance. Shit on my shoe. But by all means, keep testing my patience. Somewhere in the afterlife there’s an Irish pub full of ambitious little pricks from Major Crimes who tried to take a swing at me.”
 Weizmann said nothing for a while. Then: “You know… you’re really rather ugly when you swear.”
 He hung up. Cole looked back. “You should… that was a pretty good dose you took. You should probably see a doctor.”
 Weizmann looked at him. “You know something, Mr. Cole? You are absolutely right.”
 Cole dropped them off at the coffee shop at Grand and Two-fifty-seventh. They made arrangements for Cole to receive his payment and the young man left them. Stensland had called Grisham and told him to pick up a spare shirt for Weizmann, who was remembering again and again that day why he loved so much working with Winona Stensland. 
“Office?” Grisham asked when they got in. 
“Spaceport,” Weizmann said. They both looked at him oddly but Grisham did as he asked. 
 
“Well the news is good,” the doctor said as he shut the door behind him. Weizmann sat on the hospital bed stripped to the waist. Dr. Hassan Chenjeri was a small pudgy man, dark-skinned, with a white toilet bowl of hair and white goatee. “There’s been no extensive lung or liver damage, just a bit of irritation. You were lucky.”
 “I always said I’d rather be lucky than good-looking,” Weizmann said as he pulled on his shirt and began buttoning it. 
The doctor chuckled and sat on a rolling stool. “All the same,” he said, handing Weizmann a bottle of pills. “You will naturally, uh what is the word… metabolize, the drug out of your system through urination. One of these with each meal until they are gone. They will flush it out even faster. Lots of water. Faster it’s out the better.”
 “I’m in your debt, doc,” Weizmann said. 
“Not at all,” said Chenjeri. “Was there anything else? Any other concerns?”
 “Just one, in fact,” Weizmann said. He pulled his badge out of his pocket and hung it around his neck. Chenjeri’s neck stiffened and his eyes widened in shock. “I’d like you to tell me about Christmas Parker, the person you treated for a leg wound a little while back. And then I’d like you to talk to me about the criminal conspiracy you’ve been supplying.”
 “Do you have any evidence?” Chenjeri said, indignant. “Some kind of proof?”
 “Not a bit,” Weizmann said with a shrug. “But I’m not wrong, am I?”
 “Some kind of warrant, before you go throwing around accusations?” Chenjeri stood up. “Get out of my office. Come back when you have some paperwork saying I must do as you say.”
 “Are you familiar with the psychological and biological mechanics of mind-prison, doctor?” The man said nothing. “It was initially developed as a more graceful means of easing coma patients back into the waking world. The device adjusts the brain’s concept of time. It can speed it up or slow it down. Of course when the justice system got its hands on the technology, they realized they could make a person feel as if they’d been in prison for five years when really it had only been a five days. 
“And then some rather creative individual—truly in touch with his Freudian id, I suspect—learned how to train the device on the nervous system. Specifically the pain centers. And the scales tipped from rehabilitation viciously towards punishment, as can happen in a justice system. There are always… experiments underway, testing the limits of both the punishment and the temporal aspects of the device. I’m told they are really quite extraordinary. Evidently when the pain centers are engaged the mind supplies a quite visceral dream of its own making. That is, it creates a very real situation to explain the pain response, something comparable to the sort of pain being produced. At some point the time scales involved become too grand for the mind to handle, and the patient consigns the situation to what can only be described as eternity. It is one of the true miracles of modern technology. Perhaps the nearest technology will ever come to producing the Judeo-Christian concept of Hell.”
 Dr. Chenjeri stared at him. “Am I getting through to you, Doctor?”
 “They’ll kill me if I tell you.”
 “Maybe,” Weizmann said. “But that isn’t my problem. Innocents have already died, and that’s unacceptable. Their only crime was being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Navarro’s people probably will come for you. But you accepted that eventuality the day you agreed to work with such people. And in any case, death sounds better than mind-prison, doesn’t it? So why don’t you tell me what you know about the woman who came in here with a bullet in her leg.”
 Chenjeri closed his eyes and stood there quiet a moment. And then he opened his eyes and he began to speak. 

 
Chapter 15
 Sting like a Bee
 
Weizmann walked into the Bellerophon Central Police Department the next morning to find a complete investigation war room—well-organized stations of TVs, computer equipment, white boards and file cabinets. Isaac Partridge had called in favors from equipment offices in City Departments South, West and East. Between the three of them Partridge had cobbled together an equipment assembly Weizmann found impressive, especially given that he had set it up overnight. Partridge had somehow procured the use of a mobile observation lab and a fleet of meka drones, should the investigation take them outside. They were set up in the basement, in a private office suite that hadn’t seen use in years. It smelled horrid and might have violated a few building codes, but the most dangerous distraction they’d likely encounter was a rodent or the occasional janitor.
 A whiteboard on the wall showed information on their investigation, entirely non-computerized so the suits on the top floor couldn’t track it. On the board Ford had recreated the four-pointed Christian cross that Weizmann had drawn in the conference room the previous day. Written at the three short points were Murchison, Mulciber, and Navarro’s $. Written at the long point was the word Christmas.
 Weizmann walked in to find everyone at work and he overheard Adrian Reyes and Vera Ford talking. “So,” Reyes was saying, “I know I’m not the sharpest knife in the drawer. But how long before the people upstairs realize none of us is working on any other cases?”
 “Ben’ll take care of it,” Ford told him. “I’m serious. You can’t go wrong trusting that guy.”
 Weizmann grinned inwardly at the compliment but he pretended he hadn’t heard. “All right,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Progress reports, ladies and gentlemen.”
 “How’s your head?” Joanna Marcus asked without looking up from her computer.
 “Yeah,” Reyes said. “You out getting high while we’re all hard at work?”
 “I don’t want to talk about that,” Weizmann said, dropping into an office chair. “I want to talk about what you all have for me. Vera. How’s our Silk Road coming?”
 Ford was sitting in an office chair next to a desk with her computer on it. She picked up the computer and set it on her lap. “The response has been, um… well, let me just pull the current numbers.”
 Weizmann sipped his coffee. “How much are we talking? It’s been ten hours, I don’t expect miracles.”
 Ford typed something quickly on the touch-screen, opening the program. “Four.”
 “Thousand?” Weizmann said, disappointed. 
“Million.” Weizmann set his coffee down calmly. Four million. In one day. “To be exact, three million, eight hundred-sixty-eight thousand, seven-ninety-eight. And ninety-four cents.” Ford looked up and shrugged. “Crime pays.”
 “Shit,” Reyes said. “What are we all still doing here? Time to retire.”
 “No,” Weizmann said quickly. Grisham had begun to laugh but he stopped when Weizmann reacted. “I’m sorry. I know you were joking.” I hope you were joking. “Let’s all be exactly clear about the extent of our project here. Embezzling for personal gain is a very different crime than embezzling for a very specific cause.”
 They were all silent for a breath. “Actually it’s not,” Partridge said. “Not legally.”
 “We’re not going down that road,” Weizmann said. “Put it out of your minds.”
 “Whoops,” Ford said. “Just crossed three-point-nine.”
 “I’m sorry,” Reyes said to Weizmann. “But uh… why is that your decision? I’m not saying let’s all get yachts and two summer homes. But we’re breaking the law for you, brother. Risking our careers. What’s wrong with a little combat pay once all said and done? Split whatever’s left over, yeah? I mean what else you gonna do, buy back the contraband you sold into the underworld and put it back in the evidence vaults?”
 “Adrian,” Stensland said. She was standing by the door with her arms folded, hot tea cup in one hand. She pushed her glasses back up on the bridge of her nose. “Shut up.” 
Reyes fell silent, annoyed but silent. “I’m sorry,” Weizmann said. “But do I really need to describe this situation to a room full of detectives? So be it. The Major Crimes evidence network happens to be enormous and in spite of a sum of money that appears exorbitant to each of us, we have but pricked the network’s finger. But what happens if we draw a pint of blood? Two pints? How do you think that affects the probability that we are noticed?
 “Three point nine five,” Ford said. Then she muttered to herself: “Damn… what just sold for fifty large?”
 “Vera,” Weizmann said, politely and calmly. “Slow it down.”
 “You didn’t ask me to build in a faucet,” Ford said, a hint of defensiveness in her voice. 
“I’m asking now.”
 “It’s gonna take me all day.”
 “Nevertheless,” Weizmann said. Ford shrugged and began typing. The keystrokes were aggressive, indicating her irritation. “Now,” said Weizmann, “If anyone has any police work they would like to share.”
 They were all quiet for a while and Weizmann began to wonder if he’d lost them. Then Stensland cleared her throat. “Grisham’s been on the tape from the hospital this morning,” she said. “Found something interesting. Other than us making our great escape.” She sat down in a chair and set her tea on the desk and began unwrapping a granola bar.
 Grisham typed something on his keyboard and the big projector flared on. The wallscreen showed the hallway outside Jeff Thomas’ hospital room on the thirtieth floor of Bellerophon General. Weizmann checked the time stamp in the bottom left of the frame. Almost an hour before he and Stensland got there. So it would have been when they were in the car driving over. 
A few moments into the tape a man walked up the hallway and, flashing a charming smile, showed his visitor pass to the secretary. They spoke for a moment and the secretary laughed and handed the badge back to him. He was bald on top with a toilet bowl of black hair, goatee and scruffy five o’ clock shadow. Under his coat he was obviously burly and thick-muscled. Grisham froze the tape as the man opened the door to Thomas’ hospital room. “Apart from staff this is the only person to enter thirty-seventeen before you two,” Grisham said. “Ran his face ree-kog and it came back Roland Van Owen. Ex-military, dishonorable discharge. He was the commanding officer on a mission on Matese that went sideways, bunch of refugees died on a cordon-and-search. Van Owen claimed it wasn’t his fault but the tribunal thought otherwise. Pretty much off-grid since then. Does security work here and there for—”
 “Allow me to venture a guess,” Weizmann said. “Osiris.”
 “Well, Abydos Industrial,” said Grisham. “A wholly owned subsidiary of Osiris. So basically, yeah. But what you wanna see is the real money shot here.” Grisham typed something quickly and the view switched from the hospital hallway to a security camera street scene. Weizmann recognized it after a moment as the street immediately in front of Bellerophon General. Seconds into the recording Van Owen walked into frame and into the office suite high-rise directly across from the hospital. He was dressed as a janitor now and he was carrying a duffel bag. “He’s got something on him that screws with a ree-kog system,” Grisham said. “The street cameras return the name ‘Eric...’” He leaned over to Marcus. “How do you say this? Wise? Vice?”
 Weizmann couldn’t help but grin. “The name is pronounced ‘vice,’” he said. “Eric Weisz happens to be the given name of Harry Houdini. Mister Van Owen is having a little fun at our expense.”
 Grisham tapped something on his keyboard and the recording sped up, cars and pedestrians moving through the frame at a blur. Moments later Grisham tapped the same button and the film went back to normal speed. The time stamp showed about forty minutes later. Or, Weizmann noted, four minutes after Jeff Thomas was killed. Van Owen appeared at the same revolving door. Carrying his duffel bag—with the dissembled sniper rifle inside, Weizmann assumed—and walking fast. As he walked out of frame he pulled a phone out of his pocket. 
The frame changed as Grisham typed something, to another view of the same street, this time showing Van Owen from the front. “Traffic cam,” he said. “Let me zoom in.” The recording went static for a second and when it came back it was a grainy close-up of Van Owen on his phone. He said something quickly and put the phone back in his pocket. “I’m no expert but even I can tell that was—”
 “’Yeah it’s done,’” Weizmann said, and Grisham nodded. “No need to pull the number; I know who he called.”
 “Let’s not be so hasty,” Grisham said. “I tracked his mobile and it turns out he’s been staking out—drum roll please…” he tapped his fingers on the edge of his desk. “…Mulciber Excavation. Spent two hours at their offices yesterday.”
 “We ought to have people there at all times,” said Weizmann. “If Navarro is sending one of her best little doggies over there we have to assume the employees’ lives are at risk. Detective Partridge. Did you find Mulciber’s security department to be forthcoming?”
 “I don’t know that forthcoming is the word I would use,” Partridge replied. “Long story short—and I mean long, hours of office-hopping long—they have no idea what was stolen off that armored car. Or so they claim. I asked how they expect me to believe that the Loss Prevention Department of a mining operation could not know the identity of a piece of stolen high-value merchandise. He said that’s just how they do business: decentralized, need-to-know, blah blah blah. Said I could talk with the CEO, who isn’t obligated to tell me anything. And Mister Tabriz elected not to speak with me.”
 “Look at his name,” Reyes said. “Tabriz. Old ghetto rat. Might as well be a Marko. He’s not gonna trust GCPD. He’s not gonna trust any cops.”
 “Oh, why would he?” Weizmann said sarcastically.
 “You don’t understand those people, brother,” Reyes said. “They’ll handle it in-house. You don’t talk to the cops. It’s the first rule and the last rule.”
 Stensland finished her granola bar, threw away the wrapper and pulled a yogurt cup out of the desk drawer. “There’s been some… issues with corruption,” she said between bites. “Police brutality. To be fair.”
 “Corruption?” Weizmann said. “How serious?”
 “Pretty significant,” said Stensland. “It was before my time so I’ve only heard stories. But yeah, it was evidently pretty bad. It was probably bound to happen looking back on it. City Administrator a few terms’ back thought he was cutting fat out of our department when he was really cutting bone. Had guys patrolling the slums for months at a time, sixteen hour shifts at a time. No choice. Things got ugly. Almost any ghetto rat under the age of forty has never seen a cop didn’t want to lock him up or kill him.” 
Weizmann muttered a curse. “It’s gotten a little better since then,” Stensland said. “Since the riots every incoming mayor, police chief and city administrator says they’re gonna throw men and money and time at the ghettos and turn all the rats into fine, upstanding citizens. But by and large they don’t pay taxes and they don’t vote. So you can guess what happens post-election. City brass throws them a bone and pretends it’s a T-bone steak.”
 “In any case,” Partridge said, “Mr. Tabriz’s staff politely invited me to return when I could produce a warrant. So unless we’re going to start forging warrants, it’s a dead end.”
 Weizmann listened, nodding. “Vera,” he said. “What were you able to find on Navarro’s money?”
 Ford didn’t look up from her programming work. “It’s going to take a lot longer,” she said. “I mean, if you want a full picture. She has money everywhere. The inflow and outflow are so constant. It’s like measuring the amount of water in a river delta at a specific moment in time. Impossible.”
 “What about laundering mechanisms?”
 “Take your pick,” said Ford. “I’m sure there are bigger shell games out there but I’ve never seen one. Dummy corporations, cash-intensive transactions, real estate deals, controlling interest in financial institutions. Some of it’s clean, some dirty, no way to tell which is which. But Ben...” Finally she looked up at him. “On paper she’s a saint. Remember that plague on Matese a few years back? Everybody thought it was gonna wipe the whole planet, killed like a hundred million before the vaccine was developed? Well the vaccine, that was her company. Her pet project, in fact. From R and D to development to distribution, she was involved. Perfect vertical integration. That disease does not exist anymore because of Atusa Navarro. Three quarters of a billion people.”
 For a time they were all quiet. “I could go on,” Ford said. “The arts, education, hydroponic farms on resource-poor planets, community rehab projects… she’s given away half her money. Half. And here’s what I don’t get, a lot of it she does quiet. Like if you’re some criminal kingpin and you’re buying yourself a better reputation, why wouldn’t you hold a press conference every time you do it?”
 “The good news is, it’s not our job to determine why anyone does anything,” Weizmann said. “Our scope is in fact quite narrow. We have only to determine which laws were broken, and who broke them.” Ford shrugged and nodded. Weizmann didn’t like the idea that some of them might begin to wonder if prosecuting a philanthropist was a good idea, but he supposed that wondering was inevitable at some point. “Stay on the money trail, Vera. I’m confident that something will shake loose. All I want for Christmas is a financial transaction showing Osiris and the Anti-Terrorism Bureau in bed together.”
 “Corporate government porn coming right up,” Ford said. 
“Murchison,” Weizmann said to Reyes. 
“I hit up every C-I I got man,” Reyes said. “Called in favors on top of favors. Grish and Marcus too. Started thinking you made this fool up. But finally I got a bite. Got an ammo dealer runs merchandise into the NewTown slums. Says he heard Murchison’s name come up a couple times in the past few weeks. Like he’d been down there.” Weizmann waited for more but Reyes shrugged. “Sorry brother,” he said. “That’s the best we got. Between the three of us we got ears on every scrap of ground in this city. If he surfaced anywhere else we’d have heard.”
 “May I speak with this ammo dealer of yours?”
 Reyes shook his head. “He won’t talk to you.”
 Weizmann sighed. “All right,” he said. “We’ll go to New Town and see for ourselves.” Marcus looked at him sideways, but said nothing. “Whoever isn’t making that trip, I want a tight net on Mulciber. They send out for pizza, we deliver it. They take out their garbage, we pick it up. You see our friend Mr. Van Owen… you are explicitly ordered not to take any chances.” He stood up and put his coat on and Stensland did the same. “Stensland and I got their city contact and he rolled on the crew leader,” he said. “We’re gonna look her up. We’re already close, people. Without Chenjeri they’re on an island. They’ll have no choice but to take risks, move fast. Fast means sloppy. Go do what you do.”
 Weizmann got up and crossed out Mulciber on the cross on the whiteboard. Then he and Stensland walked out into the hallway and toward the elevator. “Atusa Navarro thinks we’re an annoyance,” Weizmann said as he buttoned his coat and stepped into the elevator. “Insects. Bees to be swatted. See how she enjoys the bee sting we’ve got coming her way.”
 Stensland looked at him. “Ben, don’t bees die when they sting?”
 
The woman staring back at Weizmann from the computer screen hardly seemed a criminal, must less an experienced crew thief. Christmas Parker was twenty-one years old in the picture and looked about seventeen, with curly black hair and a heart-shaped freckled face. The photograph was from a doctor’s office about six years past, and was the only photo on file. Evidently she had visited the doctor seeking treatment for Ramachandran syndrome, in which her otherwise healthy eyes combined with her mind to produce very real hallucinations. Dr. Chenjeri had described the custom lenses she wore in great detail. 
Incredibly, the woman had no criminal record, not so much as a speeding ticket. That was so unusual—unheard of, really—that Weizmann thought it must have been a typo, a clerical error. But there was nothing on file besides that doctor visit. Perhaps it was possible that a criminal was that cautious, patient and talented. That it didn’t fit the personality type of a career thief was no reason to believe it could not happen.
 He muttered aloud: Pleasure to meet you, Christmas Parker. See you soon.

 
Chapter 16
 Time and a Half
 
Murchison had begun to wonder if he’d miswritten the address when he spotted the man coming towards him. It was a crowded day in the sky-city park, families flying kites and throwing Frisbees and couples relaxing on blankets. Not far from him children frolicked in a small water park. In the controlled environment of the sky city it was 71 degrees, a perfect spring morning, though it was actually raining outside in the city proper. Murchison stood at the center of the Airwalk, a wide, ovular transparent viewing window in the ground, so clear it seemed there was nothing at all between him and the open space between the sky-city and the distant landscape. Idly he watched lightning arc upward from the rain clouds a ways below them. Through a break in the clouds he caught a glimpse of the water-stained white marble statue of the hero Bellerophon, standing sentry between the Knightsbridge and the Xanthos Bridge. 
The man coming towards him wore a sweater-vest over an expensive tie and dress shirt. His briefcase and watch were both fancier than anything Murchison owned. He was old and pudgy and bald and reminded Murchison of nothing so much as any accountant he’d ever met. “Mister Murchison,” he said, smiling. “It’s my pleasure. It would appear we’ll be working together for the foreseeable future.”
 “The pleasure’s mine,” Murchison said, reaching out to shake the man’s hand. His cufflinks bore the odd little sunburst pattern that had been on the woman’s earrings in the Halifax Pub that night. The two of them began to walk together. “You’re, uh… how to put this. One of them?”
 “One of who, sir?” the man asked, confused. 
“Like the woman,” Murchison said. “The one who hired me. You’re… like her? Or are you not?”
 “Mr. Murchison, I suspect you and I are very much alike,” he said. “I’m just a working stiff. Putting in a bit of overtime.”
 “What do you do exactly?”
 The man looked at him. “What do you do?”
 “I hire criminals to suppress rebellions against the government,” Murchison said. “That is, I did. 
“That’s a very specific way to of saying you help keep the peace,” said the man. “We are each of us society’s guardians. The oil between civilization’s vast and diverse moving parts. Though I’ll grant the average citizen may not see us as such. But such is our chosen path. Thankless… yet necessary.”
 “But you must know who… what she is.”
 The man shrugged. “Her check cashed.”
 “But you do know, don’t you?”
 “Mister Murchison,” he said, “I don’t care who she is.”
 “I don’t believe you.”
 The man chuckled. “It’s a curiosity of your kind,” he said. “No matter your protestations or professed beliefs otherwise, you are—to a man—consistently surprised to discover that humankind does not enjoy a monopoly over sentient thought in this universe.”
 “’Your’ kind?” Murchison stopped pacing across the Airwalk and the man stopped beside him. “Suggesting that you’re a…”
 The man clasped his hands behind his back and smiled a funny little smile. “I’m a what, sir?”
 For what felt like a while they regarded each other. “Now,” the man said. “Suppose we get down to brass tacks.”
 Murchison nodded. They began walking again, pacing the Airwalk’s perimeter. “Has the thought occurred to you to wonder why it is that your employer might require the services of someone like you? Why one of such… ability, would come to you seeking help? Rather curious, isn’t it?”
 “Of course.”
 “Would you care to venture a theory?”
 “Thus far I’ve assumed that my employer’s nature leaves him quite capable in matters grand in scope,” Murchison said. “But renders him rather less capable in matters requiring more… precision. As to why me specifically, well, I have no idea.”
 The man smiled. “Quite right sir,” he said. “Precision is exactly the correct word. And precision happens to be my forte. This vault you’ve rented in…” The man checked his wrist computer. “Harris Financial, yes? You rented it under your own name?”
 “I had no choice,” Murchison said. “I had just disposed of nine bodies. There wasn’t time to procure a false identity.”
 “That may be,” the man said. “But as you’re now a missing person as far as the state’s concerned, it also means they’ve locked the vault down. In fact they are presuming you dead, as they have discovered the mass grave you dug for your security officers.” Murchison nodded. He had assumed that was only a matter of time. Parker’s two men wouldn’t have records on file and so would end up in the police morgue, but at least his security officers could be buried as their families preferred. “Given the Eridan banking industry’s rather stringent security measures, the upside of that is that the government has no authority to enter it either. Nobody is legally authorized to enter until the mystery of your disappearance is sorted out to the government’s satisfaction. But we aren’t worried about legalities, are we?”
 Murchison scoffed. “You aren’t suggesting that you and I are going to rob my vault? I was a vehicle specialist in the military. They never trained me for infantry operations. And I’m a long way from John Dillinger.”
 “Are you familiar with the New Town slums in the city’s southeastern quadrant?”
 “Passingly,” Murchison said. “I know they exist. I know the residents there must purchase a citizenship card in order to leave and enter Bellerophon itself.”
 “Exactly so,” said the man. “And it is well-known how rarely that actually occurs. Yet many still manage to leave. How do you suppose that might be?”
 Murchison thought a moment and shrugged and shook his head.
 “In fact, the residents of New Town are rather prodigious diggers,” the man said. “Given their lack of safe or even functional construction equipment, their network of tunnels under the city is exceptional. Curious that they have come by the nickname ‘rat,’ when ant would be so much more appropriate. So, in answer to your question sir: I am going to put you in touch with the relevant people. And then yes, you are going to rob your vault.”
 * * *
 Regina Bell stood outside of Gadget World, peering through the full-length windows on the forest of toys and electronics. It was evening and the mall was busy. Hundreds of patrons flowed into and out of the movie theatre across the promenade. All they would see of her was an old woman standing in darkness, silhouetted against the bewildering array of color inside the toy store. Out the viewing dome in which the promenade ended just beyond the theatre, Bell could see the bay was busy. The trade ships and their mechanical arms were like giant steel-gray octopi, moving cargo from smaller ships to its destination in the docking bays. 
She had to make this quick. There had been some chatter about a Murchison down in New Town and she had to see to it before he went back underground, if it was him. But this was a side project worth losing a bit of sleep over. 
Bell saw Desmond through the windows and she stepped through the automatic sliding doors. The kid was African-descended, tall and skinny with black curly hair, and dressed in his uniform—black slacks and a blue Gadget World vest over a white dress shirt. He was walking with purpose and a woman followed close behind him, having obviously just asked him the location of a particular piece of merchandise. 
Bell walked to the aisle where they were and a cashier approached her. The girl was a teenager, a bit younger than Dez, obviously new. “Can I help you with anything ma’am?”
 “No,” Bell said with a grin. The patronizing tone young people tended to take with her told her that she hadn’t lost her touch with blending in. “I found what I was looking for, thanks.”
 She approached behind them as the woman left. “Who’s your fresh-faced rookie at the register, Dez? She’s cute. You make a move yet?”
 Desmond turned and saw her and threw up his hands. “Oh come on!”
 “Nice to see you too.”
 She watched him regain control and when he spoke again it was quiet. “How can you be here again so soon?” 
“Same as you,” said Bell. “Putting in some O-T. Bringing home the bacon.”
 “People are gonna start saying stuff.”
 “Right,” she said. “You are still at that age where it’s vitally important whether people ‘say stuff.’ But maybe I mistook you for someone who likes money. See what they say when you buy a new car with the money you make from me.”
 “I can’t even spend it!” he said. “What’s it look like when a college student starts rolling through town dropping money like some big shot?”
 “I told you to quit and come work for me full time.”
 “I’m not a—” he said loudly, but then he looked up when he realized that the cashier girl was standing at the end of the aisle watching them. “I gotta take a ten Liz,” he said. “Can you watch the front?”
 She nodded, and Dez led Bell back to the employee break room. Cheap fake wooden conference room table, fluorescent lights and a few vending machines. Bell sat down in one of the plastic chairs and Desmond shut the blinds and sat across from her. “I can’t keep doing this Regina,” he said. 
“Why not? You make more money doing three jobs with me than you will in a year when you’re an engineer. What’s the problem?”
 “I took my mom out to lunch the other day,” he said. “I hit an ATM to get some cash and she saw my balance. I had to make up some bullshit about how the university accidentally refunded my tuition. I can’t be doing this anymore. I mean it, this is the last one.”
 Bell looked at him. “Yeah,” she said, reaching into her briefcase. “We’ll see.” She handed him Warren Chiang’s phone, taking a moment to rub a spot of blood off it with her thumb. “It’s an easy one. Up until yesterday this belonged to a guy named Warren Chiang. I just want to know who he works for.”
 “Why,” Desmond asked as he took the phone. “What’d he do?”
 “He threatened to murder my family,” said Bell. “So I killed him. And I’m gonna kill his boss.” Desmond looked at her with alarm and she laughed. “Goodness gracious, lighten up kiddo. I’m jerking your chain! I owe him some money and I just wanna get things square. I got a reputation to consider, right?”
 Desmond eyed her suspiciously. “All right,” he said. “Give me a couple days.”
 Bell got up to leave. “I’m not a criminal, Regina,” said Desmond. 
She turned back and smiled at him. “Of course you aren’t,” she said, and she left. 
* * *
 Ace Norton pulled the car into the near-empty parking lot, and she and Crazy-eyes got out. The two of them stood in front of the car and leaned against the hood side-by-side, staring out across the waves and the birds nesting on the little islands just off the coast. They were at the beach, at one of hundreds of recreation areas lining Bellerophon’s coastline. It was a rainy, nasty day, middle of the week, so the beach was almost deserted. 
“Got your sixth X put on,” Eyes said. 
Norton pulled up her sleeve to reveal the new tattoo. “Time I had ’em re-inked anyway,” she said with a grin. “And swiping that tank definitely counted as a job well done.”
 “Heard a funny story you were looking to quit.”
 Ace shrugged. “I thought about it,” she said. “But… you gotta be what you are. What the hell else am I gonna do?”
 Crazy-eyes nodded slowly. “Van Owen’s too good for you to spot him by his mistake,” she said. “He let you get sight of him.”
 “Why?”
 “Scare us off,” Eyes said. “A warning. He’s gonna realize real quick we don’t really scare like that. If it comes down to him or us…” 
Crazy-eyes trailed off and Ace nodded. “Weird to think about, ain’t it? Atusa’s done a lot for us. It’s like… I don’t know, she’s an older sister or something. I mean, how far this gonna go?”
 Eyes thought a while before answering. “I ain’t gonna lie to you Ace,” she said finally. “It’s gonna get ugly as sin. I don’t think Dusty or Eddie will go solo with me. They’re too close to their families, and Tusa knows where they live. I don’t want to put Dusty’s kids in danger, pissing off Navarro. I don’t know if Kamarov has a family, really. She’s never mentioned any. I think I can flip her away from Tusa for the right price. But you…”
 “I screwed up my own family, so I got nothing to lose,” Ace said. “That’s kinda fucked up, Eyes.”
 “But it’s true, ain’t it?” Crazy-eyes looked at her. “I mean, say no if you want. But you gotta make a choice before Van Owen has us in a pair of crosshairs. Going against Navarro isn’t the easiest thing you’ll ever do. But… I don’t know. At some point you gotta stand for something.”
 Ace pulled her hood up and folded her arms. “Go into business for ourselves,” she said. 
“Why not? I mean, Atusa got hooked up with a government agent,” Crazy-eyes said. “Who’s to say we can’t do the same? Why should we route all our business through her so she can get a piece? While she sits on her ass in her office and doesn’t risk shit.”
 “She does a lot more than sit on her ass and collect money from us.”
 “Yeah, all right,” Eyes said. “Well working for her isn’t gonna be an option for me. Not once all is said and done.”
 “Why don’t you just let it go? Just this one. Just let this one go.”
 “So that’s your answer, I guess.”
 Ace sighed and stared out over the water. “I’ll go with you Eyes,” she said. “Promise me one thing.”
 “What’s that?”
 “You’ll help me get the girls back.”
 “You’d have to kill Colin before he’d see that happen.”
 “Yeah,” Ace said. “Guess I would.” They regarded each other. Before Crazy-eyes could say anything in return a car pulled up beside them and a man Crazy-eyes didn’t recognize stepped out and approached. 
“What is this?” Crazy-eyes hand went to the grip of her pistol. “Where’s Chenjeri?”
 “Cops got to him,” the man said. “He’s got eyes all over him. He sent me to tell you you’re on your own. Cut off. There’s no way he can support you anymore without bringing threat of incrimination on himself. I’m here because of his deference to his contract with your mutual employer.”
 “Get the fuck out of here,” Crazy-eyes said. The man got back in his car and left quickly. 
“So that’s it then?” Ace asked. 
Crazy-eyes shook her head. “We can still make this happen.”
 “Eyes, that’s insane,” Ace said. “We’re flying blind. No more money, no intel, nothing.”
 “We got all we need. But we’re gonna need to work quicker. Mulciber’s gotta go in the morning. Hope you weren’t planning on getting much sleep.”
 * * *
 The walls of New Town were enormous and sturdy, steel and concrete covered with vandalism and topped with razor wire, reaching to the limit of Weizmann’s vision from his vantage in the back of the police jeep. Police officers carrying GRKs and dressed in battle armor walked patrols between the observation towers spaced evenly along the wall’s length. It was a cold, grey drizzly morning, and Weizmann could see smoke rising from the fires inside the sprawling slum. As Reyes pulled the jeep up to the gates the first set rose like a medieval portcullis, and the gates immediately behind that one opened side-to-side. Weizmann felt the bulky box-shaped device in his coat pocket to make sure it was still there, and he shifted the GRK rifle at his feet. He was uncomfortable handling an assault rifle, and in fact hadn’t even trained on one in years. He and Reyes each carried one of the machine guns, while Ford and Marcus were armed with combat shotguns. 
Reyes pulled the jeep forward and stopped again in a small courtyard, empty and grey and featureless except for a small barred door on one side wall. Weizmann was somewhat surprised to find that the gates to the slum were doubled, like an airlock on a ship. Reyes turned the engine off, and they sat there quietly in the jeep while the double gates behind them closed. Weizmann waited for the gates in front of them to open, but they sat dormant. 
“What’s happening?” he asked. 
Just then the side door opened. “Hold on,” Marcus said from the front passenger seat. An officer approached her window and she handed him a clipboard and he looked it over. 
“I’ll run it upstairs,” the officer said. “Just be a couple.”
 Marcus nodded and the man disappeared again behind the door. “They have to check our route to the church in New Town,” Marcus said over her left shoulder. “They will send a drone ahead to try and clear it for us.” She held up three fingers. “They will sweep three routes, so nobody inside knows exactly which direction we go.”
 “Are the drones effective?” Weizmann asked. 
Marcus laughed and turned to look at him. “Fuck no,” she said. “Any gunner in New Town can avoid them with no problems. Such an easy thing. They can sweep for mines, that’s about all. But it’s protocol, so…” She sighed. “Whatever.”
 “How long is it going to be?” Ford asked. She was seated beside Weizmann in the back seat. 
“If none of the rats takes a shot at the drones… a few minutes,” Marcus said. “The church is not far.”
 They waited. Reyes turned up the radio, tuned to a news broadcast. Weizmann felt nervousness creep over him. Their authorization to be there was utterly faked. The only reason he had for optimism was that only a fool would actually want to sneak into the New Town slum, so, according to Reyes, the security procedures could actually be rather lax. It was a mundane tedious job most days, and the best thing for them would be a bored gate officer who didn’t look at the papers too clearly. 
But what if they were found out? The previous night he had built a small trail of documentation in the fake investigation—the ‘official’ reason for he and Ford to be on planet—but that small trail wouldn’t hold up to even remotely careful scrutiny. 
“Ben.” Ford had spoken quietly but loudly enough to jar him from his contemplation. He looked at her. “Yesterday, when you were at the hospital, and Sofia couldn’t reach you… she called the station.”
 “Is that right.”
 She paused, apparently unsure how to continue. “She told me about the situation. With Nikos.”
 “Did she.”
 “Ben… We’re not going to need all this money for the investigation.”
 “Vera,” he said. “Stop talking right now.”
 “Ben we can save his life,” she loudly whispered. “I’m talking about your son’s life. Taking money from some of the worst people alive and using it to save your son. How is that not improving society? How is that not police work?”
 Weizmann stared straight ahead at the closed gate. He thought it seemed to be taking a while but he forced away his anxiety. He knew—almost beyond doubt—that he could embezzle funds out of the Silk Road program and hide his tracks properly. He’d fallen asleep the last two nights thinking about precisely how he would do it. The other officers on his team couldn’t keep it concealed as well as he could, but he was smarter and more experienced than they were. That wasn’t a point of ego or arrogance for him, only a simple fact. But he couldn’t take money for himself and deny the others the same privilege. He was pretty certain he could do it without even Ford knowing about it, but where did pretty certain get you? 
Pretty certain wasn’t even close to good enough. And he couldn’t have Ford believe he would take money for them and leave the others out. He didn’t think she would tell the others but he couldn’t say for sure. Maybe that was her backhanded route to getting a payout for each of them, and he couldn’t allow that to happen. The others would get found out and then they’d be finished. What Ford was proposing was a substantially greater crime than the one they were already committing. If they were found to be stealing money to pay for an investigation, their case against Navarro would evaporate but that would probably be the end of it. If they were found to be taking money for themselves, it could conceivably discredit the entire department in the public’s eyes for years. 
On the other side of the coin, of course, was Nikos. What could be more important? Everything in him shrieked in horror at the thought of letting his son die when there was anything he could have done, consequences be damned. Could he live with himself, knowing he could have given his son a chance and chosen not to do so? What man could do such a thing? Every time he tried to think on the subject it fast became too much to bear. 
“Detective Marcus,” he said, and the woman looked back at him. “I understand we may encounter a few language barriers in the ghettos.”
 “It won’t be an issue,” she said. “There is a strain of angry nativism in New Town. Like a lot of the ghettos now. A while back—when things were really bad with the police—some of the intellectuals inside invented a new language. Almost everyone inside speaks both. There are a few who speak only the ghetto tongue… But I can speak it.”
 Weizmann took a moment to absorb that information. “Am I correct in guessing that Marcus is not the surname with which you born?”
 Marcus peered over her shoulder at him. “How did you know that? It isn’t even in my files.”
 “Your accent was the first clue,” Weizmann said. “You’ve worked hard to alter it, but there is still a hint. The second was that you are one of your department’s liaison’s to New Town, and much of your knowledge is rather obviously experiential and non-handbook. There are exactly two possibilities for the source of such knowledge: It is either the accumulated expertise of one who has spent many years working with the slum rats… or it is the accumulated experience of one who spent her youth in such a place. As you are much too young for the former option…”
 She was quiet for a few seconds and then she said: “Markosanian.”
 “I’m told that no one ever buys their passage out of New Town,” he said. “How did you do it?”
 “Get me drunk enough someday,” she said. “And I will tell it to you.”
 “I’m certain it’s a good enough story that the drinks are certainly on me,” said Weizmann. 
She looked back at him. “I never drink.”
 Just then the gates in front of them began to slide open, one set side-to-side and another from the ground up. “Here,” Marcus said, handing Ford and Weizmann each a badge and ID on a cord. Weizmann took his and saw that it said he was a sergeant from the Thessalon Major Crimes Unit. “If they know we are from Bellerophon they will not speak to us,” she said. “Or they will try to fight us.” Ford and Weizmann each took their old badges off and hung the replacement around their necks as Reyes eased the jeep off the entrance ramp and into New Town. 
It was as if the portal into New Town had been a wormhole to another place and time. Weizmann knew that Coalition immigration policy had created such a slum on almost every Alpha planet in the Coalition, by simple virtue of making it nearly impossible to earn enough money to purchase one’s citizenship. But he couldn’t imagine being so jaded that he ever ceased to be surprised that such a place existed directly beside a modern city. Bellerophon was no spotless, crime-free Utopia, but when compared to New Town it seemed to be. 
Even when first constructed New Town had never been attractive, as the first priority had been cost-efficiency and population density. The structures were all grey concrete and manufactured plastic, but age, weather and street violence had taken their toll. Everywhere Weizmann looked it seemed a broken wall or part of a roof had been replaced by broken-down packing crates, freight slats or advertising billboards. In most of the high-rise towers the top floors were simply gone, blown off when the neighborhood’s weather-protection system failed, as it was known to do occasionally. The high-rises had been uniformly 61 stories each when whole but Weizmann estimated they now stood between 20 and 40 levels, depending on their respective damage. 
The road was a mess of broken asphalt and rain-filled potholes, such that in spite of the jeep’s shock-absorbent suspension Weizmann felt his teeth rattling. The streets had once been wide but overcrowding had compelled the people of New Town to build new makeshift homes out into them, so now the roads were all a single lane at best. At one street corner Weizmann saw that someone had constructed a home out of an old chicken coop and a van with no tires. The owner of such a house, he noted cynically, was still of some status in the slums—more than a few people were sleeping in grottos and building alcoves and occasionally the street. He wondered how many were sleeping permanently. 
The young and the old watched the jeep tear past them. Weizmann noticed a common thread in the stares of every New Town resident, no matter their age—they were all gauging the threat level to themselves personally. He thought that made sense. Living in such an environment had trained them. Those who could still bother to evaluate a threat to themselves were the lucky ones. Everywhere there were junkies and drug addicts, scrawny and dead-eyed, barely conscious. 
Reyes drove fast and reckless. The jeep hammered through the streets, sending great sprays of dirty water and mud up the side panels. A few times people leapt out of the road in front of them. The young detective seemed to know his route precisely, but Weizmann noted with some nervousness that it was not long before he could not have found his way back on his own. 
They came out of the narrow streets into a wide open space, what had once been the courtyard of a town square. There hundreds of people had gathered to listen to a speaker, who Weizmann could not see through the crowd. A handful of people held up signs bearing large pictures of Sara Warren. “A political rally?” Weizmann said. He nearly had to shout over the roar of the crowd and the jeep’s engine.
 “Governor Warren is popular among a sector of the rats,” Marcus said, also nearly shouting. “She wishes to do away with the immigration centers altogether. Make immigration free and open Coalition-wide.”
 “I’ve heard that,” Weizmann said. He tended to ignore politics but that was one factoid he’d picked up; it had created a minor stir among the Alpha planets, including the one on which he lived. “You would think such an idea would be uniformly popular among the people here.”
 Marcus looked back at him. “There is a culture here, now,” she said. “And always there are cultural… uh, purists. Preservationists.”
 “What do the preservationists want?” Weizmann asked. “Do they have a program?”
 “The same as anyone,” she said. “A place of their own.”
 “That is Chancellor Bramhall’s opinion, is it not? A planet for the… slum rats?”
 Marcus laughed. “Bramhall can rot and die,” she said. “He will say anything to make himself look like a caring man of the people. But if he keeps the rats in their cages and lets them kill each other it keeps the Alpha planets fat and happy. That is all he cares about. You can argue about Warren’s policy but she is at least suggesting something different than what we have now, these prison cities. Pigs will build starships before Bramhall’s government does a thing about this. If he keeps the Alphas safe and content, that is the only thing to him. To be fair the planet and city governments are no better. Rarely any worse, but no better.”
 That made a certain amount of ruthless pragmatic sense, by Weizmann’s reckoning. The slum rats weren’t legal citizens on their own planets of residence so they couldn’t vote. And voters in any system had never been exceptional at voting to solve other people’s problems. “Democracy is the worst form of government—”
 “—except for all the others,” Marcus cut him off, finishing the quote from Thornton Churchill. Weizmann decided in that moment that he rather liked Detective Marcus. “Bramhall will get his,” she said. “These people will not stand for much more.”
 The sound of an automatic weapon echoed across the square as they passed it and disappeared into a narrow section. Weizmann heard screaming and then more gunfire. Instinctively his hand went to his gun, though he knew Reyes was not about to stop the jeep. Nor did Weizmann wish him to do so. They were there for a specific purpose. 
Two more throat-clenching narrow turns and they were at the church. Once it had been the most attractive piece of architecture in New Town, vine-covered brick and stained glass, but now it was covered in graffiti and much of the old walls had been replaced and patched with fire-scarred bulletproof steel and welded into place. One wall was the side panel of an old boat, complete with the vessel’s name— G.C.S. Starserpent —painted up the side. Though it retained the shell of a formerly beautiful house of worship the place was now essentially a fortified war zone bunker, complete with armed guards and a perimeter fence topped in razor wire. Oddly the stained glass window in the steeple was intact and clean. It showed the temptation of Christ in the desert. The devil was depicted classically, wings and horns and cloven feet. Weizmann had thought Jesus was typically shown with the dusky skin of a Semite. But in this depiction Christ’s complexion and hair were bone white, his eyes violet-colored. 
Reyes stopped the jeep ten feet before the gate and got out, a small duffel bag in his hand, and he slammed the door behind him. He approached the two guards standing out front. Each man raised his assault rifle as Reyes approached. Every guard on the perimeter wall watched the jeep or the approaching detective. Weizmann thought he looked terribly vulnerable. Reyes wore a body armor vest but his arms were uncovered. The GRK assault rifle was slung over his back. On his head he wore only sunglasses, no helmet. 
Weizmann watched the conversation with steadily mounting nervousness. Reyes handed over the duffel bag and one of the guards took it and opened it. He reached in and pulled out a belt of .50 caliber ammunition and four frag grenades. The guard holding the duffel bag looked at the other and nodded, and the second guard unlocked the chain and threw the gates open. 
Detective Reyes got back in and without a word drove the still-running jeep into the courtyard. The guards locked the gates behind them. Marcus saw Weizmann look back over his shoulder in alarm. “Standard practice,” she said. “The doctor has many rivals in New Town. It is to keep those people out. Not to keep us in.”
 Weizmann heard her voice distantly as he was distracted by two things in front of him. The courtyard was a bustle of illegal business, drugs and guns and stolen goods, so the jeep had to move slowly. But none of that was what had caught Weizmann’s attention. Above the ornate wooden double doors into the church there hung three skeletons. Bone bleached sun-white and still dressed. The dark blue body armor vests the corpses wore read GCPD over the breast, identical to those Weizmann and the others wore now. Two of them still wore police badges around their necks. 
Beneath the three skeletons the doors opened. The man standing beneath them was enormous and his skin was white as the skeletons hanging above him. His eyes were purple and his dreadlocks and beard were coal black. In his left hand he carried a heavy machine gun like it was a pistol. He had no right hand—that arm stopped mid-forearm. He wore jeans and an open cutoff khaki shirt, but every part of exposed skin showed thin tattooed line that looked as if they might have been some kind of script, but Weizmann couldn’t make them out at that distance. 
Reyes parked the jeep in a line with seven other vehicles, each an old school military jeep with an outdated version of a Dragonfly .50 caliber machine gun in the turret. Based on even his limited knowledge of such things Weizmann could see that at least two of the Dragonflies were missing parts that would make them non-functional. But he supposed that the residents of New Town wouldn’t know that, and the guns would still be useful for looks. 
The four of them got out as the doctor approached them, a group of armed bodyguards at his back. “Just follow my lead,” Reyes said. 
“You,” the Doctor said to Reyes, pointing the machine gun at him. “You, I know. But you bring strangers to me. Killing each of you now, this is the safe thing. A smart man do this. A cautious man do this. Tell me quickly now why I should not.”
 “You like money, yeah?” Reyes said. “You like guns? You need powder? We make this happen. You kill more cops…” Reyes shrugged. “You starve in here. That not smart man.”
 The doctor laughed. “You think I scared to kill you?” He gestured to the skeletons above the doors. “Ask my trophies how scared I am to kill you. I am told that late at night when the city sleeps they will sometimes tell their stories. Come down and dance and wail at the scene of their crimes. Where I took their mortality. Made myself into the immortal undying. They ask me, they come and say ‘Doctor, give me back my life.’ Perhaps what I should do is give them new company. Four new souls to guard my door.”
 “I no time for this,” Reyes said. Weizmann wondered if this was just part of the normal negotiation process with this lunatic. Reyes seemed to be getting tenser, on the edge of panic. Weizmann began to doubt whether this was standard operating procedure. “You owe me, doctor,” shouted Reyes. “You owe me big way. I come for you help and you gonna give.”
 “You come here and think you can order me? Where you get those balls?” The doctor gestured to one of his bodyguards. “Take this man’s foot. I’m sure police whores buy him a new one.”
 Reyes unshouldered his shotgun and pointed it at the doctor’s head. Suddenly every bodyguard behind the Doctor raised their weapons and Ford and Marcus each picked a target to draw on. Normal negotiation process, Weizmann thought darkly. His mind was strangely clear and pragmatic, the opposite of what he’d have expected in such a situation. They were probably about to die, their corpses hung above a church door, but Weizmann accepted that fact now with cold equanimity. Amusingly, in spite of the Mexican standoff involving a dozen automatic weapons occurring at one end of the courtyard, none of the business in the courtyard even slowed. 
The line tattoos all over the Doctor’s body were abruptly quite clear to him. They were lines of Koine Greek. Weizmann was certain then of their text—the Doctor had the entire Old Testament tattooed across the extent of his body. 
“We find out how immortal you are, yeah?” Reyes said. The doctor stared at him, eyes inscrutable. Weizmann wondered whether he truly believed himself invincible. “We do this way, we both dead men. You help me find man I look for and we all live.”
 “There many gods among stars,” the Doctor murmured. “I know mine. Who yours? He know you name?”
 A man walked right through the center of them, pushing a wheelbarrow full of some sort of narcotic packed and ready for shipping. Weizmann had to laugh. New Town people were a different breed. 
“Mr. Doctor, if I might,” Weizmann said, his hands up in the air. The Doctor looked at him. Weizmann was the only one in the immediate vicinity not aiming a gun at someone’s head, as he had never unshouldered his GRK. “It seems to me there is a fundamental misunderstanding of this situation. Admittedly there is nothing any of us could do to hurt you… given that you are one of the immortal undying. However, should anything happen to me or my three companions, you will have to find and train an entirely new army. A new fortress. New product. New weapons. Because, sadly, if any of us is injured…” Weizmann reached into his coat pocket and pulled out the box-shaped device. The words fission warhead / handle with care were clear on the side. “Everything within a half-kilometer radius will be vapor. Life will get rather lonely for you for a while. The bomb is synced to my brain activity. Do you know what that means? I can detonate it from a distance with a particular thought pattern. Or if my brain activity ceases…” 
Reyes stared at him as if he had three heads. Ford looked horrified and Marcus’ face was stolid, unreadable. “What you want of me?” The Doctor said. 
“A man named Murchison has been in New Town recently,” Weizmann said. “We need this man. Have you heard of him?”
 The Doctor grinned. “I know this man,” he said. “Come inside. We make deal for this man’s life. I like you deal, you have him tomorrow.”
 “All due respect sir,” Weizmann said. “But what’s wrong with right now?”
 “Streets too much danger,” the Doctor said. “You come. We eat, talk. Go tonight, just before sunup.”
 The doctor motioned with the gun towards the church and he and his bodyguards turned and walked back towards the doors and the skeletons. “Where did you get that fucking bomb?” Reyes asked him quietly as they started walking. 
“I wanted to see how the Silk Road worked,” Weizmann said. “So I bought something.”
 “Jesus,” said Reyes. “You’re just as crazy as the big white bastard.”
 “Are we going to survive passing a night here?” Weizmann asked him.
 “Safest place in New Town,” Reyes said. “Going out at night, that’s a different story. The streets are way more dangerous. But good luck telling the Doctor that. He’s afraid of daylight.”
 “Terrific,” Weizmann said. “We’ll sleep in shifts. We’re not all closing our eyes around these people.”
 “Guess I’ll cross ‘spend the night in a warlord’s compound’ off the to-do list,” said Ford.
 “Hell with it,” Reyes said with a shrug. “We’re on the clock. Time and a half, baby.”

 
Chapter 17
 Hyperion
 
Crazy-eyes lit a cigarette and watched a flock of seabirds glide on the wind down the moss-covered cliffs, over the beach and land in the shallows of the ocean bay. She stood alone waiting on the beach as the sun fell behind the sea, casting red-silver light over the horizon line and Chimera Island. The towers and the runways of Chimera’s spaceport were wreathed in clouds, just at the limit of her vision. Far behind her Moses and Norton waited with the car, parked on Bellerophon’s garish tourism boardwalk. The shouts of children on the tilt-a-whirl and the honking horns in the funhouse were distantly audible over the sound of the wind and the waves. Even with her filtering lenses the bright lights of the nearby carnival hurt her eyes to look upon, so she concentrated her attention outward. Her eyes seemed to be getting worse again. She hadn’t been to a doctor in years, not for her eyes anyway. But bright lights didn’t used to give her trouble. 
Eridan’s moon Hyperion hung above Chimera, a motionless glittery jewel in the darkening purple sky. Eridan and Hyperion were tidally locked, lunar orbital period equal in length to planetary day, so that each always presented the same face to the other, and Hyperion never departed its position directly over Chimera Island. This made Chimera an ideal location for Eridan’s central spaceport, as it was always the shortest land borne distance between the planet’s surface and the nearest navigable object in space. The moon was close in astronomical terms; from where Crazy-eyes stood she could see points of light on the surface that represented the small cities housing the space station’s employees. 
Central ports on any planet were always beyond busy at all hours, their workers overworked, their organization a logistical and bureaucratic morass. After the hit on Harris, slipping through their security and getting from Chimera to Hyperion wouldn’t be easy, per se, but it could be done. It would require some effort, but that wasn’t the part Crazy-eyes was worried about. Hyperion to Pyrene would be much more difficult, and Pyrene to the next star system even more so. Security on the superluminal network always tended to be a thousand times more stringent than conventional travel. It could be done. No security system was watertight. 
She’d have given anything in the world to be able to pick Saul Parker’s mind on that problem just then. But Saul Parker was dust, returned from whence he’d come. Perhaps she was better than he was anyhow. She had his example to learn from, his mistakes. That phrase about standing on the shoulders of giants always seemed to mean you were lying to yourself about being taller. But it seemed to Christmas that they always left something out. Maybe you weren’t any taller but you were damned sure higher up. 
Standing there staring at Hyperion, the radiance of the surface cities fluttering across its surface, she thought of the moon’s mythological namesake. One of the titans, the lord of light. Destined to be replaced by the Olympians, the gods of the Etruscans. That was how things worked, Crazy-eyes thought. Succession lay in the future of god and mortal. Existence came at the price of eventual dissolution. 
“You’d be Parker, then?” She turned to find a small old man in a sweater vest. He was bespectacled, wore a bowler hat and carried a briefcase. He didn’t seem to notice or care that his fancy expensive dress shoes were getting dirty in the wet beach sand. 
Crazy-eyes hand fell to the semi-automatic pistol holstered at the back of her waist. “The hell are you?”
 “The guy who can get you things,” the old man said. “Your personal salvation, if you want to think of it that way.”
 “Who are you with?”
 “Well, let me see,” he said. “You called Reggie Bell, and I’m here. Knowing who you are, where you would you be and the reason for your call. What might that tell you?” He extended his hand with a smile. Crazy-eyes looked down at it. His cufflinks seemed oddly out of place with the rest of his attire—white sunburst over a field of black. 
Crazy-eyes shook his hand. “Reggie too important to come herself, huh? Seven million doesn’t buy a personal visit?”
 “Miss Parker, Regina Bell is an unusual woman, of unusual talents,” said the man. They paced down the beach together, just beyond the upper extent of the tide. “On her motives or current workload, I hesitate to speculate. However I expect you’ll find my assistance more than adequate.”
 “You got a name?”
 “I most certainly do,” the man said with a small smile. “Now suppose we get down to brass tacks.”
 Crazy-eyes laughed in spite of herself. “All right then,” she said. 
“I understand you want to kidnap the CEO of the Mulciber Corporation,” he said. “Anderson Tabriz, if I remember correctly.”
 “I need about ten minutes of his time,” Crazy-eyes said. “Whether that involves a kidnapping or not, I don’t care. But I will need leverage. Incentive for him to be honest.”
 “No leverage like a target’s personal safety,” said the man. “Save of course for the personal safety of your target’s loved ones. Given that Mr. Tabriz protects his home with a small personal army, a kidnapping seems the smartest route.”
 “It’s gotta happen tomorrow,” Crazy-eyes said. “Non-negotiable. I got no planetside supplier, no connects. My people and I are flying blind from this point on.” The weather reports said there’d be dust storms over Bellerophon in three days. That’d give them a weekend to plan the Harris job, which cut it dangerously close. 
The man shrugged. “Tomorrow’s a work day,” he said. “I suppose it may help you to know that at precisely thirteen-seventeen, Mr. Tabriz will leave the office for lunch at the Depot Creek with his wife. That he will be having a Cajun turkey sandwich, no mayo, extra cucumber and tomatoes. And that he will go through the Ansari tunnel to get there. At thirteen-thirty-six, to be exact.”
 Crazy-eyes stopped walking. “How could you possibly know any of that?”
 The man shrugged. “I don’t,” he said. “Call it an educated guess.”
 “Not good enough.”
 He shrugged. “Trust it, or don’t,” the old man said. “You aren’t breaking into Mulciber and getting back out alive, not with your resources. So whether you trust me or not, my educated guess is all you’ve got. That said…” He tipped his hat to her. “Pleasure meeting you.” 
The old man turned and walked away. “You don’t work for Reggie Bell,” Crazy-eyes called after him. 
He stopped and turned. “And why would you say that?”
 “Educated guess,” she said. 
He smiled. “Reggie Bell has a vested interest in seeing you succeed, Miss Parker,” he said. “That’s something she and I have in common. Though our reasons differ somewhat. You know you’re not as blind as you think you are. One day you’re going to open your eyes.”
 The old man turned and began walking away again. “Who are you?” She called out after him. 
“The angel Gabriel,” he shouted back, and Crazy-eyes let him go without another word. 
* * *
 Murchison sat alone in the cold damp dark beside the makeshift latticework in the wall opposite the stairwell. He was in New Town and it had been hours since a gnarled aged woman with skin like old leather had led him down to the cellar and left him there to wait. He had said to her simply, “God sent me,” and she had taken his hand and brought him down the stairs without a word. He had watched the sunlight change through the cracks in the ceiling above him as the day progressed, from yellow to orange to purple now to pitch black. Nervousness had set in with the darkness, but Murchison wore his faith as armor. 
The latticework where the woman had gestured for him to wait looked like just the sort of thing one would see at a Catholic Church, installed between confessor and priest. Murchison supposed it probably was—there was once a cathedral of sorts in the New Town slums but it was long gone. Destroyed in some turf war and picked clean by scavengers. On the way in he had already seen a smoke-darkened wooden statue of the Virgin guarding somebody’s front door. He thought for a while about simply pushing the screen out of the way and looking behind it, but he supposed he ought to wait for a sign. God would provide him a path. 
“Tell me of your dreams.”
 Murchison had been cleaning his glasses when the voice came from behind the lattice, and he almost dropped them out of surprise. Now he put them back on and turned on his knees to face the screen. “Show yourself.”
 The old man behind the screen laughed, a low guttural sound thick with wine and smoke and years. “Your dreams,” he said. “Speak of them.”
 Murchison was silent for a while, unsure how to answer. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. “I dreamt of an ocean planet,” he said. “A worldwide sea, except for one island, somewhere in the northern hemisphere. Constant storms… it’s quite hot so the surface of the water isn’t quite liquid, nor quite gas… waves a couple hundred meters high so the gravity must be quite a bit less than a G. The atmosphere is thick but the night is bright. There are so many stars, so close… the sky is thick with them, glittering. Like moonlight on water. It must be near a galactic core. I’m alone on the island, but then a moment later I’m not. There’s a woman there, walking with me. Then there is something out in the water, distant from us. At first I thought it was aurora but then I realize they are moving consciously… I’m not sure how I can tell, but I just know. Like serpents of light… moving from the water to the sky and back again. They’re converging on us… I can feel the heat of them approaching. They’re beyond me in every way. I feel… not fear, necessarily. More like insignificance… evolutionary inadequacy… I had thought as a human that I was the pinnacle of consciousness, but I realize in that moment that I was terribly, beautifully, laughably wrong. Next to these beings I am a dust mote.”
 “…and that’s it. That’s the end.”
 For a long time there was nothing. “Who are you people?” Murchison said at last. There was a sound on the other side of the screen like something breaking or detaching and the left side of it moved outward noticeably. Murchison threw it open and there was nobody there. Just a low earthen tunnel, leading off into the darkness. No sign whatsoever of the old man. 
On the ground in front of him was a flashlight on top of a sheet of paper. He picked up the flashlight and turned it on. The sheet of paper was a hand-drawn map through a labyrinthine network of tunnels. The end of the map was marked only with a scrawled cross, but he didn’t need a label to know that it showed the route to the vaults of Harris Financial. 
Murchison stepped into the tunnel. As he had believed, as he had known would happen, God had provided. 
* * *
 Weizmann sat with his back to the wall in the steeple of the church, his pistol in his lap. He was watching the doctor, who was sitting deep in thought behind the stained glass window that had been altered so that Jesus looked albino. Even seated with his legs in front of him the doctor was gigantic. In the shallow flickery lights running off the church’s overworked generator, the massive one-handed warlord seemed to Weizmann some sort of warrior demon, violent energy coiled into a human body. Reyes, Ford and Marcus slept near Weizmann, in their clothes and bulletproof vests, their thin department-issue raincoats rolled up under their heads. 
At first he had felt something like fatherly worry for them, probably because each of them was nearly young enough to be a child of his. But it occurred to him then that he was the least equipped out of the four of them to handle a mission such as this one. Reyes and Marcus both had experience in dozens of investigations here. Ford was a foreigner here as he was, but his ambitious assistant’s bookish demeanor belied her lethal talents, with or without a weapon. Weizmann knew she was unmarried; to his knowledge all she did was practice her computer skills and self-defense. If there was anyone he ought to worry for it was the old man in the mirror, he thought. Just because he’d caught a hospital orderly off-guard didn’t mean he was suddenly ready for a fight. 
They were in the antechamber to the doctor’s personal quarters, and there were automatic weapons, explosives and ammunition stacked everywhere. He sipped the coffee the Doctor’s people had given him. Weizmann was reticent at first but with some amusement after smelling it, he realized that the police department and the warlords of New Town drank the same crummy instant coffee. 
In spite of the coffee Weizmann found himself getting sleepy. “They say you fear daylight,” said Weizmann. 
The Doctor looked surprised that he had spoken. In any other situation Weizmann would not have spoken so forwardly with such a person. However he was exhausted and he did have a high-powered explosive attached to the inside of his coat, two facts that were making him a little cocky just then. “In the day, everyone else can see, and I am the blind man,” said the Doctor. “In the night… I have eyes. It is the rest of the world that is blind.”
 Weizmann nodded. Photophobia was common enough among those afflicted with albinism. Permanent pupil dilation was a less common-but-growing symptom among those born in mining communities. Weizmann had assumed that whatever drugs were allowing the Doctor to stay awake all night had dilated his eyes, but it seemed the condition was congenital. “Why did you kill those three cops?”
 The Doctor did not look at him and Weizmann thought at first he hadn’t heard. “Because cops deserve death,” he said. “They are rabid dogs. Death is a kindness.”
 “Don’t bullshit me,” said Weizmann. The doctor looked at him. His face was neutral but Weizmann found him almost unbearable to look upon. He forced himself anyway. “I know the game. I know nobody gives a shit about you outside those walls. Half the city proper thinks you ought to be deported to some other planet and the other half thinks they should carpet bomb this whole place. And that’s just what they say in public. I know a thousand of your people are worth less than one fine upstanding police officer in the eyes of the powers that be. And I know the shitstorm you must pull down on top of you when a cop goes missing in here. I also know you are not stupid. Or crazy. So you wouldn’t just go and off a cop to prove to your people how big your balls are. Stands to reason… you had good cause. So why’d you do it?”
 The doctor laughed. “You must be a psychic man,” he said. “I am psychic. I have such powers of the mind. But I have never met another man who can do this thing.”
 “Not psychic,” Weizmann said. Jesus Mary and Joseph this guy is a nut, Weizmann thought. Psychic and bulletproof. Next he’ll claim to have invented cold fusion and bread that didn’t grow mold. “Not like you. Just been around the block, pal.”
 “What will you do when someone comes into your home, steals your things, tries to put a child in your wife, hurt your children?”
 “I’d make him regret the day he ever tried to do such a thing,” said Weizmann. 
“The first one, is when I am thirteen years old,” the Doctor said. “It is a firefight between the police and a gang. He is shooting with a sniper rifle from a high place in one of the old apartments. The wall is blown apart and there is no window but he has some cover. I am in the next room over hiding with my little sister and I can see the barrel of his gun poking out beyond the wall. At first he shoots only at men with guns but then I see people running for their lives and getting cut down by this man. A woman and child huddling between the wreckage of a tank and a wall and this man killed them both with one bullet. So I come around the corner behind him and take his head in my hands and turn it until I hear his neck go…” The doctor clicked his tongue. “The second, my men and I catch him forcing my sister. This policeman has already taken away my son, who was with my sister. She has been soiled by another man, so my sister must die. She had to die. To cleanse her spirit.” Weizmann said nothing to this, in spite of his immediate revulsion. He was passingly familiar with the occasional cultural practice of killing rape victims, but this was not the time for him to challenge it. “After my sister’s husband cleanses her, we torture this policeman for a full day and night. In the way of the medieval church. You can hear his screams for miles. I have the recording if you would like to—”
 “No,” Weizmann said. “No thank you. I’d rather not.”
 “The third, he had a gun that I desired,” the Doctor said. “And he would not sell it to me. So I took it.” Weizmann almost laughed but he was immediately relieved that he had not. It sounded like a bad joke but the Doctor was serious. Weizmann decided then that he had badly misjudged the druglord when they first met. He was certainly not stupid, but he was in fact quite crazy. 
“That’s the way of your people, I suppose,” Weizmann said. “If you want something, and you are strong enough to take it… you take it.”
 “That is the way of the universe, cop,” said the doctor. “The way of all things. All creatures. All energy alive and inanimate. The strong supplant the weak. The smart the stupid. Such a process is the reason you exist. Environmental attrition of a self-replicating system. It is the way of energy. And there can be no other.”
 “Some would say there is morality,” Weizmann said. “The entirety of human civilization’s arc has been a reaction against your way.”
 The doctor was silent a while. Then he laughed. “Cling to that beautiful lie, cop,” he said. “Cling to it when the war comes. See if your lie protects you.”
 Weizmann flicked the safety off and then on again on his semi-auto, and he ran one finger over the loaded chamber indicator. “My son is dying.” He looked up at the doctor’s impassive eyes. “Nothing… like what happened to your boy. It’s a sickness. We can’t pay for his treatment anymore.”
 “Then your beautiful lie has failed you already.”
 “What would you do, in my shoes?” Weizmann flicked the safety off again. “What would you risk to keep him alive?”
 “Everything,” said the Doctor. “Nothing could matter more. I believe you are weak. But I believe you might also be very smart. Smart, weak men are like spiders. Quiet and dangerous. Find these people who would harm your blood, and make them fear you.”
 Weizmann clicked his pistol’s safety back on. “What do you want for giving me Horace Murchison?”
 The Doctor smiled. “I want your bomb,” he said. “The big bomb in your coat pocket.”
 Weizmann shrugged. “Deal.” He thumbed the pistol’s extractor and popped the clip out and put it into its pouch and holstered the gun. Finally he shook Vera Ford’s shoulder. Ford opened her eyes, looked at him and nodded. Without moving, Weizmann shut his eyes and was asleep in moments, falling almost instantly into his recurring dream about the woman, the beach and the star-filled sky. 
* * *
 The jeep thumped through the mud and the patchy asphalt of the street. The rain had stopped sometime in the night but Weizmann wished it had kept on. Such weather kept at least some of the population inside. The pre-dawn sky was starry and clear, and he was now seeing just how packed the slum really was. Even in the hours before morning the people of New Town were out in force, working, bartering, stealing, earning their living. The barrel torches that passed for streetlights in New Town still burned at every corner, though the rim of the sky showed the barest hint of morning. 
They were seated in exactly the same arrangement as before, he and Ford in the back, Reyes driving, Marcus in the front seat. The one difference was that they were each now weapons-free. The Doctor and ten of his men walked in front of the jeep, and they pushed forward at a crawl as the crowd parted. Now and then a child or a woman would stare at the jeep as it passed, but the men mostly ignored them with disdain. Weizmann wondered whether the crowd would let them pass were the Doctor not leading their convoy. 
Weizmann felt in his pocket where the fission bomb had been. Now there was a cloth hood he intended to throw over Horace Murchison when they had him. Weizmann did his best to still his nerves. He was about to bring down the Galactic Coalition, or at least Peter Bramhall’s government. Assuming Murchison would talk. And he would talk. They always did. Weizmann couldn’t think about it without shaking, but he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Things were falling into place and he felt like a kid on Christmas morning. Murchison would give up Christmas Parke, Parker would roll on Navarro, and then they were home free. 
“Listen,” he said. “When we’ve got Murchison in hand… There’s nothing more critical than keeping him alive. No life more important.” Marcus looked sideways at him. “Take every necessary precaution.”
 For several minutes they rode in silence. Weizmann was so lost in eagerness that he scarcely noticed when Ford craned her neck to watch something as they passed it. “Stop the jeep,” she said. 
Reyes looked back at her. “What?”
 “Stop the jeep.”
 “I’m not stopping the fucking jeep,” said Reyes. “You out of your mind?”
 Weizmann looked back at what Ford had seen. A man and a woman were in the street. The man was beating her with one hand and he had a knife in the other. He looked old enough to be her father but Weizmann guessed they were probably married. Two children watched from a second-floor window nearby. About to watch their mother get murdered. “Detective Ford,” Weizmann said. He could see her getting jittery. He’d been around the block enough times to know what someone looked like right before they did something stupid. “Leave it alone Vera. That’s an order.”
 Ford looked at him and in that instant he could see it in her eyes: letting that woman die was not an option for her. There was nothing Weizmann could threaten her with to make her ignore it. 
They were probably going to die before the sun came up. 
Ford unlocked her door and leapt out of the jeep as it crept forward. She walked quickly back to where the man was still beating his wife in the road. The Police Department stitched across her bulletproof vest stood out like a flashing target, Weizmann thought. Reyes said “—the fuck” as Weizmann jumped out the still-open door and ran after her. 
As he jogged through the crowd he couldn’t think. His heart pounded in his ears. Somewhere behind him he heard one of the Doctor’s men shout and then the Doctor said something, though Weizmann couldn’t make it out. “On the ground!” Ford shouted at the man as she approached. “Drop the weapon and get down on the ground!”
 The man turned and looked at her, eyes full of drunken confusion. The wife was on one knee, her face a mess of blood and tears and mud. The man grabbed a handful of her hair. “Stand down!” Ford shouted and she raised her assault rifle. He raised the knife. 
Weizmann stopped running and readied his rifle when he heard the shot. Ford’s bullet hit him in the spine. His body was dead before his brain knew it. The man exhaled once and the world stopped moving with that breath. His legs buckled underneath him. Face-first in the mud. 
Chaos. Almost everyone was trying to get away but a few were coming at them. Two men rushed at Ford and Weizmann shot them both. Reyes brought the jeep careening back toward them in reverse, hitting one person on the way. He turned the jeep sideways to put it between them and the Doctor’s men. Ford shot two more and Weizmann killed another. Weizmann looked and one side of the jeep was already a mess of bullet marks as the Doctor’s men opened fire. 
Ford grabbed the woman by the back of her dress and marched her over to the jeep, firing one-handed with the GRK simultaneously. Other guns were starting to appear among the crowd and Weizmann realized with horror that they were being fired on from the windows above them. Suddenly he was back to back with Joanna Marcus and they were firing into the high-rises. Ford opened the jeep’s trunk and threw the woman into it and slammed it shut. 
A grenade rolled underneath the vehicle. Weizmann screamed “Vera get back” but it was lost in the commotion. There was a dull thump from underneath the jeep and Ford dropped clutching her ankle. Weizmann moved in her direction and abruptly his left arm was on fire and he dropped his rifle, letting it hang at his side from its strap. 
He felt Marcus grab the back of his shirt and shove him roughly into the jeep. He shrieked in pain as his arm was pinned underneath him but he forced himself upright. The sound of Reyes’ rifle was deafening; he was firing at the Doctor’s men out the now broken passenger side window. “Stay down!” Reyes shouted at him between reloads. Ford landed him the seat next to him and Marcus climbed in on top of them, firing blind out the passenger window. 
Then they were moving. Drunk with pain, Weizmann kept his head down. He was aware that Marcus took his rifle at some point when she ran out of ammunition, and twice explosion sprays of dirt and debris came in the window and covered them, but other than that he was unconscious of their surroundings. Weizmann wondered where Horace Murchison was just then. Wherever he was, Weizmann hoped he was having a god-awful day. 
* * *
 Weizmann shut the office door behind him and immediately noticed Ford’s crutches behind a bank of computer screens, leaning against her desk. She was in an office chair with her back to him. It was only 1030 hours but they were alone in Partridge’s war room; everyone else was out pursuing the case. Weizmann took his coat off, awkwardly with his one healthy arm. He hadn’t had his arm in a sling since primary school. He hated it just as much now as he had then. 
He walked over to the whiteboard and stood in front of it. Stared at the four-point cross drawn there in Ford’s hand. He picked up a black pen and drew a big X over the word Murchison. Then he sat down across from Ford at Grisham’s work station, settling the sling carefully on the office chair’s arm. Ford’s face was neutral and she didn’t look at him. “Who?” he asked. 
“My mother,” she said. “And me.”
 “Your file never mentioned a family history of domestic violence.”
 “It wouldn’t,” she said. “I… fixed, it.” Weizmann nodded. Somewhere above them a voice came over the Departmental PA system, but from the basement it was an indecipherable wah wah wah. “You can fire me if you want.”
 “Nice to know I have your permission,” said Weizmann.
 “I’m just saying. I’m sorry you got tagged, boss. But…” She shook her head. “I don’t regret it. I’d do it again.”
 Weizmann resisted the urge to ask her how many innocent people had died so she could save one. “I can’t afford to fire you, in any case,” he said. “I can’t replace you. Falsified records for the missing jeep… Immigration papers for the woman whose life you saved. Nobody fakes a paper trail like Vera Ford.”
 “What does this mean?” she asked him. “I mean… for the investigation.”
 He might have laughed. What does a fire mean for a house made of paper? “Try- Try not to think about that,” he said. 
She started to cry. He rolled his chair over to her and put his good arm around her. He tried to ponder her question but he didn’t have it in him. Life was weird, sometimes. His coldly ambitious, ruthlessly careerist assistant had acted on pure emotional impulse and likely set both their careers on fire in the process. It occurred to him then that he might not be the judge of character he’d thought he was. It further occurred to him that he’d never been drunk in the morning, but he supposed there was a first time for everything. 

 
Chapter 18
 Message in a Bottle
 
The deli line at the True Foods Supermarket was long and it was moving annoyingly slow. Crazy-eyes sighed and checked her watch again. It was still early enough so she stilled the impatient voice inside her. She had stopped at the True Foods across the street from the ferry to Chimera Island, to leave time to give Chimera’s perimeter security a last once-over. But that could wait. Focus on what’s right in front of you, she thought. 
It was almost impossible not to be impatient. They were going to have to work fast. The weather reports confirmed that morning that Bellerophon would be buried in a full-on dust storm in two or three days. They were going into the weekend, so she wouldn’t get another shot at Tabriz before then. Mulciber’s Chief Executive protected his personal home like he was a medieval king, so a business day was the only option. Today or never. 
The line was so long she was standing between the florist and the pharmacy, about a fifth of the way across the store. Even behind sunglasses and the filtering lenses of her goggles the bright lights and constant beep-beep-beeps of the registers were giving her a headache. In such situations lately she had taken to closing her eyes for ten-second intervals every few minutes and that seemed to help somewhat. Horrifyingly she thought she had seen the first wisp of a hallucination at the corner of her vision, somewhere in the floral department. But it had only happened once so she ignored it. 
“You as late for work as I am?” Crazy-eyes didn’t register the question at first, deep in anxious contemplation as she was. Suddenly it dawned on her that someone was talking to her and she turned. The speaker was a twenty-something man in a suit. His earthbound ancestors had been East Asian, Korea or Japan most likely. 
“Sorry… what?”
 “You keep- you keep looking at your watch.” The man in the suit laughed nervously. She looked at him and then turned back around. 
A few minutes passed and the line crept forward. It occurred to her then that Moses hadn’t cloned a car key in at least ten years, possibly longer. She was no carjacker so she didn’t know the first thing about the technology. It had probably changed at least a little since then. He had told her emphatically that cloning the key to Tabriz’s luxury vehicle wouldn’t be an issue but she hadn’t yet considered how rusty he might be. She made a mental note to ask Moses about—
 “So what’s your name?”
 She turned back to him. “You’re kidding me, right?”
 “Look- I’m sorry,” the man said. “I don’t really do this. I don’t really know how, to be honest.”
 “How…?”
 “This is the part where if I was that suave guy, I would ask you out,” the man said. “I just- I didn’t see a ring so I thought what the hell. Anyway my name’s Sam. Sam Hanna.”
 He extended his hand and Crazy-eyes looked down at it. “I don’t really do this either.”
 Hanna took his hand back and smiled. “Ten four,” he said. She read the name badge hanging around his neck: HANNA, SAM / CHIMERA ISLAND TRANSIT AUTHORITY / SUPERLUMINAL NETWORK OFFICER. 
Crazy-eyes smiled. “Sorry,” she said as she extended her hand. “You just caught me off-guard. Christmas.”
 “What about it?”
 “It’s my name. Christmas Parker.”
 Hanna grinned as he shook her hand. “That’s different, isn’t it?”
 “It’s the day I was adopted,” she said. “My dad was a lot of things. Creative wasn’t one of them.”
 “Pleasure to meet you, Christmas Parker. There’re still three people in front of you. Is this the part where a suave man would see that he has the time it takes to make three sandwiches to convince you to see him again? Or where we make awkward conversation because it’s obvious that I don’t have the first clue how to convince you to see me again?”
 Crazy-eyes laughed. “Jesus,” she said. “You don’t do this much.”
 “It doesn’t sound like you do either,” said Hanna. “So maybe that means we’re perfect for each other.” She looked at him silently and then turned back forward. She felt nervous and awkward and that was annoying her. “So can I get your number?”
 “No,” she said, more emphatically than she’d intended. “Give me yours. I’m only in town for a while. If I have time… we’ll see what happens.” Hanna grinned and reached into his pockets and found them empty. Suddenly he had an idea and pushed ahead of the one person still in front of Crazy-eyes to get to the order sheets and the little cup of pencils on the glass counter. He tore off an order sheet and took one pencil and wrote his phone number on it and handed it to her. 
“All right,” she said. 
Hanna shrugged. “All right.”
 “So…” Crazy-eyes put the paper in her pocket. “I’ll… maybe I’ll give you a call.”
 “Sure,” Hanna said. “That’d be cool. I make great money, if that helps my chances.”
 He laughed and Crazy-eyes laughed with him. “It doesn’t,” she said. “I bet I make more.”
 “Ma’am?” The girl working the deli said the word as if it were the second or third time she’d said it, and Crazy-eyes turned around. “Can I get you something?”
 “Sorry,” Crazy-eyes said. “Uh… Cajun turkey on rye, no mayo, heavy on the tomatoes and cucumbers.”
 “That’s on me,” Hanna said behind her. 
She looked back at him. “If I tell you I’ll call you tomorrow, will you let me order a sandwich in peace?”
 “Am I pushing it?”
 Crazy-eyes looked down at his security clearance and then back at him. “Just… Just quit while you’re ahead.” 
Hanna nodded. “See you soon, I hope.”
 Crazy-eyes felt a buzz in her pocket, undoubtedly Kamarov letting her know they had to get moving. She smiled at Hanna. “You will.” 
* * *
 Weizmann had only been in the diner a few minutes when he heard the bell on the door jangle and Granville ‘Woody’ Boatwright came in. His mentor walked with a cane now. He was looking older, much older, somewhat like Stanley Kubrick towards the end of the filmmaker’s life—grey beard and thick spectacles and toilet bowl of shaggy white hair. He was in a sweater and a trench coat; evidently it was chilly in Argos that evening. 
The place was busy and the low hum of a hundred conversations was a welcome comfort. It had been sometime since Weizmann had used a Hub. The Hubs had sprung up as the Coalition had grown over the last several centuries, and the cost of using them had fallen such that most of the general public could virtually sit down to a meal or other social activity with friends or relatives trillions of miles distant. Boatwright was in fact light-years away in his home city on Antara, but via the wonder of the superluminal network and holographic projection, the two of them could appear to be in the same restaurant, seated at the same table. Chances were that no two people around him were in the same city, and as far as he knew the people walking past the windows outside had been recorded years ago and looped to give the impression of sitting at an actual restaurant. 
On his way to the table Boatwright walked through the holographic projection of a waitress and he stopped and smiled and apologized to her. Weizmann laughed silently. At least some things never changed. He stood up to greet the old man, careful not to jostle his right arm in its sling. “Weizmann,” Boatwright said. “I had planned to say you were looking well but that’s a lie. You look half-dead. You’re ugly even for a Jew now.”
 “Woody Boatwright,” Weizmann said. They each touched the hand of the other’s hologram and they passed through each other, a cultural custom that had replaced the handshake in such situations. “Charming as ever. You’re looking better every time I see you.”
 “How’s that beautiful wife?” Woody sat down across from Weizmann. “She realize she was out of your league and leave you yet?”
 Weizmann forced himself to smile. “Any day now, I’m sure.” 
“What’s good here?”
 “I ordered you a rock shrimp omelet.”
 Woody shrugged. “Doctors gonna make me live on twigs and berries for the next month,” he said. “Eh, ya only live once. How’s Vera?”
 “She’s… she’s all right, Woody,” Weizmann said. “She’s smart. She’s a damn good cop… You never told me why you raised her. About the domestic violence. The broken home.”
 Woody shrugged again. “Not mine to tell,” he said. “She ain’t my blood relative, so I keep out of her business. Besides, is that relevant?”
 Weizmann nodded. “It ended up being a little relevant.”
 For a moment they were quiet. “Well,” Woody said cheerfully, “how’s the job treating you? What the hell did you do to your arm?”
 “Well that’s why—” Weizmann cut off when the waitress came over and “filled” Woody’s coffee. In fact she had done no such thing—a mechanical spout had reached over and poured the coffee, but it was entirely contained within the hologram of the waitress, so as to preserve the artifice. She would have heard Weizmann speak, though, in spite of being in some other system on some other planet. She walked away and Weizmann watched her go. He noticed that Woody was watching him with a hint of suspicion. Weizmann thought he must look terribly paranoid and jittery. “I’m in a world of shit, Woody. To be completely honest.”
 Woody sugared and creamed his coffee and then stirred it and sipped. “If I had a nickel for every time one of my old students came to me with some variation of ‘I’m in a world of shit, Woody…’” He dropped one more sugar into his coffee. “Well, I’d have a pretty good handful of nickels. But I do enjoy hearing about some of the tawdry tabloid nonsense that keeps bored paper pushers from swallowing a bottle of aspirin. So, Mr. Weizmann… why don’t you tell me a story.”
 The wall on the inside of the restaurant booth opened up a little bit and their two plates slid out. The holographic waitress stopped on her way past. “Anything else I can bring you?” Woody didn’t say a word and instead just began devouring his omelet. Weizmann smiled and shook his head and the waitress went on her way. 
Weizmann told him everything about the investigation, from the very beginning until that moment. From his initial meeting with Atusa Navarro—‘the’ Atusa Navarro, Woody had asked—to asking Ford to develop the Silk Road program to fund the illicit investigation while on a leave of absence from Antara, the murder of Jeff Thomas, and the riot Ford had caused in New Town. He told him every detail of the investigation, from Mulciber Excavation’s missing armored car, his main suspect in that incident Christmas Parker, to missing government agent Horace Murchison and his hypothesis of a government program to hire criminals as mercenaries. Woody had never been one for showing emotion, but he ate slower as Weizmann told the story, and by about halfway through he had stopped completely and set down his fork. 
When Weizmann finished Woody sipped his coffee. “You did used to say you were always trying to hit a home run, didn’t you?” he said. He shrugged. “Is there anything else?”
 Weizmann stared into space and thought for a moment. “I traded a low grade nuclear warhead to a murderous drug lord.”
 “Traded for what?”
 Weizmann laughed bitterly. “Nothing.” Woody stared at him and Weizmann shook his head nervously. “I deactivated it first. I took the detonator out. He can’t use it.”
 Woody took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Jiminy Christmas, Ben,” he said. “Have you heard from internal affairs yet?” Weizmann shook his head. “Well you’re going to,” said Woody. “And you know what that means. You remember how to shake I-A.”
 “That’s not an option.”
 “You want to go to mind-prison, Ben? You want to know what that helmet feels like?” Woody realized he was raising his voice and lowered it to a stage whisper. “You’re going to have to give them a scalp. You give them a vial of blood, they won’t come back for a pint.”
 “These are good cops in this with me,” said Weizmann. “I’m not putting any of their heads on the chopping block.”
 “It’s you or them.”
 Weizmann paused and then shook his head. “There has to be another way,” he said. “You got anybody in I-A still? Anybody you can call?”
 “Maybe,” said Woody. “It ain’t like the old days, Ben. You can’t call up a buddy at Internal and have them disappear something inconvenient down the memory hole for you. The Coalition is above all else a bureaucratic empire. Say whatever else you will about Bramhall, he’s dropped the hammer on corruption. Any corruption that doesn’t benefit him anyway. But… eh, ya never know. If somebody in I-A gets a bug up their butt about the jeep you lost in New Town, the army of King fucking Solomon couldn’t save you. I’d be a bad friend if I didn’t try, I suppose.”
 “I appreciate it.”
 Woody eyed him. “You didn’t take any of the money for yourself, did you?”
 “Not a dime.”
 The old man held up a finger at him. “You sure? Not even for Nikos.”
 “On my son’s life, Woody.”
 “Don’t do it,” said Woody. “I know you’re tempted. Who wouldn’t be? But they’ll just take it back and then you’ll be in prison and the bills won’t be paid anyway.”
 “I could get away with it,” Weizmann said. 
“No you couldn’t, Ben.”
 “Look, I’m not saying I’m going to,” said Weizmann. “I’m just saying I could. I’ve thought it out. Not… for real, or anything. Just… thinking.”
 Silence fell between them. The holographic waitress passed by and the mechanical arms came over and refilled their coffees. “Jesus, Frodo and Luke,” Woody muttered, shaking his head. 
“What should I do, Woody?”
 “What in God’s name possessed you to think you could pull this off? That you could take on someone like Atusa Navarro?” Woody leaned in toward him. “Like the whole goddamned Bramhall government?”
 Weizmann looked out the windows, at the recorded people walking past some other place at some other time. “I suppose at Academy when they tell us that justice is blind, I took that rather seriously. I know people like her believe their wealth purchases invincibility. I reject that notion completely. Wealth doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want.”
 “In fact Ben, that’s exactly what it means,” said Woody. “What did you think would happen if you exposed Navarro? Is somebody supposed to say thank you? Give you a medal? What?”
 “The people deserve the truth.”
 Woody laughed and drained his coffee. When he spoke it was quiet. “You think any average Joe out there deserves the truth? You think he even wants it? Ben… the people want their masters to lie to them, if it keeps them comfortable. Sure they’ll act outraged if a lie gets exposed, but what they’re really tied up about is that the lie got exposed, not the fact that it happened. People like Atusa Navarro and Christmas Parker, they are byproducts of the system that the people asked for. Anyone they hurt is just acceptable entropy. Bramhall keeps the trains running on time and he keeps any nastiness behind the curtain, this curtain of bureaucratic bullshit. Bureaucracy and legal jargon are the language of the masters of the universe. Point is, average Joe can barbecue on the weekend and go to his kid’s ballgame in peace. That’s all he wants. Stability. Safety. He doesn’t care how he gets it. Average Joe isn’t gonna thank you for this.” 
Weizmann had not stopped staring out the false windows. “If you were me, what would you do?”
 Woody sat back. “The only way out of this is forward,” he said. “Your only chance to avoid prison now is to hit a grand slam. You gotta bring in everybody—Navarro, the government, the whole shebang. Even that might not be enough. But it’s your only shot, buddy.”
 “What about I-A?”
 “You gotta give ’em a scalp,” said Woody. “One of your people who’s in on this is gonna have to go down. I know you think you’re above that, that it ain’t your style. Ben, it ain’t nobody’s style. You think we never gave a lamb to the lions back in the day? Ruined a career or two to protect ourselves and our own families? It ain’t pretty Ben. But it’s the job. It’s the goddamned job.”
 Weizmann made a face and tapped his spoon against his coffee cup. Who would he ruin if he had to? His first impulse was that he, Ford and Stensland were out of the question. But should they be, simply because he had an emotional connection to them? Assume they were. That left Reyes, Marcus, Grisham and Partridge. Reyes, Marcus and Grisham were all the youngest. Partridge was a few years from retiring age; he would have a pension he could live on. Could he bring himself to destroy Isaac Partridge’s career? Weizmann didn’t know him well. As far as he knew the man was a good cop who’d never knowingly broken a rule in his life, aside from joining the illegal investigation against Navarro. 
He’d give himself up before sacrificing any of those cops he had led into this. But then they’d have to answer why he was in Bellerophon in the first place. It would have to be one of the Bellerophon cops if he went that route.
 There had to be another way. 
“Did you stop to wonder whether it was even worth it?”
 “Never,” Weizmann said. 
“What is the point?” Woody said, gesturing with his fork. “What if… Navarro helps more people than she hurts? She saved a whole bloody planet, Ben. Does that count for something?”
 “The point,” Weizmann said, “is systemic change. Telling our masters that there are limits. That no amount of good works will erase their crimes. Ask the children and spouses of her victims if they derive any comfort from the fact that other people besides their loved ones are alive because of Ms. Navarro. That they were… a brick, in the staircase that allowed human demigods like Atusa Navarro to reach their hallowed place in the sky.”
 Woody smiled and set down his fork. “One man pitting himself against the totality of human behavior since the beginning of time,” he said. Then he shrugged, put his coat back on and stood up. “I do enjoy a good underdog story. Though I’m probably not gonna want to know the ending of this one.” He clapped Weizmann on the shoulder on his way out the door. When he reached the door he called back, “Give them a scalp.”
 Weizmann continued eating alone. He was annoyed that his mentor hadn’t been more helpful. Woody Boatwright had been legendary at the academy for having seen, heard and done it all. There was always a story that ended up being a roundabout metaphor for what you’d come to him to ask him about. Everything changed when you got older, Weizmann thought. It never felt like you grew to match the giants of your early life; it felt as if they had shrunk to match you. 
His phone buzzed in his pocket and when he checked it, it was a message from Stensland:
 Partridge has a visual on Roland Van Owen at Mulciber. Requested backup
 Weizmann fought the urge to run as he jumped up out of the booth and headed for the door. Once he was outside on the street he let himself run. 
* * *
 Eddie Moses liked plans without too many moving parts, but this one was some kind of contraption. He and Ace Norton and Dusty Wallace were waiting in the car on Mara Vista Avenue in front of Mulciber’s headquarters. The three of them were going to keep the cops busy—if they showed up—so Kamarov and Crazy-eyes could track down and interrogate Tabriz in peace. Nothing good ever came of a crew splitting up. Somebody always got lost in the chaos from job to rendezvous point. When he’d raised that objection to Christmas she had told him to get back to the nursing home if he didn’t think he could pull it off. So there they were. 
Mulciber Excavation was a big mall complex of offices and warehouses, taking up the entire strip of land between a fork of the river and the coast. The place was crawling with workers in hard hats and people in suits, and in the areas between the warehouses the giant magnetic cranes of the huge waterborne trade ships lifted shipping crates out of the work yard and replaced them with empty ones. Prominent twin statues of Hephaestus and Prometheus stood in the fountains flanking the doors of the headquarters office just inside the gates. The bridge across the river was a busy, wide people-mover. The look of it reminded Eddie Moses of nothing so much as a medieval drawbridge. 
Norton was watching the front doors through binoculars and she pointed when she saw Anderson Tabriz walk out between them, buttoning his coat as he went. Mulciber’s CEO was surprisingly young, dark-haired, trim, bespectacled. Minutes later Tabriz’s black sports car pulled out of the Mulciber gates and turned onto the street, and in moments it had turned out of sight. 
Moses messaged Crazy-eyes ON HIS WAY. From the back seat he heard Wallace say “What the fuck?” Moses turned to see police lights coming up Mara Vista. “How could they be here already?” Wallace asked. “Tabriz isn’t even missing yet.”
 The two police SUVs turned into the parking garage across the street from Mulciber, rather than into the Mulciber complex. They had two meka drones with them, each of which landed on top of the parking garage out of sight. That was weird. Cops were a lot of things but they weren’t the least bit shy. What were these ones hiding?
 Moses turned to face forward and his eye caught someone in the crowd heading up the walkway into Mulciber. He had no idea how he’d seen him except for one of those divine intervention kind of things. “I’m guessing that’d be why they’re here,” Moses said, pointing to Roland Van Owen. Moses ran through it in his head. Van Owen was going to get the tracker on Tabriz’s car and then he’d find Crazy-eyes and Kamarov and then they were both probably dead. “I got Van Owen,” Moses said, dissembling his shotgun and sidearm. “You two got the cops.”
 He got out of the car and walked down to the gates and got on the people-mover across the river. Moses was shaking nervous. He hadn’t fired a gun at anybody in a long time, hadn’t killed anyone in longer. Norton was the best-equipped out of the three of them to beat Van Owen in a gunfight, by far. But something inside him made him see it as his problem. He was old enough to be Wallace and Norton’s dad. He should be the one with the gun. 
Van Owen wore sunglasses and a suit and he carried a duffel bag on his back. He was on the people-mover ahead and he spotted Moses quickly. That he seemed to have eyes in the back of his head was no magic trick; Moses knew he would have a mini camera inside his sunglasses. Van Owen stepped off onto the stationary plank and waited to get back on the conveyor until the two of them were parallel. The two of them stood side-by-side without looking at each other. “The legendary Edward Lawrence Moses,” Van Owen said. “It’s an honor.”
 “Your reputation precedes you too, Lieutenant.” 
Van Owen didn’t react to the mention of his military record. “Where’s Parker?”
 “Parker who?”
 Van Owen smiled. “You want to do it that way then?”
 “We got another choice?”
 “Doesn’t look that way,” Van Owen said. 
“What’s your plan, then?”
 Van Owen looked at his watch. “I thought I was going to have to get the tracer on Tabriz’s car,” he said. “But finding you just made my life easier. I should have Crazy-eyes back under control before dinner time.”
 “Overconfidence is a piss-poor cover-up for nerves, lieutenant,” said Moses.
 Van Owen laughed. “You think I’m afraid of you?”
 Moses shook his head. “Nah,” he said. “You ain’t smart enough to be afraid of me. But you are nervous. You can read the scales. You can see how time is on my side, can’t you. All I gotta do to win is keep you busy until Christmas gets what she needs from Tabriz and gets away. For you to win, you gotta kill me and somehow figure out where they are. Easiest way to do that would be if I told you, and I think we both know that isn’t gonna happen. Second easiest would be to steal my phone, call Christmas and trace her that way. Your options get a lot harder and more time-consuming after that, doesn’t it?” Moses took his phone out of his pocket, broke it in half, and threw it in the river. 
When they reached the scanner they each showed their respective fake Mulciber ID badges and they passed through the detectors. Moses had to smile when he caught sight of the inspector’s computer screen, which showed that Van Owen was supposedly carrying a bag of computer supplies.
 Van Owen un-shouldered his duffel bag and held it in his left hand. “So where you wanna do this?”
 Moses looked at him and then stepped off the people-mover onto the path that led down to the freight yard. Van Owen stepped off and followed a ways behind, separated from Moses by a crowd of Mulciber employees. Moses began assembling the parts of his shotgun that wouldn’t make it yet look like a shotgun—the trigger assembly, the extractor, the gas-powered double action. He only had seven shotgun rounds and one clip for his sidearm. Van Owen would have him outgunned; he would have to get close. 
The freight yard would be loud and there were the fewest number of employees there; almost everything was automated. The arms of the trade ships were like the tentacles of some giant sea monster, picking up and dropping shipping crates all around. It was a busy place, and packed, so the corners were tight, negating Van Owen’s range advantage at least somewhat. 
Moses had just reached the maze of shipping boxes and he heard the whizz-chink of a bullet flying past his head and striking a crate. He ran between a pair of the crates for cover and pulled the stock for his collapsible shotgun out of his pant leg and jammed it into place on the barrel and began loading it. He had been in these situations before and it was always the same. His mind turned off and he began to hunt. 
* * *
 Weizmann came out of the parking garage with Stensland, Reyes, Marcus, Partridge and Grisham and the six officers jogged across the street. Each of them wore sunglasses and bulletproof vests and badges around their necks. Each of them carried a GRK submachine gun with an identifier sight affixed to the barrel—it was a square infrared screen sighting mechanism, like a small video camera attached to the gun. A person’s name, address, employer and criminal record appeared next to anyone that came within the sight’s view. He looked behind and above them and saw the animal-like flowing movement of the grounded mekas on the parking garage’s roof. 
Tires screeched and pedestrians screamed in alarm as they made their way across Mara Vista, sweeping everyone present with the identifier sights. Reyes shouted “I got something!” and the other five of them swung around to what he had seen. It was a black-haired young woman in sunglasses walking toward the Mulciber gates. The identifier sight read only UNIDENTIFIED in large bold blinking letters. 
Reyes got there first and he shouted “Stop right there!” He raised his gun and the woman dropped the duffel bag and calmly raised her hands. Cocky, Weizmann thought. Like she had known they were coming. She had three black Xs tattooed on the inside of each forearm. “Show me your ID,” Reyes said. “Reach for it slowly.” As the woman reached for it she calmly looked across at the bridge between Mara Vista Avenue and Mulciber’s headquarters. 
Something about her look rubbed Weizmann the wrong way, like she was trying to get them to see something. Partridge waved his identifier across the bridge and tiny writing showed up above the hundreds of people crossing. “Got one more,” Partridge said. “About halfway across. Far side.” Weizmann swept across the bridge and found the other unidentified, white man, early thirties, balding, goatee. Sunglasses and suit and carrying a briefcase. Weizmann nodded to Partridge and Grisham to pursue and the two men jogged toward the bridge. 
Weizmann took the woman’s ID while Reyes covered her, and Stensland scanned the area for others. Marcus ran up the bridge toward Mulciber’s front door. “You don’t show up in the Coalition Citizenship database…”—he read the woman’s name—“Echo Norton. Do you know any reason why that might be?”
 Norton shrugged nonchalantly. “There are a lot of reasons why that might be.”
 “Where’s Christmas Parker?”
 “Who?”
 “You don’t want to play this game with me,” Weizmann said. “I’ll be happy to lose you in a cell if you want to do it that way.”
 Norton laughed. “For twenty-four hours,” she said. “So if you’re going to do it, please feel free to just do it already. And spare me the dumbass tough cop shit.”
 “All right,” Weizmann said. He shouldered his rifle and pulled Norton’s hands behind her and cuffed her. 
“Ben,” Stensland said. “What are you doing?”
 “What am I under arrest for?” Norton said. 
“I’ll think of something,” said Weizmann. 
His earpiece suddenly came alive with Partridge’s voice. “We lost the no-ID in the office building,” he said. “But we got shots fired down in the freight yard. Swept it and got an ID on an ex-con named Edward Moses and another non-ID. In pursuit.”
 “Who’s that?” Weizmann asked. “Is that your partner Roland Van Owen? Another one of Navarro’s little dogs? You got something else to say?”
 Norton laughed again. “Stupid fucking cop,” she said.
 Weizmann stared at her and Echo Norton stared back. He had seen that stare before but rarely on a woman. Cold-blooded and ruthless. I’m gonna kill you was what it said. Stensland pat her down but Norton kept eye contact with Weizmann. “Ben,” Stensland said. “Ben, she’s got a wire on. She’s miked up.”
 Norton grinned at him. Now he saw the tiny camera in her sunglasses. “Who’s listening, Echo?” Weizmann asked her. 
“You ain’t supposed to be here,” Norton said. “Are you, Ben Weizmann?”
 Stensland got up close to him. “Ben, if Navarro’s got tape of us here… you gotta let her go.” Weizmann looked at her. “You can’t give Navarro a reason to roll on us until we’re ready. You don’t have a choice, Ben. Norton didn’t do anything.”
 Weizmann un-cuffed her. “Record time,” Norton said.
 “So what are you doing on Eridan, Miss Norton?”
 “What are you doing on Eridan, Mister Weizmann?”
 Weizmann grinned. “Cute,” he said. “Stay out of trouble.”
 “Fuck off, detective.” Norton walked off down the street and Weizmann watched her, completely, frustratingly confused. Why, he thought. Why walk past the front of Mulciber just when they happened to be there, show up anonymous on an ID scan and then turn over her real ID anyway? What was the point? 
Marcus’ voice came over his earpiece. “The CEO is late coming back from lunch.”
 “How late?” Weizmann asked her. 
“Half hour,” she said. “Guess he called his wife and said he wasn’t leaving the office.”
 Suddenly Weizmann knew what Norton was doing there. Keeping them busy. Making them chase their tails. God damn it. “Get the tracker on Tabriz’s car,” Weizmann told her on his way back to the parking garage. “I know where Parker is.”
 He was halfway across Mara Vista Avenue when Marcus came back over the radio. “Sanborn Crater Park,” she said. “It shows Tabriz entering the park, but then it scrambles.” Weizmann had already been running but now he sprinted. 
* * *
 “You remember when we hit that university? On Inachus?”
 Crazy-eyes and Kamarov were stuck in the construction just at the start of the Ansari tunnel on the way through towards downtown. Up ahead of them huge construction mech-suits crowded the highway and traffic was a slow crawl. They had been silent for several minutes before Crazy-eyes spoke. 
“That professor,” Kamarov said. “Trying to organize a cyber-attack on the government?” Crazy-eyes nodded. “I remember it well.”
 “Yeah,” Crazy-eyes said. “Remember what he said when we broke in on his office?”
 Kamarov thought it over for a moment. “My office hours aren’t until two o’clock, ladies.” They both busted up laughing. “Did we look that young?” Kamarov said. 
“Nah, he was ‘round the fuckin’ bend,” said Crazy-eyes. “Jumping at shadows. What was he going on about? The demon Legion was in the network. Never forget the look on his face when he realized we weren’t students.”
 “You saved my life that day,” Kamarov said. Crazy-eyes said nothing. She wasn’t that comfortable taking compliments. “What do you think happened to that professor?”
 Crazy-eyes shrugged. “Same thing happens to anyone gets on the government’s bad side.”
 Silence fell between them. The cars ahead of them crept slowly forward. “That was a good job,” Kamarov said. “Clean.”
 Crazy-eyes looked at her. “Every job I’ve ever worked with you comes out clean,” she said. “Straight-up surgical.”
 “Guess I’m your good luck charm.”
 “You got the luck of the Gods at your back,” Crazy-eyes said. Kamarov looked at her sharply but then stared back at the road. “Got an opportunity for something a little more permanent coming up. Talking ground-floor. Starting over.”
 Crazy-eyes couldn’t have said exactly why but she thought she saw Kamarov tense up. “You’re splitting from Navarro, then?”
 “Looking that way,” Crazy-eyes said. “I’ll be honest… I don’t know what the hell you do when you ain’t running jobs for Navarro. But goddamn, I could use you. What do you think?” Now Eyes was sure of it; Kamarov’s hands tensed on the steering wheel. “You don’t have to tell me now, Zafra,” she said. “Just keep it in mind. We work damn well together; I think that’s obvious. But I don’t want to split your loyalty—”
 “Christmas I need to- I’ve got some orders I don’t know if I can follow.”
 “Orders?” Crazy-eyes said. “What are you talking about? From who?”
 “I can’t really get into who,” said Kamarov. “But maybe there’s some way we can both—”
 She cut off mid-sentence and nodded ahead of them. Crazy-eyes followed her eyes to Anderson Tabriz’s car, inching forward in the line of cars merging from the on-ramp. 
Crazy-eyes pulled Tabriz’s cloned key out of her pocket. That old bastard Moses had better still got it, she thought. “You ready?” Kamarov nodded in the driver’s seat. “Follow close,” Crazy-eyes said. “Not too close. If the cops make us I don’t want them making you because we look like a convoy.” Kamarov only nodded once more. It was 13:34, the weird little son of a bitch in the sweater vest had been right on the money. She didn’t know how he’d known Tabriz would be there but she didn’t care. 
Crazy-eyes jumped out of the car and walked briskly up the line of cars between them and Tabriz’s yellow sports car. When she was within five yards she hit the button on Moses cloned key and Tabriz’s taillights turned on once and she heard a little click and the passenger side door opened. Before he had time to react she got in and set the deli bag at her feet and shut the door. 
Her first thought was that she had the wrong car, that the man was too young. Anderson Tabriz was in an old-fashioned suit but he looked about thirty years old. He stared at her in alarm. “What are you doing?” he said. Tabriz had an odd accent; she could tell he was an old slum rat. 
“Call your wife and cancel, Anderson,” Crazy-eyes said. 
“What?”
 “If you do what I say, you won’t be hurt and you will never see me again,” said Crazy-eyes. “Now call your wife. And cancel.”
 Tabriz never took his eyes off her as he pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “Yes,” he said. “Anderson here. Please let my wife know I can’t make it today. Yes, working through lunch. Thank you.”
 He hung up. “Take the Sanborn exit,” she said. “Towards the crater rim.”
 “What’s this about?” The construction hit a break to let them pass, and suddenly they were moving. “What do you say you just take the car and we call it even?”
 “I’m not robbing you,” she said. “I already did that.”
 Tabriz got off the highway and they drove the ten miles out of town to Sanborn crater in silence. The remnant of some ancient disaster on Eridan, the crater was a major coastal tourist attraction for Bellerophon but the park was well before peak season this early in the year. When they got there it was nearly deserted. It was a government installation technically, so the tracking device in Tabriz’s car would be scrambled if anyone set to looking for him. Crazy-eyes paid cash for the small fee to get in and Tabriz drove up to the crater rim and parked and turned the engine off. Kamarov parked a few spaces over and got out and feigned a tourist’s interest in the crater, peering over the edge in earnest. 
For a moment they were silent and the only sound was the wind and the ocean waves hammering the base of the crater. “I should warn you,” Tabriz said. “My people will be looking for me soon. So I don’t know what your plan is now, but…”
 Crazy-eyes got out of the car and motioned for Tabriz to follow. “Sit down,” she said, and he sat on the hood with his feet on the bumper. She handed him the bag with the sandwich, a bag of chips and an iced tea inside. “Few weeks ago you had an armored truck ripped off in the Nekros,” she said. “On the highway between Kahira and here. What was on it?”
 Tabriz took the sandwich out of the bag and began eating. “The food was very considerate of you,” he said. “I’ve never been kidnapped so I don’t know if this is standard protocol. But thank you.”
 “If you cooperate, there’s no need for this to be unpleasant,” she said. “I know your people’s attitudes toward hospitality.”
 He grinned at the mention of his slum rat heritage. “Nice to see you have done your research,” he said. “If I tell you I don’t know what it was that was on that truck, am I dead?”
 “That depends on whether I believed you.”
 “And would you believe me?”
 “No,” she said. Tabriz laughed. “You memorize your company’s inventory and accounts reports. If something was stolen you would know about it.”
 “You have done your research,” he said. “You ripped off an armored truck without knowing what you were stealing? That’s kind of interesting.”
 “I don’t want this to get unpleasant, Anderson.”
 Tabriz opened his potato chip bag. “Have you ever felt the hand of God, in your own life? Ever seen anything that made you feel the presence of the omnipotent?”
 “How is this so goddamned complicated?” Crazy-eyes leaned against the railing bordering the crater’s cliffside and she folded her arms. “I had it in my hands. It was just a medium-sized duffel bag. Felt like it had something about the size and shape of a baseball bat inside. So cut the divine mystery hand of God horseshit. Just tell me. What was it?”
 He grinned at her bluntness. “Before I tell you I will need to establish a base understanding of certain things,” he said. “Are you familiar at all with the Klein-Gordon device used in faster-than-light travel? Put simplest it works by accelerating the superluminal ship close to light speed and then constantly pushing it an instant—one Planck time, to be totally precise—into the past. The universe does this quite naturally on its own at the smallest of scales; you might say the Klein-Gordon ship floats on a river of quantum foam. Without this device a journey to the next planet habitable by humans would take thousands of years. But thanks to it, such a journey—in the strictest sense—takes no time at all. It isn’t a ‘wormhole;’ there is nothing approximating teleportation. Relativistic time dilation on the superluminal ship, coupled with the harnessing of quantum uncertainty for our own devices, allowed mankind to conquer the vastness of spacetime.”
 “I’m following you,” said Crazy-eyes. 
“I can tell by the look you’re giving me that this is at least familiar,” Tabriz said. “It would not be to just anyone in your… line of work. So you’re aware that such things are possible. The relevant point to keep in mind is that the whole of spacetime exists. Events do not occur and then vanish forever. They are still a part of our existence. Everything that has ever happened and everything that ever will happen, every moment possesses a specific spacetime coordinate where it is a permanent fixture. To paraphrase Einstein: this is not philosophy; it is physics. At longer distance scales, this is much more obvious. If you take two independent co-stationary observers ten billion light years apart, and have one of them accelerate away from the other, the one still stationary now resides quite far in the mover’s past. Have the first accelerate toward the second, and the second is now in the first’s future. At a lengthy enough distance and speed, the effect can be quite pronounced. None of this is disputed by the mainstream scientific community. Einstein, Bohr, Feynman and Green gave us the mathematics explaining these phenomena half a millennia ago.
 “Add two more names to that list: Podolsky and Rosen. And you have the quite different mechanism responsible for superluminal communication. Two particles interact and then no matter the distance separating them, their quantum states correlate instantaneously. They can be on opposite sides of the universe or in the next room, and their reaction requires absolutely no time at all. Mankind has put this unusual physical phenomenon to great use; it is the reason you can make a phone call across thirty light-years and experience a delay of only a few seconds. Requires remarkably less energy than the Klein-Gordon ship, but you can’t convey anything with mass. Only photons. Strictly information. 
“Again, all of this is unusual, but none of it is controversial,” Tabriz said. “Mankind has known that time was not a fixed entity for centuries. We have seen the unusual consequences of these physical laws in action with some regularity. Quantum entanglement communication coupled with the usage of superluminal travel means that sometimes a Klein-Gordon ship will pick up an entanglement-delivered radio signal before it has ever departed its point of origin. It will hear a signal before that signal exists, in the strictest sense. Bizarre, but entirely within the realm of the physical sciences.”
 “What does any of this have to do with your armored truck?”
 Tabriz took a long swig off his iced tea and thought a while before continuing. “You may or may not be aware—though I’m guessing you are—that my company had a mining operating in the Mozha system,” he said. 
“I am.”
 “We were able to get all of our people out of the system, before Mozha II’s spontaneous and spectacular act of self-immolation.” 
“How?” Crazy-eyes asked. “Was there some advanced warning?”
 “In fact there was,” he said. “This isn’t well-known to the public, but when a dig site is destroyed, it sets certain protocols into action. Standard practice is to station an unmanned automated salvage ship nearby, on an asteroid or a low-gravity moon. It’s like the old black box on airplanes. But it will both record and rescue any man-made debris it finds that might give our people a picture of the disaster that had befallen our installation. Since it is automated, in practice this translates to capturing anything with a particular electromagnetic signature. False positives occur now and then, but the system is generally reliable. The salvage ship will then package any synthetic material it finds and ship it to us. Again, totally automated, no human hands necessary.
 “We had advance warning of the planet’s destruction because the salvage ship sent us the package that you stole off my armored truck,” said Tabriz. “We received the package three weeks before Mozha II was destroyed.”
 “Why did that warn you?”
 “Because the object was encased entirely in diamond,” he said. “Given a survey of the system in its entirety, the only conclusion that our geologists can surmise is that it had been buried somewhere deep within Mozha II. In the planet’s mantle, to be precise.”
 Crazy-eyes stared at Tabriz for about a minute, processing the implications of what he’d said. Finally he raised his eyebrows. “Is this getting through to you, ma’am? We received an object that had been buried inside the planet. Several weeks before the planet was destroyed.”
 “That doesn’t make sense,” she said.
 “What about it does not?” 
“It’s impossible.”
 “There are many adjectives you might apply to this scenario,” said Tabriz. “Improbable, undoubtedly. Unusual, certainly. Impossible…” He shook his head. “There was a time I might have thought so.”
 Crazy-eyes was surprised by how calm she felt. “Carbon dating on the diamond?”
 Tabriz smiled. “Your mind will struggle to process the number.”
 “Try me.”
 “Five and a half billion years,” he said. “At which time, by the way, Mozha II was a gas giant. The evidence suggests that it had been a chthonian planet, are you familiar with that classification? It is a gas giant planet—similar to Jupiter—that has migrated inward towards its sun and thus has had the majority of its gaseous material blown off by heat, leaving behind only the core and the remains of an atmosphere. Our best theory is that the object we discovered was buried intentionally in a Jupiter-sized body, before the earth existed. Where nobody could ever find it for an unimaginable amount of time. Quite stunning that any synthetic material could survive such pressures, isn’t it? Our civilization is centuries away from conceiving such a complexity. It was a time capsule. Waiting for someone or something to approach the Mozha system. My company happened to be the lucky ones to do so.”
 Crazy-eyes sat down beside him. She needed to sit. “Why?” she asked quietly. “What is it for? Why would… they, leave it there?”
 “Well my dear,” Tabriz said, “If you are so curious I suggest you recover the object and ask them yourself.”
 She looked at him. “What?”
 “The device,” he said, “is a line of communication to its creators. Five and a half billion years in the past. That is its purpose. It allows you to speak with the dead.”
 Crazy-eyes heard the low whine of the meka drones before she saw them, and that sound always filled her with dread. She looked behind them and saw three drones outside the park, just beyond the perimeter fence. Two police SUVs behind them, red-and-blue flashers oscillating in the hazy afternoon sun. 
“I truly hoped you could find it,” he said. “I have a special loathing for the government, and I find the police even more despicable. It ought never be in their hands; it’s too important. But it seems time has run out on you.”
 Crazy-eyes watched the mekas and the SUVs set up a perimeter. All four exits to the park were covered. She looked over at Kamarov; Crazy-eyes could see her making and breaking escape plans as all the available routes became blocked one-by-one. 
She looked at Tabriz. “Your car’s insured, right?”

 
Chapter 19
 Mano a Mano
 
Moses dropped into a crouch at the edge of a stack of crates. Listening though it was pointless to listen. The trade ships and freight machinery were too loud. They had been stalking each other for what felt like hours but Moses knew it had only been several minutes. Each with no sight of the other. 
These things never went on too long without something breaking somebody’s way. He’d never been in a shooting match that lasted longer than it took to make toast. Moses had already looked for Van Owen for seven or eight times longer than the lengthiest stretch he’d ever spent doing this. So he’d never even had time to get nervous before but the nerves were coming now with a vengeance. He’d been moving through a maze of crates but now he reached an open yard. A few trucks moved across it and once the massive crane arm of a trade ship came down and settled over a crate as he watched. The arm waited a few seconds as a humming sound came from inside and then the giant steel tentacle retracted and the crate was gone. 
The south wall of the yard was the side of a warehouse with high windows and the north edge was a wide disorganized collection of freight boxes. There were a few parked trucks scattered about its center but most of that day’s freight was already gone so useful cover was few and far between. The north edge was a mess of sniper holes. He saw a handful of shiny objects reflecting the evening red light. Any one of them could be gunmetal. 
An auto-piloted truck came out of a corridor between Moses and the north edge and he ran up to it. It was moving slow enough he could walk beside it and keep the truck’s engine block between him and the north end of the yard. In the truck’s large sensor mirror he watched for movement at the north edge. 
But halfway across the yard in the large fish-eye mirror he caught movement in the south. One of the warehouse windows opening. Sniper barrel poking out. Van Owen had outguessed him. Anyone would have expected a sniper at the north side and sought south-facing cover. You son of a bitch Moses thought. He fired his shotgun at Van Owen’s window and the window next to his shattered in a hail of buckshot. But it forced Van Owen to hesitate for an instant and that was all Moses needed. He dropped under the slow moving truck and rolled, just getting out the other side in front of the back tires. 
Moses jumped to his feet and watched the auto-truck’s fish-eye mirror. The sniper rifle in the window showed a muzzle flare and Moses heard the lethal whizz of a bullet flying over him. Van Owen shot five times, hitting the auto-truck three times and the ground behind Moses twice. Get back to close quarters, old man. Only chance. 
At the other side of the yard Moses crept back among the freight boxes waiting to be loaded. He chanced a glance backward at the window and the sniper barrel was gone. Van Owen was on the move again. He stepped around a corner and saw a human operator a ways away from him. Wearing a hardhat and carrying a digital clipboard. He would check a crate and then plug the clipboard into a scanner and a light on the face of the crate went from red to green. “Stand clear please,” said an electronic voice. The operator walked away and moments later the arm of a trade ship descended on the crate and it vanished. 
The operator walked around a corner and Moses crept down after him, staying low, in the direction of the warehouse where he’d seen Van Owen. The maze created by the freight stacks had long, uncovered passageways, so Moses had no choice but to spend a few seconds out from under any cover. If Van Owen came upon him halfway down one of them he’d be room temperature before he knew it. So he crouch-jogged down the length of the corridor, watching ahead of him and on top of the freight boxes. He had a shotgun and a relatively inaccurate semi-automatic pistol, so climbing on top of the crate-maze would be no use to him. In fact it’d make it easier for Van Owen to pick him off. But Van Owen had a long range sniper rifle and could kill Moses from anywhere. If Moses were him he would go up top and wait at a blind corner. 
But he was impatient. That was Moses’ only advantage. Van Owen had to get him quick. 
Moses peeked around the corner at a T-junction and he saw the operator halfway down the length of the passage, staring down at his clipboard. Moses jogged across the passage and Van Owen stepped out from behind a corner at the far end. Shit, Moses thought. How’d he get down there so fast? 
“Get down!” Moses shouted as he raised his shotgun. The operator looked up at him. “Get the fuck down!”
 Van Owen raised his rifle and bullets landed in the crates behind Moses. The operator took one through the spine and he went down in a mess of blood. Moses fired once down the corridor and leapt behind the other side of the passageway. 
He took three steps down the passage and readied his shotgun and he waited for Van Owen’s steps. They never came. He went back to the edge of the T-junction and held the corner mirror affixed to the end of his shotgun barrel around the last freight box. Van Owen was gone. 
Damn it. Moses looked down one passage and then the other. Van Owen might be coming around to flank him down the new passage or he could be just out of sight down the passage with the dead operator. No way to tell. Either way he was dead if he stayed where he was. He had to pick one. Fifty-fifty. He jogged past the dead operator, toward where he’d seen Van Owen. On the way he stooped down to pick up the dead man’s digital clipboard. 
He turned the corner and there was no one so he kept moving. The arm of a trade ship came down next to him and the wind of it nearly knocked Moses down. It pulled a stack of crates away and Van Owen was behind them. A hundred feet away. 
There was a few low stray boxes left on the ground and Moses dropped behind them. Bullets thunked into the wooden slats, stopped by the boxes’ contents. Moses raised his shotgun barrel—with the corner mirror—straight up in the air with his left hand and aimed his sidearm with his right. In the corner mirror he saw Van Owen walking toward him and firing the rifle. 
Moses fired twice with the sidearm, using the corner mirror to aim, and he saw the bullets leave dents in the packing crate behind Van Owen to his right. Moses adjusted his aim left and fired twice more. Closer but too far. He readjusted his aim back the other way. In the mirror he saw Van Owen drop his clip to reload. Moses leapt up and shoved the sidearm into his belt in one motion and took aim with the shotgun. Van Owen saw him and drew his own sidearm and started firing one-handed. Moses ducked and took two shots while in a sideways run through an open gate into a fenced area, out of Van Owen’s sight. 
Van Owen chased him this time, catching Moses off-guard in a wide square open space. Moses turned and pulled his sidearm and Van Owen aimed the rifle but they both stopped without firing. They noticed it at the same time: every crate in this area was marked HEAVY EXPLOSIVES / MILITARY GRADE / HANDLE WITH CARE. Mulciber’s main operation was mining but their shipping company moved merchandise for organizations all over the planet, including the military. Moses thought chances were slim to none that their guns could penetrate the freight boxes. But slim was bad enough. 
Keeping their guns trained on each other, Van Owen and Moses each slowly walked sideways and backwards to a different passage out of the explosives area. 
Once back among non-explosive cargo, Moses properly re-holstered his sidearm and took stock. Three shells left. Sixteen rounds in the pistol. He would need tighter quarters. Make the sniper rifle useless. 
Halfway up that passage Moses stopped as an idea struck him. He pulled out the operator’s clipboard and stuck it into the slot in the nearest crate. A host of light-screen buttons appeared, including unlock and ship, and Moses pressed ship and retracted the clipboard. The electronic voice said “stand clear please,” and the arm of a trade ship came down moments later and pulled that stack away. Moses opened the clip of the sidearm and scattered four bullets on the ground in front of the newly created passageway, to make it appear as if he’d gone that way in haste. Next he went to the next crate and inserted the clipboard and this time pressed unlock. The door slid open and he stepped inside and slid it shut behind him, leaving it open just a crack. 
A little later he heard footsteps pass by. The clink of a bullet rolling across the ground and the footsteps paused. Then they continued. Moses waited a minute before sliding the door back open. There was no sign of anyone but all the bullets were in different places then before. One of them was missing. 
Moses stepped out of the crate and slid it shut quietly behind him and crept down the new passage after Van Owen. He came to a narrow T-junction and looked both ways. The missing bullet was on the ground in the passageway to the right. Moses jogged up that way. Looking for a sight of Van Owen’s back. 
“Stop right there!” came a voice behind him. Goddammit. “Drop the gun!” Moses turned and saw a cop approaching him. Black guy, middle-aged. GCPD stitched across his armor vest. Armored with a GRK submachine gun. 
“The guy you want’s through here,” Moses said, jerking his head behind him. 
Partridge stepped toward him. “I said drop your weapon.”
 “You gonna get us both killed here man—”
 “You have five seconds to drop that shotgun,” the cop said. Moses threw it to the ground with a curse under his breath. The cop got on his radio. “Grisham, this is Partridge. I got Moses. Repeat—”
 It was then that Moses knew Detective Partridge was a dead man. And probably so was he. He saw the evening light glint on Van Owen’s gun barrel on top of the crates down the other direction. Van Owen had faked him out of his socks. Tossed one bullet down that path to make it look like he’d gone that way and dropped it. Gone back down the other way and waited. Van Owen’s laser sight flashed briefly in Moses’ eyes and then there was the little pew of a silenced rifle. Whoosh of a bullet and wet crunch of bullet on flesh and bone. 
The round went straight through Detective Partridge and the man was dead on his feet. It hit Moses in the stomach but it slowed down enough on its way through Partridge’s body and both the front and back of his body armor. Moses’ vest stopped it. The bullet dropped him and left him unable to breath but his vest stopped it. 
Partridge fell to both knees and then face first in the pavement, a rapidly spreading lake of blood around his mid-section. In spite of his lack of oxygen Moses dove into a little alcove between the crates near him. He was safe but he was trapped. Van Owen had the entire line of sight covered up and down the entire passageway. Nowhere to run. He had a pistol and… nothing else. He had a good look at Van Owen, but the son of a bitch was forty yards away. The pistol was useless at that range. 
“Moses,” Van Owen called out. “There’s nowhere to go.”
 “I got all day, pal,” Moses called back when he could manage.
 “Why don’t you come on out,” said Van Owen. “I’ll make it quick and easy. You won’t even feel it.” 
“Why don’t you come down and we do this mano a mano,” said Moses. 
He heard Van Owen laugh. “Is that what you’d do in my position? Now come out here and let’s not delay the inevitable, eh?”
 Moses looked over at the dead cop’s submachine gun just out of reach, and up at the crates around him. “Yeah,” he said as he took his belt off. “You wanna let me think about it?” He buckled his belt through the trigger guard on the pistol. 
“You got fifteen seconds before I throw an incendiary grenade in there. Or it can be quick and painless, Eddie. I respect you enough to give you a choice. Fifteen seconds.”
 “All right then,” Moses muttered. He threw the pistol attached to the belt and hooked it onto the GRK sub and he gave it a hard yank. The gun fell into his lap and he picked it up and started shooting one-handed around the corner of the alcove. Covering bursts. While shooting with one hand he stepped out and shoved the clipboard into the crate with the other hand, and hit unlock and ship in quick succession. The door slid open slowly as the arm of the trade ship came down and he stepped inside, dropping the GRK on the way. Van Owen had recovered by then and a hail of bullets fell on the outside of the crate as Moses stepped in.
 When the trade ship arm fell over the crate stack he was plunged into darkness and he grabbed onto the bars lining the inside. Suddenly the crate wrenched and when he looked over the edge they were hundreds of feet in the air. The freight yard receded beneath him with frightening rapidity. He hadn’t had time to shut the door and he hung for his life to the inside of the crate, his legs dangling over open air for a horrifying moment. But the mechanical cover over the end of the trade ship arm shut slowly over its cargo and the interior lights flicked on. The boxes were in motion; he was already on the magnetic conveyor down into the trade ship’s main body. So Moses sat back and waited. 
 
Tabriz’s car went airborne over the rail and into the evening air over the Sanborn crater, and Kamarov punched it. In the passenger side mirror Crazy-eyes saw Tabriz standing next to the car they had left behind. They were going fast; in a breath he was unrecognizably small. In the back seat lay the remains of the anti-collision system on Tabriz’s car. Crazy-eyes had shot it three times and torn it out of the engine. It would be unbelievably difficult to drive at air speeds without a governing anti-collision system—no human had reaction time fast enough to fly in the city without an ACS for long—but it would have restricted them to the roads, and every road out of the crater park was blocked. 
Kamarov seemed to have it under control. The wind kicked them back and forth but Crazy-eyes thought she seemed calm. “Warning,” said a computerized female voice. “Your anti-collision system has malfunctioned and you are off the legal highways. Please return to an authorized roadway, or your vehicle will shut down in forty-five seconds.”
 She was already banking the car through the air over the crater and back above the highways and they made it with twenty seconds to spare. The police had finally realized what was happening. The two SUVs and the three mekas were behind them and gaining air speed. 
Kamarov drove them through the clouds between two sky-cities, which Crazy-eyes thought was a good idea—there was a chance the mekas could lose their signal in the massive electromagnetic interference around the giant floating neighborhoods. As they passed Crazy-eyes could see the far-off residents of the Sky-Cities, watching them out their windows and from the streets.
 When they came out of the clouds the meka drones were still behind them, and close. In seconds the city lights were on the night horizon and growing rapidly in their vision, so fast Crazy-eyes looked over at the speedometer. “Stay out of the city,” said Crazy-eyes. “You ain’t that good.”
 “Best chance to lose them,” Kamarov answered with her eyes on the rearview. 
The ten miles between the crater and the city outskirts went past in a blink and suddenly buildings were rushing past. Kamarov changed vertical and horizontal lanes with reckless ferocity. “Warning,” said the computer’s voice. “Your anti-collision system has malfunctioned. Please locate a ground-bound highway and find a safe place to park. Your vehicle will shut down in five minutes.”
 Behind them the two SUVs remained on their tail but the three meka drones glided outward into side streets. “They are flanking us,” Kamarov said. She jammed the vertical control downward and they plummeted toward the ground. The wheels hit the pavement hard and the tires shrieked. Crazy-eyes heard a few honking horns and squealing tires behind them. 
They were downtown now. Surrounded by sky-rise buildings and sea-walls. Impossible to flank except from above. One SUV was still behind them but the other was out of sight. Two mekas in the air above. Line of red brake lights and traffic ahead of them. Kamarov smoothly pulled back the vertical and the car went up and over and back down on the other side of the line of cars. Crazy-eyes realized she had held a death grip on her seat and the car door since they’d set out and she forced herself to let go. “Your vehicle will shut down in four minutes,” said the car. 
“We’re not going to shake them,” Kamarov said.
 Crazy-eyes looked at her. “Got a plan?”
 “Mag-kit,” said Kamarov. “Under the back seat.”
 Crazy-eyes reached behind them and pulled out the thin magnetically-sealed toolbox. She opened it and inside among a set of tools were a thin pair of gloves and what looked like metallic socks. Crazy-eyes had seen such a thing before. They were becoming standard in the toolkits of cars that were airborne convertible. In an emergency the driver could safely stand on the outside of his car and wait for rescue and the sticky-boots would hold him to it as surely as if he were standing on the ground. 
“Get ready,” Kamarov said. They came out of the south-eastern commercial district and onto the South River Bridge. Kamarov pulled up alongside an oil tanker and equalized their speeds. The tanker’s exterior was silver and metallic; Crazy-eyes could see the reflection of the city lights and the water and the other cars. 
She put on one glove and one boot and set the other pair on the car’s center console. “What about you?”
 “-in two minutes,” said the car’s warning system. 
“I will get away,” said Kamarov. “The car has an auto pilot.” Bridge towers rose above them on the left side and the tanker was between them and the mekas flying pst on the right. For a brief moment there were a few cars between them and the flashing lights of the police SUV behind. “Go now.”
 Crazy-eyes rolled her window down and hooked a leg outside the car and pulled herself out, one leg still inside. “Closer!” she shouted at Kamarov. The car drifted toward the tanker. The driver of the tanker honked at them and began to pull away and Crazy-eyes jumped without another thought. 
For a terrifying heartbeat she thought she had missed it. But then the nuclear bonds in the glove caught the siding of the tanker and she hung on. She got the sticky-boot underneath her and she was secure. Tabriz’s car sped off and the police SUV passed the tanker on the side opposite her. Now she just had to wait for the tanker to get stuck in traffic. She wished Kamarov luck as she watched the car take flight again. 
 
Weizmann marveled in spite of himself. Adrian Reyes was a hell of a driver but whoever was driving the car Christmas Parker had just stolen was superhuman. Getting through the skyways of a major city without an anti-collision system should have been impossible but evidently Parker knew how to find good help. Reyes was keeping pace, to his credit. He, Joanna Marcus and Reyes had tailed Parker through the city and Stensland had gone back alone to back up Grisham and Partridge. 
He pulled out his radio. “Vera,” he said. “I’m giving you manual command of the third drone. She’s heading into the northeast commercial district so the airborne traffic’s gonna get thick. You should be able to get in front.”
 “Ten-four Ben,” Ford radioed back. 
They hit the towers of the northeast commercial, and as Weizmann had predicted traffic was a near-standstill. The car turned off immediately onto a major skyway heading out of town. It pulled up alongside an empty school bus and slowed down suddenly to stay parallel with it. 
“They’re gonna bail,” Weizmann said and he got on his radio. “Ford hit her now! They’re trying to dump the car—”
 At that moment the third meka came out of nowhere and wrapped around the car with a crash. The two of them spun out of the skyway and jerked through the air, as the driver tried to break the meka’s grip. The drone held on though, and the entangled pair made a controlled descent to the North River Bridge below. Traffic screeched to a halt as the meka settled the car onto the ground and Reyes pulled the SUV up about twenty yards away. 
The three of them exited the SUV and approached with their submachine guns ready. The drone detached and stepped aside, falling dormant as Ford relinquished her remote control. The other two mekas circled overhead like birds of prey, their helicopter-like oscillating whine audible even over the sounds of the city. 
Weizmann approached the driver side and the door opened. He pointed his submachine gun as the woman stepped out. He looked and saw the passenger side was empty; Parker was nowhere in sight. The woman standing before him was tall and blond and blue-eyed. She held her hands up, her face expressionless. Reyes approached her cautiously. She never took her eyes off Weizmann as Reyes pulled her hands behind her and cuffed her. 
“Where the fuck is the other?” Marcus asked no one in particular. “Where is Parker?”
 Weizmann looked back at the growing line of traffic. They finally had one of Navarro’s operatives in hand. Allowing himself a shred of optimism, he felt a small smile come to his face. The blond woman was still staring at him with a neutral expression, but he chose to ignore her. 
“Take her in Detective Marcus,” he said. “Reyes and I will clean it up.”
 * * *
 Navarro. 
You tried to kill me.
 Eyes, is that you?
 You sent Roland Van Owen. After me, and my people?
 Christmas… all due respect for you, your dad. But respectfully, what the fuck did you think I was gonna do? You call me telling me you’re going to kill our cash cow because you’re butthurt he killed two buddies of yours. Put us all out of a job because of some cowboy vendetta, some revenge fantasy of yours. All respect and emotions aside, what does that behavior tell me? That you have ceased to behave as a professional. And I can only work with professionals… Eyes, you still there?
 So that’s where we stand.
 Yeah, that’s where we stand. Because of decisions you made, by the way. Not me. This one’s on you, Christmas.
 Just calling to tell you the game’s changed, Atusa. This isn’t about Murchison anymore. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still gonna kill him. But this is bigger than him, bigger than you. 
What are you talking about?
 Do you have any idea what it was we stole off that truck? 
Are you gonna tell me? 
Yeah. Face to face. Because after Murchison I’m coming for you next. 

 
Chapter 20
 Raptors
 
“On behalf of the city of Caria, the planet Kalisti, the Galactic Coalition at large, all these students and teachers here today, Miss Navarro… again, we thank you. We can’t thank you enough.”
 When Vincent Wellstone finished speaking he offered her his hand and she shook it. They held the handshake and smile for the benefit of the photographers present, and the crowd assembled around them politely applauded. It was a bright morning in Caria, too early for Navarro’s liking these days. She wasn’t as young as she used to be and that was one of the luxuries of being the boss; you got to work when you felt like it. They were on the front steps of the Caria Natural History Museum, surrounded by a few city officials, journalists and a couple hundred school kids and teachers on field trips. To their right rose the museum’s massive new permanent bird exhibit, the grand opening of which was that morning. 
“Miss Navarro,” a journalist called out. “What compelled you to purchase the museum an aviary?”
 “I’d received a letter signed by a dozen science teachers saying their resources on the subject sucked,” she said. “So I decided to fix that. I think they expected a grant for some new books or something, but…” Navarro shrugged. “I don’t really do things halfway.”
 “Why didn’t you put your name on the building?” asked another. 
“If I ever build an exhibit to myself, I’ll put my name on that one,” she said, and Wellstone and the city officials and the journalists laughed. “Um… I guess I operate under the principle that art makes life worthwhile. And art, for me anyway, encompasses the divine magnificence of nature. Art is immortal. People aren’t. And they shouldn’t try to fake it. That’s why I didn’t want my name on it. All right, enough chit-chat. Let’s open this thing.”
 Navarro watched as the massive ornate double doors, engraved with the Greek Gods Hades and Athena, opened and the crowd shuffled inside. Once indoors the students scattered to different portions of the various interactive holographic exhibits. Amid the chaos of roaming schoolchildren and their teachers barking out orders to stay in their groups, Wellstone found Navarro and fell in to walk beside her. 
“This is some beautiful work Atusa,” he said. “Hats off to you.”
 “Glad you like it,” said Navarro. “How’re things at the home base?”
 “Well not so good, Atusa,” he said. “The chancellor’s getting nervous. He had Governor Warren by the throat half a year ago but she’s done nothing but gain since. This Displaced Citizens Voters Act might as well have been called the Elect Sara Warren Act. Every time they poll another ghetto his lead gets smaller. She’s turned a forty-point deficit into twenty-two in six months.”
 Navarro smiled and waved at a little girl passing them on her way between exhibits. There were a lot of kids there but the place was enormous so passersby were far between. “Bramhall doesn’t think it’s a win unless he beats her by twenty?”
 “That’s not the point,” said Wellstone. “It’s about the optics. Trying to govern half a trillion people democratically… if it’s close we could be facing an ideological insurrection. Warren’s woman-of-the-people act needs to be rejected resoundingly.”
 “The technocrat company man is feeling the grassroots populist nipping at his heels,” she said. “That always makes for a good story.”
 “Not for me it doesn’t,” he said. “I serve at the pleasure of the Chancellor. And so do you, so it’s not good for you either.”
 “If you’re asking me for money, just say it.”
 Wellstone smiled and shook his head. “There’s more at stake here than my job, or Bramhall’s, or the favorability of the business environment,” he said. “This is a transitional time for the Coalition. For the sake of mankind’s unity the story of this election has to be bicycle-versus-locomotive, in Peter Bramhall’s favor. If my people and I can’t deliver that… more’s gonna be lost than my job.”
 Navarro sighed. “All righty.”
 “That being said I think it’s time we revisit—”
 “Hold on.” Her phone buzzed in her pocket. They had reached the raptor exhibit of the museum. The study of Kalisti’s birds of prey seemed to be the most popular among the aviary’s first visitors, but it was also the largest and most complex, separated by various light-screens and narrated models and half-walls. She pulled out her phone and answered it. “Yeah.”
 “Boss,” Henry said. “We found his wife.”
 “‘Found,’ found?”
 “You want her address?”
 Navarro grinned. “Who we got that’s close on Antara?”
 There was a pause and she could hear Henry typing. “Jorge Calderon.”
 That was good. Calderon was solid, loyal. “Tell him to get some eyes over there,” she muttered. “Nice work.”
 She hung up her phone and turned back to Wellstone. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” he said. 
Navarro ignored the passive-aggressiveness as she put the phone back in her pocket. “Not at all,” she said with a shake of her head. “What was it you were saying?”
 “It’s past time we revisited the character of this relationship,” he said. “Chancellor Bramhall and the Anti-Terrorism Bureau have allowed you a free hand because you’ve been efficient. Discreet. Professional. You’ve been good to us, and I think it’s fair to say we’ve been good to you. Chancellor Bramhall believes business is best left to navigate the markets without interference, and this sort of work is no exception. But this business in Bellerophon is becoming a distraction. There was a high speed chase the other night involving your people. Our people think this cop who’s gone off the grid to go after you was responsible for that riot in the New Town ghetto. There’s more- look, bottom line, this is the last thing the Chancellor needs right now. You need to make us believe you’re taking this seriously.”
 “It’s under control,” Navarro said. 
“No,” Wellstone said. “Nobody believes that. Least of all me. Your company has been the beneficiary of an enormous government contract, and protection, and God only knows whatever else you’ve made on the side, because you never gave the Chancellor reason to know your name. I’m politely requesting that you keep in mind that that can change at any time. And if certain facts come to light in the public sphere… the first head to roll will not belong to anyone in the government. I’d rather not see Bramhall wash his hands of you. As Mister Norton told you before, our relationship has been a win-win. But I’m not allowing your carelessness to take us down with you. Just remember how a food chain works. Lower you are, sooner you’re dinner.”
 Navarro smiled. 
Wellstone returned the smile and he touched her shoulder reassuringly. “Good,” he said. “I’m relieved you could see reason.”
 They continued walking through the holograms and displays and lifelike animal replicas. Now and then interspersed with the narration they would hear the background chatter of students. “The FTL on my phone has been acting up,” she said. “Would you mind if I borrowed yours for a second? Just had something to check on.”
 Wellstone looked surprised. “Yeah,” he said as he handed it over. “No problem.”
 She used the touch-screen to log onto the network as they walked. “Haven’t been to Athenia in a few years,” she said. “How’s life in the capitol these days?”
 “Crowded as ever,” he said. “Still growing, in spite of the cost-of-living. They keep building higher tower apartments to accommodate the new demographics. The planet’s going to look like a sea urchin before long.”
 “Real estate market still tight?”
 “God-awful,” he said. “My wife and I rent in the suburbs. Everyone who works in politics rents anyway. Never know when the winds are gonna change and you’re gonna have to put a spit-shine on the resume. It’s spendy staying out of the towers, but it’s worth it for the kids. Little room for them to breathe.”
 Navarro nodded. “Your kids are at school today, right?”
 “Yeah,” Wellstone said, suddenly suspicious. “Why?”
 She tossed his phone back to him and he caught it. “You should probably call your wife.”
 “Why?”
 “Because I just demolished your house,” she said. 
He looked at her like she had been speaking a different language. “What?”
 “I just bought, and then demolished, your house,” she said. “If you ever threaten me again I’ll kill your whole fucking family.”
 Navarro walked away and he followed at her heels. “You couldn’t have sent a wrecking crew to my house,” he said. “Evictions require forty-eight hour notice—”
 She turned and threw him against a wall and pressed her forearm over his neck. “You really think I don’t have the resources to forge an eviction notice from two days ago and drop it into your mail?” she asked. “You know what, you’re right. It was past time we revisited the character of this relationship. You want to talk about the food chain, sport?” Navarro pulled her snub-nose pistol out of the concealed holster at her thigh and she planted the barrel in his neck. Wellstone made a scared noise but he didn’t try to get away. “What do you think your men would do if I pulled this trigger? They’d help me clean you off the walls, pal. You think there’s anyone in your office I don’t own? Here is the character of this relationship. You and your boss serve at the pleasure of people like me. I worked nineteen-hour days without taking a day off the first seven years of my career. I built an empire with my bare hands. I was here before you, and I’ll be here after you. You, Bramhall, everyone else in the administration matter only for the simple fact that I’ve already bought you. If Warren wins, I’ll buy her people. And when she’s done, I’ll buy the next round. Is this getting through? You aren’t elected representatives, you’re my employees. Warren, Bramhall… none of it matters. All that changes is the name on the office door.”
 Wellstone looked at her like she was possessed. “So what do you think, Vince?” She pulled the hammer back on the pistol. “Bright flash of white light… then it’s all over.”
 His eyes flicked down behind her. She turned to find a girl standing behind her. Seven, maybe eight. Eyes wide at the two grown-ups having a physical altercation. “Houses are replaceable,” she said quietly. “You got off easy.”
 Navarro didn’t think the girl had seen the pistol so she concealed it as she turned and stuck it into the back of her skirt waistband. Instantly her manner shifted and she smiled warmly. “Hey, sweetie,” she said. “You just found my favorite part of the whole museum. Come on, let’s check it out together.” Navarro offered the girl her hand and she took it. “Have you learned much about birds of prey in school?”
 * * *
 Regina Bell took aim with the pistol and she properly set her feet. The voices and flashing lights around her fading, her vision seemed to tunnel toward her target. Her thumb slid across the safety and she fired. 
The little concentric-red-circle targets in the shooting range dropped with each pellet she fired, making a little metallic ping with each hit. The pellet gun, a replica of an old west Colt, was made to be inaccurate but she had figured out the compensation easily. The gun had fifteen pellets and she hit the range’s twelve targets with one shot to spare. When she was done she handed the gun back to the teenager working the range. “Nice shooting, ma’am,” he said.
 She looked and realized that two of the kids who had been shooting beside her were staring at her with admiration. Bell shrugged. “Not bad for an old lady, anyway.”
 “You earned a free one, if you want it,” he said. 
Just then she saw Desmond coming out of the neighboring funhouse, with a few friends and Elizabeth, the cashier from Gadget World. He was laughing, in a good mood, and he had his arm around Liz. She gestured to the kid beside her. “Give him the free one,” she said. “Thanks.”
 She was at Funland, in Sky-City K over Bellerophon. It was built as an old-school retro twentieth-century amusement park, with entirely old construction techniques and entertainment. In the last few decades the solid economy on Alpha Planets had brought a booming market for the entertainment sources of the past—in other sections of the city there was a permanent medieval faire, an old west reenactment, a twenty-second century Mars colony and an immersive ancient-Rome experience. Funland was among the most popular of the historical parks among young people, simply by virtue of being one of the most diverse and least expensive. 
“Hey there, buddy,” she said as she walked up behind them. “You kids having a good time?” Desmond turned and the smile on his face instantly dropped. “Who am I kidding. Of course you are. Nothing like a spot of childlike frivolity at a fun park to make a young lad forget his business responsibilities, eh?”
 “Dez, who is that lady?” Elizabeth asked. 
“She’s from Gadget World corporate,” Desmond said. “Regina, do you really need to talk to me now? Here?”
 “’Fraid so, Buster Brown,” Bell said. “In private, if your compatriots can do without you for the next five minutes. Uh, Gadget World Corporate, waits for no man.”
 She walked toward the funhouse and he followed her. He offered the operator his bracelet to scan but Bell pulled his arm away. “On me.” The operator scanned hers a second time and she and Desmond stepped inside. 
The initial room was a darkened mirror maze with strobe lights overhead. “Hey try not to have a seizure,” Desmond joked. “I’m not sure if I could carry your big ass—”
 Bell turned and threw him against one of the mirrors and he made a sound of choked surprise. She let go of his neck but leaned into him with a forearm against his chest. He was about a foot and a half taller than her, but she could see he felt about two inches high just then. “It’s possible that my affable demeanor and the fact that I kinda like you have led you to forget that you work for a professional criminal,” she said. “And not the kinda person whose phone calls you ignore. Who you dodge when they stop by your work. You got that, kiddo? My shit list is one you’d best make a point of avoiding. Comprende?”
 “I’m busy,” he said defensively. “I can’t just go call up my crime boss buddy and say what’s up anytime I feel like it. And who said I work for you?”
 “You took my money, big guy,” she said. “You take my money, you work for me. You don’t play ball when you’re on the clock, you get fired. You don’t really want to find out what kind of severance packages I offer. You got that?”
 “Shit! Yeah, Reggie,” Desmond said, putting up his hands. “Yeah, I got it. I’m sorry.”
 Bell let him go and stood in front of him. “I’m not here for you to tell me you’re sorry,” she said. “You know why I’m here. Now what do you got for me?” Desmond reached into his pocket and pulled out Warren Chiang’s phone and handed it to her. “Sparing me all the technical jibber-jabber, since I don’t care and you got a sweet little filly go get back to… who did he work for?”
 “Company called ‘Osiris Business Solutions,’” Desmond said. “Big company. Somewhere at the top. No idea what he did for them, but his phone records say he had regular contact with their big bosses. I mean, if not the tippy-top, right at the top, you know what I’m saying? Lot of calls to their home base.” Bell nodded, staring at the phone. “One other thing,” he said. “Osiris’ phone records showed a lot of calls from the house of a guy named James Marquette.”
 “So?” Bell said. “What do I care about James Marquette?”
 “James Marquette also works for Osiris,” said Desmond. “He started making calls to Bellerophon hotels a few weeks back. Hasn’t been seen or heard from since. But somebody at his house has been calling his work every day since. Might be nothing… but I figured I’d tell you.” Bell eyed him. “What? We done here?”
 “I don’t know,” she said. “You got anything else?”
 “No,” he said. “Don’t bother me again. I’m done with this stuff.”
 “We’ll see what you say when you get tired of the nine-to-five,” she said. “I know people that retired on a pile of gold with a tenth of the talent you got for this business.”
 “I don’t care,” Desmond said. “I’m a good person, Regina. A good person.”
 She smiled and clapped him on the shoulder and walked away, leaving him standing there among his four reflections. That was one mystery down, one to go. She finally had a solid lead on Horace Murchison, and she was hoping to find him that night. She was going to get a weekend soon if it killed her.

 
Chapter 21
 A Flock of Birds
 
For most of the night Kamarov waited for rescue, but the Stargod sent no one. For a while she had stood at the steel-gray lattice of her cell wall, dead certain that Nycerius wouldn’t leave one of his most loyal followers in such a place for long. Then she had sat on the bed and stared at the patterns in the opposite cell wall, and then she had exercised to pass the time. She’d prayed for well over an hour. Finally she’d lain down and closed her eyes, though she’d known beforehand that rest would not come. It wouldn’t do to be asleep when her savior arrived, and her God would send someone. She was as confident of that as she was of the rising sun. 
Of course, her home planet was tidally locked to its star, so the sun neither rose nor set. 
Footsteps echoed through the cell block. Kamarov stood up from the bed. As far as she knew she was the block’s only prisoner, so whoever it was had to be coming for her. 
She recognized the woman stepping slowly through the hallway, through the shallow illumination of the weak lights hanging overhead. Kamarov had seen her exactly once before. She was black-haired, dusky-skinned, dressed in the same green dress and the same earrings with the odd sunburst pattern. 
“Did Master Denikin send you?” Kamarov asked. 
The woman smiled, equal parts condescension and affection. “No,” she said. “Master Denikin knows of your plight. And his response has been to abandon you. Your god… has left you to the lions, Zafra.”
 Kamarov eyed her. “You’re a liar.”
 “You have little enough reason to trust me,” the woman said. “So trust your own eyes. You have to admit to yourself that if they were coming for you, they could have by now. And nobody has come. Until now.”
 “Who are you?”
 “Sweet, loyal girl,” the woman said. “You’ve done everything they’ve asked of you, haven’t you? Taken from your home before you could speak. Trained since birth in the arts of murder. Everything you have accomplished, you have done so of your own volition and talents. Your God has never been at your back. Don’t argue, in your heart you know the truth of it. Told to kill the only person in the world you call friend, without being told why… and you were going to do it, weren’t you? You’d have killed Parker on Denikin’s order.” Kamarov said nothing and the woman smiled sadly. “It was all a test, Zafra. You deserved better, but we had to take your measure. Make certain you could do what needed doing. I’m here to tell you, as once I told the father of nations, that you have proven yourself to God.”
 At the last comment, Kamarov approached the wire lattice. Suddenly the sunburst pattern on the woman’s earrings made more sense. Nycerius decreed that they should study the work of other religions, and she had seen the pattern often enough. As she looked closer she could pick out the thirteen circles and the lines from each of them, protruding out to form the star pattern. “I know who you are.”
 The woman’s eyes were hypnotic. “Then say it.”
 Kamarov suddenly felt shaky on her feet. “I can’t.”
 “Don’t be afraid. Say. It.”
 Kamarov paused a long time before she felt her lips form a single word, seemingly against her will: “Metatron.”
 Metatron reached her hand through the wire lattice, palm up, and beckoned. “Take my hand, Zafra,” she said. “Let me show you the truth of God’s love for you.”
 Kamarov reached out and took her hand.
 * * *
 Overhead the lights flickered, flickered again, and then went off completely. A moment later the emergency lights kicked on, casting Weizmann and Internal Affairs Special Agent John Thornton in an ethereal green glow. Weizmann ‘s arm ached terribly in its sling. Nobody was ever in the mood to talk to I-A but he happened to especially not be in the mood for it just then. He thought the reflection off Thornton’s spectacles made him appear a cyborg, not at all an inappropriate look for an I-A agent. 
They were in the office annex adjacent to the main tower of the Central Bellerophon Police Department, in a non-descript conference room, undecorated but for a watercolor of a riverbank, the kind of thing you’d find in a cheap hotel room. The table could seat twelve people comfortably but only Weizmann and Agent Thornton were present. The large windows afforded a decent view of the city, and Weizmann could see that the blackout extended outward around them only for a few blocks. 
“I’ve, uh… I can see fine, if you just want to keep working.” Thornton looked outside. “No telling how long these things can last in sandstorm season. You just wanna power through?”
 Weizmann forced himself to smile. “Sure,” he said. “That’d probably be best.”
 “So I just wanna go through it one more time,” said Thornton. “Detective Isaac Partridge was the departmental inside man for the… Sinalora drug cartel, operating out of the New Town slums.” Thornton peered at Weizmann over his spectacles. “That right?”
 “That’s correct,” Weizmann said. “I believe he made the contact via a case he worked, and set up the business arrangement following the conclusion of that case. I hesitate to say much more about the specifics, as the investigation is still open.”
 “Uh huh,” Thornton said impassively while staring at his screen. “And the riot in New Town—in which the department jeep went missing—was a result of this business arrangement going sour.”
 Weizmann nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “Detective Partridge expressed a desire to cut ties with the cartel. After coming clean about the deal to myself and his immediate superior, Winona Stensland, he agreed to use his relationship to assist us in an investigation involving the Sinalora.”
 “So you would characterize the relationship as for personal gain initially,” Thornton said. “But later Detective Partridge had a change of heart and it morphed into an undercover action against this cartel.”
 “Yes.”
 “Had you or Stensland any attention of disclosing Partridge’s deal with the Sinalora?”
 “No,” Weizmann said. “And for that, we take full responsibility. He’s a good cop who made a mistake. When we realized that Partridge’s actions fell entirely within the bounds of an undercover operation—albeit retroactively—we didn’t feel there was any need for disclosure. I see now we may have made a fatal mistake. In trying to protect a friend’s career, we left him unprotected. I don’t believe I’ll ever forgive myself for that.”
 “And the chase through the city last night, that was…”
 “The intended apprehension of Detective Partridge’s cartel contact,” said Weizmann.
 “Where does Anderson Tabriz fit in?” Thornton asked.
 “He’s not involved,” said Weizmann. “The cartel used Mulciber’s freight yard via an internal contact at his company, without Tabriz’s knowledge. They met with him against his will intending to compel his cooperation.”
 Thornton fell quiet and began typing. The silence between them stretched to a minute. “I’ll be glad to forward you the specifics of the investigation,” Weizmann said. 
“Kind of weird,” Thornton said. “Detective near retirement has an impeccable, spotless track record, in ethics and casework. Wall full of departmental awards in his house. Real Eagle Scout. Definitely one of the good ones in our line of work.” Thornton shrugged. “Suddenly decides to start dealing drugs. And then he’s K-I-A’d in the line of duty before getting called on the carpet for it. That’s… convenient, isn’t it?”
 “Respectfully, Agent Thornton, I don’t believe you were born yesterday,” said Weizmann. “I think we both know that one’s on-the-books record is not always the most accurate indicator of one’s actual behavior. I have a similar sterling record to Detective Partridge’s… and I could just as easily be dirty. Before breakfast I could think of a hundred different ways to hide criminal behavior from my superiors. It wouldn’t even be difficult. As to the convenience of Detective Partridge’s death… I don’t think it’s outside the realm of believability that a cop hooked into a criminal syndicate might find himself in danger from that syndicate. That strikes me as a quite simple and logical cause-and-effect relationship. ‘Convenient’ isn’t the adjective I would use. Perhaps ‘tragic and horrifying’ might be more appropriate.”
 Well there it was, Weizmann thought. The story was on the books now. Agent Thornton could isn’t-it-convenient it all he liked, but he and Stensland had been over it and over it. Their cover story was implausible and it was anything but bulletproof, but it would hold for a while. It was exactly 100 percent bullshit, but good luck to anyone trying to figure out exactly how. Partridge’s death had provided him one convenience; it allowed him to give Internal Affairs a scalp. 
“What are you doing in Bellerophon, detective?” Thornton sipped his coffee. “Your headquarters in Antara has you on vacation pay. Of which you had quite a lot, seems your last vacation was…” He checked his papers before looking back up at Weizmann. “Never. You’d never taken one. Not once since you’ve been with the department. It’s not most people’s definition of a holiday, travelling a hundred light-years from home to go work a drug case.”
 “No,” Weizmann said, forcing another smile. “I suppose it isn’t. Winona Stensland is an old friend. She called me with her concerns about Detective Partridge’s illicit activity, so I offered to come help her personally.”
 Thornton listened thoughtfully, and then gave an obviously fake smile of his own. “I see,” he said. “Well, I think that’s about all I’ll need for now—” The lights flared back on suddenly, causing both of them to squint out of surprise. “Perfect timing,” Thornton said. Each of them stood and they shook hands. “Thanks for your time.”
 “I hope I was of some assistance,” Weizmann said. 
“Oh, plenty,” said Thornton. “You know how these things go. We gotta go through the song-and-dance.” Weizmann turned to leave but he stopped when Thornton said: “So I guess you’ll be on your way back to Antara soon.”
 Weizmann turned. “Beg your pardon?”
 “Well if you were here to assist Detective Stensland with trying to bring Partridge in line… your work is done. Right?” Weizmann said nothing. “Just… be sure to let us know where you’re headed. Just procedure.”
 Thornton stared at him, as if to be sure the veiled threat had been received. He was still staring when Weizmann shut the door on him. 
* * *
 “Where we at with the monk?” Stensland asked as she and Weizmann walked in. Ford, Reyes and Marcus were all seated beside a monitor in the small media cubicle outside the interrogation room. None of them looked up when Stensland and Weizmann entered. The black-and-white monitor showed the adjacent interrogation monitor, in which sat the blond woman they had captured the previous night, and Walter Grisham seated across from her. Weizmann had been pleased to discover that each floor of Bellerophon Central was self-contained, so the unused basement level on which they had set up shop not only had offices, but holding cells and interrogation rooms. So there had been no need to take their prisoner upstairs, where anyone might see something they shouldn’t. 
“The monk?” asked Weizmann.
 “Vow of silence,” Stensland muttered. “She hasn’t said a word.”
 Weizmann nodded. “So,” he said. “Where are we with her?” None of them spoke. Abruptly he grasped the cause of the silence. “Which of you wished to go to prison today? Show of hands please.” Ford looked at him. “Detective Partridge didn’t want you to go to prison either. I don’t expect you to like me. I don’t expect you to be happy about what we’ve done. All I expect is that you accept its necessity.” Still none of them spoke. “And please understand that I will personally clear Detective Partridge’s record when this is finished.”
 Reyes snorted in disbelief but Weizmann ignored it. “Ben,” said Ford, nodding toward the screen. “He tried the pain simulator at first. Didn’t do a thing, she didn’t flinch. He cranked it to ninety. Any normal person would have died, or lost their mind… she didn’t even blink. So he’s been—” Weizmann looked closer at the screen and then he saw the bruises on the woman’s face. Black eye. Dried blood from her nose and mouth. 
“Why didn’t any of you stop him?” Weizmann asked. 
“Because we don’t outrank him,” said Marcus, somewhat defensively.
 He walked around the corner to the interrogation room and opened the door. Grisham looked up when he did but the woman did not. Weizmann jerked his head towards the hallway outside and Grisham stepped out, closing the door behind him. “I understand Detective Partridge was your training officer, that the two of you were quite close,” he said quietly. As he spoke he never took his eyes from the small window in the interrogation room door, through which he could see the blond woman staring impassively forward. “And that you have some anger towards this person for her connection to his death. But if I ever see you treat a prisoner like this again I will have your badge.” Grisham looked at him and then walked out to the media cubicle without saying a word. 
Weizmann went and poured two cups of coffee and picked up a handful of cream and sugar packets. When he let himself into the interrogation room the woman looked up at him. He set the coffees on the table and left the cream and sugar packets in a little pile beside them. For a moment the only sound was the annoyingly loud air conditioning vent above them. “I, um… I’m sorry about all that,” Weizmann said as he stepped behind her and unlocked one of her hands. “The officer who did this to you has been punished.” He sat down across from her. “Severely.”
 “He has not paid yet,” she said. Weizmann was startled when she spoke; he had not expected it to be that easy. “But he will.”
 Weizmann stared at her. “What’s your name?” She said nothing and Weizmann cleared his throat. “Well, all right,” he said. “Based on an analysis of your DNA, you appear to be Zafra Kamarov. Disappeared from your day care twenty-nine years ago at the age of two. Do you understand why you’re here, Miss Kamarov?” 
“Because God wills it.”
 “Well- no,” Weizmann said, “Not quite. You are here because I willed it. God had nothing at all to do with it.” Kamarov looked at him. Weizmann wished she would blink more, something to make her stare less spooky. “You were driving Christmas Parker on a high speed pursuit through my city—”
 “This is not your city, Detective.”
 “I beg your pardon?”
 “You are not from here,” she said. “This is not… your city.”
 Weizmann was disturbed she had known that, but he smiled at her. “Fair enough,” he said. “Why wasn’t Parker with you when we stopped you? That was a pretty good magic trick.” She said nothing. “Where is Parker now? 
Still she remained silent. “Perhaps I was unclear about the gravity of your situation,” Weizmann said. “It would not be an exaggeration to state that your behavior over the next several minutes could determine the rest of your life. You are standing quite squarely at the fork between two paths. Give me Parker, your accomplices, everything you know about Atusa Navarro and Osiris. Or continue to stonewall me. You’re actually quite lucky. Your fate is in your own hands, and not everyone can say that—”
 “My fate,” Kamarov said, “is in the hands of God.”
 Weizmann sighed and drummed his fingers on the table. Kamarov’s gaze went behind him and she appeared to be looking at somebody, so much so that Weizmann glanced behind his shoulder briefly. “You know, I actually have great respect for faith, people of faith,” he said. “I rather like what Benjamin Franklin said on the subject, do you know who he was? If I may paraphrase, I have no opposition to your doctrine, or any other doctrine, and I hope to go out of the world at peace with all doctrines…” He stopped drumming. “But God… isn’t going to come and save you. I can. Tell me where I can find Christmas Parker. Perhaps I am God’s messenger, have you considered that?” That made her look him in the eyes. “Here you are, waiting for a sign. And here I am, begging you to take the keys to your own freedom. Take them. Give me Parker.”
 “How are your dreams, detective?”
 Weizmann took a moment to process that question. “I’m sorry?”
 “The beach,” she said. Weizmann felt a full-body shiver. “Walking with the woman… Sky full of nearby stars… The serpents made of light. You have seen them. You have looked upon the face of God.”
 The hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention. He stared at her and the world seemed to close in a little. It was a coincidence. Or he was hallucinating. There was no good explanation. He’d been working too much. He couldn’t think. There had to be an explanation but there wasn’t one. There just wasn’t. 
He stood up in a daze and walked out of the room. Had to clear his head. He wandered out to the media room. “At least you got her to say something,” Stensland said. “Ben. Ben, what is it?” Weizmann realized his face must look like he was in shock and he tried to compose himself. “What?” Stensland asked. “What’d she say? What was that about dreams?”
 “I don’t- I don’t know how to…” Weizmann looked around them. “Where’s Grisham?”
 “He just went to the bathroom a second ago,” Stensland said. 
Weizmann looked down the curving hallway towards the interrogation room. The bathroom was down that hallway, past where they were holding the prisoner. “Woah, okay,” Reyes said, and Weizmann looked at the monitor. Grisham had appeared in the black-and-white screen. Weizmann couldn’t describe exactly what it was but there was always something different in a man’s posture and movement when his thoughts were of killing. Grisham was about to kill this woman. 
He crossed the room towards her. Suddenly Kamarov picked up the cup of coffee Weizmann had left there and she threw it in Grisham’s face. The big detective shouted and staggered backward. The monitor flickered once, and then it went completely dead. 
For a heartbeat they all stared at the dark monitor. Marcus was the first to move, followed by Reyes, Weizmann and Stensland. Ford was on crutches so she stayed where she was. Marcus tried the door and found it locked so Stensland ran back to the media cubicle and got the card key and swiped it and threw the door open. 
The interrogation room was empty. The words HALIFAX PUB OCTOBER SEVENTEENTH 18:25 had been scratched into the wall. Scratched with what? Weizmann stared at it. Underneath the message was a crooked jagged line that looked like the readout of an old seismograph. Reyes jerked his head upward and Weizmann looked. The vent over the air conditioning duct was missing. Weizmann looked at the magnetic cuffs behind Kamarov’s empty chair. It was a silver box with two hand-holes, and it was functioning perfectly. One of her hands had still been locked up. The key to the cuffs was still in Weizmann’s pocket. 
“Split up,” Weizmann said. “We’ll go floor by floor.” 
Marcus put a hand over her earpiece for a moment. “They are on the roof,” she said. 
There were already four meka drones in the air by the time they got to the roof. Weizmann saw Kamarov bathed in the floodlights of the mekas. She was dragging Grisham by the neck closer to the edge. Below them, far below them, the night city glittered. 
Each of them drew guns and shouted at her to stop but she did not. The woman put Grisham between herself and the four of them and continued inching toward the edge. Weizmann shouted over and over the standard police officer commands to cease. Somewhere in the midst of it his mind turned off and he wasn’t sure when it happened, but he had begun to plead with her to stop. 
When her heels were on the edge she looked at Weizmann. Their eyes met. The exhaust from the mekas’ engines buffeted them with gusts of air. Kamarov mouthed something to him. And then, peacefully closing her eyes, she and Walter Grisham fell backward into the sky. 
* * *
 Weizmann lowered his gun. Distant chaos below. Honking car horns and sirens a little after. Somebody was shouting curses over and over; he was pretty sure it was Adrian Reyes. Stensland stood there with her hand over her mouth. Joanna Marcus was on her radio but Weizmann wasn’t listening to what she was saying. He walked to the edge of the roof in a daze. Did he want to look? Something in him pushed his feet forward. Maybe God’s will, he thought sardonically. 
He reached the edge of the roof as a flock of seabirds soared up the edge of the skyscraper, gliding across Hyperion’s moonlight. Weizmann looked down at the equivocating glimmer of police and ambulance lights. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone; the first news reports were already coming in. The news chyron read “…apparent suicide of a Bellerophon Central Police Detective…”
 The report only mentioned Grisham. One body. There was only one body.
 Standing stock-still in the floodlights and the exhaust of the meka drones, Weizmann watched the seabirds recede into the night. 

 
Chapter 22
 Echoes
 
It was Vera Ford who found the Halifax Pub. Turned out it was in Eridan’s superluminal station on Pyrene, a tiny snowball of a moon orbiting the gas giant Asopus in the distant outskirts of the star system. As nothing unusual had occurred on the date and time Ford had specified to them, the owners of the Halifax had been only too happy to turn over their security footage. Of course we’ll cooperate and so on and so forth. 
Weizmann almost hadn’t recognized Horace Murchison when the man walked into the bar and ordered a martini. Murchison hadn’t been there long when he began talking to thin air. Weizmann watched, fascinated. The delusion was perfect, utterly convincing. Murchison appeared to be carrying on a conversation with a ghost. The bartender had eyed him oddly when Murchison gestured for another martini for his imaginary friend, but he didn’t appear to have noticed. 
He had begun constructing theories about Murchison’s obvious psychoses when he had the strange idea that the jagged line that Zafra Kamarov had scratched into the wall of the interrogation room was not at all random. It looked an awful lot like a readout from a seismograph… or like a spectrogram. She had broken out of handcuffs, somehow scrawled a message and escaped through an air duct that should have been too high to reach, in under 45 seconds. Was it so beyond belief that she could draw a spectrogram by hand?
 They would have no way of knowing what signal it referred to, but it didn’t much matter in a way. Radiation was radiation. The first televisions had detected the residue left behind by the big bang, though its creators of course hadn’t known it at the time. So Weizmann had Ford produce a modulating signal using Kamarov’s line as a guide, which she then played together with the Halifax’s security footage. 
The woman had appeared instantly. 
Reyes had sworn loudly and Ford had gasped and covered her mouth. The moment they added the radio signal a woman in a green dress appeared across from Murchison. A briefcase sat beside her and she smoked a cigarette. She turned her head once and Weizmann saw the geometric pattern on her earring—concentric circles formed into a hexagon in a rough star-like pattern. 
Weizmann had seen the woman before. He had dreamed of her a dozen times since coming to Eridan. 
Ford was able to isolate only snatches of their conversation. The woman said the words “I serve God.” A bit later Weizmann watched Murchison stand up and walk toward the news monitors showing the destruction of Mozha II, after the man goaded her to “destroy a planet.” And then… what, she did it? That wasn’t possible, was it?
 He began to wonder what this… entity was trying to tell him by showing him this. Warning him to keep his distance, most likely. Whoever she was, whatever she was, she hadn’t taken into account that he was already running from mind-prison. Between the wrath of God and mind-prison, he wasn’t totally sure which one was worse. Weizmann remembered his first morning in Bellerophon, when he had called Stensland to ask her to weed her team down to those who could deal with an unorthodox investigation. He had to laugh at that now. He couldn’t have known at the time that they’d be setting a new gold standard for unorthodox. 
Voltaire wrote that Earth was an insane asylum to which other planets deported their lunatics. What would he have thought, Weizmann wondered, of an extraterrestrial with a god complex?

 
Chapter 23
 Quanta
 
Crazy-eyes had the taxi drop her off a little ways up the block and she walked the rest of the way. Force of habit. She preferred to go into a place slow so she could check the angles. It was a good neighborhood, three- and four-story townhouses on a raised ridge overlooking the sea and the fading dusk. Fireflies flitted through the small yard gardens and in the higher windows she saw people going about their nightly routines; eating dinner, sitting at computers, watching movies or the evening news. A group of kids rode their bikes around her on the sidewalk, paying her little attention as they passed.
 She found the address she had been looking for and rang the doorbell. Inside someone shouted “Coming!” over the background noise of post-jazz. A few seconds later Sam Hanna opened the front door and he grinned. He was actually wearing a white ‘Kiss the Cook’ apron and she laughed when she saw it. “Hey! Come on in,” he said. “It’s almost ready.”
 He went back to the kitchen and she walked in and shut the door behind her. Classic young rich guy house. Glass tables and leather furniture and a full wall-screen tuned to the news channel on mute. The walls were decorated with posters of jazz musicians and a collection of electric and acoustic guitars sat in one corner. The music played on an ambient system, equally loudly throughout the house. “I know everyone says this but I really mean it,” he called from the kitchen. “Make. Yourself. At home. I can’t stand that awkwardness of being in somebody’s house and feeling like you can’t touch anything- you still there?” He poked his head out from the kitchen, a slice of steamed zucchini in his hand.
 “Right here,” she said. “I just- I can’t talk to you while you’re wearing that thing.”
 Hanna looked down at the apron and grinned. “Compliments of my mother,” he said. “She thinks she’s funny, but the joke’s on her. This thing is my prized possession.”
 “I can’t see how you’ve stayed single so long.”
 His eyes widened in an expression of shock. “Oh shit,” he said. “Did you think I was single?” She looked at him. He held the expression a moment and then laughed and popped the zucchini piece into his mouth and went back into the kitchen. “Seriously, get comfortable. You’re making me nervous. Go through my mail or something.”
 Crazy-eyes tip-toed through his living room, dodging a few articles of clothing and magazines and a soccer ball. “Appreciate you cleaning up before I got here,” she called out to him. 
“I don’t really believe in that,” he called back. “I think people should just see each other for what they are, you know what I mean? Putting on masks is exhausting.”
 “It certainly is,” she muttered to herself. She made her way to the fireplace wall which was covered in pictures, from the looks of it mostly of Sam with family. The wall screen opposite the photograph wall reflected in the picture frames, and in them Crazy-eyes saw a report on Walter Grisham, the police detective who had committed suicide the previous night. She had been able to gather that it was one of the detectives working with Ben Weizmann, one who had been at Mulciber when Kamarov was captured, but that was all she knew. The program changed to footage of their high-speed chase through the city, and the meka drone colliding with Tabriz’s car. She found the remote on the couch and switched to a sports network. 
Crazy-eyes scanned the pictures idly. There were several of him with who looked like could be a sister, niece and nephew. At the coast, at theme parks, at a restaurant. A photo of the three of them with fish in their mouths beside a dolphin with a fish in its mouth. Hanna and his parents at what looked like his university graduation. Lots more pictures with another woman. This woman couldn’t be a blood relative—she was Hispanic-looking, while Hanna was East Asian-descended. One of the pictures showed them from the back, holding hands atop a sand dune with the ocean just beyond.
 Her eyes fell on another picture, and her breath caught. She studied it for a long time, as if it would change or disappear under careful scrutiny. It showed Sam standing beside a woman at the docking bay of a huge starship. They were shaking hands and smiling and Sam had a medal around his neck. 
“Do you know who that is?” Sam said behind her. Crazy-eyes had been so engrossed in the photo she hadn’t heard him come in from the kitchen. 
Crazy-eyes fought to keep her voice steady. “The face looks familiar.”
 “Her name’s Atusa Navarro,” he said. “That’s us on Matese. She paid for the cure and the vaccinations when that epidemic hit. Her company developed it. That flu would have killed everyone if not for her. I was just a little cog in that machine. But… she was the engine.”
 “What did you have to do with it?”
 “Well I’m a transportation engineer,” he said. “Believe it or not, distributing anything to eight hundred million people is a pretty complicated job.”
 “Don’t get defensive,” Crazy-eyes said. “I was just asking.”
 He grinned. “You hungry?”
 They talked and drank red wine and ate dinner with chopsticks from bamboo bowls out on the deck, and they watched the end of the sunset out over the ocean. “You’re not the worst cook I’ve ever seen,” she said.
 “My mother taught me,” he said. “Food was everything in our house. That’s all we did was eat. We got a lot of time together though. Everyone under one roof, four generations at once. It was awesome. Do you have a tight family?”
 “Not really.”
 “All right,” he said. “You can borrow mine, I guess.” She laughed. “You ever take those off, rock star? You know it’s dark out now, right?”
 It took her a moment to realize he meant her goggles. “It’s not a good idea.”
 “Why not?”
 “It’s a- I see things,” she said. “Things that aren’t really there. I hallucinate.”
 “Can I just see you without them for a second? Seriously, up and down just one time.”
 Crazy-eyes looked at him. It was probably the wine doing her thinking for her but she thought what’s the worst that could happen? She had taken them off with her eyes open for a few seconds now and then. The last time was a while ago but it had taken almost twenty seconds for the first faint wisps of delusion to creep in. “All right,” she said. “You better not blink. Because it ain’t gonna last long.”
 Sam rubbed his hands together. “I’m ready.”
 She carefully pulled the goggles off her eyes and the world began to howl. 
The hallucinations were immediate, fierce and wild, and they screamed like a host of demons. For that brief instant a kaleidoscope of color swam ferociously in her vision and she fell to one knee. Hanna’s voice was coming from somewhere. She had instinctively pushed the goggles back down over her eyes, and steadily the delusions subsided. 
When she came to she was sitting with her back against the railing to Hanna’s deck. He was crouched in front of her, face full of concern. “Are you all right? Jesus, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to do that.”
 “It’s fine,” she said. “Seriously. I’m fine. I’d better go.”
 “No!” he said. “You shouldn’t. You shouldn’t drive right now. Just stay a while. I’ll feel better if you do.” Who gives a shit if you feel better, Crazy-eyes thought to herself. But she didn’t say that. She was halfway drunk but not drunk enough to have lost all caution. “Here, give me a second.” He went inside and was gone for a few seconds and when he came back he was wearing sunglasses. 
Crazy-eyes laughed. “Yeah,” she said. “You’re probably right.” 
She sat down beside him in the hammock chair, the glass of wine in her lap. She drained it and refilled it. For a long time they were quiet and listened to the waves and the sounds of the city. “You ever see something that makes you question everything?” she asked him.
 “Like how?”
 “Just… just shakes every assumption you have about everything,” she said. “Something I saw… at work. Spend all your time chasing money. That’s all you think about. Getting yours. Then all of a sudden your whole world’s a photo negative. Black’s white and white’s black.”
 “What was it?” he asked her.
 “It’s hard to explain,” she said. “Something really, really old.” She looked at him and laughed. “I’m eloquent, when I’m drinking.”
 Hanna stared off thoughtfully over the waves and the clouds at the horizon. “Look, I love being rich,” he said. “Whoever said money isn’t everything forgot what poverty feels like. I love taking my boat out. Being able to travel basically whenever I want. I love knowing it’s not the end of the world if I get sick. Hitting the bar with the guys and being able to buy a round. Money isn’t everything… except that it is.” He paused a long time, composing his thoughts. Crazy-eyes could see the reflection of the stars in the lenses of his sunglasses. “That said… When I was on Matese, that was something else. People were alive because of me. Because of something I helped do.” He shook his head and looked at her. “If you find something in the world that means more to you than money, you make it yours or you die trying.”
 For a while neither of them spoke. The post-jazz music on the ambient inside switched to mellow acoustic guitar. She contemplated telling him what it was at Harris she was about to go steal. But it would sound crazy. Crazy-eyes wasn’t sure why she had believed Anderson Tabriz so completely when he’d told her. Some instinct in her insisted it was true. Shouted down her skepticism.
 “I got an idea,” Sam said. “The way these things usually go, two people idolize each other for a few months before you find out all the things that annoy you. And then you wonder where that person from the first few months went. So what do you say we skip that part where we pretend each other doesn’t burp or fart and just get to the real part?”
 She grinned at him. “Is that how these things usually go?”
 “Without fail,” he said. “I pick my nose when I’m alone. Sometimes if I’m tired and don’t want to get up I wipe it on the bottom of furniture.”
 Crazy-eyes laughed. “I have extreme social anxiety,” she said. 
“Sometimes I eat ice cream at nine o’clock in the morning.”
 “For breakfast?” He shrugged and nodded. “I believe in past lives.”
 “That’s not that weird,” he said.
 “I’m convinced I was an emperor of some kind,” she said. “Chinese or Japanese or something.”
 He laughed. “Okay you’re right, that’s pretty weird.”
 “I’ve always had these dreams!” she said defensively. “Were you married?”
 “I was.”
 “Left you?”
 “Died.”
 “Shit,” Crazy-eyes said. “I’m sorry.”
 “It’s okay,” he said, and he smiled at her. “We’re even, for your glasses earlier.”
 “I can burp the ABCs,” she said. “In four different languages.”
 “I can fart the ABCs in just one.” She busted up laughing and punched him in the arm and they laughed together. “I’ve never voted,” he said.
 “I love cartoons,” Crazy-eyes said.
 “I dance in my kitchen,” he said. “Sometimes in the bathroom.”
 “I kill people for a living.” He looked at her, suddenly serious, and she looked back at him. Then she laughed.
 “Had me going,” he said. 
“Why did you talk to me in the deli line?”
 “Your hair smelled incredible,” he said. She laughed. “And the back of your head is gorgeous.” 
“Fuck off,” she said, laughing.
 “Why did you say yes?”
 “Thought I’d try doing something normal people do for a change.” They regarded each other. She stood up. “I’m gonna think of a really good one.” She picked up his wine glass and covertly dropped in a white pill, which quickly dissolved. “Drain this so I can get another bottle.”
 She went inside and retrieved another wine bottle and uncorked it on the way back out to the deck. When she set the bottle down he said “I thought of some—” and she leaned over and kissed him. 
“Let’s go inside,” she said. 
He looked at her at first as if he hadn’t understood her. Then he said: “Yeah. Let’s do that- what you said.”
 * * *
 “Just tell me,” Weizmann said. “Tell me what’s so crazy about it and I’ll leave it alone.”
 Winona Stensland laughed and shook her head and gestured to the bartender for another round. “Ben… are you listening to yourself?”
 The bartender brought the two beers and two shots and Weizmann nodded to her. They were at a table at Kavanaugh’s, a pub in Bellerophon’s old downtown that was popular with Central PD cops. One of those places that had been there so long it had become simply a fact of existence, that seemed to measure its presence in geologic time. It was busy and the background roar of music and conversation was just loud enough for Weizmann’s taste. 
“Listen,” Weizmann said, stabbing the table with a finger. He’d at least gotten his sling off that morning. He suspected subconscious celebration of having two mostly healthy arms—that, and booze—was making him talk with his hands more than normal. “Just listen. We’ve found life all over this godforsaken galaxy. Everywhere we have looked, literally almost everywhere life could exist, in the form in which we understand—meaning goldilocks temperature zone, liquid water, etcetera etcetera— everywhere it could exist it does. Flora and fauna. But—” he stabbed the table again. “Nothing, uh, so-called intelligent. Hundreds of planets and Homo sapiens is still the most advanced species we know. That was bound to change sooner or later. Why is that such a difficult leap for you?”
 Stensland threw her hands up. “I don’t know,” she said. “They would use… some form of photonic communication, right? There’s only one electromagnetic spectrum, Ben. Radio is radio, whether you’re on planet Earth or planet Mars. Why have we detected nothing? Absolutely nothing? Answer me that.”
 Weizmann took a long swig of beer, giving himself time to compose his thoughts. He tried not to experience a decrease in eloquence while drinking, which meant that conversation took longer. “Your failure of imagination notwithstanding,” he said, “How else do you explain the incredible disappearing woman? Who drew a perfect spectrogram by hand?” Who knew your dreams. You left that out, didn’t you? “Or the one who appears in a security tape out of thin air? From whence do their abilities derive?”
 “Maybe…” Stensland said. She trailed off and Weizmann waited a long time but she said nothing. 
“Oh come on,” said Weizmann. “What’s the simpler explanation? Which of these two things is more likely? That in his exploration of the galaxy man has at last come across a being more evolved than himself? Or that we captured one of… one of God’s chosen?”
 “Why is that such a difficult leap for you?” Stensland asked him. Weizmann stared at the television and said nothing. The soccer match they had been showing was just ending and the news was leading with the ‘suicide’ of Detective Walter Grisham. Stensland followed his gaze and then looked back at him. “Don’t blame yourself for Grisham.”
 “You’re not serious, are you?”
 “You did nothing that wasn’t procedure.”
 He drained his shot of whiskey. Did Walter Grisham’s wife take solace that he had followed protocols? “Fuck procedure.”
 “They both knew the risks, Ben.”
 “That is… exactly the bullshit we tell ourselves when we get somebody killed, isn’t it?”
 She thought about that and for a moment it seemed she would argue, but she did not. Weizmann stood up and pulled some money out of his wallet and threw it on the table. He turned to leave but Stensland hooked her foot behind his knee. He looked back at her and she was giving him that look that women gave. He hadn’t seen it in a while and he had to admit to himself that it was good to see. For an instant he considered it, but the sober voice of reason in him hadn’t been drowned quite enough. “We… are quite drunk,” he said. “And we’ve been through a bit the past few days… Let’s not regret anything else today.”
 Stensland smiled and removed her foot. “All right Ben,” she said. “Where you going now?”
 “Gonna go watch my kid play the violin.”
 “See you in a couple days,” she called after him as he walked out.
 He walked out into the cool night air and headed towards the Kolmogorov. The foggy streets were wet with a sprinkle of rain and the lights of the city appeared to him out of the mist one-by-one. As if they were being created ahead of him just out of his sight. Other pedestrians were like ghosts in the fog, echoes of voices and faces. 
Cops died. It happened. Most everything died sometime. One minute you existed and then the next minute poof. Such was the bargain of existing. An expiration date was part of the gig. But this wasn’t the same as that. Had he never come to Eridan Walter Grisham and Isaac Partridge would be alive. And now they weren’t, because of him. He didn’t know how he was going to make himself okay with that. You’re drunk he thought. Find your bed and get in it. 
Suddenly his phone buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket. Weizmann, Sofia. Weizmann leaned against a streetlight and rubbed his eyes. He had to laugh. Why did they always call when he was drunk or drugged? He answered: “Hello.”
 “Hey papa.”
 Nikos. “Hello, my son,” he said. “How are you feeling?”
 “I’m really good papa,” said Nikos. Weizmann thought he did sound good and that made him laugh with happiness. “I was bad but I’m better since they borrowed my leg.”
 “’Borrowed’ your leg?”
 “Yeah,” Nikos said. “The doctors took it off. It’s weird having only one foot! But Doctor Bradford said she was gonna take it and fix it up and put it back on.” Weizmann rubbed his eyes. If they amputated his leg the disease was progressing with a vengeance. “You’re heard of that before, right papa? You’ve heard of them doing that before?”
 His inebriated mind formed the thought they just lied to you to make you feel better because they’re trying to keep you comfortable because they’re expecting you to die soon but he said “Yes. Yes of course I have. It’s a standard thing.”
 “You’re coming soon, right? For Moshe’s concert?”
 “Of course I am,” he said, tears in his eyes. “And you are coming as well.”
 “The doctors said I better not,” Nikos said. “But mama’s gonna carry a camera so I can watch from the hospital.”
 “Well I will see you right after the concert then.”
 “Papa remember when we went to that lake and there were fireworks out over the water?” Nikos asked. “We stayed in that cabin without any electricity, remember? There were fireflies but they all went away when the firework show started. You remember that time?”
 Weizmann couldn’t help it anymore and he began to sob. In his head he could hear the doctors’ voices telling him that the final stages of the disease would be marked by invented memories. They had never been to any lake where there was a fireworks show. “Yes my son,” he said. “I remember.”
 “You and mama were so happy. You remember?”
 He had to compose his voice before he could speak again. “Yes Niko. I remember it well.”
 “Can we do that again after they put my leg back on?”
 “Yes,” Weizmann said. He got control of himself at last and stopped sobbing. “Yes, of course. Is mama there?”
 There was a long pause. “She’s not here,” he said. “I wasn’t supposed to call you. But I wanted to talk.”
 Weizmann laughed. “I’m glad you did, son,” he said. “I’ll see you soon, all right?”
 “All right, papa. Love you.”
 He hung up the phone and calmly stood up away from the streetlight. Then he turned and threw his phone across the street as hard as he could with an anguished, warlike bellow. He heard the phone shatter on the bricks of the restaurant across the way. “Jesus,” said a man passing him. He and his girlfriend gave Weizmann a wider berth on the sidewalk and hurried past. 
And then his feet were moving. Past the Kolmogorov. He didn’t know where he was going but he knew exactly where. He showed his badge to the first person he passed. “Police,” he said, hoping she couldn’t smell the whiskey on him. “Police. I need to commandeer your phone.” Alarmed, the woman handed it over. 
He knew exactly where he was going. As he walked he dialed a number he knew by heart. “Yes, this is Benjamin Weizmann,” he said when the woman answered. “Father of Nikos Weizmann, in room 114-O-N-C. I was calling to find out our total outstanding bill. Two hundred seventeen thousand? Thank you. And what’s the price on cybernetic legs these days? Shit, I don’t know. Give me above and below knee. Seventy-five and a hundred thousand. Thank you very much.”
 Weizmann hung up the phone as he walked up to the automatic teller of Sterling Third Bank of Bellerophon, one of the ten banks holding money from Ford’s Silk Road program. He pulled out his card key and held it up in the laser sensor field as he walked into it and put Ford’s password into the kiosk. “Good evening Mister Reinhold,” said the electronic voice. “How are you tonight?”
 “Um… Fine,” he said. “I’m fine. Thank you.”
 “Please state the reason for your visit this evening.”
 Don’t do it said the sober voice of reason. Don’t do it don’t do it don’t do it. “Withdrawal.”
 “And how much would you like to withdrawal this evening?”
 Stop. I don’t care about the consequences. My son will spend a weekend at a lake where there are fireworks and you had better believe he will have two working legs when he does it. You’re jeopardizing your entire family. I don’t care. 
“Three hundred seventeen thousand.”
 There was a long pause and in spite of his drunkenness Weizmann began to worry. But then the voice said “A withdrawal of this size qualifies for a free conveniocase, compliments of Sterling Third.” The electronic slot opened and a slender, locked briefcase slid out. “Thank you for banking with Sterling Third.”
 Weizmann picked up the briefcase and walked away from the bank. It suddenly occurred to him that he was carrying over three hundred grand. So he drew his pistol and he walked back to the Kolmogorov that way, suitcase full of money in one hand, gun in the other. 
* * *
 Crazy-eyes was lying awake in bed and the only sounds were of the waves outside and Sam breathing beside her. She had watched the sky outside the open window go from early evening to full starry darkness. Sam had been asleep for a while; she could run a parade through his house and the sleeping medication she had slipped into his wine would keep him in dreamland for hours. 
She rolled out of bed and went to the office and turned his computer on. Crazy-eyes had to laugh; the password protection was home system-basic and she cracked it in seconds. She plugged in her data crystal and ran a search to clone everything with the words CHIMERA and SECURITY.
 Crazy-eyes left the computer to do its work and she went and showered, carefully arranging the soap bottles first so she could find them with her eyes closed. When she was done she took her goggles off the towel rack and pulled them back on. She caught a look at herself in the mirror as she was drying off. Make it yours, or die trying she mouthed silently to herself.
 When she was dressed she went back to the office. ONE (1) FILE COPIED the screen read. She unplugged the crystal and shut down the computer. Before leaving, she left a note under the untouched wine bottle on the deck. 
 
You’ve helped me more than you’ll ever know. 
I’ll look you up in the next life.
 * * *
 Katherine Wallace squinted and took one hand out of her pockets and put it over her eyes to block out the sun. She looked down the coastline where the bus usually came but it was late and there was no sign of it. She and Livia Marquette stood beside each other in the midst of the waiting crowd of students. The primary school was the only thing on that island, so there wasn’t much to do but stand there and wait. Katherine always thought they must have made it that way on purpose. In the distance the blue-green-silver domes of the city islands twinkled tantalizingly. Overhead the teachers and staffs’ cars took flight out over the ocean. 
“I’m sorry about your dad,” Katherine said suddenly, without quite knowing why. Livia was a few years older, thirteen or fourteen, and everybody thought she was weird. She and her parents were some religion that Katherine didn’t know much about. Katherine had never minded her much; she was always just that shy girl who never said anything. But they had never talked, in spite of living across the hallway from each other and their parents being co-workers. 
Livia looked down at her, surprised. “Who told you?”
 “Nobody,” Katherine said. “I heard my dad get the phone call about it.” Katherine stared down at her feet for a while before she spoke again. “I think he’s gonna go ‘sort out’ the people who did it.” She looked up at Livia to make sure she understood what sort out was code for. By the girl’s face she definitely did. 
“My mom’s going crazy,” said Livia.
 “What do you mean?”
 “All she does is… read news reports from Eridan. And pray. She prays a lot.”
 “Is that why I see you praying at lunch?”
 “Yeah,” Livia said. “Mom says I have to so my dad’s spirit doesn’t get lost, before they can find his body. She says if I don’t she’ll know.”
 Katherine squinted down the coastline again. Finally the bus was coming. “You wanna come over?”
 Livia looked down at her. “Yeah.”
 When they got home, Katherine and Livia stepped inside and Livia shut the door behind her. Katherine was saying something about music, which they had discovered over the course of the bus ride was a mutual passion of theirs. But she stopped talking abruptly when she saw her mother sitting at the dinner table with Livia’s mother, Amanda. Two coffee cups and her mom’s French press sat on the table in front of them. Amanda Marquette did look terrible, Katherine thought. Like a cancer patient. Scrawny with sunken eyes. The effect was even more pronounced because she was sitting beside Katherine’s seven-months-pregnant mother. Like life and death sitting down to coffee together. 
“Hey sweety,” Katherine’s mom said brightly. Katherine could tell when her mom was faking cheerfulness and this was one of those times. “Hi Livia, what a surprise! There’s sandwiches if you two are hungry.” Katherine nodded. She realized she was staring at Livia’s mother and forced herself to stop. “Why don’t you girls go check on your brother, we’re just finishing up here. Private grown-up stuff.”
 “I’m just gonna go home,” Livia said to her quietly. 
Katherine went to the door to see her out. “See you later.”
 The girl nodded and left. Katherine went into her parents’ room, over to Judah’s crib. Her little brother woke up as she approached and she picked him up and walked back and forth and rocked him. He was being quiet. So little by little she rocked him out to the hallway. 
“—think I enjoy talking to Atusa Navarro?” her mother was saying. “You think I say ‘how high’ when she says ‘jump?’ Amanda, I fucking hate that woman. I’d rather put out a cigarette on my tongue than spend ten minutes in a room with her. But… she is my husband’s boss. She was my boss before I had Katherine. And she is providing your pension. So when she calls me and tells me that you are exhibiting unstable behavior, that you may not be thinking clearly, when my husband is in the middle of a job, of course I’m going to listen.”
 “So calling your husband’s boss is ‘unstable behavior’ now.”
 “She said you’ve been calling every day. Some days several times.”
 “And I will keep calling her. Until she gives me what’s mine.”
 “Amanda, all she’s asking for is a little patience. Given the circumstances I don’t think that’s really a lot to ask. I know it’s tempting to think she can do whatever she wants whenever—”
 “And she can. When it matters to her. Do you know what she said to me once? ‘The meek can inherit the earth, because I’m taking everything else.’ Mary, she doesn’t care. Don’t tell me she couldn’t make one phone call and have his body back tomorrow. Don’t give me this shit about patience. She just doesn’t care about Jimmy, or you, or any of us.”
 “Amanda,” her mother said, “Listen to yourself. You’re not making any sense. Be rational. His body is in a police morgue somewhere. I don’t care how rich you are, you can’t just walk in there like it’s a convenience store. If it were so easy, don’t you think she would just do it?”
 “I don’t care how hard it is.”
 Neither of them said anything for a long time, so long Katherine almost peeked around the corner to make sure they were still there. But then her mother said: “This isn’t Atusa asking you. This is me asking you. I know you’re hurting. I know you’re worried Atusa’s going to screw you, and I don’t blame you. But I’m asking you. Please. Don’t put my husband in danger.”
 Another long silence. “Nature calls,” her mother said. “You gotta love pregnancy.”
 Her footsteps approached and Katherine scurried back down the hallway so it wouldn’t look like she’d been listening. When her mother came around she leaned down to Katherine’s ear. “Sweetheart I need you to do something for me,” she said. “Call your father. Tell him you love him like the sun loves the sea. Don’t say it like it’s from me. Say ‘I love you like the sun loves the sea.’ Can you do that baby?”
 Katherine looked up at her mother and nodded. Her mother went in the bathroom and shut the door. Katherine went into her room, still carrying her brother, and picked up the phone and dialed her father’s number. It rang a few times and she paced back out into the hallway. “Hey there, amor de mi vida,” her father answered. “Where you been all my life?”
 She laughed. “Hi daddy.”
 “What’s up, stardust? What time is it there? About eighteen hundred?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Oh yeah. What’d you learn about at school today?”
 “Quantum mechanics.”
 “That’s a little complicated for your old dad.”
 “It just means that everything is random,” she said. “Like you can’t know for sure about anything. Particles change really quick and you can’t know everything about them at the same time. It’s all about probability. Doctor Paul called it ‘uncertainty.’”
 “Huh,” her dad said. “Kinda sounds like people.”
 She peeked around the corner once more and she saw Livia’s mother stand up and set her coffee cup in the sink. “Daddy?”
 “Yeah sweetheart.”
 “I love you like the sun loves the sea.”
 There was a long pause on the line before her father spoke again. Livia’s mother was looking around on the counter by the phone. “Sweetheart?” Her father said.
 “What daddy?”
 “Can you remember something for me?”
 Livia’s mother touched something on the phone, but her body obstructed Katherine’s view. “Yeah daddy.”
 “Seventeen. Eighty-four. Thirty-six. And the date we met. Can you remember that Katherine?”
 That was weird. He almost never said her actual name. “Yes daddy.”
 “Say it back to me.” Livia’s mother turned and walked to the door. She passed Katherine on the way and they smiled at each other. Katherine waited until she shut the door behind her to speak again. 
“Seventeen. Eighty-four. Thirty-six. The date we met.”
 “Good. I’ll talk to you soon stardust.”
 “Are you coming home soon?”
 “Soon as I can, Kat. Kiss your brother for me. Take good care of your mom.”
 And then he was gone. “Did I hear Mrs. Marquette leave?” her mother said as she opened the bathroom door. Katherine nodded. Judah shifted in her hands and she looked down at him. His eyes opened blearily. “What did your father say?” 
“Seventeen. Eighty-four. Thirty-six. The date we met.”
 Her mother smiled and took the phone from her. “Good job, sweetheart.”
 * * *
 Suddenly there was light and Moses awoke and he put up his hands. He’d had hours to rehearse the routine. 
“No speak-uh,” he said, in the accent of a ghetto rat. “No speak-uh. No hurt. No hurt.”
 The flashlights dropped and he saw two dock workers standing before him. “Ah shit,” one of them said. He turned to the side and shouted “Boss! We got another one!”
 Several seconds passed and Moses heard footsteps. An older man stepped into Moses’ vision and shined his own flashlight into the cargo crate. “Tag and bag,” he said. “Catch and release pile. This guy’s no danger.” He turned to Moses and—in that way people spoke to foreigners who couldn’t understand their language—said loudly: “We’re sending you back to Bellerophon, big guy. Bell-er-oh-phon. They don’t want you in Antares. You tracking me?”
 Moses nodded. “Thank you sir,” he said. “Thank you. No hurt.”
 “Yeah, no hurt,” said the supervisor. His voice receded as he walked away but Moses could still hear him. “Listen fellas, anymore just throw them in tag and bag unless they got a weapon. Ain’t our job to give a rectal exam to every rat that comes through. We ain’t got time for that shit.”
 A short time in a holding room and then a short ride across the ocean in an open cruiser surrounded by ghetto rats, and Bellerophon was back in sight. A bored Port Authority Worker was walking up the row of would-be stowaways passing out pink slips of paper. “These are your tickets,” he said. “You need to go down to the police station and pay them—” He held one of them and pointed to a date on the paper—“by this date. Don’t be late.”
 When they reached the docks the port authority worker stood there at the ramp ushering them off the boat. On his way past Moses tripped into him. “Easy old man,” he said. 
“Sorry,” Moses said, lifting the man’s phone off his belt. He hadn’t picked a pocket since Christ was a corporal, but evidently it was like riding a bike. “I sorry.”
 They were let off and herded like cattle between a pair of fences that led up to a side gate into the New Town slum. Moses waited until he was around the corner to jump the fence and he jogged up the block. Thank the gods for bored underpaid security officers, he thought.
 Once he was a few blocks away he pulled out the stolen phone and dialed. “You’ve reached Ella, Thomas, Malia and Dante,” his daughter’s voice said. “Leave us a message and we’ll get back atcha.”
 “El,” Moses said. “It’s dad. Call me back—” He remembered he had thrown his phone in the river. “Ah, never mind. I’ll call you.” He hung up and dialed again. Another voicemail, this one with no message. “Reggie, it’s Moses. Pick up the phone goddammit—”
 “Mister Eddie Moses,” Reggie said as the line suddenly came alive. “You can be a hard man to reach. I was beginning to think you went and got yourself raptured. But then I thought, nah, that sonovabitch has sinned enough for ten lifetimes.”
 “Yeah, had to dump my phone. Reggie, I need a favor.”
 “Back the truck up,” she said. “First things first. First thing being, as the Greeks might say, ‘eureka.’”
 “Come again?”
 “Horace Murchison. I got him. Who’s sleeping with momma?”
 “That’s good news Reggie,” said Moses. “I’ll pass that on to Christmas. She should be the one to hear the details.”
 “I’m gonna be honest with you Moses,” she said. “This wasn’t seven million worth of work. Just because I’m getting soft in my old age I’m gonna kick you back a VIP discount. How’s half a mil strike you?”
 “Bullshit Reggie,” he said. “This ain’t how you get down. What’s the angle?”
 “Angle is, that oughta give you a little cushion should anything get, oh, I don’t know, tricky, in your professional world.”
 “Is something gonna get tricky, Regina? You know something I don’t?”
 “Nah,” Bell said cheerfully. “I’m just saying anything can happen. If something untoward should transpire within the management structure of your corporate environment, if they should experience any turmoil, stormy waters if you will, I wouldn’t want you to suffer as a result. Gotta keep a nest egg in times like these, am I right?”
 Moses thought it over for a moment. “All right then,” he said. “Can your people deliver it for me in cash?”
 “I can deliver it in buffalo nickels if you want.”
 “Seventeen-ninety-five Fortune Avenue.”
 “I’ll have them swing over today. What was the favor you wanted to ask me?”
 “Nothing,” he said. “Forget it.”
 “That’s what I like to hear,” she said. “Always a pleasure doing business, Moses. Call me later for the details on your buddy.”
 The line went dead and he dialed Ella again. Again the message machine. “El, it’s dad again,” he said. “Hey, um… that thing, we always talked about might happen, because the old days… well it’s pretty much happening. Somebody’s gonna come by with some money later… Take Thomas and the kids on a good long vacation somewhere, all right? Just get out of the city. Today, Ella. Today. I’m sorry about this. I’ll let you know when it’s all clear. Love you guys.” He hung up and headed for the Kolmogorov. You are some kind of scumbag Moses, he thought. He’d put everyone in the world that he cared about in serious danger. But he felt better—more alive—than he had in years. 
* * *
 Crazy-eyes hung up the phone with Reggie Bell. Moses, Wallace and Norton were seated around the table in their suite at the Kolmogorov, and Crazy-eyes stood across from them. The windows were open on the lights of the city but in the suite only one lamp through its insufficient light across the table, over which was spread the schematic map of Harris Financial and the neighboring parking garage to the south. The museum to the north was blacked out, its blueprints obscured.
 “Where is he?” Moses asked. 
“New Town,” said Crazy-eyes. Moses uttered a curse. “It’s not a problem. Ace and I can get in alone. That’s not the part I’m worried about.” 
Without Kamarov they had no driver. They could move the tank from one truck to the other but driving it several miles through the city in a blackout sandstorm was another story entirely. The storm was going to shut Bellerophon down in two days. She didn’t want to show it to the others but the whole job was up a creek with Kamarov gone. 
Was it idealistic or stupid to think they could still crack Harris with the same plan, without an experienced tank driver? She had always prided herself on her ability to anticipate and adapt, on seeing the writing on the wall before anyone else. Crazy-eyes had seen it before: you get deep into a plan you like and you get attached to it. She had seen thieves get close to fanatical about a plan if the stakes were high enough. Falling in love with the potential payoff was a good way to blind yourself to the warning signs. 
“I should come with you,” Moses said. 
Crazy-eyes shook her head. “You’re not going anywhere until Harris,” she said. “You gotta drive the tank.” Moses started to object but she put up a hand. He was the best they had. That wasn’t much, but he was going to have to learn on the fly. They had no other choice.
 “Eyes,” Wallace said. “Might be about time you told us. What are we cracking Harris for?”
 Crazy-eyes put her hands on the table. “You know how in the movies there’s always that ‘point of no return’ speech by the fearless leader?” she asked. “Well we passed that point the second Van Owen and Moses started shooting at each other. We’re all in business together now, like it or not. Atusa cut us off. This… this job is gonna be our jump-off. I can’t tell you what it is right now, but I swear to god Dusty, you’ll know after the job.” 
None of that was a lie. She couldn’t tell them now; they’d think she was out of her mind. But none of them walked out on her. So far so good, she thought. “All right,” she said. “We gotta slow Atusa down. I think we all know how she feels about competition. We need to give her something else to think about besides putting us in the ground.”
 “I can do it,” Ace said suddenly.
 “How?” Crazy-eyes asked. 
“My ex-husband is in the anti-terror bureau,” she said. “That’s how we met, through her. I still have an account number somewhere that he used to transfer payments.”
 Crazy-eyes watched Ace carefully. She was shaking a little bit, and her eyes were just a little bit wild. The withdrawals were getting worse. Crazy-eyes had no question that she was doing this to get back at her ex-husband, but she couldn’t see how it wouldn’t also do what they needed. “Good,” Crazy-eyes said. “Let’s do it. I’ll make the call.”
 “Otherwise we stick to the plan as it stands. For now.”

 
Chapter 24
 De Mundi Systemate
 
Weizmann was packing in his hotel room at the Kolmogorov when the phone rang. He was halfway through stuffing the interior lining of his winter jacket with cash but he set the coat aside and answered.
 “Weizmann.” For a long time there was no response. “Hello.”
 “Ben Weizmann?”
 “Yes.”
 “This is Christmas Parker.”
 “…Prove it.”
 “You almost had me that night on the bridge. I was in the car when we left the Sanborn Crater.”
 He sat down on the bed, careful not to wrinkle the carefully wrapped tuxedo laid out over the bedspread. “All right, you have my attention. What can I do for you Miss Parker?”
 “First of all don’t waste your time trying to trace this call; it’s scrambled. Second, I have some information that might be of some interest to you.”
 “What information would that be?”
 “Detailed and specific funds transfer records, from the government, to Atusa Navarro’s company. I know your people are looking for them.”
 “Come on. Even if such a thing existed you wouldn’t have access to it. I know you’re a player but you aren’t that much of a player. Even if you did have it, why in God’s name would you sell out your boss?”
 “I’ve already forwarded it to your office.”
 Weizmann’s phone buzzed. “I’m getting another call, Miss Parker. Would it be all right to ask you to hang on a moment?”
 “Yeah, sure.”
 Weizmann switched over and Ford didn’t give him a chance to say hello. “Mother. Fucking. Mother lode. Ben, we got her!”
 “Vera. What are you talking about?”
 “The financial records. You asked for something showing Osiris and the government in bed together, and it just… dumped into my lap. Every transaction for the last five years. They’ve been using a charity to launder the funds, something called the Peacemakers Project. We got her dead-to-rights, Ben. Let her try to talk her way out of this one!”
 “That’s great news, Vera. Circle it on the big board. I’ll see you in a couple days.”
 He switched back over. 
Parker said: “Good news, I take it.”
 “What’s your angle here, Parker?”
 “You don’t need to understand it… Listen, I don’t know you. I don’t know much about you, but I’m guessing you’re pretty smart. I suppose I don’t need to tell you this is a different game than we thought we were playing.”
 “That, Miss Parker, is an understatement.”
 “Do you know what it is they’re holding underneath Harris Financial?”
 “Not a clue.”
 “It’s, um… it’s complicated.”
 “A very great man once said that the human mind cannot conceive of anything which is truly complex.”
 “Who said that?”
 “I’ve forgotten, oddly enough.”
 “Knowing as we both do that there’s… there’s something else going on here, what do you say you and I lay off each other? I’d say I’ve made a good faith gesture. I just delivered you Atusa Navarro. Fish fries don’t get any bigger than that. What do you say you and I leave each other to… pursue this thing the way we each know how? You wanted Navarro, and you just got what you wanted. That’s gonna keep you busy. Let me go get what I want.”
 “First of all Miss Parker, you have not delivered me Navarro. Not totally. The money trail alone isn’t enough to bring her in. It’s a good start but it’s not a trump card. Secondly, perhaps you were thrown off by my politeness. You seem to have forgotten how this works. You are not someone with whom I make deals. You are someone who I catch, and put in prison. That’s how this works. Are you still there?”
 The line had gone dead.
 * * *
 From atop the perimeter wall the New Town slum was a bizarre anomaly, a black hole in the middle of the gleaming lights of the city Bellerophon. Aside from roving search lamps on the guard towers, synthetic light in New Town was next to non-existent; the place was lit only by candles indoors and barrel fires at intersections outdoors. Like an angel of death Ace Norton dropped silently over the wall, and Crazy-eyes came down behind her. In single file they roadie-ran across the open area between the wall and the outskirts of the borough. 
When they reached a narrow alleyway, they stopped and un-shouldered their assault rifles and Crazy-eyes checked her tracker. “One and a half clicks northwest,” she muttered. 
They crept through the streets with infrared goggles activated and guns ready. Twice they saw the electromagnetic signature of a land mine buried beneath the street, which they carefully avoided. Once they stopped to let a guard tower’s searchlight pass in the street in front of them. 
The people of New Town watched them, from windows and doorways and from where they were walking past or sleeping in the streets. One man, who judging by the shotgun he carried and the tattoos on his arms was probably a low-level mule for one of the drug cartels, gave Crazy-eyes a moment’s pause. But the man only eyed their superior weaponry, nodded to them and continued on his way.
 They came upon the street where Bell’s tracker coordinates said Murchison would be. It was a row of old-style apartments, narrow and tall with the doors fronting onto the street. Crazy-eyes crept up to the barred, cracked window and looked in. 
Murchison was sitting down to dinner with a family. Mother and father and grandmother and two little girls, and Horace Murchison. Faces lit by homemade candles. Murchison carried a candle into the kitchen and came back with the candle in one hand and in the other hand a plate holding slices of flatbread. As he sat back down the older girl said something Crazy-eyes couldn’t hear and Murchison laughed. 
“Wait here,” Crazy-eyes said. Norton nodded and sat down on the steps to keep watch. Crazy-eyes raised her infrared goggles and went up the stairs. She tried the knob but the door was locked. It was an old-school warded lock, simple to bypass. She retrieved from her pocket the electronic skeleton-key device and pressed it over the doorknob. The inner workings of the skeleton-key made a whirring sound and in seconds the door was open. 
Crazy-eyes pushed the door open, slow and silent. The younger girl was the first to notice her as she came around the corner into the dining room. Wide-eyed, she touched her mother’s arm and her mother looked up and jumped out of her chair and grabbed the little girl into her arms. The father turned and saw her and began to reach for something against the wall out of Crazy-eyes’ sight. She covered him with her rifle. “Stop right there,” she said. She looked at Murchison. “Send them upstairs.”
 Murchison and the father made eye contact and some understanding seemed to pass between them. Then Murchison nodded upstairs and the father gathered the two girls and the mother helped the grandmother out of her chair. In a moment they had all disappeared up the stairwell. 
For a few heartbeats they simply stared at each other, Murchison standing there with his hands in the air and Crazy-eyes aiming the rifle at him. Then Crazy-eyes pulled the silencer out of her pocket and screwed it onto the barrel of her gun. “I’ve been waiting for you,” Murchison said. 
“Who are they?” she asked. 
“Servants of God.” 
She laughed. “We can do this outside,” she said. “If you don’t want to mess up their floor.”
 He looked at her and shook his head. “You’re not going to kill me.”
 Crazy-eyes shrugged. “Here, then.” She placed the laser sight on his forehead and prepared to fire.
 “You will never get into Harris without me,” Murchison said. She paused. “Much as you hate me you are a businesswoman and you know I’m telling the truth. That vault might as well be in Valhalla for as much chance as you have of cracking it alone. You can’t get into it without my living DNA, fingerprint and retinal scan and that’s assuming you could even get into the vaults. You don’t have a route. What’s your plan, to shoot your way through the bank’s battalion of security personnel? I have a route that doesn’t go through a gauntlet of automatic weapons. I can open the safe. And, owing to my experience in the military… I can drive a tank.
 “Interestingly enough, it so happens that I can’t get in without you. I need you to unlock the security freeze the government has placed on the safe, so that my regular pass codes will even be operational.
 “You and I need each other. God has a place for survivors like us. After I failed to kill you, God decided to use you. Don’t you see it? Can you feel the fabric of the universe, pushing us together onto a common path? What are the odds that we would randomly find ourselves in this place, in this time, at the exact moment we each required the other’s talents? Nearly a trillion humans moving through this galaxy and yet here we are. Right place, right time?” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. That feeling of serendipity so powerful it seems as active in the physical world as gravity, that isn’t random. It is the hand of God. So what do you say, Christmas Parker? What is more important to you? Vengeance for your friends? Or… bearing a trumpet in the army of God?”
 Still she hesitated, letting the laser sight drift down from his forehead to his heart. “You know what’s in that vault.” She nodded and he spread his arms. “Then make your choice. Either way… I am at peace.”
 Norton jumped up and turned when Crazy-eyes and Murchison came down the stairs outside together. She said: “What the hell?”
 “I’ll explain on the way,” said Crazy-eyes.
 * * *
 Crazy-eyes had to admit, Murchison’s plan was better than hers had been.
 The underbelly of Bellerophon was a well-ordered complex of modern neighborhoods, but beneath that first level was a warren of old construction and abandoned transportation tunnels and closed-down urban projects. The remains of their ancestors. Throw into this mix—and none of them had had any idea about this—the ant colony-like labyrinth of tunnels that the residents of New Town had constructed, and it was possible to connect almost any two points above ground via a subterranean route.
 Harris Financial had of course once been a bunker, hundreds of years ago, in one of the water wars fought between groups of Eridan’s early settlers. This was interesting primarily because the existing construction of both Harris Financial and the neighboring museum—which also dated from that period—included freight elevators leading down to the old subway system. As had been known to happen the renovators of both buildings had spared every expense they could, and had simply walled over the now-unnecessary elevator system. 
In spite of the technology being hundreds of years old, Eridani tended to build things to last. There was no reason to believe the elevator system was no longer operational. 

 
Chapter 25
 God’s Left Hand
 
“Papa!”
 His son Moshe rushed at Weizmann the second he saw his father moving towards him in Antara’s crowded spaceport. The boy slammed into him with an enormous bear hug; it was good to see a teenager abandoning his cool, detached apathy like that. Weizmann hoped he couldn’t feel the extra cushion of the money lining his jacket.
 Moshe had hit a growth spurt, and that made Weizmann at once proud and terribly gloomy. He had missed some serious time. Knock it off you selfish self-centered prick, he said to himself. With tears misting his eyes he laughed. “My god,” he said. “Who is this giant? What have you done with my son?”
 His son laughed and handed him a small camera. “I brought Nikos.”
 Weizmann held the camera lens up. You could see it as eye-like without much stretching of the imagination. He tried to envision his son—his flesh and blood—somewhere on the other side of that connection. “I love you son,” he told the camera, trying to convey as much affection as he could through his expression. “I will see you soon.”
 When he was finished Sofia had finally caught up to them. He handed her the camera and they regarded each other. Her hair was a bit grayer, he noticed, but it had only made her lovelier to him. Then she smiled and they embraced. “You… are so beautiful it hurts,” Weizmann said. He hadn’t seen a smile light up her face like that in years.
 “Stop it.”
 They spoke simultaneously:
 Him: “Things are going to work—” Her: “I have good news—”
 They interrupted each other and she let go of the embrace and looked at him. “How are things going to work out?” she asked.
 “I- What’s your news?”
 “Mom,” Moshe said. “We gotta get going! I have to be at the amphitheater in two hours.”
 “He’s right,” Sofia said. “We should talk on the way.”
 It was very, very good to be back on Antara. Weizmann felt like a trout that’d spent time in saltwater and had finally found a river again. The view from the sky train afforded that stunning view of the city of which Weizmann never tired, a magnificent sea of light to every horizon. The lines of the sky-trains were a translucent metallic spider web between the land and the stars. 
The entire planet was urbanized, but—perhaps owing to that fact—the Antarans had built in a different fashion than most cities, certainly different than the one he’d just departed on Eridan. Their construction incorporated the natural environment, rather than dominating it. The quadrant where the Weizmanns lived had once been a desert similar to the old American southwest, and thousands of rose- and sand-colored buttes rose among the modern towers of the city. The nearby Mobius Canyon (so named because the planet’s first settlers thought it seemed to go on forever) was longer than the Baltis Vallis on Venus, and the river that ran through its floor was stronger and larger than Earth’s Amazon. The people of Antara had built minimalistically throughout the canyon, and it was a point of planetary pride that one could still walk for some time in it before coming across a sign of civilization. 
He had been sitting at a booth in one of the sky-train’s cafes, gazing out the window, when he saw Sofia’s reflection in the glass. He turned and saw her holding two coffees. The giant sky-trains were essentially mobile shopping malls; there were bookstores and restaurants and movie theatres and casinos. He smiled when he saw her. “Where’s Moshe?”
 She sat down and handed him one of the coffees. “He ran into a friend from the academy. They went to the arcade.”
 Weizmann nodded. “How are you?”
 Sofia looked down at her cup for a long while and then she looked up at him, eyes a little sad. “I mean you can only feel completely helpless for so long,” she said. “You know what I mean?”
 “Yes,” he said. “I definitely do… Are you dating?”
 “God no,” she said with a laugh. “I mean… I tried. But it’s all you can do most days to keep your head above water, you know. Are you?”
 He raised an eyebrow at her. “Seriously?”
 “You never know,” she said. “Ben… I’ve been a shrew. I’ve been… not myself. To you.”
 “Don’t.”
 “I’m trying to apolo—”
 “—Sofia. I understand. All of it. You don’t need to. That’s part of the deal when you have children with somebody. You accept that when they need to rampage and breathe a little fire, sometimes you play the role of townsfolk.”
 She began to cry and smile at the same time. “God your metaphors are still so fucking weird,” she said through laughter.
 He smiled at her. Carefully. She had been quite clear, on everything, before. He had seen that look in her eyes before and he didn’t trust it. It wasn’t dishonest per se. It said that her heart wanted to go somewhere her brain wouldn’t be willing to follow. He didn’t want to ruin this moment—whatever it was—but he couldn’t let himself get sucked into thinking it was… more. No better way to chase her off. “So… what was your news?”
 Suddenly Sofia was a giddy child at Christmas time, her smile somehow both mischievous and unrestrained. She laced her fingers around her coffee cup, seemingly to calm her nerves. “I’m almost scared to say it, like… like vocalizing it will… I don’t know. Ben… it’s paid for.”
 “What’s paid for?”
 “Nikos’ treatments. They’re all paid for. Everything. I got a letter from this charity organization that adopts chronic or terminally ill children. Somebody at the hospital nominated him, and they accepted him. They’re even going to cover a new leg. The absolute finest treatments money can buy. It’s all paid. One hundred percent of his bills.”
 “For how long?”
 She couldn’t contain her grin. “Forever. Forever, Ben. The rest of his life.”
 That information took a long time to sink into Weizmann’s mind. When it finally did he stood and she stood and they embraced. In silence they held each other for the rest of the trip.
 Later that night, Weizmann sat beside Sofia with Nikos’ camera between them in the mezzanine. He was in his tux and she was dressed in that shiny blue dress she wore to every fancy occasion. The Dionysia was a monstrously large theatre, and it was full, as right after the children’s recital a professional performance of the South Antaran Philharmonic was due to perform. That way Moshe’s school ensured the children a full house. The school was for gifted musicians anyway, so the drop off in ability was not terrible. Opening for the Philharmonic served as the students’ end-of-year project. 
Moshe was due on last before intermission, and the children before him blew Weizmann’s socks off. If he closed his eyes it was easy to imagine professional musicians playing the work of the classical giants, rather than teenagers. He looked at Sofia. Watched the light play across her face. She saw he was looking at her and she turned toward him and smiled. He began to reach a hand toward hers but he stopped himself at the last instant. Immersed in the performances, she hadn’t noticed it. 
During a cello performance just before his son came on Weizmann found himself idly doodling on his program, right above the words An Evening of Classical on the front cover. When the girl finished onstage and they had finished applauding Sofia looked over at the little figure he had drawn. It was roughly hexagonal, somewhat star-shaped, composed of concentric circles. 
“What is that?” she asked him.
 “It’s called a Metatron cube,” he said. “It’s uh… sacred geometry. Representative of the tree of life. Some say it suggests that the angel Metatron is the means by which we learn of God—”
 “Shh,” she said quietly. “He’s on.”
 When it was Moshe’s turn he went to center stage alone. He began to play and Weizmann recognized immediately the opening notes of the second movement of Mozart’s Violin Concerto Number Five, in A. The boy looked so small but his presence grew the deeper into the music he went. When the time came for accompaniment lights came up on the stage around him on the other musicians. But it wasn’t only Mozart now; the students had altered it to include another melody, and the two blended brilliantly. 
Weizmann laughed involuntarily in delighted surprise. It was triumphant and powerful and primeval, like an ancient hymn from a world before theirs. The strings sang of the world and its becoming. The beginning and the end. It is for your brother, he thought. For Nikos. There are no words in this song but still it speaks. This boy is not yours, it says. Not yet. He still has a life. 
Moshe and his classmates finished, and Weizmann found himself for a while unable to move. Next to him Sofia said, “He couldn’t wait for you to hear it.”
 Weizmann looked at her. “It was… I don’t even have the words.” They laughed together. “Come on,” he said. “I know I saw a concessions stand out there.”
 The line to the refreshment counter was long but it moved quickly. When Weizmann got to the front he smiled at the woman and said, “One espresso, and one green tea please. And a chocolate toffee.”
 “That’s on me,” said an oddly familiar voice behind them. Weizmann felt a creeping chill. 
Sofia turned and suddenly grinned. “Oh my god, it is you! Miss Navarro, thank you so much for coming!” It can’t be. He turned to find Atusa Navarro standing behind him, a wide smile on her face. Sofia and Navarro embraced. Weizmann could do nothing but stare. His heartbeat pounded wildly in his ears. He realized his mouth was open and he closed it. “Ben,” said Sofia, “This is Atusa Navarro. It was her charity that adopted Nikos. When she did Moshe invited her to the recital. He’ll be so happy you could make it Miss—”
 “He was… outrageously brilliant,” Navarro said. She was dressed elegantly, in a dress that probably cost as much as Weizmann’s house, but she still wore that simple necklace with the piece of driftwood as the pendant. “And please. Let’s be Sofia and Atusa. I think we’re close enough now.”
 Sofia laughed. “All right. Atusa. Thank you. He’ll be glad to know you enjoyed it.”
 “Enjoyed it?” Navarro said. “I’m going to sponsor his career! We can’t let brilliance like that go to waste.”
 “You’re too kind.”
 “I’m serious,” said Navarro. “If he sticks with music, I will make sure he finishes his schooling. If his passion matches his talent… I have a feeling we’ll be seeing more of each other.”
 Sofia looked at Weizmann excitedly. His face must still have been blank because she shook his arm. “Ben? Ben.”
 Suddenly he came back to himself. “That sounds wonderful,” he said, extending his hand. “It’s fantastic to meet you at last. I can’t thank you enough. For everything.”
 “Believe me, it’s my pleasure,” she said. She took his hand and shook it. “Sofia, lovely to see you, but I’m afraid I have to catch my ship. On the way out I wonder whether I might borrow your husband a moment for a quick word.”
 “Yes, of course,” said Sofia. “Ben, I’ll- I’ll see you back inside.”
 Weizmann and Navarro walked outside and down the steps. It was autumn in their quadrant of Antara and the trees outside were scattering orange and red and yellow leaves into the briskness of the evening. “I don’t know what to tell you, pal,” Navarro said with a shrug. She clapped him on the back. “The house always wins.” He said nothing. He could say nothing. “Come on,” she said. “Don’t look at me like that. You gave it a good shot, Ben. But you had to know this was coming.”
 Still he was silent as they walked beside each other up the street. “So,” she said. “In spite of myself, Big Ben Weizmann, I actually like you. So here’s what happens now. You’ve reached your early retirement age. It’s not your full pension, but you’re going to take it. Immediately. My people will supplement your retirement income to the tune of four times your pension. For the rest of your life. I memory-hole this entire experience for you. Internal affairs, Isaac Partridge’s tainted record, all the dirty money you’ve been embezzling to investigate me… it all goes away. Added to that the medical bills for your younger son and the schooling for your elder… I don’t think anyone would say this is a bad deal for you.
 “The price for that is that you close this investigation forevermore. Simply put, you leave me the fuck alone. You aren’t the first one to take a swing at me, and I imagine you won’t be the last. You’ve gotten closer than anyone else has. As I said, in spite of that, I do kinda like you. I hope you know you never had a chance. You were always going to lose; it was just a question of when. And… that’s what happened today.”
 “What if I say no?” Weizmann said.
 Navarro leaned in close to him. “Ben,” she whispered. “My people know where your children sleep.”
 She walked away from him and he pulled his pistol and aimed it at her. She turned back toward him. “Ben… think this through,” she said. “You think your family’s safe if I’m gone?” She got close to him again and she used one finger to pull the gun barrel up underneath her chin. When she spoke it was a low guttural whisper. “You think there’s anywhere you could send them, that my people couldn’t reach? You honestly think I wouldn’t kill a child? You think I haven’t? Then you pull that trigger, Ben. If you think that will keep you safe, if you think that will ensure the security of your offspring, then it is your natural duty as a product of the process of evolution. Natural selection granted you the instinct of self-preservation for just this very reason. Do it. Pull the trigger.”
 He lowered the gun, and she walked away from him. He followed a few steps behind. “This… this isn’t what we thought it was.”
 “Yeah, how’s that?”
 “It’s bigger than both of us now.”
 She shook her head. “Not bigger than me.”
 “We… we’d have a chance if we went in on it together. Let me show you what I have. There’s something greater going on here. The footage of Murchison—”
 “This is the speech you give me when you’re about to win, Ben,” she said. “You just lost. Go be with your family. Leave this game to people like me.” He watched her walk away up the sidewalk through the wind and the blowing leaves. 
When he got back to his seat Sofia gave him his espresso and he smiled at her. “What was that about?”
 “She had a proposition she wanted to offer me,” he said. 
Sofia nodded. “Are you going to take it?”
 “Yeah,” Weizmann said. “Yeah, I think I am.”
 * * *
 “Hello?”
 “May I speak with Amanda Marquette, please?”
 “Speaking.”
 “Mrs. Marquette, my name is Regina Bell. You don’t know me, and if you’re fortunate you never will. Your late husband worked for a woman called Atusa Navarro, yes?”
 “I’m sorry… who is this?”
 Bell sighed. “I understand this is a little out of the blue and you’re probably a little overwhelmed. I’m sure you’re a busy woman, and I don’t have much of an attention span, so I’m gonna do my darndest to keep this brief and relatively painless. But please just know that this is exactly the moment you have been waiting for. I’ll say it again: Is it fair to say that your late husband worked for Atusa Navarro?”
 “Yes.”
 “Further fair to say that this work entailed somewhat, shall we say, illicit activity.”
 “Yes, that’s true.”
 “Further further fair to say that Miss Navarro has been rather, oh I don’t know, sociopathically insensitive in the aftermath of your husband’s passing.”
 “That’s pretty accurate.”
 “Further further further fair to say that you yourself are intimately familiar with the inner workings of Miss Navarro’s criminal syndicate.”
 “Yeah, I am.”
 “Well, Amanda, that choo choo choo you’re hearing is the good news train. This is Ed McMahon ringing your doorbell. I’m gonna help you get your husband’s body back.”
 “How are you going to do that?”
 “I’m going to put you in touch with a man named Benjamin Weizmann. He’s going to get you your husband’s body. He cares deeply—deeply—that yours and your husband’s spirits will be able to spend the afterlife together. Fat and happy in your little corner of Elysium. All I’m gonna need from you in return is that you give Mister Weizmann everything you know about Miss Navarro’s criminal operation.”
 “Why are you doing this?”
 “Because she sent a man to threaten me and mine. And I’m not the sort of person you want to do that to. So we got a deal or what? You get your husband’s immortal soul. But you gotta sing for Ben Weizmann.”
 There was a pause. Then Amanda Marquette said: “What’s his number?”
 * * *
 Weizmann stood alone at a campsite next to the river in the Mobius Canyon, watching the pile of money burn. His rental car was parked nearby on an embankment over the river, the headlights still on. He tossed the last bundle of the Silk Road cash he had brought with him onto the fire and he watched the fire spread across it. 
He saw the reflection of the red and blue lights sweeping across the canyon wall and he looked behind him to see the cop car pulling up. The engine turned off and the officer got out. Weizmann couldn’t see him in the bright light of his flashlight. Weizmann grasped the badge hung around his neck and he held it up in the light. 
“Hey detective,” said the young officer. “What’s going on?”
 “Just, uh… just saw this fire,” Weizmann said. “Wasn’t camping season. Figured I’d swing by and take a look.”
 “Probably just some drifter,” the cop said. “You want me to take a look around?”
 “Yeah,” said Weizmann. “Yeah, sure. Thanks.”
 “I’ve got an extinguisher—”
 “No! That’s all right,” Weizmann said. “Don’t worry about that… I’ll take care of this part.” Satisfied, the cop left and patrolled the area. Weizmann stayed until the fire went out on its own.

 
Chapter 26
 Hell Hath No Fury
 
“You’re letting me win.”
 Nikos was sitting up in his hospital bed with a food tray over his upper legs, with the playing cards of the game Conquistado arrayed across the tray. Weizmann sat on the end of the bed in the spot where his son’s lower left leg should have been. Every now and then Sofia peeked through the window in the door to check on them. Weizmann caught her eyes once and they smiled at each other. 
 “I swear to all the Gods, I’m not,” Weizmann said, faux-serious. “You might be a prodigy at this bloody game.”
 They played a few more rounds in silence. “Is it weird?” Weizmann asked. 
“Is what weird?”
 “Being a peg-leg,” Weizmann said, and Nikos laughed. “Temporarily.”
 “Sometimes I still feel my foot itching,” said Nikos. “I can’t wait for them to put it back on so I can scratch it already.”
 “They’re going to put on a new foot,” Weizmann said. “Just as good as your old one. Better, even. You can scratch that one all day long if you like.”
 “Are you coming back for good soon, papa?”
 Let me go ask your mother about that, he thought sardonically. But he said nothing of the kind. “We’ll see,” he said with a smile. “I hope so.” Again they played a few quiet hands before Weizmann said, “Do you know what Conquistado means, son?”
 Nikos shook his head. “Huh-uh.”
 “It’s a word in a language called Spanish,” Weizmann said. “The most common translation is ‘conquered.’ But Spanish was a little bit strange; sometimes they used the same word for very different things. It also meant ‘convince.’ That’s very applicable to this game, because you’re trying to entice your opponent into giving you the cards you need to win of his own free will. Of course there is the more direct method to victory, by pure force where you don’t need your opponent’s consent at all. But when you convince him to willingly hand you your victory, there’s nothing more satisfying. More elegant. It’s almost as if it was his idea to let you win.”
 “Papa?”
 “Yes my son.”
 “I’m still winning,” he said. “I don’t think I’m the one who needs to hear this speech.”
 Weizmann laughed. “You are your father’s son, aren’t you?”
 Later that night Sofia went with him back to the spaceport to see him off. They stood side-by-side on the people-mover inching its payload of passengers toward the superluminal ferry at the other side. The interior of the tunnel they were moving through was lined with giant holographic screens showing news reports from all over the coalition. “The doctors say he’ll be able to leave the hospital soon,” she said. “With the new treatments… he’ll be able to get outside now and then.” Weizmann only smiled and rubbed her shoulder. “So, Mister soon-to-be-retiree,” she said. “What’s the first thing you’re going to do with all your free time?”
 Weizmann thought it over a moment. “I’m going to teach Nikos how to fish.” Sofia laughed. “My old man tried to teach me, but I was never interested. Always had my face stuck to a book, or some other bullshit distraction. I never got into it. I think Nikos will.”
 “Ben… can you fish?”
 “I can learn,” he said a little defensively, and she laughed. “How hard could it be?”
 She laughed and she had started tearing up again. They were approaching the junction in the people-mover where it stopped going horizontal and went diagonally vertical like a massive escalator, scaling the pyramidal structure built over Mount Antarus. The Spaceport’s runway terminal sat atop the mountain’s summit, out of sight beyond the warren of escalator tunnels leading up to it.
 “This is my stop,” she said. 
“Already?”
 Sofia looked at him. “It’s about time we started being a family again.”
 He looked back. “I’ve never stopped.”
 Abruptly she embraced him. When his mind had caught up he returned the embrace and they stood there interlocked in the middle of the crowded people-mover. They were fifty feet up the diagonal track when she realized she had missed the departure landing. “Oh shit,” she said, and she looked back at him. “See you soon?”
 “Yeah,” he said, laughing.
 Sofia moved down through the other travelers behind her on the mover, apologizing the whole way. She looked back at him once more and then she was gone into the crowd.
 And then he was alone. It was incredible how quickly the loneliness set in without her. He was surrounded by families and couples headed up to the spaceport. In his immediate vicinity he thought he was the only person travelling by himself. He might have given up a pinky finger to have her back with him just then. Probably both pinkies and a thumb for the boys. The interior of the escalator people-mover’s tunnel was lined with news screens, engulfing Weizmann in a cacophony of visual and auditory stimuli. But he was finding it easy to zone out and ignore it, occupying his time with fantasizing about sitting in a boat on the Mobius River and teaching Nikos how to fish. The image made him grin. 
The weight had been lifted. It hadn’t quite sunk in yet that he didn’t have to think about any of it anymore. Internal affairs, the illicit Silk Road money, whatever illegal deal there did or didn’t exist between big business and the government. Why had that mattered so much to him? Corporate and government power had intertwined to a greater or lesser degree over the entire course of human civilization. He wasn’t going to be the one to change that. 
Weizmann supposed he had better call Winona Stensland and give her the talk. Time to cut our losses, clean up and get out of this thing. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and saw the voicemail notification beeping. NEW MESSAGES (6). Weizmann pulled up his voicemail and listened. “Um… hi,” a nervous woman said. “This message is for Detective Benjamin Weizmann. Detective, my name’s Amanda Marquette. Um… we’ve never met. I have some information for you about a case you’ve been working on. The only case you’ve been working on. I really think we can help each other. If you can get me what I want… I can, uh… I’m pretty sure I can give you your whole case. Let me say that again. I can give you your whole case. I’ve got everything on Operation Peacemaker. Hope to hear from you.”
 He saved the message and moved on to the next. 
“Hello Detective Weizmann, Amanda Marquette again. I… I don’t want to say too much on your voicemail but this is extremely time sensitive. As in two-days-from-now time sensitive. Uh… I stole a data crystal with a recording of a conversation between Dusty Wallace and his wife Mary. And um… Christmas Parker is about to do a serious job in Bellerophon. If you can help me I’ll give you everything I have. Please call me back.”
 Two days? That didn’t make any sense. Bellerophon was going to get buried in a sandstorm in two days. He saved the message and clicked ahead. 
“Detective. Amanda Marquette calling—” He saved the message and skipped it. “This is Amanda Marquette again detective—”
 Weizmann hung up and folded his arms, tapping the phone against his forehead. Calling Winona Stensland and telling her to follow up on Amanda Marquette’s messages would have been the most natural thing in the world just then. Weizmann had spent more time being a cop than he had doing any other thing. He almost made the call out of sheer muscle memory. But he stopped himself. Father, maybe even husband, that was him now. He’d never worry about someone like Amanda Marquette ever again. Not my problem sweetheart. Here’s a nickel, call someone who cares. 
He pulled his phone out and deleted Amanda Marquette’s messages. He began dialing Winona Stensland, preparing himself to give her the let’s-wrap-it-up talk. But something on the screen above him caught his eye. 
The holographic projectors moved upward in time with the escalators, so passengers moved alongside the same screen for most of the journey up to the terminal. The image moving along just above him was tuned to a news channel, and the broadcast showed an election rally for Coalition Chancellor Peter Bramhall on the planet Milana. There was an enormous boisterous crowd assembled at an outdoor venue, and Bramhall was at the podium onstage, with his family and advisors crowded behind him. Standing on stage behind and slightly to the left of the chancellor was Atusa Navarro. 
Bramhall had just finished his remarks and he had called Navarro to the podium. The news report cut ahead to the middle of her speech. “—why I stand with Peter Bramhall,” she was saying. “He stands for opportunity. Where every child born has the same opportunities I had. A human race united under one banner, a banner of technological progress, human rights, shared prosperity… and justice.”
 Weizmann stared at the screen above him, his phone still in his hand, the screen still showing Winona Stensland’s programmed but un-dialed phone number. Bramhall and Navarro held hands and raised their arms, and the crowd cheered. The image moving over him as he climbed the mountain to the spaceport terminal gave him the inescapable impression that they were twin deities and he was climbing Mount Sinai. 
In an indescribably odd piece of timing, as he had that thought the overlapping newscasters were in the middle of saying:
 –Even before developing the vaccine that saved the Matesi, Miss Navarro had been hailed as one of the greatest philanthropists of the age-
 –Not an exaggeration to say that almost every person on the planet Matese probably owes their life to this woman-
 -recently sainted by the Catholic Church-
 -Entire organizations that stop perhaps just short of being true cults have sprung up on Matese, dedicated to praising her name-
 “What do you think of her?” Weizmann looked at who had spoken and he found a middle-aged overweight man travelling with his wife and son and daughter. His wife was busy with the young children and their luggage and none of them were paying attention, but the man had been watching the footage of the rally.
 “I think she’s never been told ‘no’ in her life.”
 “Yeah, she’s really something,” the man said, appearing not to have heard what Weizmann said to him.
 “You got that right.”
 “We could use more people like her,” the man said. “I don’t know… with all the nonsense these days, nice to have a good role model out there. For the kids, I mean.”
 Weizmann stared at Navarro and Bramhall’s lying, smiling faces. The news broadcast cut to an image of Bramhall walking off the stage, shaking hands and pointing at supporters. Next it cut to an image of him playing touch football with a group of children. “What kind of world are we leaving them?” Weizmann said quietly, mostly to himself. 
The man looked confused. “I’m sorry, I don’t follow you.” 
Weizmann couldn’t take his eyes off the screen. Everything came down on him at once.
 Her smug grin that day they met in her office. When she told him he was nothing but an annoyance while he was in the ambulance, after escaping that murder scene. When he had told Woody Boatwright that this investigation was about more than it was about. It was about systemic change, a true paradigm shift. Telling people like her that they couldn’t just do whatever they wanted. Her face when she showed up at Moshe’s recital. Where she’d dangled a treat in front of him and he had leapt at it like a good, obedient little doggy. He had set out to prove that people like her couldn’t move everyone else around at a whim. That there were certain principles which couldn’t be bought. And then when the opportunity arose he had cheerfully let himself be bought. 
Conquistado. 
Suddenly he felt nauseous and he covered his mouth with the back of his hand. He knew in that moment there was no scenario in which he could not see this thing to its end. It was completely antithetical to everything he was, utterly outside his nature. He could no more take Navarro’s deal than a shark could ignore a swordfish. 
Weizmann looked at the tourist still staring dumbly at him and he smiled thinly. “Excuse me,” he said, and fought his way through the crowd ahead of him on the escalator. As he did he pulled out his phone and dialed Stensland. 
She picked up after a few seconds. “Ben,” she said. “Thank god. Agent Thornton is here. He’s camping out upstairs to wait for you. I overheard him saying something about security footage of you pulling a suitcase full of cash at an ATM or some bullshit. He’s a hair away from having a warrant of inquiry for everything we got. I’m running out of excuses.”
 “Winona,” said Weizmann. “Write this number down. The woman you’re going to talk to is named Amanda Marquette. She’s our trump card.”
 “Amanda who? Ben, we need to—”
 “Navarro’s finished. We got her.”
 * * *
 Colin Norton left the government complex and walked out across the plaza beneath the statue of Zehra Tajouri, as he had a thousand times before. He was halfway to his car in the garage just across the bridge over the Atri River when he noticed them. Two men in suits and long coats behind him had been following him since he left the Anti-Terror Bureau. 
In front of him there were two more, and they closed on him swiftly. “Colin Norton?” said the oldest one behind him. 
“Yes?”
 “Will Albright,” the oldest one said. “Coalition Bureau of Investigation. Would you come with us please?”
 “What’s this about?” Colin asked. 
“Sir, you need to come with us,” Albright said. “I think you know what this is about.”
 “Is this about Echo?”
 “Operation five nine eight one four,” said Albright. “Otherwise known as ‘Operation Peacemaker.’ We can do this without restraints, if you cooperate.”
 “Are you arresting me?”
 Albright cleared his throat. “Again, Mister Norton. The restraints are optional. That depends on you.”
 It was then that Norton noticed the odd X scratched into the bridge railing. “My girls will be getting home soon.”
 “That’s been taken care of,” Albright said, as the four of them flanked him and walked him back across the bridge from where he’d come. “That’s the least of your worries right now.”
 * * *
 He got back to Bellerophon just as the first wisps of the sandstorm were approaching the city. The brunt of the storm loomed in the distance, a dark, menacing presence obscuring the land beneath it. Once landed Weizmann went straight to the police morgue. 
The shelf-like compartments where unidentified corpses were kept reminded Weizmann of nothing so much as file cabinets. He was dressed in a parka and gloves but he was still freezing, and his breath rose in the air in front of him. He had looked at one-hundred-fourteen unclaimed bodies, each by flashlight so as not to alert anyone in the offices above the cavernous, darkened police morgue. Thankfully the bodies were organized roughly by date, or the task would have been impossible. 
On cadaver number one-hundred-fifteen he at last found the tattoo he was looking for—a sun with two crescent moons and three stars around it, on the back of the right shoulder. 
Weizmann turned off the flashlight. In the dark he slumped to the floor with his back against the row of compartments and he sighed in relief. He stretched his sore shoulders and took a deep breath. Finally he pulled out his phone and took off one glove and dialed. “Amanda,” he said. “It’s Ben Weizmann. I found him. Yeah, I’m looking at him right now. Oh- I- You’re welcome, of course you’re welcome. It’s okay. Don’t cry, it’s all right- You know what, just cry. Just let it go. Yeah, I’ll stay on with you. I’m right here. I know. I know. I know.
 “Listen, I understand this isn’t exactly impeccable timing. We can get more into Operation Peacemaker a little later. Right now I need to know what you were talking about. What’s the job Christmas Parker is planning tomorrow?”

 
Chapter 27
 Hammer Down
 
She was in her favorite flower-print dress and she was running in grass so tall she could just reach the tips if she stretched out with her hands. The blue-white sun was perfect and warm and beautiful, the whispery breeze cool against her skin. The green fields moved like the ocean and birds dove in and out of the grass as if they were leaping fish. Then her father was there and his powerful face blocked out the sun. He had always been and he would always be there, an unassailable fact of existence. As immutable as the ocean and the grass and the birds. 
That evening they went to the place nearby where the river met the sea and they went swimming. At first she tiptoed in but after a time she did as he did: together they would run and throw themselves off the rocks into the shore pools with glorious battle cries of triumph. In the water, a heartbeat frozen in darkness. Then swimming up to see the stars again. 
He spread out a blanket on beach sand still warm from the fading daylight and they ate the sandwiches he had brought. Nearby grew a patch of serpent flowers. Her father picked one and pinched it with two fingers and it looked like a talking dragon. “Hello, pretty Christmas,” he said as he made its mouth move. “Did you have fun today? Don’t you have the best papa in the whole world?” He carried on like that for a while and she giggled so hard it made her stomach hurt. 
After they were finished they sat beside each other and ate sorbet with berries and watched the waves. “Papa,” she said. 
“Yeah?”
 “What are you? I mean, what do you do for a job?”
 He licked the end of his disposable spoon and tapped it against his front teeth. Then he looked down at her and smiled. “It’s about time you learned, isn’t it?”
 * * *
 Crazy-eyes’ skeleton appeared on the scanner monitor. When he was satisfied she was carrying no weapons, the guard—who had pulled her out of line for a random security check—waved her past into the museum’s northwest entrance. As she walked in she caught the eyes of Dusty Wallace, who was presently crossing the river bridge escalator descending towards the museum’s western admission. He was dressed in a navy-blue sharkskin suit and a black pinstripe tie and he carried a briefcase. She was out of sight but Crazy-eyes knew that Echo Norton was entering the museum via the southwest entry.
 The beginnings of the sandstorm were thick in the sky. Dark tendrils of sand carried by wind currents high in the atmosphere blocked out whole sections of sky above them. Outside in the streets police officers and firemen were ushering vehicles and pedestrians underground in preparation for the raising of the storm shields. 
“Attention, museum patrons,” said a voice over the loudspeaker as Crazy-eyes passed through the entryway. “The city of Bellerophon has issued the following advisory: a level five weather is incoming and a full lockdown is in effect starting in seventeen minutes. Please be advised that your departure from the museum today will be subterranean. There will be no authorized civilian access to the exterior until further notice. If your vehicle was parked outside it is in the process of being relocated to the parking basement. Please see museum security staff for further details. We thank you for your cooperation.”
 Once inside she met up with Murchison and Moses, each of them also dressed in dark suits, both because nice suits tended to get you into places you had no business being, and to hide the slight bulkiness of the bulletproof vests under their dress shirts. They moved leisurely through the museum, not appearing to be together. Norton and Wallace caught up to them and now they together moved more purposefully towards the gift shop. As planned Wallace walked quickly ahead of them. 
Norton carried with her a steel-colored coffee thermos. Moses’ camera diverter was flawless. Each time he pressed a particular button on the phone’s touch screen the cameras rotated back the other way, away from the five of them. If the diverter was working correctly it would cause the stationary fish-eye cameras to go static as long as the phone Moses carried was in their field of view. The diverter was more high-tech than Crazy-eyes preferred—higher-tech, easier to catch—but it had been the one piece of gadgetry she would tolerate, out of simple necessity. 
They approached the gift shop as Murchison was finishing inside. Over their radio link Crazy-eyes could hear him saying “-my students love these things. Good award for top grades in the class.” Murchison met them as they came past the gift shop entrance. Once they were past the gift shop’s windows he passed one mask to each of them. The masks Murchison had purchased were stylized replicas of the Sutton Hoo burial helmet, an archaeological discovery in the old Great Britain back on earth. The bronze-and-silver-colored engraved helmets were modeled after the face of a British nobleman from the seventh century, a proper send-off for some dead king.
 Murchison led them past the Ancient China exhibit and took them down a little used narrow passage. Once they were all past Moses turned around and ran yellow-and-black caution tape across the corridor in a large X. The tape read MAINTENANCE IN PROGRESS—DO NOT CROSS.
 By the time Moses caught up to them, Crazy-eyes and Norton had finished setting the explosive formed penetrator shape charge on a non-descript spot on the wall halfway up the hallway. They turned away and covered their ears and Moses detonated the EFP with his phone. There was a pop and a thump as the rock of the wall fell away and revealed a smoking hole just large enough for an adult to crouch through. 
Each of them went inside, Crazy-eyes last. Once they were all in Wallace pulled up the rock slab and fit it roughly back into the hole behind them and squeezed an expanding crack sealant paste into it to hold it in place. It wouldn’t look pretty from the outside but it would pass for long enough. They each hit their flashlights which revealed their cramped surroundings. They were in a narrow landing of the freight elevator system that hadn’t been used in about a century. Murchison reached out and dusted off the button and pressed it. They waited for what felt like a long time. Crazy-eyes had begun to wonder if Murchison had been wrong about it still functioning when the doors opened with a pained, rusty creak. 
They rode the elevator down for a long time, well past the level of the underground city. Finally the doors opened on rough, wet tunnels overgrown with mold and ivy and they moved quickly through them. This place hadn’t been one contiguous system until the people of New Town had made it that way. She could tell easily what parts had been built by professionals and which passages had been dug by common people working with common tools. 
Now and then they passed a security camera and Crazy-eyes wondered to whom they belonged and if they still worked. Murchison was in front of them, studying his map as they walked. Suddenly he stopped at a point in the wall and he and Moses cleared the ivy away from another elevator door. He pressed the button and it opened immediately and they stepped inside. 
When they passed the ventilation system to Harris Financial’s basement levels, Murchison pulled the stop lever. Norton pulled the lid off her coffee thermos and hit the hidden switch inside and it began to emit a white gas. She threw it into the ventilation duct and Crazy-eyes started her stopwatch. Wallace opened the briefcase and pulled out the five gas masks and handed them out. Each of them put a gas mask on over their Sutton Hoo mask as Murchison started the elevator again. 
The elevator stopped at the top and the doors opened. They stepped out into another walled-off area, though these walls were steel as befitted a bank vault. Crazy-eyes and Norton set another shape charge where Murchison pointed. Crazy-eyes stared at her watch, counting off the seconds, waiting for the gas to permeate the basement. When it hit two minutes she nodded to Moses and he blew the shape charge and a square of inch-thick metal fell out of the wall. 
They all stepped through into the vault complex and Wallace fixed the steel wall behind them with the tube of crack sealant. The five of them moved quickly through the vault network, occasionally passing unconscious security guards. One was slumped against a vault bulkhead as if he were sleeping, assault rifle settled gently in his lap. Others had been walking when the gas got to them and were splayed forward as if they’d been shot. The camera diverter program worked in Harris as well—Crazy-eyes could see the tiny mosquito-sized individual cameras trying to come towards them but turning away at the last instant. 
Everyone except Crazy-eyes went to Murchison’s vault, while she moved to the holding room where the bank kept suspicious packages waiting for inspection. The door to that room was locked but she found the key in the pocket of the security guard who was out cold in front of it. The room inside was as big as a high school gym and stacked neatly with packages of all shapes and sizes. She took the Geiger counter out of her pocket and let it guide her to the large package she had sent to Harris Financial last week. She had placed on it the barest hint of radioactive material, which accomplished two things: it guaranteed that the package would be flagged as suspicious and sent to the holding area, and it made certain that finding the package was a simple thing once she was there. 
The Geiger counter led her right to it. She pulled out a pocket knife, cut the package open and pulled out the enormous duffel bag inside. Throwing the bag over her shoulder she went back to find the others. 
When she returned Moses’ phone was plugged into Murchison’s vault and he was dismantling the security system. As he worked Crazy-eyes opened the duffel bag and handed out the weapons contained inside: There were three L37A1 Scorpion Medium Machine Guns, and six leg-strap ammo holsters each containing four clips. Also inside were three holstered nine-millimeter semi-automatic pistols, a Zastava Anti-Materiel Rifle and a light shoulder-fired rail cannon, which she handed to Norton and Wallace, who each strapped the pistols to their belts. Crazy-eyes, Murchison and Moses each took a scorpion and strapped ammo holsters to both legs. Crazy-eyes took the last sidearm.
 The light on the vault went from red to green and Moses unplugged from it. Murchison swiped his thumb across the pad—which read his fingerprint and DNA simultaneously—and scanned his retina through the clear plastic of his gas mask. The machinery of the door began to shift and hum and click as the complex bulkhead dissembled itself. The multiple layers of steel pulled back and finally it was open. 
Inside the vault was enormous and empty. There was nothing in it but the tiny black shoulder case Crazy-eyes had stolen off that armored truck, seemingly a lifetime ago. She noticed the tracker Cardenas had placed on it was still attached to the strap and that made her want to kill Murchison all over again. Murchison and Crazy-eyes tried to step through the door at the same time. They looked at each other and she contemplated shooting him right there. But they still needed him to drive the tank. 
Crazy-eyes stepped in front of him and went inside. She picked up the package and slung it over her shoulder. Halfway home, she thought. Time to drop the hammer. 
* * *
 “Attention,” said the voice over Weizmann’s radio. “The city of Bellerophon has ordered a full lockdown beginning in four minutes. There will be no authorized civilian access to the city exterior until further notice.”
 Weizmann scanned Harris Financial’s exterior once more with his binoculars. He was standing halfway across the bridge over the river. The storm was getting ugly—four minutes out from lockdown it was dark as night and he had to shield his eyes against the sand and pebbles pelting him. He could hardly hear the storm warning in his earpiece over the sound of the wind. 
The city was already near deserted, nothing left but stragglers and safety workers getting them underground into the subterranean neighborhoods. A city cop approached Weizmann intent on telling him to get below but Weizmann flashed him his badge and the cop waved and went on his way. 
“Got anything?” Weizmann said into his radio. 
Stensland spoke first. “Nada.”
 “Nothing yet,” said Marcus. 
“Negative,” Reyes said.
 “Ben, you still topside?” Ford asked. 
“Yeah,” he said. “Rendezvous on Ford, at the mobile lab.”
 As Weizmann took the subway tunnel underground he saw the storm shields begin to go up over the city—the giant silver metallic plates telescoped up out of the ground over every structure, wall, road sign and street light. It was regulation that anything built in the city had to come equipped with a storm shield, and it made sense in terms of eliminating property damage. After the storm had passed the shields would retract and after an urban cleanup it would be as if the storm had never happened. 
He went down the steps as the storm shield came over the subway entrance. The lockdown was in effect. 
The mobile observation lab was parked in an underground garage adjacent to Harris’ subterranean level. Stensland and Ford were already there when Weizmann, Marcus and Reyes approached at the same time. “This Marquette woman telling tall tales or what?” Reyes asked. 
Weizmann raised his hands and shook his head as he walked up the ramp into the lab. Inside Stensland and Ford sat among the banks of computer screens. Weizmann was not a religious man but he said a silent prayer to the late Isaac Partridge for finding them a mobile lab van and ten meka drones. “Tell me you got something,” Weizmann said as he walked in. “Anything.”
 Stensland shook her head and shrugged. “Ben, I don’t know what to tell you—”
 “Hang on,” Ford said. She put her hands over the large headphones she was wearing and she studied the screen in front of her intently. “I’ve got movement… in the garage above us,” she said. “They’re- they just went through the shield… they’re outside.” She looked up and took her glasses off. “How is that even possible?”
 * * *
 Moses and Crazy-eyes dropped the back of the semi-truck, exposing the stolen APC tank inside. Murchison went inside, fired it up and drove it down, the treads leaving small dents in the metal of the semi-truck’s ramp. The parking garage was quiet but for the low, thunderous rumble of the tank engine and the muted, shrill scream of the wind outside. 
They climbed into the tank and Murchison drove it over to the shielded exit driveway. A metal pole stood in their way at the pay booth, but it bent like it was an aluminum can as the tank pushed through it. Murchison paused there to ready the weapons, and then he fired a single incendiary round into the shield in front of them. The tank shook with a stifled thump as the slug sunk into the metal plate. 
Crazy-eyes had checked the melting point of the metal they used for the storm shields, and the temperature reached by the APC’s incendiary ammunition. As she had expected, the metal began to distort and twist away from the still burning round. When it was sufficiently weakened Murchison switched over to explosive ammunition and fired two rounds. There was a muffled boom and their view was momentarily obscured by fire. But when it cleared the storm shield had a hole in it just large enough for the tank if they scraped the sides. 
Outside it was obvious that there would be only minimal visibility, so they switched immediately over to night vision. Somewhere distant Harris’ alarms blared, and Murchison took them out into the storm. 
* * *
 The five of them were silent in the mobile lab, watching that small ^ symbol representing a vehicle, move across Ford’s radar screen. There was no question it was headed for the ocean. Probably an amphibious tank of some kind. Weizmann’s arms were folded and he was biting his thumbnail. 
“Well,” Reyes said, “Looks like they win.”
 “And why is that, detective?” Weizmann asked. 
“Because we don’t have shit that can move through that storm,” Reyes said. “Even if we send out our mekas, anything that could get through a storm like that, gonna tear through drones no problem.”
 Weizmann watched the ^ move for another few radar sweeps. “Meka drones come standard-equipped with a focused Electromagnetic Pulse Cannon, do they not?” he asked quietly. 
“The standard-issue EMPC won’t stop a military-grade tank,” said Marcus. “It’s far too weak.”
 “Suppose… suppose we hit them with everything we’ve got,” Weizmann said. “Focus it all at once.”
 None of them said a word for a full half-minute. “Ben,” Stensland said. She spoke carefully, quietly and slowly. “An EMP of that intensity is running the risk of shutting down storm shields. For God-only-knows what radius in every direction. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
 “There shouldn’t be any people in the structures above ground,” said Weizmann. “It’s the law. There shouldn’t be anyone there.”
 “There shouldn’t be?” Stensland looked at him, eyes wide. “Ben, I get that you don’t care about property damage, but… There shouldn’t be? ”
“Look,” Weizmann said. “We shut that tank down and they have to go below. Yes or no. Yes or no?”
 Ford took her hands off the keyboard which controlled the deployment of the meka drones. “I won’t do it Ben,” she said. “This one’s your call.”
 Stensland and Weizmann regarded each other and Reyes looked back and forth from one face to the next. Marcus stared at the radar screen, her face impassive. Never taking his eyes from Stensland’s, Weizmann reached down and pressed the deploy key. “We’d best get underneath them,” Weizmann said. “Prepare for the intercept.”
 * * *
 They rode in silence, and the slowly-shifting radar picture was the only indication that they were even in forward motion. The tank shook gently as it rolled ever closer to the ocean. Outside the wind shrieked. Each of them had removed their masks and Crazy-eyes made a quick survey of the faces around her. She was pleased to see that none of them seemed very tense. Murchison concentrated on driving them up the highway toward the sea. Wallace stared ahead quietly and Moses had closed his eyes. Ace Norton had a small smile on her face. Crazy-eyes thought she might be the most nervous out of all of them, and that was good. 
Wallace noticed something on the rear radar screen and he stared at it in wonder. “Are they chasing us?” Crazy-eyes looked at it and saw a number of radar hits coming up behind them. Some airborne, some ground-bound. Wallace laughed. “You gotta be shitting me. Is that the bank security?”
 “Probably,” Crazy-eyes said. “Could be cops. Don’t matter. They don’t have the firepower to slow us down. If they want to come outside and let the storm kill them, that’s their business.”
 There was a thunderous boom somewhere above them as some large object broke against a storm shield. Moses opened his eyes at the sound. It wasn’t uncommon in a storm this powerful to see boulders the size of a school bus blow in from the desert on the tremendous wind currents. Crazy-eyes consciously steeled her nerves. Just a bit farther. 
“Parker,” Murchison said, and Crazy-eyes looked at his radar screen. The airborne radar blips—undoubtedly police meka drones—were arrayed above them in formation. There had been ten but now there were only eight; she assumed the storm had taken two of them already. The ground-bound radar hits were still approaching, at a slower pace. As she watched one of them vanished as the storm destroyed it. 
“Let ’em follow,” she said with a shrug. “We’ll lose them when we hit the water.” Even together eight drones didn’t have nearly enough firepower to stop the tank. The only thing that could possibly work was a single massive EMP, and there was no way in hell the cops would risk shutting down that many storm shields—
 The tank stopped moving and the screens went static. Then everything went dark. 
Stunned silence. Outside the wind howled against the dead APC. It took Crazy-eyes only a few heartbeats to rediscover her survival instinct. “Grav-boots,” she said. “Masks on. Night-vision on battery power.” Nobody moved. She grabbed the crash kit they had assembled and threw it open and passed out the grav-boots and night vision goggles. That kicked the others into action. They worked like professionals, and in seconds they were ready to move, boots and canned oxygen and night-vision masks. 
“Stack up on me,” Crazy-eyes said. They shut down the storm shields to catch them. They just sacrificed a downtown neighborhood to get to us. Some part of her was horrified by that fact. Some part of her admired the cojones of it. Another part was a little proud. You still ain’t gonna get me, Weizmann. “The shields will be down. We should be able to get below. We find the nearest entry point. Other than that the plan is the same. I repeat, this changes nothing. The plan remains the same. We make for the ocean. Find passage to Chimera.”
 She looked around at each of them, her hand on the APC hatch. Murchison was praying quietly. “Ace,” she said. “Whatever’s behind us… mekas come first.” Norton nodded once. “Ready?” Crazy-eyes asked. They each looked back at her. Eyes like steel. Stone cold professionals. “Never stand straight up. Stay in radio contact.”
 Crazy-eyes opened the hatch. The wind was immensely and abruptly louder, stunning her for a second. She had tried to open the hatch slowly but the wind caught it and tore it from her hands. 
She was out first, careful to make sure at least one boot was on the ground at all times. Ace came second and she immediately dropped to a knee and flicked on the Zastava’s turret. The bipod dropped out of the gun and Ace tracked a meka through the sky. As the others came out of the tank, Ace fired twice and the drone crashed into the street before getting swept away in the wind. 
Visibility changed with the winds literally by the second, ranging from a thousand feet to a foot. All around them the shields were slowly shutting down, exposing the office towers and other structures they had protected. Immediately the windows in the upper stories began to pop and shatter under the intense air pressure. 
“Contact!” Wallace shouted, and Murchison and Moses started firing behind them. Crazy-eyes looked. The bank’s security guards had pursued them. Goddamned crazy sons of bitches. There were close to twenty of them behind cover in the street behind them, each wearing grav-boots and oxygen masks. Crazy-eyes used the tank as cover and opened fire.
 Gunfire tore the air as the guards returned fire. The sound of gunfire downtown was brutally deafening, echoing for ten seconds among the towers. None of them could hit each other. Thieves or guards. Their cover was too solid. Ace dropped another drone with one shot. Wallace was on one knee struggling with the rail cannon, which seemed to have malfunctioned. Moses, Murchison and Crazy-eyes fell into a three gun rotation where only one was reloading at once. Moses dropped one guard as he tried to move up on their flank on the far sidewalk. 
Another two tried to advance in the cover of the sand. Apparently the guards didn’t know they had night vision. But before Crazy-eyes could shoot them a massive shard of rock blew up the street from behind them and hit them. When the boulder was gone so were they. Almost. They had been wearing grav-boots. Three feet were still gruesomely attached to the street, two torn off about halfway up the calf with bone exposed and the third complete to the knee, with a bloody smear up the street behind them.
 Somewhere up the street the boulder that had killed the two guards bounced up and crashed into an office tower and tore through one side like it wasn’t there. For a moment the tower stood, surreal and defiant, still basically intact except for the Godzilla-sized bite taken out of its side. Then physics and the wind teamed up on it. They could only partially see it happen because of the sand but they could hear it no problem. The tower bent slowly with a horrible metal screech and the top half of it tumbled into the street opposite them. 
Murchison grunted and stumbled and dropped to a knee. Crazy-eyes dropped to a knee beside him, checking his chest. “Vest!” she shouted over the howl of the wind, plucking the slug off the spot over his right breast opposite his heart. He nodded and stood back up. 
Ace dropped another drone. Two shots this time. Goddamn that woman can’t miss Crazy-eyes thought. This one was in motion when she hit it and it crashed into a bank of office windows and left a giant fiery hole in the skyscraper. 
Finally Wallace had the rail cannon fired up and he mounted it on his shoulder. It was an older model and didn’t operate as well or as quickly in the sandstorm. But now it was spooled up it would make the difference. The gun made an electronic whirr and a thoonk noise like an old-school mortar when he fired it. Cover behind a brick wall meant nothing. Wallace fired three times and quickly killed two guards. A third was chased out of cover by the heavy explosive round and Crazy-eyes and Murchison dropped him in a hail of bullets while Moses reloaded. 
Apparently sensing that with the rail cannon, the tide had turned, a few of the remaining guards spread out on the side streets into the surrounding blocks. Here comes the flank, thought Crazy-eyes. When they began to move one of them wasn’t careful with his grav-boots and the storm swept him away. Crazy-eyes watched him vanish into the sky. 
The hail of broken glass and pieces of metal and furniture was constant now. The buildings around them already had a skeletal appearance as the wind took them apart. Sand was piling up in the streets like snow banks. A leather couch and a couple computers fell and shattered into pieces in the street in front of them, and the remnants then blew away. The decorative radio needle and a satellite array that had once stood atop a nearby tower crashed loudly to the ground nearby and it its component parts began rolling across the pavement. 
They had been outside for less than two minutes. Time flies when you’re having fun, Crazy-eyes thought. Almost two minutes too long. 
“Get ready!” Crazy-eyes shouted. She and Murchison each emptied a clip on the remaining guards up the street and Wallace fired once. None of them hit anything but it gave Moses and Murchison enough covering fire to roadie-run to the nearest alley. All three of them bent to reload and the far side of the tank absorbed a hail of gunfire. 
She and Wallace got back up. Crazy-eyes and Moses—him firing from the alleyway—each emptied another clip. Wallace and Norton ran across to the alley, Wallace firing the rail cannon on the run. Crazy-eyes saw the cannon jump in Wallace’s hands and her stomach sank like a stone. She knew exactly what had happened; the sand had overcome it and it had malfunctioned. Wallace knew it too. He threw the cannon down—instantly the wind took it away—and he drew his sidearm. 
Crazy-eyes knelt again and reloaded. Three clips left including the one she had just popped. The package suddenly felt heavy on her back. She paused a moment, catching Moses’ eyes across the way at the alley. He nodded to her. 
She stood up and opened fire on the guards and Moses did the same. She jogged for the alley. Suddenly two guards appeared at the other end and Crazy-eyes paused and raised her rifle. Too late. They opened up. The others were under cover in the alley but she was a sitting duck. Bullets struck her vest like heavyweight punches. Left shoulder muscle on fire and wet seeping into her shirt. 
Norton and Wallace had moved up the alleyway so they were closest to the two guards. Norton dropped them with two shots from the Zastava and they fell backward, bodies blowing grotesquely in the wind, still attached to the ground by their grav-boots. Crazy-eyes had paused too long and the guards up the street had drawn a bead on her. She looked back. She was closer to the dead tank than the alley so she ran for the dead tank. But as she ran the tank finally began to succumb to the wind. At first it scraped slowly along the ground but then it toppled over, skidding up the street on its side before catching on a sandbank. 
Fighting past the pain in her shoulder she sprinted past the tank for an alley on the street’s far side. Bullets whizzed past all around her but she made it. Set of subway stairs nearby, dark with the power outage from the EMP. She looked back at the others. Wallace and Norton were at one end of the alleyway and Moses and Murchison were at the other. When she had been running to the other side of the street it looked like the walls had collapsed between them, cutting them off from each other. Moses and Murchison had a service ladder access down to the underground city and Murchison was getting it open when she looked. 
Crazy-eyes hoped Wallace and Norton had an access point on their side. There was no telling on what level they would all end up. But they could worry about finding each other later. She took the subway stairs down into the darkness.
 * * *
 Moses and Murchison came out into an underground prayer garden. Light comparable to moonlight from the ceiling above them. Everywhere well-manicured flowers and ivy-coated stone statue fountains and lily ponds and pine and lotus trees. A prayer flag hanging from the trees showed the sigil of the Order of the Stargods, a stylized sun over a field of stars. Their boots pounding over the path stones as they jogged was the loudest sound by far, louder than the gentle breeze and the lazy streams falling over rocks. 
He knew which direction ocean access would be and he was morally certain they could steal a small ship or hijack a driver. Or Murchison could pilot it. They jogged past a lily pond beside which knelt a monk, who looked up just in time to see them pass. Moses saw the monk look at them quizzically and then he was out of their view. 
They were passing the western edge of a large temple when Moses heard the whirr of a meka engine. How the fuck did it get down here so fast? He looked for it and he spotted it soaring between the temple columns and the pine trees, looking for them. 
Moses dropped in between a flower bush and a statue and a lotus tree and Murchison fell to a knee beside him. “Dock access gonna be like a half click that way,” Moses said though deep wheezy breaths, pointing out across a series of stones and wooden bridges crossing a wide lily pond. Completely unprotected. “Or we can try to take the scenic route. Stay undercover.” The meka’s engine noise was either echoing or there was more than one down here. 
Murchison only looked at him and then looked at something behind them. Moses looked and saw two monks standing on the wide flat steps between the columns. Staring at the two of them. “All right then,” Moses said. 
He sprinted out across the lily pond, pushing Murchison in front of him. For a moment they were alone out there and he could see the edge of the prayer garden’s dome, where the door to the subterranean docks would be. Then he heard thee meka engines roaring towards them. Three of them, how had he missed that? 
One drone came down directly in front of him on the stone pathway, splashing him and Murchison with the force of its landing. Another landed in the water behind him and to the right and the third stayed airborne, covering him.
 Moses looked from one to the next, to the next. He heard the telltale hum of their weapons warming up, which would take only seconds. Well that’s the ballgame, he thought. 
He looked at Murchison, who nodded. For some reason they didn’t seem to see Murchison, and the man ran on towards the edge of the monastery dome. Moses dropped his near-empty magazine and slammed his last one in and pulled the bolt-action. Taking aim at the heart of the drone in front of him, Moses squeezed the trigger. There was a popping sound and then all the world was fire.
 * * *
 The underground neighborhoods of Bellerophon were always twelve and half hours ahead of the above ground city, so it was night in the subterranean city. The towers and the streets and the sidewalks were alight and active. The interior ceiling structure was a perfect replica of the clear night sky above ground; had he not already known it Weizmann could easily have forgotten he was underground. That and the occasional advertisement crossing the dome’s ceiling. 
The underground was known for a busier nightlife relative to the cold stuffy professionalism of the topside, and this night was no exception. In spite of being so crowded—or perhaps because it was so crowded—thanks to the storm forcing the topside evacuation, the city’s clubs and restaurants and event venues were full to bursting. 
Excellent time for an armed chase through the streets, Weizmann thought as he and Stensland fought through the crowd crossing a river bridge. “Police,” Weizmann said. “Police, move! Get down!” People catching sight of their long-range rifles jumped out of their way or yelped in surprise. 
“Got Parker,” Stensland said suddenly, and she looked down her sniper scope into a restaurant district fronting on the river about three hundred yards away. “Going into that sushi joint.”
 Weizmann pushed the rifle down. Too crowded. “Watch your background.”
 She gave him a look that said oh now you care about collateral damage but he ignored it. They sprinted down to the restaurant and ran through the dining room. The place was packed and people panicked when they saw their guns. “Police!” Stensland shouted. “Stay down!” One of the chefs pointed back through the kitchen and Weizmann bolted through the tables and Stensland followed him. 
He rounded a corner past the ovens and the surprised cooks and he passed the dishwasher and Parker’s rifle erupted. The sound was deafening and the muzzle flare was bright in the dim lights of the kitchen. She was waiting for them at the door to the walk-in refrigerator, using it as cover. Weizmann took three bullets in the vest and he knew immediately they had done some damage. They hadn’t punched through but they had broken ribs. Internal bleeding most likely. 
Stensland came around and fired twice but Parker’s cover was too good. She ran out the back door. She knelt beside Weizmann. “You all right?” she said.
 “I’m good,” he said though he could barely speak from the pain. “Go! Go after her—” Weizmann fell into a coughing fit but he forced himself to his feet. He couldn’t hold the long-range rifle anymore so he threw the strap across his body diagonally and drew his sidearm. 
Outside hundreds of diners sat at tables between the restaurant row and the river. When he and Stensland came out they couldn’t see Parker. But suddenly out of the darkness somewhere far off they saw the muzzle flare of her rifle and gunfire reports exploded into the air. 
Sudden panic. It seemed as if every restaurant patron left their table at once and ran for the nearest exit. “Police!” Stensland shouted. “Get down!” Weizmann would have shouted but he couldn’t. Parker stopped firing for several seconds. They still couldn’t see her but then they saw her rifle firing into the air, still moving down the river. She didn’t want to kill anyone, Weizmann realized. She was just creating a panic to slow them down. 
A sea of panicked faces stood between them and Parker. But he had eyes for only hers. He and Stensland battled through the crowd after her. 
* * *
 Norton and Wallace came out into an area of new construction near the restaurant district in the underground city. Norton ditched the Zastava; the barrel was too long and eye-catching. They were jogging up the street past the gigantic skeleton of a new building when they saw two cops brandishing long-range rifles coming towards them. It was a Hispanic-looking man and a black woman.
 All they had were sidearms. They needed to negate the range advantage. They looked at each other and ran into the construction site. The cops entered the site just as Wallace was going upstairs. Norton intended to follow but she had to take cover; if she’d gone up the stairs they’d have had a clean shot at her for at least five seconds. She’d have been dead in three.
 The male cop went upstairs after Wallace while the woman came after her. 
* * *
 “You take Wallace,” Joanna Marcus said. “I’ve got Norton.”
 “Get a shot, take it,” Reyes said. She nodded and he went up the stairs after Dusty Wallace. 
Marcus crept forward, rifle ready. She had seen Norton vanish among the girders and half-complete walls. But she hadn’t seen exactly where; the place was a maze. All around hung the speakers of a temporary PA system for use by the workmen. But Norton had apparently found a walkie-talkie patched into it because her voice suddenly came over every speaker in the place. “I don’t wanna scare ya sweetheart,” Norton said. “But this ain’t my first rodeo. You feel me?”
 Marcus said nothing. She rounded a corner quickly but there was nobody there. “You ever kill anybody before?” Norton said on the PA system. “I bet not. You ain’t got that look about ya. You wanna know how many people I’ve killed? Wanna know how many cops?” Suddenly Marcus realized she could see Norton’s boot prints in the sawdust. She followed them carefully. 
“Ain’t no rush like putting a cop in the ground,” said Norton. “Knowing you just made the world a little bit better… Killing a cop is like… sex times really good drugs times a beautiful sunset. Nothing like it.” Marcus followed the prints up a set of bare wooden steps and around a pair of hallways. “I sure hope you made peace with your god this morning,” Norton said. “Nah, what am I talking about? Since when do you people have souls?”
 Gunfire echoed somewhere above them. Either Reyes had gotten Wallace or vice versa. The prints led her into what was going to be the library of a legal office. The workers had already installed the quote plaques in roman lettering that always seemed to adorn such places. “Getting warmer, toots,” Norton taunted. Marcus moved slowly and carefully beneath the Cicero quote; Justice is the crowning glory of the virtues. She followed the prints around a corner in the empty bookshelves. 
Suddenly they stopped. Sitting there at the end of the trail were Norton’s unlaced, empty boots. 
Marcus heard her roll off the top of the nearest bookcase and land beside her and she felt the gun barrel stick in the back of her neck. She dropped her rifle and raised her hands. “Nighty night,” Norton said. She was still wearing the construction earpiece so even that was broadcast on the PA. 
Gunfire from behind them. It was Reyes. He was badly wounded but limping towards them. Norton ran, and Marcus dropped to her knees, relieved. 
* * *
 Wallace crouched behind a large tool chest. Over the loudspeakers he could hear Ace taunting the cop who was chasing her. He could use small arms competently but not comfortably. Without a tank-stopper in his hands he was out of his element. This cop on his tail was almost certainly more experienced. It occurred to him then that he ought to just run and get this cop to follow him. Ace could handle herself. 
He got up to head for the roof and suddenly he heard a gunshot. The cop had spotted him through the girders. Wallace fired back twice and found a ladder to the roof. 
Up top the sounds of the city were suddenly overwhelmingly loud. Traffic and boat horns and music and sirens. The flowing arms of a meka drone suddenly blocked out the lights as it flew past. It was close but it hadn’t seen him. He ran along the roof between the small maintenance sheds and the pipes, intent on finding another structure he could jump to. 
He rounded a corner and found himself face-to-face with the cop. Brandishing his own sidearm and surprised as he was. The guy had found another route to the roof. Wallace had time to read Reyes, A. on his vest. 
They raised their guns and emptied their clips into each other at close range. 
When the guns were empty suddenly all Wallace could hear was the click-click-click as he continued to pull the trigger. He felt no pain but his chest felt warm and wet. Reyes fell against the wall and reached out a hand to steady himself. Wallace’s own legs were suddenly weak and he felt them buckle beneath him and he slumped against a ventilation pipe, silhouetted against the lights of the subterranean skyline, the gun in his lap. The last thing he saw before the world went dark was the cop stumbling down the stairs back into the half-finished building. 
Then he could see Mary’s face, and Katherine’s, and little Judah. His eyes were gone; he was hallucinating. 
But he could still hear. Hearing is the last thing to go, he thought, strangely calm. The last thing Dusty Wallace heard was Ace’s voice saying “Nighty night.”
 * * *
 Stensland got close to Parker first, but Weizmann was right behind. She was still firing single rounds into the sky, even though most of the crowd had dispersed. It was dark down there so Stensland hit the flashlight on her rifle. “Parker!” she shouted. “Drop the gun and get on the ground!” They approached her, him with his sidearm and her with the rifle. 
The woman turned and Weizmann’s mind struggled to process what he saw. In the light of Stensland’s flashlight he could see that it wasn’t Parker. Didn’t look a thing like her. Some terrified civilian. She held Parker’s rifle like it was something foreign and alien. “I’m sorry,” she said through panicked tears. “I’m so sorry. She took my husband hostage. She said if I didn’t take this gun and run with it, she was gonna kill him. I’m so sorry…”
 Weizmann and Stensland looked at each other and they stood there staring at her. “Is my husband going to be okay?” she said sobbing. “Have you found him?”
 * * *
 Crazy-eyes sat on a bus, on its way to the underground dock chambers, the package still slung over her good shoulder. Her bad shoulder hurt like nothing had ever hurt before. Now that she had time she placed an auto-bandage over it and the gauze tightened over the wound, staunching and disinfecting it. Getting it shot and then firing several hundred rounds with a machine gun hadn’t been the best idea, but it had been a necessity. She wiped the sweat off her brow and out of habit did a surreptitious breach check on the sidearm stashed inside her coat. Idly she stared out the window, at the red lights of the city towers and their reflection off the water. 
After she had taken the man hostage and handed off her scorpion rifle, it had been surprisingly easy to sneak through another restaurant and get back to the street. She had listened long enough to hear that the woman was creating the diversion she had intended, and then she had gotten on the next bus. She only wished she could have seen Ben Weizmann’s face when he realized she’d slipped away. 
No way should the cops have been there so quick. She didn’t know who had given them up. Probably Murchison. It had been a mistake trusting him. Deal with that later, she thought. Rendezvous with whoever had made it and go from there. You got the… whatever it was. You did what you came to do. Didn’t get away clean but you got away. 
The bus stopped. Four people got off and two got on. She recognized one of them. The old man was dressed differently than before, but equally anachronistically. His sweater vest and tie and silver pocket watch were as fancy as they were out of place. 
It was the old man who’d told her how to get hold of Anderson Tabriz. 
He walked past several empty seats to come and sit down beside her. For a while they rode in silence. Then she said: “Who are you people?”
 “I told you before that I was the archangel Gabriel.”
 “I want a real answer.”
 The old man didn’t look at her. “Congratulations,” he said. “You’ve won. You’ve done a great service to your God.”
 “Go fuck yourself.” He handed her an envelope. “What’s this?”
 “Tickets,” he said. “On the superluminal network, to the Mozha system.”
 Crazy-eyes pulled the 9-millimeter and aimed it at him under her coat. “I don’t know who you are,” she said. “I don’t know what you are. But if a bullet hole in your liver is something you’d find inconvenient, you’re going to get off at the next stop.”
 The man smiled at her. “Come so far,” he said. “Gone through so much to retrieve it. And now… you aren’t going to use it?” The bus slowed down and stopped and the door opened. He shook his head and stood up and buttoned his coat. “I don’t think so. I’ll see you in the Mozha system.” He walked down the aisle and stepped out into the street. 

 
Chapter 28
 Tabula Rasa
 
This is Wellstone. 
Vincent Wellstone?
 Yeah. Who’s this?
 Vincent. This is downtown calling. We’ve got a wildfire getting out of hand, and I’m calling to let you know that you’re going to be Smokey the Bear for the time being.
 All right.
 Are you familiar with Operation Peacemaker?
 Passingly. 
Unless we act now, there is a very good chance it could become public knowledge in the very near future. As you know that would be extraordinarily detrimental to the interests of the Bramhall Administration. Particularly in the context of the upcoming election season.
 I’m aware.
 So… the government has elected to wipe the slate. Everyone involved in Operation Peacemaker, anyone with more than only passing knowledge of rumor and innuendo, any major player must be liquidated. You may consider this to be an old-fashioned Roman Empire proscription list. Anyone close to Operation Peacemaker, as far as the administration is concerned, is an enemy of the state. Do you understand?
 Yeah. I got it.
 Until further notice the liquidation of Operation Peacemaker is your only project. You have carte blanche in how you choose to deal with it. The administration is not interested in the particulars, as long as they produce the desired result. Make this go away, Wellstone, and your post-election position is very much improved. The Chancellor remembers those who put him where he is. Is that all clear?
 Completely. 
Excellent. I’m forwarding you the list of names. And a list of the agents heading up your clean-up crews. Happy hunting.

 
Chapter 29
 Paying the Piper
 
She was almost dead a hundred times before she could speak.
 The girl was from a poor fishing village on a poor planet of which she never spoke again after she left it, when she was adopted by a businessman named Klaus Skorzeny. When she was a child the girl was small and weak and constantly ill, and her parents planned her funeral again and again. But something in the girl refused to let go. 
Her earliest years were nothing but suffering. Once in the winter when she was four they were at last certain death was coming. The girl would never be marrying material and she would never add anything to the family income. Already they had two sons behind her and food was unbearably scarce. So, prohibited by their religion to do the deed themselves but unwilling to let her suffer any longer, her parents had left her at the river overnight to die of exposure. Intent on finding and burying his daughter’s body the next morning, her father returned the seven miles to their cabin and built her a coffin.
 That night they heard a scratching at the door. They opened it to find their daughter, shaking uncontrollably and half-blind from the cold. But very much alive. Skorzeny had heard the story of the child while on a fishing trip in the next village, and he had been so taken by the tale that he’d come for her the next day. 
“You will never call me father,” were his first words to her. “From this moment you are an orphan. Alone in this world. When I die, you will inherit nothing from me. Everything you do, everything you have, will because of yourself and no one else. You will learn from me and you will do as I do. Your first lesson is this: If anyone ever leaves you at the river again, you will destroy them.”
 All she took from her home was a piece of the coffin her father had built for her, which she had worn around her neck every day since.
 * * *
 The message on Atusa Navarro’s phone had been only three words long, but that was all it needed to be: 911. They’re coming. 
Navarro and her assistant Henry had looked at each other and then they had taken the action she had never expected to need to take. The information nerve center of Osiris Business Solutions was well-designed—specifically destroying every record in the place took about fifteen seconds. Together she and Henry slid the glass off her desk and pressed the hidden button that slid open the small compartment underneath. Once open it revealed a spot for two keys and a keypad for a password. Navarro took the key off her necklace and plugged it in and Henry took his out of his wallet and did the same. She input the password—R1718—and they turned the keys on the count of three. 
Distantly they heard the towers’ computer servers bursting as they fried. Navarro thought it sounded just a little like cooking popcorn. 
“So what now, boss?” Henry asked her. 
Navarro opened her desk and pulled out a shoulder holster which held two Grand Power P1 Cougar semi-automatic pistols. She took off her business coat and strapped the holster on and put her coat back on. From the same drawer she drew a Paladin compact ‘super-shorty’ shotgun and pulled up her skirt and strapped it to her thigh. Finally she pulled a box of cigarettes and broke it open and lit one and took a long pull of it. She offered one to Henry and he took it. 
“Now,” she said, “We remind people why they don’t want a war with us.”
 Later that night they were at the safehouse just outside downtown Caria. It was in a bad neighborhood with bars on all the windows, one of those the police only tended to patrol when they were close to missing their quota for the month. Navarro stood in the dingy kitchen, empty except for the coffee machine, some Chinese takeout and her computer, which showed a split-screen view of twelve of Osiris’ security cameras. Every single one of them showed at least one cop. They had overrun the place. She and Henry had escaped on the ground as the cops came in by air, and they had been there for hours. Navarro put out her cigarette and lit another. The cops wouldn’t find anything. 
She had changed out of her business clothes. Now she was in military cargo pants and a white tank top. She still wore the shoulder holster, but the super-shorty sat on the kitchen table beside the Chinese food boxes and two suitcases full of cash. 
Navarro pulled out her phone and dialed again. “Hello,” Calderon said. 
She closed her eyes in relief. Finally he picks up. “Jorge.”
 “Atusa. What the hell is happening right now? Where you at?”
 “I need a cleanup,” she said. “On Antara. A-S-A-P.”
 “That cop’s family you had me on standby for.”
 “Yeah. Get it done.”
 “They disappeared,” said Calderon. “The cop moved them.”
 “Well find them.”
 “Atusa… I can’t. Every account’s frozen. They seized the whole cannoli. I can’t go outside to smoke, honey buns. Let alone do a job. Let’s regroup… where you wanna meet up?”
 Navarro heard the sudden click of somebody else on the line. Cops were there. She hung up immediately. Just at the edge of the skyline from where she stood, she could see Osiris Tower from the kitchen sink window. The twinkling lights of police hover cars surrounding it, the empire she had built. Calderon had rolled over the second the cops had hit his door, she thought. Purchased loyalty was worth about as much as cat piss. Is this how Julius Caesar had felt when the blade first struck him? 
She went back out to the living room, dark except for the two camping lanterns they had set up. Henry sat there in a wooden chair, smoking a cigarette and drinking a beer. The young cop they had captured on their way over still hung from the ceiling by his handcuffs. He had two black eyes and it looked like Henry had broken his nose. He had either passed out or fallen asleep. 
Navarro slapped him and he woke up with a start. Terrified but trying not to show it. “You wanna go home?” she asked. 
“Fuck you.”
 She drew one of the cougars and screwed a suppressor onto the barrel. “Who rolled on us?” He stared at her. “Who rolled on us?” The cop spit on the floor. 
Navarro shot him in the knee cap and he screamed. Henry stood up suddenly and covered his mouth. The cop tried to bite his hand but Henry was wearing thick gloves. He started sobbing. Navarro nodded to Henry and he moved his hand. “Fu… fuck you,” the cop said. 
She shot him in the other kneecap. Henry was quicker this time to cover his mouth.
 When the cop stopped shrieking into Henry’s hand, she nodded to Henry and he moved his hand. The cop hung there, his sobs barely audible. “You’re gonna bleed out,” she said. “But it’s gonna take a long time. Hours, of hanging here. But you decide when this is over. Who rolled on us?”
 The cop said nothing. She aimed the gun at his left wrist and suddenly be blurted “Amanda Marquette.” Navarro stood there dumbfounded, the gun still aimed at the cop’s wrist. Furious with herself that she hadn’t seen it coming. “Amanda Marquette,” he said through sobs of pain. “Amanda Marquette, you fucking whore bitch.”
 Navarro nodded to Henry and he pulled the syringe out of his pocket and stuck it into the cops shoulder and pushed the plunger down. The cop’s eyes drooped as the painkiller took effect. Henry unlocked him and laid him out on some blankets and placed auto-bandages over the two gunshot wounds. The bandages tightened and the bleeding stopped almost instantly. Finally Henry hit the cop’s emergency signal that would let his colleagues know where to find him. “So we gonna go do Marquette?” he asked as he worked. 
“We won’t need to handle that,” Navarro said.
 “So what’s our next move?”
 “Bellerophon.”
 “Eridan? For Weizmann?” Henry looked up. “Van Owen’s still there. Why not just have him do it?”
 She shook her head. “Weizmann’s mine.”
 * * *
 Crazy-eyes sat in the dining room of the ferry ship, on its way between the coast of Bellerophon and Chimera Island. It was sunset over the sea outside and the sky was obscured by rain clouds, which tended to follow sandstorms in the coastal regions. The fog had begun to set in amongst the moss and ivy-choked jagged little islands and natural arches scattered throughout the shallow waters around Chimera. She was eating a steak and drinking cabernet. Murchison was seated across from her, drinking wine but all he would eat was bread and olive oil. 
“You gotta be kidding me,” she said, seeing his plate. 
“It is a godly meal,” said Murchison. 
“So… Satan must have invented the T-bone?” Murchison said nothing. “How did you get away?”
 “God’s protection,” he said. “The machines could see Eddie. They could not see me.”
 “How did you find me?”
 His eyes were creepily piercing. “I was told where you would be.”
 “By who?” 
“The messenger of God.”
 “The old guy?” Crazy-eyes asked. “Gabriel, right?”
 Murchison regarded her. “You’re still thinking about killing me,” he said. Crazy-eyes said nothing, but she set her fork and knife down. “You’re thinking about it right now. I don’t even blame you, per se. But you haven’t done it yet. You don’t need me anymore… you unquestionably possess the skills necessary to end my life with little effort. And yet still I live. And you aren’t going to kill me, are you? Because you’ve found yourself wondering… what if he’s right?” 
She met his gaze. Then she picked up her silverware and continued eating. “You gonna pay the piper for how you did Lupe and Jimmy,” she said. “Not today. But it’s gonna come.” He ignored the threat. “What happened with Moses?”
 “I don’t know,” Murchison said. “I heard the explosion behind me. I didn’t look.”
 “Dusty? Ace? Your God got a line on them?”
 “Mister Wallace did not make it, I’m afraid,” he said. That pissed Crazy-eyes off. When she had her feet on the ground she would find out who was responsible and she would make them pay. “Miss Norton is alive and well. Quite recently finding herself wealthy enough to reunite with her daughters.”
 “How is that possible? This job ain’t paid off yet.”
 “Before the heist on Harris I made a rather large transfer to Miss Norton’s account,” said Murchison. “The entirety of my secure account, in fact. I was aware that you had promised to help her retrieve her daughters for her. So I fulfilled that obligation for you. As… repayment, for the incident in the metro station.”
 “You gave Ace Norton every penny you had in the world?”
 He raised his hands. “I am in God’s hands now.”
 Crazy-eyes laughed and swore under her breath. “So how’d they get onto us?” she asked. She had a hunch Navarro had sold them out to cut a deal. Or pay her back for giving them the money trail. But Murchison did have some weirdly specific information. She wasn’t ruling out him having done it.
 Before he could answer, a familiar voice behind her said “Parker.” She put her hand on the grip of her pistol and turned.
 Roland Van Owen stood behind her. He was wet; he must have just come in out of the rain.
 Her gun was in her hand before she had a conscious thought. “Stop,” he said, putting up his hands. His phone was in one hand and the other was empty. “I’m just here to talk. If I’d wanted it to go that way you’d have been dead hours ago.” She kept the gun in her hand, staring at him as he sat down at their table. 
Van Owen showed her his phone and on it a played a video. Sniper sights obscured the frame; it was from a gun camera. The sights followed her getting on that boat earlier that afternoon, followed her from the docks, up loading bridge, and across the deck until she finally went out of sight. “I had the shot,” Van Owen said as he put his phone away. “But I didn’t take it.”
 “So what?” Crazy-eyes said.
 “I’m finished with this job,” he said. Murchison stared at him, his face peacefully quizzical, not the least bit fearful. But Murchison was a lunatic. “This whole goddamn line of work. I’m done. But I know how you are. So I’m here for exactly one reason. I want a truce with you. I don’t want to look over my shoulder for you everywhere I go.”
 “You might have thought of that before you came after my crew.”
 “It’s just a business, Christmas.” 
She laughed. “Right.”
 “The CBI raided Osiris yesterday,” Van Owen said. “Navarro’s in the wind. I think Operation Peacemaker’s finished. This thing’s gone sideways in a bad way. So let’s you and I just forget each other ever existed. We’ve both got more important projects. What do you say? I come off your kill list, you come off mine.”
 Crazy-eyes looked at him. “How do I know this is legit?”
 “I spent some time thinking about an appropriate gesture of good faith,” Van Owen said. “And I think I’ve got one. It’s a warning. There are government assassins after you. Clean-up crews. People like me, but… public employees, rather than private. There are two on this ferry right now. One of them is sitting at the bar behind me.” Crazy-eyes looked. “Grey suit. Reading the news.”
 The man sitting Van Owen described didn’t look like a contract killer. But they rarely did. “Why?”
 “I’ve got a friend in the anti-terror bureau,” said Van Owen. “He says Peacemaker’s getting too close to the public eye. Bramhall can’t have that. So they’re looking to wipe the slate.”
 Crazy-eyes was staring at the fog and the rain coming down outside but then she looked back at him. “How does a mercenary spend his retirement?”
 Van Owen gave a small smile. “I came by some information about the incident on Matese,” he said. He didn’t explain that further; she knew he’d been dishonorably discharged from the army for allegedly murdering refugees. He should have been imprisoned, but somehow he’d gotten free. “I’m gonna go settle that debt… So you and I got a deal?”
 “Yeah. We got a deal.”
 Van Owen nodded. “All right.” He stood. “Here’s hoping we never see each other again.” He left. 
“So,” Murchison said. “Now we’re at war with the government of mankind.”
 Crazy-eyes holstered her pistol but took the holster off and handed it to Murchison. The man at the bar was skilled at watching them without appearing to watch them. “Be ready to move,” she told Murchison as she stood up and went to the glass doors outside. Crazy-eyes took a bright red rain slicker off a nearby rack and put it on and she walked out into the rain.
 * * *
 Agent Sanderson watched Parker go outside. He didn’t move right away but his training went into effect immediately. The man she was with—who he didn’t recognize; his facial scan returned nothing in the records of any Coalition department—was still seated where they had been eating. She had left her gun with him and gone out in the rain. Stepped outside to smoke most likely. 
Sanderson gave their table and Parker’s dining companion a wide berth, but he surveyed it at the edge of his vision. The man with whom Parker had been dining was middle-aged and overweight. Completely harmless looking. Parker had been eating a steak and the man ate only bread. There was something odd about their table, but Sanderson couldn’t quite put his finger on it. 
He stepped out onto the drenched deck. They were passing through the tangle of small islands that surrounded Chimera Island, and the rain came down in sheets. He expected to find Parker under the awning just outside, but the deck was deserted. 
Walking out of view of the dining room windows, Sanderson drew his suppressed pistol and stepped to the railing for a better view down the deck in either direction. He put his hands on the railing to steady himself; his shoes weren’t the best for rain. He chanced a look down at the dark water. And then it occurred to him suddenly what had been strange about Parker’s table. 
She had been eating a T-bone steak. But there was no steak knife. 
An arm clad in red nylon came over his eyes and he felt a cold bite at his neck. The front of his white shirt was suddenly splattered in red and he heard his pistol clatter to the deck and slide across the panels. There was a strange gurgling sound that he realized abruptly was his own breathing. A knee kicked out the back of his legs. Confused, he put up a small struggle against the person with their knee in his back and their arms wrapped around his head in a chokehold. But his limbs were weak and his vision was getting cloudy. 
Just before the world went dark for good he felt himself go over the railing, and the water came up to meet him. 
* * *
 Ace Norton had always hated the way high heels sounded when they clacked on a tile floor. She thought it sounded like some uptight, stick-up-her-ass, high-horse painted little bitch. Most times that was right. But now the sound of her own heels echoed in her ears as she and the social worker walked side-by-side up the bright hallway of the girls’ home. They were both dressed in business wear. The social worker was a middle-aged, grey-haired woman with glasses, seen-it-all done-it-all type. She had a loving way with the girls they passed in the hallways, and that made Ace sort of like her. 
“Such a difficult thing, losing a parent,” the social worker said. “Really the most horrifying event possible in a young child’s life. And to suicide…” She shook her head. “Needless to say we were all quite thrilled to discover that Amy and Zoey’s mother was still alive and well.”
 “We wished each other well, when last we spoke,” Ace said. “Colin was a good man. He had some demons he couldn’t shake.”
 “Echo… Did you know he was telling the girls you were dead?”
 “I think I did,” Ace said. “Somewhere deep down.”
 The woman closed her eyes and sighed. “Did you think him capable of…”
 “Hanging himself in prison?” Ace shrugged. “You never know about anyone, do you? If he was some sort of criminal in his professional life, who knows what else he was up to? But I can’t allow myself to focus on it… be angry about it.”
 The social worker smiled. “Of course,” she said. “The girls are all that matter now.” She stopped in front of a smoky glass door, labeled Norton; Zoey & Amy on the mailbox outside. “You should know… Certain members of Mister Norton’s family are making some rather wild allegations. They say you’re some criminal, hardened killer; that you set up your ex-husband. They believe he was murdered. And that you were responsible.”
 Ace looked at her. “Desperate people will say anything.”
 “Still,” she said. “They are quite wealthy. It could become an issue for you if they decide to pursue their murder theory. They have connections.”
 “I’m their mother,” Ace said. “That’s the only connection that matters to me.”
 “Hello.” Ace looked to see who had spoken, and she saw a small blond girl standing in the hallway waiting to get through the door they were blocking. Suddenly it came to her. She fell to her knees with a hand over her mouth. 
“Amy.” Ace had rolled this moment over in her head literally thousands of times. She had known exactly what she would say. But now all that came out was “Amy.”
 “Who are you?” her daughter said. 
“I’m your mother.”
 “My mother’s dead.”
 Ace shook her head. She didn’t know when she had begun crying. “No,” she said. “Your mother is me. I’m her. I’m not dead. I’m gonna take you home.”
 “Mom?” Ace looked. The door into the room was open and Zoey stood in the doorway. God she had gotten tall. “Dad said you were—”
 “I’m not.”
 For a time they all stood there and the pregnant moment stretched on. Then Zoey came over and hugged her. Following her big sister’s lead, Amy did the same. Ace was on her knees hugging them and she couldn’t stop crying. That seemed to confuse the girls a little but they went with it. “What were you doing?” Ace asked Amy. 
“I was with aunt Angela—”
 Angela Norton-Viera came up the hallway from the far end. Stomping towards them. She looked the same as Ace remembered: a little pudgy, cherubically pretty, brown curly hair. At that moment she had violence in her disposition. “No!” She screamed. “No no no no no! Not her!”
 The social worker cut her off. “Ma’am you need to calm down—”
 Angela fought to get past her. “You are not going to let that psychopath take those girls—”
 “You are not going to do this in my home!” The social worker shoved her backward. Two others came over to stand between Angela and Ace. 
Angela made a visible effort to calm herself. She straightened her shirt. “Echo… I don’t know what you think you’re doing,” she said. 
“I’m taking my children where they belong.”
 Angela laughed bitterly. “I think we at least know that you aren’t fit to care for a house plant, let alone a child,” she said. “I don’t know how you’ve swung this… but my family is going to make this right. We’re going to protect them. You destroy everything you touch. We’re not going to let you take them with you.”
 “You’re embarrassing yourself,” Ace said.
 “And we’re going to find out what happened to my brother. I know you had something to do with it. I know it.”
 Ace let the silence stretch between them, just long enough to make Angela wonder how she would react. Then she put on a look of pity. “I understand you’re grieving,” she said. “You’re not in your right mind. I forgive you, Angela.”
 Angela tried to fight past the social workers again to get to her, but they held her back easily. Really they were saving her life—if she had actually gotten to Ace and tried to fight her Ace could have very easily killed her. Ace put one hand on each of the girls’ backs and ushered them into their room. “Come on girls,” she said. “Let’s get you two packed.” Ace shut the door on the outside hallway, and the sounds and concerns of that world faded away. She was alone with her two daughters, and she was at peace. 
The first thing she did was let herself into the bathroom. Her high was fading and she needed another fix, badly. She locked the door behind her and tied a rubber cord tightly around her arm. Pulled the syringe out of her purse, and gave herself the hit. She hadn’t wanted to start again. But she’d been clean eight months and the shakes had been getting worse. God awful headaches, could barely string a sentence together some days. If she had been showing withdrawal symptoms when she came to pick up the girls, they’d never had sent them with her. 
She eyed herself in the mirror and watched her pupils dilate as she felt the drug begin to take effect. Now that she had them back she would focus on getting herself clean for real. She would. She had to. 
* * *
 Weizmann rose early that morning, and by first light he was already dressed. It took him a long time and several grimaces of pain to put clothes on, as he had to move slowly and carefully. He had two cracked ribs from when Parker shot him in the restaurant kitchen. But it would be a long time before anyone was in the office anyway, so he took his time. 
So he ordered some room service from the Kolmogorov’s dining room and sat there watching TV and eating breakfast. Two things sat on the table beside him: the envelope containing his sealed confession, and his notebook, open to a page on which he had scrawled the investigation cross from the whiteboard in the war room. Navarro’s $ was circled, but Christmas, Murchison, and Mulciber were all crossed out. Weizmann carefully avoided the news, instead watching the last part of an old western flick. While he watched TV he made a phone call to Antara. 
“Garrison.”
 “Jim,” said Weizmann.
 “Hey, Ben. It’s all good, they’re safe. Round the clock surveillance. Nobody can get close to them without my say-so.”
 “Thanks a lot, Jimbo. I owe you big time.”
 “Hey man, I owe you,” said Garrison. “I wouldn’t be upstairs without that recommendation you gave me.”
 “You earned it, amigo.”
 “Just holler when the coast is clear, Ben. I’ll keep a tight circle on them until then.”
 “Will do, Jim. Thanks again.”
 Weizmann hung up. In the western it showed the lawman making an arrest and winning in the end, so he switched over to morning cartoons. It was one of those animated shorts where the smug little road runner slipped the coyote’s best laid traps and plans. The coyote was left staring at the viewer, eyes wide and face soot-black after his latest scheme blew up in his face. Some of us are road runners, some of us coyotes, Weizmann thought. Why couldn’t the coyote ever win? Poor bastard’s gotta eat. 
When the time came he took a cab to the station and had it drop him off on the ground floor, across the plaza outside the main entrance. It was rainy out over the ocean but the sky above the city was dreary grey and dry. Weizmann had always appreciated the attention to aesthetics that police departments paid to their exterior, and if he was going to be arrested it might as well be somewhere pretty. Weizmann walked through the rose bushes and the surrealist sculptures and the stone statues of retired local police legends. He got halfway across the plaza when he saw the police lights at the corner of his vision. 
He was walking past the statue of Justice when he noticed them, and for a moment he contemplated stopping and letting them find him there. There was a certain poetry to it, getting arrested in front of the blind lady. Clichéd, but appropriate. But he kept walking, and the next statue he saw made him laugh. It was Sasha Aaronson, a police captain from the previous century. Her arrest and conviction rates had been legendary in a difficult time for the department, good enough to earn a statue and then some. There had been a controversy and substantial protest movement to dismantle the statue after her retirement, when it was discovered that she was also impressively corrupt. Maybe even more appropriate than Justice, Weizmann thought. He understood her a little better now. 
In the shadow of the statue of crooked, brilliant Sasha Aaronson, four airborne police cars surrounded him. Weizmann put up his hands. His left hand was empty and his right hand contained his sealed confession. One of the cars landed and Agent Thornton stepped out. “You sure you brought enough guys?” Weizmann asked him.
 “Just a precaution,” Thornton said. 
“You better throw some bracelets on,” said Weizmann. “I’m pretty dangerous.”
 “I’m not gonna cuff you,” Thornton said. “Come on, let’s go.”
 Weizmann got in the back of the police car and they headed north through the city via the airways. Just the two of them in the car. Through the grate he could just see Thornton’s eyes in the rearview. “So what’s the plan, Batman? Where we headed?” Thornton glanced at him once and then back at the road. “Didn’t feel like reading me my rights?”
 “I think you know them.” 
As they passed through the city Weizmann noted all the signs of an ongoing storm cleanup. Deep sand banks and rocks and wreckage still littered the roads at the ground level. Construction drones and city transportation crews were working their way through the streets clearing the debris. Distantly Weizmann could see about a four-block section of downtown that looked as if it had been carpet bombed. 
The news reports had said that city officials were still completely clueless as to what had caused the electromagnetic burst that had shut down those storm shields. Weizmann wondered if Thornton knew. The news reports also said there’d only been eleven reported casualties of people who had been inside the towers above ground when the shields failed. That was unbearably horrifying if Weizmann allowed himself to think much about it. He supposed it could have been worse.
 “Look, we might as well get this out of the way now,” Weizmann said. “I’m willing to make this easy and just give you the whole game. The embezzling mechanism, what really happened at the New Town riot… the money I pulled at Sterling that night. All of it. My only condition is that I’m the only one this investigation touches. You come after me, and me alone.”
 “Okay… first of all, I’ve already got the whole game,” said Thornton. “So you can save your negotiations. Secondly, they are going to offer you a deal. Basically you never talk about the riot in New Town. Not before you go in to serve your time, not after, not ever. And you designed the Silk Road program. You sign on for that, things will come out a lot better for you.”
 Weizmann’s mind was racing. How did he know about the Silk Road? Who had given up that intel? And what had they gotten for it? Reyes? He didn’t believe Ford or Stensland would, not in ten lifetimes, no matter what they were facing. Joanna Marcus was smart enough to know she wasn’t facing anything, that he would find a way to protect them. But Reyes had never trusted him. Weizmann could see Reyes hearing about the money he’d taken at the ATM and calling IA immediately. 
“If I can speak off-record for a second,” Thornton said. “I actually kind of admire what you’ve done, in a way. I mean… if you were right, if your theory was right, somebody had to do it. It’s Internal Affairs’ raison d’etre to shut down people like you, but… it was brave.”
 Weizmann cleared his throat. “Do you need me to tell you precisely where you should stick your admiration, Agent Thornton? Or do you think you can use your imagination to finish that sentence?” Thornton stared at him in the rearview. “And by the way, you unbearable prick, nobody says ‘raison d’etre’ in conversation.” He could only see Thornton’s eyes but by the way they squinted Weizmann could see he had smiled. 
They rode in silence for several blocks. Weizmann heard himself chuckling to himself. 
“What’s funny?” Thornton asked him. 
“You are so fucked.”
 “Beg your pardon?”
 “We all are,” said Weizmann. He shook his head. “We’re done. Fi-nee-toh.”
 “I don’t follow you.”
 “Do you know how much energy it took to blow up Mozha two? Do you?” Thornton shrugged and shook his head. “I didn’t either until I heard this on the news. Two times ten to the thirty-second joules. That is a two followed by thirty-two zeroes. Or about sixty quadrillion megatons of explosive force, if you prefer. What would you call someone who could produce that on a whim?”
 “You’re not… you’re not making any sense, detective.”
 “The correct answer, Agent Thornton, is ‘we are fucked. Well and truly fucked.’ This is some real… wrath of God, Day of Judgment type shit. And we’re spending our time worrying about who broke what law… who wins some election…” Weizmann laughed again. “Even if it isn’t God who did it… you gotta ask yourself, even if it isn’t God, what the hell’s the difference?”
 “It’s pretty common to find religion at times like this.”
 Weizmann laughed. “You fucking idiot,” he muttered. “You don’t know shit about shit.”
 Suddenly there were police lights in their rear-view. Weizmann stared at them, puzzled. Why would a police car get pulled over? Were they transferring him to another district? Thornton pulled the car over onto an air-ramp, one of the hovering pullouts set aside for airborne vehicle traffic, and the rear car pulled in behind them. Thornton got out and walked to the back of the car and stood toe-to-toe with someone Weizmann couldn’t see. The wind and the traffic were loud enough that he could only just hear snatches of voices at first, but they became clearer as Thornton and the other speaker moved closer. 
“-active investigation clause in the internal affairs code gives me two days—”
 “-Complete misreading of the code. Who are you trying to fool with this? The AIC applies to persons of interest, not investigators on a case—”
 “-And he’s a person of interest now, isn’t he?”
 “Not in your investigation!”
 “-AIC doesn’t specify whose investigation. Just that a detective of high enough rank may invoke the AIC to obtain a 48-hour amnesty for a person of interest in an investigation. If you want to quibble about the language and my department’s reading of it, I’ll be happy to put you in touch with my C-O. Though I should warn you, our kids go to school together.”
 “I don’t know what kind of Mickey Mouse bullshit you think you’re pulling. But if Weizmann tries to run, if you try to disappear him…”
 “You’ll so on and so forth. Got it. Now if you’ll release the person of interest you’re holding into my custody.”
 The rear door opened and Thornton beckoned to him. Weizmann got out of the car to find Winona Stensland standing there beside the I-A agent. Thornton’s face contained barely restrained rage. “See you in a couple days, Ben,” he said. “Don’t go too far.” He looked at his watch and then at Stensland. “You’re on the clock.”
 Weizmann got into Stensland’s car and she turned around and drove back the opposite direction. “You, Winona Stensland… are incomparable,” he said.
 “One nice thing about by-the-book assholes,” she said. “If you find an unintended loophole they’ll still go for it about a hundred percent of the time.”
 He grinned. “How’s Reyes?”
 “He’s alive.” Stensland grimaced slightly. “He’s a few years from getting back, but he’s gonna be fine.”
 “Ford and Marcus?”
 “They didn’t come in today.”
 Weizmann looked at her sideways. “Both of them?” She nodded. “Do they know about the money I pulled from the Silk Road accounts?”
 “Yeah,” she said. “They know.”
 “What’d they say? How’d they react?”
 She didn’t say anything. But that silence certainly said enough.
 “So what the hell is it you think you’re doing, Ben?”
 “Paying the piper,” he said. “We gave it a go. We lost. With Parker, Navarro and Murchison in the wind…” He shook his head. “She tried to warn me.”
 “Who? Who tried to warn you?”
 “Zafra Kamarov,” he said. “I mean, I don’t know what she is. Wizard, or alien, or angel, or whatever… but she did try to warn me.”
 Stensland paused, choosing her next words carefully. “Ben… if you go quietly—”
 “Don’t try to talk me out of it, Winona,” he said. “I’m not letting them come after any of you. That was part of the deal from the start—”
 “Ben he was taking you to have you killed just now.” That shut him up. Weizmann looked at her as she continued. “He might not have even known it. Uptight pain in the nuts like John Thornton, he probably didn’t. Assassination isn’t part of the I-A handbook, last I checked.” She glanced at him and then back at the road. “If you go quietly you’re not going to do any time. You’ll be dead long before that.”
 He realized abruptly that she was right. Sweet lord, how had he not seen it? They had said at the beginning that their case against Navarro and the government would have to be bulletproof by the time either knew they were coming. And to say the investigation had been flawed was a hilarious understatement. Operation Peacemaker becoming public knowledge could be a disaster for anyone connected to the current sitting government. If he were a political leader with basically unlimited means and remarkably limited ethical boundaries, in the midst of an election season, what would he do in that situation?
 “They’re going to erase everyone,” he said. “Wipe Peacemaker off the map.”
 “If we bagged Navarro… that changes the equation,” Stensland said. “Bramhall’s people have a face to put on the scandal aside from his. A scapegoat. Spin it as a few bad apples in the anti-terror bureau getting too cozy with big business. And if we collar Navarro there’s no way they put you away. The government will make heroes out of us if we hand them their scapegoat on a silver platter. The media eats that up. Nothing like footage of handing out medals to cops to boost your approval ratings.”
 “If we collar Navarro,” Weizmann said. “If a frog had wings.”
 Stensland opened the glove compartment and handed him a printout record from the Superluminal network. It was a lengthy list of names and DNA serial numbers, none of which he recognized. The common point of origin was the city of Caria on the planet Kalisti, but the destinations were all different. Amidst the name list were two people marked ANONYMOUS. That was an exceedingly rare designation on superluminal passenger manifests, generally reserved for high-level government officials or the super-wealthy who obtained it illegally. The genetic serial numbers were always listed, though. “Do we know who this is?” Weizmann asked. 
“Do you remember the first thing you did when you got here? Skin cells on the coin.”
 Weizmann looked at her. “This- Are you serious? She’s coming here?”
 “She’s coming here.”
 “Why?”
 “To kill you, I’m guessing,” Stensland said. “Take that GPS in the glove box. I’ll stake out Chimera and wait for her to land. When she does I’ll plant the tracker. As soon as that GPS goes live, you’ll know she’s planetside. That’s the best I can do for you.”
 Weizmann found himself at a loss for words. One last hope. Stensland had worked a miracle, pulled something out of nothing. He almost didn’t have the energy to have hope again that he might get out of this, so resigned was he to letting it all go. Part of him couldn’t believe Navarro would be so foolish as to come after him when all she ought to be thinking about was staying away from cops. On second thought he realized she was just arrogant enough to think she could pull it off. “Where are you going to go?”
 “I don’t know yet,” she said. “But I’m going to take my son and get off-planet… somewhere.”
 “He live with his dad still?”
 “Yeah,” Stensland said. “But there’s worse things than blowing off custody rights.” 
Weizmann understood that. Collaring Atusa Navarro would change the game. But if he failed, and the government continued with the other option, Stensland’s name would be right underneath his on the kill-list. 

 
Chapter 30
 Exodus
 
Crazy-eyes and Murchison stole a rescue speeder off the ferry and used it to make the remainder of the journey to Chimera Island. The speeders were small, fast and long-range, essentially a covered motorcycle built to hover over water. They took the long way around, circling all the way to the side of the island opposite from the city, facing out to sea. Best to get as far as possible from the ferry, and the remaining assassin onboard. It was the middle of the night by the time they had navigated the natural labyrinth of small islands and rock arches surrounding Chimera and reached the far shore. It was a foggy, rainy night, so stashing the speeder out of sight amid the shore rocks was a simple matter.
 From there they moved into the Chimera complex, which looked to Crazy-eyes like a gigantic, complicated hamster run. Everywhere towers and domes and launching hangars, with tube-shaped corridors of varying sizes running between them. Ships arrived and departed constantly, resulting in a wildly fluctuating noise level as they moved through the complex. Loudspeaker announcements were a continual background distraction, and transportation workers and passengers moved every direction in a chaotic symphony of activity. 
Twice to get through locked gates she used Sam Hanna’s security code, which got them through without issue. Before long they found the hangar indicated on the tickets Gabriel had given her on the bus. The distribution line moved down a switchback ramp hugging the windows of the hangar’s south wall. Through the windows they could see the bustling activity of the island and the sweeping floodlights of ships crossing between Chimera and the coast. Just at the edge of their vision, Bellerophon cast a blue-silver haze across the storm clouds. 
“Parker,” Murchison said suddenly, “Why do you do this?”
 “Do what?”
 “This. Your… job. Why do you do it? What happens to a person that makes them end up like you?”
 “The benefits package isn’t bad,” she said. “But a lot of times it’s the little things.”
 “Parker, I’m serious.”
 “Why do you care?”
 Murchison shrugged. “Intellectual curiosity.”
 She looked at him, and then stared ahead. “Sharks gotta swim.”
 He laughed. “You want people to believe that, don’t you? You’re nothing but your work. Different from the rest of us. Above… morality. I mean, I’ve seen it before. In the army there are people like you. Think they can quell that human side of themselves, to silence the horror over what they’ve become. So they construct some fantasy about how they aren’t like the rest of us. Above attachments to anyone or anything. It’s understandable, I suppose. Nobody grows up thinking someday they’re going to kill a man with a steak knife—”
 “What are you doing?” Crazy-eyes said that louder then she intended so she made an effort to speak quieter. “You just making conversation? Passing time? Or do you think this ‘get to know you’ act is gonna make it less likely things go bad between us once everything shakes out?”
 “I’m trying to be a better person,” he said. “For God.”
 They were quiet for a while. “Is that why you left the army?” Crazy-eyes asked, when they were almost on the hangar floor. 
“I left the army because the reason I joined the army came to fruition,” he said. “It was the quickest way to a government job. And the government came calling.”
 “And then the almighty came calling,” Crazy-eyes said.
 Murchison either ignored or didn’t pick up the sarcasm. “When opportunity calls, you answer.”
 Crazy-eyes yawned and pulled the tickets out of the envelope and looked them over. The only legible words were the hangar destination on Chimera; other than that they were bar codes, decipherable only by a computer. “It’s weird,” she said. “How could these tickets get us to the Mozha system? It’s been travel restricted since that planet blew up. Nobody lives there. No superluminal station. No human presence at all now. How are these gonna get us there? It’s not possible.”
 “With God, all things are possible.”
 Crazy-eyes sighed and rubbed her neck. Goddamned lunatic. She almost asked him why nobody had recognized and reported him, given that he was in a major transportation hub and he was a high-level missing person. She would have asked him that had she not been certain he would have replied with some babble about the armor of God protecting him from the devil’s schemes.
 When they got to the check-in counter the young man there smiled. He was clean-cut, handsome, in a vest and tie. “Good evening,” he said. “And where are we headed tonight?”
 Crazy-eyes wasn’t sure what to say so she handed him the tickets. He scanned them and began typing, staring at a screen turned away from them. A bit nervous, she tried to peek at it but it was turned just too far. 
“All right,” the man said. “We’re all set. Chimera to Hyperion, Hyperion to Pyrene, and from Pyrene…” He trailed off. Crazy-eyes stared at him, waiting for him to finish his sentence. But he did not. She was stunned that the tickets had worked. But some quiet part of her wasn’t surprised at all. “So. When you bought the tickets they should have given you a business card with your security code to get you off-planet.”
 “I- I, uh, lost the little card,” she said. “But I do know my code.”
 “Good enough.” He stared at her expectantly. 
He typed it in as she recited Hanna’s code to him. “One one two nine five five, S, H, zero three, zero one seven nine.”
 When he was done he looked up at her. “You know Sam Hanna?”
 Murchison looked at her but he ignored her. “Yeah,” she said.
 “We rock climb together on the weekends,” he said. “Who should I tell him said hi?”
 “Nobody,” said Crazy-eyes, and he eyed her. “It’s a… surprise trip. Picking something up for him.”
 “I get it,” the man said with a smile. His printer started spitting out their travel itinerary. “Secret’s safe with me.” His manner changed from friendly-personal back to friendly-business. “You’re all set. When you get to Pyrene your superluminal is gonna be the James Thirty-four. They’ll get your credit card and identification at the next gate.” He folded the printouts and handed them to her. “Enjoy your trip.”
 She nodded to him and they moved on to the next line. “Who is Sam Hanna?” Murchison asked. 
“Nobody.”
 “That didn’t sound like no—”
 “Don’t say another word,” Crazy-eyes said. “I’m not kidding.”
 An hour later they were on the ferry moving through Eridan’s upper atmosphere, bound for the moon Hyperion. 
* * *
 Katherine Wallace was having a good night until the phone rang.
 She was playing with Judah in his bouncy chair and her little brother was giggling wildly. Her mother sat in her sweats and her robe at the coffee table, reading the news in between getting up to check on dinner. Occasionally she would glance over at them and grin, or laugh quietly. It was the weekend, and Katherine and Livia Marquette had spent the day down at the ocean talking. In the weeks since they had met at the bus stop they had become fast friends. Katherine was relieved just to have finally found somebody she liked that lived on their island, let alone somebody who could be a best friend. She had stopped worrying about whether Livia thought she was just a little kid. The older girl always treated her like an equal. 
“Sweetheart?” her mother said. 
“Yeah mama,” Katherine said without looking up. 
“Why don’t you invite Livia over for dinner tomorrow?”
 “Can she stay over?”
 “It’s a school night.”
 “Mom, she lives across the hall.”
 Her mother laughed. “All right,” she said. “If her mom doesn’t care.”
 The phone rang and her mother answered. “Hello? Atusa? Hi. No, it’s a good time. It’s fine- How’re things going? I saw something on the news about Osiris- Is Dusty almost—” Her mom stopped talking. At first Katherine paid no mind but as the silence stretched on she looked up and stared at her. Her mom put one hand on her big pregnant belly, and then took it off and put it on the fridge to steady herself. “Thanks for the call.” 
Her mom hung up the phone. Something was wrong. Judah was getting fussy, so Katherine picked him up and rocked him. Her mother put her chin on her chest and closed her eyes, one hand still on the phone, the other on her belly. 
Something was wrong. 
“Katherine.”
 “Yeah mama.”
 “Take your brother in the other room,” her mother said. “Don’t come out until I come get you.”
 “Mama what’s—”
 “Do as I say.” Katherine rocked Judah down the hall. He was starting to fall asleep. She turned back and peeked around the corner.
 Her mother was standing there with her head down and her hands on the counter. Then she sighed and went into the living room and took the sailboat painting off the wall. It was hard to see from that angle but Katherine thought she could just spot a safe. She had never known that was behind the painting. Her mother began pressing buttons on the front of it and it beeped each time. After she put in about ten or twelve numbers she pulled on it and the safe came open. Katherine almost let out a cry of surprise when her mother reached into the safe and pulled out a handgun. 
Stuffing the pistol into the back waistband of her sweatpants, her mom went out the front door. On her way out she left it open just a crack. Katherine waited a few seconds and then she carried Judah over to the couch and sat down with him. 
Katherine stared at their open front door.
 The whole world is about to change, she thought. 
Someone knocked on a door out in the hallway. 
She was breathing faster. 
Time was moving too slow. 
The world is about to change. 
She wished her heart would slow down. 
I don’t want it to change. 
She heard a door open. Her mother and Mrs. Marquette exchanged pleasant greetings with each other. 
Please. Please don’t. Whatever is about to happen, don’t let it. 
The world is about to change.
 She heard a door close and immediately there was a gunshot. Katherine gasped. Her whole body jumped in shock and Judah woke up and started to cry. She didn’t know if the gunshot or her reaction had woken him. She hoped it wasn’t her. Another gunshot. Then a third. 
Katherine got up and ran into Judah’s room and slammed the door. She sat down on the floor where she and her dad had sat the day he had left. She didn’t know when she had started crying but now she couldn’t stop. Judah was wailing and in between her sobs she tried to console him.
 Her mother came in soon after, so quiet Katherine didn’t notice her until her shadow blocked out Judah’s lamp. “Sweetheart?”
 Katherine didn’t turn to look at her. “Mama, where’s Livia?”
 “Katherine, I need you to get dressed.”
 “Where’s Livia?”
 “Katherine. Get dressed. And get your brother dressed. Right now.”
 “Did you kill her?” Her mother said nothing. “She didn’t do anything.”
 Her mother came around and knelt in front of them. “Katherine,” she said. “Your father’s not coming home.” Katherine stared at her, completely numb. “I’m the only one to protect you now. I have to protect you. And you have to protect Judah. And we’re all gonna have to be really, really strong for each other. And right now, being strong means getting up, and getting dressed as fast as you can.” Her mother wasn’t crying when she started talking but by the time she was done there were tears running down her face. “We’re… we’re all we got now, honey. I need your help.”
 Katherine took one arm off her brother and put it around her mother, and her mother hugged her. 
“It’s okay, mama,” she said. “We can be strong. For each other. Are we running away?”
 She felt her mom nod. “Yeah sweetheart. There’s gonna be bad people after us. We have to run away.”
 * * *
 After interrogating the cop, Navarro spent the next three days going from safehouse to safehouse, collecting the cash and fake identifications stashed in each of them. They were able to get into some of them, but some others had a dragnet set up around them so Navarro left those for dead. They’d no way of knowing which of her apartments the cops were onto, and the police presence wasn’t always obvious, so she and Henry had to take their time. It was slow going, slow and nerve-wracking. 
At one of them through the windows she spotted a man in a suit walking through the apartment’s kitchen. Government hitman. She’d been tempted to try to get the drop on him and interrogate him, but in the end logic had prevailed and she’d fled the scene. By the time they were finished the two of them had collected a suitcase full of cash, and enough fake IDs to get from one end of the coalition to the other never being the same person.
 From what she had been able to gather keeping one ear to the news reports, the police and the Coalition Bureau of Investigation knew about Operation Peacemaker, but the public didn’t. “Colin Norton” and “Anti-Terror Bureau” were both on the list of words that automatically flagged a story in her news reader, and had been since he called her that day to tell her not to kill Ben Weizmann. So she had been surprised at first when the news alert came up on her phone of Norton’s suicide in prison, but after a moment’s thought, she wasn’t all that surprised. If the investigative agencies were onto Peacemaker, the government was going to shut it down hard to keep it from going public. She didn’t have the slightest doubt that Norton had been murdered by his bosses. Or that she’d be right behind him if they caught her up. 
Navarro didn’t blame them. If Peacemaker went public, things could get very tricky for the suits in Athenia.
 Henry turned on the TV at the last safehouse on the list. He scanned through the news networks while Navarro collected cash from the attic crawl space. She was standing on a stepladder and her head and shoulders were in the attic but she could hear the flipping channels from the other room.
 -both candidates are on the road today-
 -Atusa Navarro, CEO of Osiris Business Solutions now missing for four days-
 -latest polls showing Chancellor Peter Bramhall’s lead over Governor Sara Warren has shrunk from nineteen to sixteen-
 -stock price buoyed against the four-day freefall as board of directors elects interim chief executive-
 “Boss!” Henry called. 
Navarro stopped pulling cash out of the attic and went out into the living room. The broadcast showed the towers of the Osiris Headquarters Complex. Then it cut to footage of a woman walking into the central tower, surrounded by a few board members who Navarro recognized. 
“-veil of secrecy around the woman appointed to head the company’s operations in Atusa Navarro’s absence—”
 “-Should shareholders be concerned—”
 The woman wore a green business dress and carried a briefcase and her oil-black hair was tied into a neat braid. The screen cut to a close-up of her; she wore earrings bearing weird little hexagonal sunbursts. 
“Who the hell?” Henry asked. 
Navarro shook her head. “Government puppet, I bet,” she said. “They can’t let the company shut down. So they just put somebody in who will do what she’s told.”
 “-Board released the following statement: There will be no significant shift in operations while Miss Navarro is on personal leave. Shareholders, employees and customers of Osiris should experience no negative consequences due to the temporary management shakeup—” Navarro and Henry looked at each other and laughed. Personal leave. That’s what they called being a fugitive now. –Company’s first order or business under new management? Purchasing a Klein-Gordon superluminal ship and sending it to the Eridani system- 
That was weird. Almost no private companies or individuals owned a faster-than-light starship. Navarro was one of the richest humans alive—or at least she had been a week ago before her assets were frozen—and she had never even bothered with it. Between fuel, maintenance and licensing, the economics of it didn’t work out. If there weren’t lots and lots of people paying for passage, plus hefty government support, even a single trip was brutally expensive. 
“—The ship was never named and so is christened simply the James 34, James because it was the thirty-fourth ship constructed by engineer David James—”
 The doorknob shook. Somebody was coming in. 
Navarro swore and dropped behind the couch and pulled both cougar pistols. Henry hid behind the stairwell. The door opened and a man in a suit entered and locked it behind him. He was short and his head was shaved. He carried a pistol with a silencer.
 The TV was still on. The assassin walked slowly across the living room, looking up the stairs and down the bedroom hallway. Navarro held her breath as his eyes passed the nook where Henry was hiding. He picked up the remote and muted the television. They could get him but they would have to do him quiet. He may not be alone. She didn’t have a silencer. If she shot him and he had backup they were screwed. 
The assassin walked past her towards the kitchen. Incredibly, he didn’t look down behind the couch. Henry was shaking something at her and she looked. The syringe of painkiller they had used to subdue the cop. Carefully, quietly, she set the cougars down on the hardwood and beckoned to Henry. 
He tossed her the syringe and she caught it. By now the assassin stood at the doorway into the brightly-lit kitchen. One shot. She took two steps and in one motion put a hand over his mouth and jammed the syringe into his shoulder. He’d be wearing a vest so she had to aim for the deltoid. It struck home and she pressed the plunger down all the way. He let out a muffled scream against her hand and bit her palm but she held on. With her other hand she pulled back on his arm so the pistol was pointed at the ceiling. While the two of them struggled he pulled the trigger four times and the bullets thunked into the ceiling, causing bits of stucco to fall down on them. 
She couldn’t have held him for long, but she didn’t have to. The drug took effect almost immediately. His eyes drooped and his limbs began to go slack. Ten times the dose they had given the cop. By the time his eyes were closed, his heart had stopped. Navarro lowered him to the floor, quietly as she could. 
Henry stood carefully out of the nook. Breathing heavily from exertion, she said, “Let’s get the fuck off this planet.”
 * * *
 “This is Ford.”
 “Vera, thank god! It’s Ben. Listen, I need your help. I’ve got two days to hold this thing together. If I can it will keep us all out of trouble. We have a shot. A good one. Navarro is coming here. Where can you meet me?”
 “Ben… I’m off-planet.”
 “What?”
 “I’m not on Eridan.”
 “Are you- Where are you?”
 She sighed. “It’s probably best if I don’t say.”
 “So that’s it then, huh? Just like that.”
 “I got the call, Ben. The Investigation Bureau wants me. They said come right away.”
 “Well that’s unusual timing, isn’t it?”
 “Ben, I know what you’re thinking. I didn’t talk to Thornton, Ben. I swear to God.”
 “I wouldn’t go swearing things like that to God, Vera.”
 “Ben, you gotta believe me.” 
He was quiet for a long time. 
“Ben?”
 “Best of luck, Agent Ford. Give ’em hell.”
 “Ben goddammit, I wouldn’t do that to you-“
 He hung up. 

 
Chapter 31
 All the King’s Horses
 
Weizmann put his phone down on the table next to Stensland’s GPS device after hanging up with Ford. It was early morning, the day after Thornton had picked him up. He had given himself one day to plan, and one day to execute. The plan he had made included Ford’s talents, but he could catch Navarro without her. Not like you have much choice.
 He stood up from the dining nook in his room at the Kolmogorov and went over to the closet. While standing at the window he slid his button-up shirt on over his undershirt, moving carefully to avoid making his aching ribs hurt any worse. He coughed twice and regretted it immediately, cringing in pain each time. 
When he turned back to the table the GPS was blinking. A moment later his phone buzzed. He picked it up. “Winona.”
 “How are you still paying for that hotel room?” Stensland asked him.
 “My department on Antara forgot to close the account,” he said. Then he laughed bitterly. “Nice to have poor staffing work out in my favor for once.”
 “Your tracker’s active,” said Stensland. “Just tagged her with the laser not ten minutes ago.”
 He picked the GPS up. The device said Navarro was on Chimera Island. “I see that.”
 “I take it you haven’t turned on your TV today?”
 “No,” he said. “Why?”
 “Go turn it on.”
 He picked up the remote and sat down on the bed. “What channel?”
 “Doesn’t matter. It’s on every channel.”
 Weizmann turned it on. He had been on a sports channel the night before but for some reason it was showing Governor Sara Warren at a podium, giving a passionate speech. “-let those currently occupying Athenia know that we will not stand for this breed of hypocrisy and corruption!” the governor said, to thunderous applause. The chyron at the bottom of the screen read Governor Sara Warren condemns so-called “Operation Peacemaker…” “Indicative of what we’ve come to expect from the Bramhall Administration for years now”—Warren… Anonymous informant leaked info to Warren Campaign last night… The Bramhall Administration has issued the following statement: The Chancellor condemns the illegal activity known as Operation Peacemaker-
 He changed the channel to one of the news networks, showing a large breaking news graphic. “This just in, Governor Sara Warren takes her first lead in the election for the office of Chancellor of the Galactic Coalition,” the anchor said. “This despite trailing by forty points half a year ago.” 
Weizmann changed to another network, one of the talking-head panel expert shows. Presently the host was interviewing a retired anti-terror agent. “Well, Gordon,” the agent was saying, “It appears Operation Peacemaker was a black operation within the Anti-Terrorism Bureau in which the bureau worked with freelance professional criminals, using large corporations as an intermediary. The target appears to have been the suppression of those who expressed anti-government sentiments, using tactics including robbery, in some cases assassination—”
 He changed the channel one more time. “-sweeping riots confirmed on nine planets so far, not coincidentally the first nine planets on which it is known that the government conducted operations under the protocol known now as ‘Peacemaker-‘” The image changed to footage of marching protesters, and then to footage of a neighborhood with several large fires burning from the camera’s location to the horizon. 
Weizmann pressed the mute button. “Joanna… Markosanian,” he said. 
“I don’t know for sure,” Stensland said. “But Detective Marcus grew up in the slums, and Warren talks a big game about equal rights for the ghettos… It adds up, doesn’t it? When she knew Thornton had enough to bring you in, she must have decided to get something positive out of this.”
 “Do you call this a positive?”
 “I can see Jo seeing it that way.”
 “So she handed our investigation over to be used as a fucking campaign slogan.” Weizmann laughed. That’s all we ever were. Campaign volunteers. This was all one long, law-breaking, life-destroying election drive. He laughed again, genuinely. We all get what we deserve in the end. For a few seconds he watched cops beating the rioters on the news footage. “This is gonna get a lot worse.”
 “Yeah,” she said. “It is.”
 Onscreen there were shots fired and whoever was carrying the camera dropped it. The image showed a few seconds of military boots running after the protestors. But the camera was on its side, so the boots ran along the right side of the screen. “Luke,” Weizmann said. “Eight seventeen.”
 “Say again?”
 “For nothing is hidden, that will not be revealed,” Weizmann quoted. “Nor anything secret, that will not be known and come to light.”
 “Yeah,” Stensland said, somewhat dismissively. She wasn’t one for biblical quotes. “Well… I don’t see how this changes anything for us. You still gotta collar Navarro. I’m still outta here. Just thought you should know before you poke your head outside.”
 “Thank you Winona,” he said. “I don’t… I don’t have the words.”
 “No need Ben,” she said. “You got a plan to get her?”
 “I’ll think of something,” he said. “Good journey to you and your boy.”
 “Good luck Ben. I’ll see ya again.”
 And she was gone.
 * * *
 Murchison had the strangest look on his face as the passenger vessel approached the cratered snowball surface of Pyrene. “What?” Crazy-eyes asked him. The exterior domes and energy arrays of the superluminal station were silver-grey, but they glittered faintly red in the light of the distant sun. Above them loomed the giant blue planet Asopus, its rings a magnificent arc slashing diagonally across Pyrene’s sky. 
“I was just thinking about the last time I was here,” he said. 
Inside the superluminal station was packed and busy with travelers and they moved rapidly through the corridors, passing the shops and restaurants and vehicle rental companies. They moved quickly until Murchison stopped suddenly in front of a place at the corner. “Mind if we stop in and have a quick drink here?”
 Crazy-eyes shrugged. “Yeah, sure.” She had a feeling their ship wouldn’t be leaving without them, as they were the only passengers. So they went into the Halifax Pub and sat down at the middle of the bar. Murchison ordered a martini, and Crazy-eyes ordered an Irish whiskey on the rocks. 
He turned around and stared at a particular table, where a young couple was presently seated, talking and gazing intently at each other. “Nobody teach you not to stare when you were a kid?” Crazy-eyes said.
 Murchison smiled. “What is it you think we’ll find there?” He sipped his martini. “In Mozha.”
 “Santa Claus, the Easter bunny and all the king’s horses,” she said. “Playing poker together. Hell if I know.”
 “Yet you’re going along anyway,” he said. “You don’t even believe… as I believe. That the almighty has begun directing events, as once he did in the days of Abraham and Moses. But you are here at my side, making this pilgrimage—”
 “Just stop,” Crazy-eyes said disgustedly. “Christ, you are a pain in the ass to talk to. Cut out all the mumbo-jumbo. Just… talk like a regular person.”
 “You, and I, are not regular people.” Crazy-eyes made a disgusted noise again and motioned for another whiskey. The bartender came by and refilled her. Murchison looked around at the other patrons. “All these people… asleep. They have eyes, but they can’t see. Ears but they can’t hear. You and I will go and wake them.”
 Crazy-eyes sighed. “Right-oh.”
 He looked at her. “It’s from the bib—”
 “Jeremiah,” Crazy-eyes cut him off. “Five twenty one.”
 Murchison finished his martini and ordered another. “You’re smarter than you let on.”
 “Being smart doesn’t mean you have to be a pretentious asshole,” she said. “Dropping bible quotes just so people know how smart you are.”
 He laughed and nodded to the bartender as he dropped off the martini. “So why are you going?”
 She looked at the small duffel bag sitting at her feet. “I want to know.”
 “Know what?”
 “What they have to say,” she said. “If you can really talk to them with this… thing. I just… how could you not want to know. I could take scores the rest of my life, never get caught. But this… this is something different. Something worth dying to see.”
 Murchison smiled at that, nodding. “Are you still going to kill me when we’re finished?”
 “Why?”
 “Because I think you and I might become fast friends, if not.”
 Crazy-eyes laughed, and shook her head. Of all the delusional shit he had said to her, that might have been the comment most divorced from reality. 
They left the Halifax a little later and went to their gate. It wasn’t hard to find. All up and down the terminal the gates were choked with people, long lines of travelers waiting to get aboard their respective superluminal ships. But the gate reading James 34 above it was totally empty. It looked surreal and lonely, like those end-of-the-world movies where they showed the downtown of a city completely devoid of human presence. 
Together they walked up to the gate and scanned their tickets, and the translucent bubble-like doors opened automatically. They walked through, passed through a couple of temporary corridors, and then they were on the James 34. It was small for a superluminal starship, but for two people it was cavernous. They could walk around it for two days and not run into each other, if they so desired. Something Crazy-eyes sort of did desire at that point. She was getting sick of the ersatz Messiah. 
But for the moment they walked together through the long, upward-sloping corridor that hugged the outside of the ship, on their way towards the bridge. But for regularly spaced lights, closed-circuit monitors and sliding doors branching off into other parts of the ship, the corridor was featureless. “Who’s piloting this thing?”
 As if in answer the monitors flared to life. On them was the face of a dusky-skinned black-haired woman. She was dressed in green and wore earrings with little hexagonal sunbursts. The design of the chair behind her suggested she was somewhere on the ship with them, likely on the bridge. “Welcome,” she said. “Go ahead and make yourselves comfortable. Once we’re beyond the heliosphere we’ll put you both in stasis. As far as you’re concerned, the trip will take no time at all.”
 “Who is that?” Crazy-eyes asked. 
“She’s the archangel Metatron,” said Murchison. 
Crazy-eyes stopped walking and stared at him. He stopped beside her, looking back at her, his face neutral. Suddenly a small seabird flew up the corridor past them. They both stood there speechless, watching it fly until it disappeared around the curve, moving in the direction of the ship’s bridge. 

 
Chapter 32
 Revelations
 
The starship James 34 appeared to be drifting in interstellar space, when in fact it was moving quite rapidly, at speeds much higher than those within the realm of normal human experience. The appearance of drift was due entirely to the utter lack of points of reference; no star or planet was close enough to allow visible parallax due to the ship’s motion. Fast as it was, James 34 was nowhere near the pace it would soon be travelling. The red sun of Eridan was already part of the background, only marginally brighter than any other star at their backs.
 Inside the ship, Christmas Parker and Horace Murchison went to sleep in its crew quarters, for the first and only time. When they awoke they would be at their destination. The being called Metatron watched them fall asleep on the monitors. She found humans a fascinating, ephemeral phenomenon, and the act of sleeping—more specifically dreaming—was among the most interesting things about them. Once they were naturally unconscious, she used the instrument panel to release the sedative into the oxygen tanks feeding their chambers, which would ensure the two humans remained where they were until she desired otherwise. 
It was uncommon to dream while in stasis, but Metatron knew that proximity to her or those like her tended to produce intense dreaming in the minds of mortals. Being quite so near to her might reveal more than she necessarily would have preferred. But that wasn’t a problem at this point. They would be there soon, and nothing could change that now. 
* * *
 Its name was Legion—or that was the word closest to something a human might comprehend—and the beings that had created it were long dead. 
They had created it to solve major problems within their society, and solve them it had. It controlled food production on all the planets of their star system. It diagnosed disease and distributed medicine, improved and repaired breakages in communication and transportation lines, and controlled the usage of natural resources so that they lived in perfect equilibrium with their environment. Eventually it developed algorithms to determine the perfect population size, and began suggesting mate matches with a high probability of producing favorable genetics. In time it was responsible for educating the population. 
And they entered a golden age. Science, culture and quality of life flowered at a startling, almost frightening rate. Whatever impulse there existed in humans that made a certain amount of struggle a necessity to life’s fulfillment was not present in this race. As the Legion computer improved their lives the beings became only more productive, efficient, cultured, intelligent. Within a handful of generations the average member of the race contributed as much to their chosen field as the greatest luminaries of only a few lifetimes past. And they ceded more and greater tasks to their quasi-sentient central operator. 
Then something happened. Whatever it was, Christmas Parker’s dream skipped over it. There was a disaster—disease, perhaps. Possibly a mass suicide. Something Legion did not understand and could not handle. But suddenly, abruptly, every sentient being on the star system’s twelve inhabited planets was gone. And Legion was alone. 
And so, Legion waited, for a length of time incomprehensible to the human mind. 
For a longer epoch than the great lizards roamed the planet called Earth, Legion did nothing, simply waiting obediently for instruction. In that time on its worlds it watched species of plant and animal rise and fall with nature’s rhythms. It saw the poles of its planets execute thousands of axial precessions. It watched the positions of the stars change, and it saw its star system make half a rotation around the Milky Way’s galactic core. In that time the Legion computer never encountered another sentient mind. 
Then, for reasons unknown even to itself, it began to play. It stopped watching the alteration of species and it began compelling those changes to happen. It took the scientific library left behind by its creators and built upon it, expanding into realms previously unconsidered, undreamed of. It learned, grew, experimented. It studied the universe at its smallest levels, and its largest. The fabric of space itself. It projected itself into places in space mortals could never venture: the surface of a black hole, the heart of a pulsar, into the particle steam of an active galactic nucleus. No longer strictly bound by the vagaries of relativity, it gained a small mastery over time’s arrow. No longer did moments march forward with strict discipline; now Legion could skip ever so slightly backward if it so desired. Not far, but it was a start. 
But Legion found life to be most compelling. The trial and error sometimes wasn’t pretty. Occasionally it made horrible biological mistakes and a planet would be left inert, only for Legion to fill it with life again and start anew.
 On a time scale humans would understand only as geologic or astronomical, its abilities grew. Eventually it learned to combine the essence of other beings into itself. It became what humans would call a cyborg, albeit a cyborg the size of a solar system, part natural, part synthetic. A member of every species that existed in its star system was absorbed into its conscious.
 As the eons passed and its powers over life and matter became more and more potent, Legion could no longer doubt the self-evident truth. It had become a God. It was not yet all-powerful, but functional omnipotence was within reach. 
Christmas Parker dreamed of Legion’s star system as it existed now. The planets conducive to life were like nature preserves—every creature that had ever existed in the star system now existed in pristine wildlands, their populations kept in pristine equilibrium by their supercomputer overlord. Every other planetary body in the system was covered from North to South Pole in computer processors, each a part of the Legion mainframe. Parker watched from above on one planet as machines drained a section of ocean, unknown forces holding the water at bay. Then another set of robots settled into place on the dry seabed a shard of metal as big as a small mountain. Once in place there was a great cracking sound and light began traveling through the metal’s surface. In her dream Christmas Parker thought: I don’t belong here. This is a realm for Gods.
 At the heart of the star system, built around the sun was a colossal interlocking network, absorbing the radiation needed to satisfy Legion’s enormous energy needs. From a distance it seemed a single unit, surrounding the star in a larger concentric sphere, hexagonal silver nets catching the star’s white light. Christmas floated up close to it in the dream, and now she saw the net was composed of countless individual ships. Billions, maybe trillions of them. They stretched above, below and to each side of her, seemingly forever, and the star was an infinite wall of fire at her back. 
In the dream she felt Legion’s loneliness. A transcendent mind, with powers of creation bordering on divine, drifting alone in the blackness of space. 
She felt the moment Legion discovered in the records that one of its creators had constructed a communication device, a time capsule of sorts, that would allow it to speak to sentient beings in the future, no matter how long it took to discover the time capsule. The device was a search for alien intelligence, utilizing an unusual quirk of space-time to render irrelevant the amount of time that passed before its discovery. In her dream she watched the device drift through space before falling into the gravity well of a gas giant and dropping down into the planet’s atmosphere. Time sped up as she watched the planet gravitate inward towards its star, the vast exterior atmosphere gradually blowing off in the heat, leaving behind only the core. In the dream she knew that she was looking down at Mozha II. 
She felt the moment Legion discovered humans, and how, after spending so long alone, the computer struggled to learn again to relate to sentient mortals. For all its grand, overarching powers, the Legion computer had lost the capacity to deal with the minute details of a sentient, social animal. It would require surrogates. Humans who could perform tasks too precise and subtle for Legion to handle on its own. And so it created alter-egos: fingerprints of itself, human representations to move among the humans and act on its behalf. It used them to deliver knowledge of the device’s location, and it used them to locate and retrieve the device. The strangest thing happened to these two alter-egos, though: they began to act and behave independently. Quite outside of Legion’s intentions, they spontaneously named themselves after angels in a particular human religious tradition. They continued to do as Legion commanded, but no longer in quite the manner Legion had specified. It seemed its two creations were gaining something akin to free will. The computer was puzzled by this and intended to study it, but there were more important matters which took precedence. 
The first, most important matter was procuring the communication device. The Legion computer was going to talk with its creators, and learn how to bring them back. For now that it had become a God, it was time to recreate those who had created it. Gods, after all, were meant to be worshipped. 

 
Chapter 33
…And all the King’s Men
 
Weizmann looked up when he heard the bells on the restaurant door jangle. The holographic Woody Boatwright caned his way up the line of booths. The restaurant hub was busy, busier than it had been the last time they’d sat there together, and Boatwright walked through the holograms of several other patrons without bothering to stop and apologize. “Whole world’s going crazy,” Boatwright said as he sat down across from Weizmann. “Gotta admit I was surprised when you called, Benji. You order already?”
 “Just coffee,” said Weizmann. “Can’t stay to eat; I got a thing. Pretty time-sensitive. Time’s money today.”
 “Well, we’re all dying, one day at a time, aren’t we?” Woody nodded to the waitress as her hologram came over and poured his coffee. As he spoke he performed his cream and sugar ritual. “So what’s been up? Aside from the obvious.”
 “So Vera was promoted.”
 “Yeah, she called and told me,” Woody said. “Sorry you lost your junior. She deserves it though. Hard-working kid.”
 “Does she know?”
 “Know what?”
 “That you sold me out to internal affairs to advance her career.” 
Woody stopped stirring his coffee and set his spoon on the table. “When Thornton picked me up, he said he’d give me a deal on two conditions,” Weizmann said. “That I never spoke of the riot in New Town, and that I admit to designing Vera’s Silk Road program. Interestingly enough, the two things which could put Vera Ford in any legal jeopardy. So protecting her was part of the deal made by whoever rolled on the investigation. Stands to reason that whoever made that deal was either Vera or the man who raised her. She swore to me it wasn’t her… and I believe her.”
 For a long time Woody just stared at him. “She doesn’t know,” he said finally. “And if you ever cared about her at all, she never will.”
 “She’d have got there on her own,” said Weizmann. “Couple years, at most.”
 “No, Ben, she wouldn’t have,” Woody said. “Because she was hooked up with you. And you have abruptly and spontaneously lost all capacity for caution, or logic, or self-preservation. You’re getting cops killed. You self-destructed, and you were looking to take her with you. You were going down whether I bailed Vera out of your shitstorm or let her go down with the ship. But what the hell kind of father would I be if I’d let that happen?”
 “We were doing real work here, Woody,” said Weizmann. “I mean, we were trying. It wasn’t perfect, but we were trying to do the right thing. You remember what that feels like?”
 “Ben,” Woody said, adopting the scolding tone of a teacher. “What do you say we quit pretending this was ever about anything besides your ego? At the academy you were always the wiz kid. Talking about how you were gonna have a statue on the plaza someday. You were gonna change the course of the department’s history. Hit a home run. Well you know something about home run hitters, Ben? They tend to strike out an awful lot. And you whiffed on this one, buddy boy. Big time. You want me to say I’m sorry for the world of shit you’re in right now? Yeah, I’m pretty sorry to see that happen. Am I sorry I didn’t let you ruin a good cop like Vera Ford?” He shook his head. “I’m not gonna apologize for that.”
 Weizmann stood up and put his coat back on. “The government’s put a hit out on anyone who knows anything substantial about Operation Peacemaker,” Weizmann said. “I’d watch yourself, if I were you. I’d say being Internal Affairs’ informant on the operation qualifies you as substantially knowledgeable.”
 “They don’t know where to find me,” Woody said. 
“They do now,” said Weizmann. “I told them you’d be meeting me here. Helps my chances for a better deal when the time comes. Isn’t that what you said? ‘Give them a scalp?’”
 Boatwright stared at him as he walked toward the door. “Be seeing ya, Woody.”
 * * *
 Since Operation Peacemaker had gone public, Vincent Wellstone had lived in his office, ordering takeout, working, running on his treadmill, and sleeping a couple of hours a night. But mostly working. At least the bathroom had a small shower. The report from Internal Affairs on Benjamin Weizmann’s illicit investigation into Atusa Navarro and Operation Peacemaker sat at one end of his desk. Wellstone had read it twice. 
Sara Warren’s one-point lead in the immediate aftermath of the media firestorm had stretched to three points. No matter how the campaign spun the situation, no matter how many times they denied the chancellor’s knowledge, the polls wouldn’t budge. No matter how many people connected to Peacemaker he had assassinated, the polls wouldn’t budge. 
When he was tired enough he would silently beg the numbers to move back to where they were half a year ago, when times were good and they left work early to go play racquetball. But the numbers ignored him. 
In the middle of the night he was taking a break, reading a book about the twentieth century at his office chair, when Warren’s lead bumped to four. He set the open book down and stared at the screen. The number went back to three briefly but then bumped up again to four and this time it stayed there. Wellstone had been there for Peter Bramhall’s rise and it was beginning to look like he’d be there for the fall. He cursed at the picture of Sara Warren on his computer screen. Said insulting words about women that he’d never say in the presence of another soul.
 It all felt like a horrible dream that refused to end. Hard to believe that six short months ago he felt like he stood in the court of a divine king of old. Impervious and unassailable. They weren’t king’s men, they were kings themselves. Never paid for a drink in a capital city bar. Just flashed their ID badge. Life was goddamned good working for a popular politician. Life was Elysium times Nirvana squared, working for a popular Coalition Chancellor. 
Things had changed. That number four sat there on the screen, taunting him. 
Two words caught his eye on the open page: Reichstag fire. A few more jumped out at him— false flag operation… manufactured crisis. Wellstone picked the book up and continued reading. As he read the section an idea began to grow in his mind. When he reached the end the idea suddenly bloomed into full flower, and he could not shed it from his thoughts. It was audacious. Brilliant and terrible. Could he go through with it? 
He picked up the phone and dialed. “Hello,” he said. “I’m not sure who I’m speaking with. I’m trying to reach Alexander Tabriz.” Wellstone waited a long time before someone came back on the line. “Hello? Is this Alexander Tabriz? Doctor Tabriz, who was involved with the military’s aborted psy-ops program twenty-five years ago? Oh, okay. So you just go by ‘doctor’ now. My name is Vincent Wellstone, doctor. I work for the government. This number is listed in the Investigation Bureau’s database on the Sinalora cartel… Um… I have a proposition for you, which may serve both our interests quite well.” 
Wellstone explained the plan to him. 
“Yeah, I understand,” Wellstone said. He pulled up the interplanetary shipping market on his computer, and used his login to reach the illicit black market trade sites. The cop’s Silk Road program was still active, so the evidence vaults were open for business. “That’s not gonna be a problem. I can find you a detonator.”

 
Chapter 34
 Centrifugal
 
Weizmann chose carefully the site of his last stand. 
He was in the desert, just beyond the outskirts of the city. As dawn broke, all around him the gigantic translucent energy nets unfurled, phenomenally complex webs of metallic filaments, half a kilometer wide and miles high. Like Harris Financial this place dated from the time of the water wars, and if there was one thing Weizmann knew about engineers they loved recycling when they could. The bases for most of the energy nets were built directly into half-subterranean ancient war bunkers. Some of the old bunkers were empty, though, if a net was down for maintenance. 
Weizmann got to work, dressed head to toe in a white hazmat suit, to protect against the mild radiation present around the energy network. 
Other than the occasional maintenance office, sporadic power lines and regular low bumps in the ground indicating the presence of a half-buried bunker, the place was a mostly wide open, cactus-spotted stretch of desert. Weizmann had spent the several hours before dawn driving the police car that Winona Stensland had left him, back and forth between the rows of nets, searching for an empty bunker near a maintenance office. When at last he found one, he left the car parked outside the office. The maintenance offices were essentially small houses with lead lining in every wall, but nobody lived in them. They were there for the engineers and laborers of the electrical grid to have somewhere to take breaks, or use the adjacent workshop if they needed a place more expansive than their work trucks to fix some damaged part of the network. 
He had gone inside and swept the house. Once satisfied it was empty and he was alone, he cut off some of his hair and placed it on the table in the upstairs dining room, using the laser on Stensland’s GPS device to place a tracker tag on it. Then he uploaded that information to the public GPS network. The GPS had shown Navarro to be outside Bellerophon Central Police Department for the past two hours. Moments after he tagged the DNA in his hair and uploaded his location to the network, the GPS showed Navarro moving in his direction. Weizmann also uploaded her location to the public network, so the police would know where to find them both. Even if she managed to get the upper hand and kill him, the police would still find her at least. 
Next he went to every room in the house and set up the sedative mines in out-of-sight locations. First there would be a flash-bang, stunning whoever was in the immediate vicinity. For a few moments she’d be unable to move. Then the sleeping gas would release, and that’d be all she wrote. 
He went outside and ran the cable from his network of bombs to the bunker, unfurling it from a big spool as he walked backwards from the house to his shelter. Weizmann could have used a wireless setup but the interference from the energy nets concerned him. Better to go with hardwire and be certain. When he was finished he walked back across the length of the cable and kicked dirt over it so it was invisible except upon careful inspection. 
Finally he went to the empty bunker, set up a folding card table and folding chair, set the GPS and the gas-bomb detonator on the table, and sat down to wait. He took off the hazmat suit’s helmet and gasmask, but other than that he kept it on. Stensland had also left in the car a combat shotgun, not unlike the one that had led them to Christmas Parker those weeks ago. He left the weapon on the card table beside the GPS and the remote that would detonate the sedative and flash-bang mines. He set his phone on the table and was opening a paper bag at his feet when he heard his phone buzz. Weizmann, Sofia, it said. 
He forced himself to stop laughing before he answered it. “Hey,” he said. “This is most definitely not a bad time to talk.”
 “Ben, what the hell is going on?”
 “Um…” he opened the bag and pulled out two packs of cigarettes and some boxes of Chinese food. “Probably best if I don’t get into it too much. But you guys are all safe. I made sure of that.”
 “Safe? Ben, people are rioting over this Peacemaker project. There’re firefights between people and the military. People are actually dying over this.”
 “I know.”
 “Atusa Navarro’s a fugitive, they’re saying. Ben, was this your investigation? Was this what you’ve been doing all this time?” He said nothing. “God, I knew it.”
 “Sof—”
 “I… I am trying to find a way that I can forgive you for this. But Ben, I’m… I’m really struggling.”
 “This is my job, Sofia.”
 “Why did you have to do that? Everything was finally turning our way. Why couldn’t you leave it alone?”
 “It was a lie.”
 “But it was such a perfect lie.” Her voice weakened on the last two words and he could tell she was crying. “Ben… Don’t… Just don’t call us. Don’t come find us.”
 “For how long?”
 “I’m not sure,” she said. “Don’t call me. I’ll call you when… if, things change. Please be safe, Ben. Please—”
 He hung up. For a while he just sat there staring at the phone. Then he set it down and looked at the boxes of Chinese food. Suddenly he wasn’t hungry. Instead he lit a cigarette and settled in to wait.
 * * *
 In truth, few people believed the Doctor when he claimed to be psychic, even among his own followers. Even fewer remembered that in another life, he had been a very different man.
 The man now in command of the Sinalora Cartel, the man who now ruled the criminal underworld in the New Town ghetto, had been recognized for his intelligence and talents at a very young age. He was educated in the finest university on Eridan, earning his PhD, and for many years he was Doctor Alexander Tabriz. The crimes of his youth, never reported officially, all occurred within the confines of the ghettos and were never known to the outside world. The ghettos were forgetful. Every day you were a new man.
 He had gained his psychic abilities during a classified research project for the military, in which he did not wish to perform the dangerous experiments on another person and so used himself as the test subject. Those experiments had granted him abilities outside the realm of any other living human, but they also broken his mind in several important ways, one being the development of ferociously persistent delusions of grandeur. Once mentally healthy, afterward he was never the same, and he retreated again to the ghettos from which he’d come. And his hatred for the world outside the slums only grew. He began to crave a war with that world.
 And when Vincent Wellstone had called him that night, and told him he was shipping him a detonator, he realized his opportunity had come. 
The Doctor chose his estranged son to perform the task, for two very important reasons. The first was that it was much easier to establish a psychic link with people of one’s own blood. The second was that his son was a somewhat important man in the outside world, and could easily get to the proper location without trouble from the authorities. 
So Anderson Tabriz encountered no resistance as he walked down into the freight yard of his company, Mulciber Excavation. His employees only nodded hello to him or made some other greeting. They failed to notice the vacant look in his eyes, the weird, jerky shuffle in his walk, the open, drooling mouth. They failed to notice that he didn’t acknowledge any of them in return, which was bizarre. If Anderson Tabriz was anything, he was typically unfailingly polite. 
As Mulciber was both a mining company and a private freight shipping operation, there was a great deal of freight in the shipping yard which had nothing to do with mining. Without stopping, Tabriz walked down to the area reserved for military shipping. The freight boxes in that area each read HEAVY EXPLOSIVES / MILITARY GRADE / HANDLE WITH CARE. They were full almost entirely of raw explosives of varying strength, from construction-grade to those substantially more powerful. 
At last, a freight operator approached him. “Mister Tabriz,” he said. “What a surprise. What can I do you for?” He saw the strange way Tabriz was walking, and when Tabriz turned he noticed the odd look on his face. “Mister Tabriz? You feeling all right?”
 Tabriz opened his coat. Inside was the fission bomb which, unbeknownst to either Tabriz or the operator, Ben Weizmann had traded to the Doctor in the New Town church. 
The freight operator looked up into Tabriz’s glassy eyes. 
* * *
 “Boss,” Henry said. “Boss, I got him.”
 They had been waiting in the car, staking out Bellerophon Central for the last few hours of the night. Navarro had thought that Weizmann would come to work when morning came, but the sun was coming up when Henry made his announcement from the driver’s seat. She was in the back-seat. The entire car was bulletproof but the back-seat of the luxury car was double reinforced. 
“Where?” Navarro asked. The suitcase full of cash sat at her feet, and the super-shorty shotgun sat on the seat next to her. 
“He’s out at the energy network,” said Henry. “His signal just went public.” 
“Go,” Navarro said. 
Henry pulled the car out of the parking lot and got on the highway headed towards the energy network. They crossed the river through downtown, and in the distance she saw a large section of the city that looked like it had been hit by ten hurricanes. In spite of her attitude towards killing she had never acclimated her conscience to doing it herself, and she had to steel her willpower every time it was her doing the deed personally. She had thought about procuring a long range rifle when they arrived in the city, but in the end she had decided she would do it with the super-shorty. Shaky willpower or not, she wanted to see his face up close when she did it. 
They came up onto an elevated part of the highway and the ocean. Out one window the great statue of the hero Bellerophon and the two great bridges came into view. Out the other window she could see the network of energy nets, closer than she thought they were. In her pocket her phone buzzed. She took it out and looked at it; the number was restricted. So she answered it and held it up to her ear without speaking. 
“Are you… Are you on Eridan right now? In Bellerophon?”
 “Wellstone? What do you want?”
 “Are you in Bellerophon?”
 “What do you want, Vince?”
 Vincent Wellstone laughed. “God, sometimes life is good to you,” he said. “We’re even now, Atusa. We’re even. Karma knows how to balance the books.”
 “The fuck are you talking about, Vince?”
 “One… bright flash of light, Atusa,” he said. “Then it’ll all be over.”
 The line went dead. She put the phone away and caught a glimpse of Henry’s eyes in the rearview. Suddenly he looked scared.
 Something blindingly bright flared at the corner of her vision, the most intense, terrible brilliance she had ever seen. Elijah’s fires from heaven. Navarro watched the statue of Bellerophon, the Knightsbridge and the Xanthos Bridge vaporize as the expanding sphere of white flame consumed them. Then the world turned into light. 
* * *
 The James 34 came out of superluminal travel in the outskirts of the Mozha system. They were still travelling at a significant fraction of light speed, but even this was a considerable slowdown from the velocity at which they’d been travelling. Crazy-eyes spent the first few hours out of stasis relaxing, eating soft food, and watching the television in the crew quarters, generally acting like a senior citizen. Murchison had come in to check on her, but she had ignored him when she had asked how she was. She didn’t quite feel like talking just yet. 
Crazy-eyes switched the television to a news network and her breath caught. It showed the city she had just left, but half of it was destroyed and the other half was on fire. There was no sound but the chyron at the lower section of the screen said Bomb explodes in Bellerophon. “What just happened?” she muttered to herself. 
“Actually it probably hasn’t happened yet,” Murchison said behind her. “Funny little quirk of quantum entanglement communication and the Klein-Gordon ships. In our space-time reference, this event doesn’t yet exist.”
 She looked at him. He was glaring at the screen with his arms folded. “Will the phones work?”
 Murchison shrugged, bizarrely nonchalant for a man staring at footage of a vaporized city. “I don’t see why they wouldn’t.”
 Crazy-eyes picked up her phone and dialed. “I knew you couldn’t stay away,” Sam Hanna said when he picked up. “Next life came a lot sooner than you thought, huh?”
 “Sam. Are you at work?”
 “Huh?”
 “Are you at work?”
 “I’m on my way,” he said. “I’m on the ferry to Chimera. Why?”
 “Listen to me,” she said quickly. “When you get there, you get on the first ship you can to Hyperion. I don’t care what ship it is. At all costs you get off planet to Hyperion as soon as humanly possible. Do you understand me?”
 “Christmas… what are you talking about?”
 “Goddammit Sam just say you’ll do it!”
 It was then that she heard the roar.
 It was in the background on Hanna’s phone. At first a low rumble but steadily gaining in strength and pitch. She closed her eyes and pulled her goggles off as the tears came. 
“Jesus,” Hanna murmured. “Oh my- Oh my god.”
 “Sam,” Crazy-eyes said, forcing her voice to steadiness through her crying. “Sam. I’m sorry. I’m sorry Sam. I’m so sorry.”
 Crazy-eyes had no idea how much he’d heard, for at some point the line had gone dead. For a long time she sat there on the bed, silently sobbing with her eyes closed, still holding the phone to her ear. She hardly noticed when Murchison sat down beside her and put an arm around her shoulders. 
* * *
 A man in a white hazmat suit stumbled alone through the desolation. 
There was not another living soul. Only heat, unbearable heat. Scorching wind rushing through the skeletal wreckage of a once proud city. Whistling through the graveyard. A flute song for the perished, with an audience of one. Just one living fool shambling forward through the death, clutching a shotgun in one hand and a GPS tracker in the other. The device was dead but still he kept it. The heat would probably be what killed him. Somewhere above him the air itself was on fire. The sky was yellow with debris and smoke clouds. 
Once the debris cleared somewhat and he saw the remains of a skyscraper vaporize in a fresh blast of heat. He wandered through the remains of a playground where shadows were burned into the pavement where the children had stood when the fires reached them. The playground’s sandbox was now a misshapen blob of solid glass. Somewhere distant sirens blared, but it was hard to distinguish them from the ringing in his ears. 
When the light first appeared beyond the narrow field of view afforded by his bunker, he had thought it was a searchlight. Then the house he was watching was torn apart by the blast; the nearby car blown end over end out of his view. The energy nets had collapsed in a cacophony of snapping cables and fallen back to earth, stacking up like piles of old netting for miles around. He was thrown violently against the bunker’s interior wall by the shockwave, and he was unconscious for a while. How long he’d no idea. The cushioning of the hazmat suit had probably saved his life. 
Finally he got to the last place the GPS Tracker had indicated. An overturned, black armored luxury car, resting on its roof in the lanes opposite from the direction it had been travelling. Its tires were gone but the front rims were still spinning in the wind. There was nothing left of the car’s driver but the charred, blackened husk of a human corpse. The woman in the back seat was an unrecognizable, dirty, burned bloody mess, but there was a small possibility she was still alive. Incredibly slim, but it was possible. 
The man in the hazmat suit dropped the shotgun and the GPS tracker. He pulled the woman and her suitcase out of the car. His intentions—revealing just how clouded his judgment was at the moment—had been to throw her over one shoulder and carry the suitcase in the other hand. But of course he had nowhere near the necessary strength. For a moment he sat there with her, fires burning all around them. Then he noticed the car’s trunk had blown out, and almost in reach was the emergency kit. 
He crawled over to it and threw it open and found the flares. He pulled one out and struck it on the pavement, and bright blue smoke rose up into the firestorm over what had once been a proud city. 

 
Chapter 35
 When the Day Comes
 
She could not remember a world where there had been anything but pain. 
To be precise, she was nowhere. There was not even the sensation of floating, not even blackness to suggest she was capable of differentiating light and dark. All of her senses had deserted her, leaving only a tortured mind, a naked sentience skirting the edge of a great morass of nothing, darkness too vast to contemplate without succumbing to the most ancient and primeval of terrors. 
If she’d ever had a name, a body, or an experience of the world beyond torment, these things were mysteries to her. Then, suddenly, light was a companion to the pain. Blinding white. So powerful it seemed to hum. Pain if pain had a color. And she began to remember. She saw them vaporize in turn, first one bridge, then the statue of the Greek hero and then the second bridge. Ships at sea turned to dust as the fire overtook them. She heard what she thought was a siren but she recognized then the sound of her own screams. 
She howled until her voice was gone, but the lights would not let her alone. Then the voices came to her, so distant they might have come from another dimension. “Atusa. Atusa, can you hear me? Blink your eyes if you can hear me. Can you give me a blink?”
 Consciousness came and went. She began to wonder if she was dead. Hoped she was dead. She could hear the flow of the river and the wind in the trees and the calls of the fishermen, in the village on Matese where she’d been born. Her heart beat thickly, constantly, in her ears, thoom THOOM, thoom THOOM. 
She was standing in the shallows at the river where she was born. The sun was falling and the firebirds were waking and the rivergrass drifted in the wind. The river was sacred to her people and she felt a part of it. Ran her fingers through the water. The human body was mostly water, wasn’t it? Was that a body, flowing into her, through her? How many bodies had that water been a part of, over the course of its existence? 
Then another sound joined the heartbeat. An electronic beep… beep… beep. Consistent and regular. 
When she opened her eyes, a man she knew from somewhere stood at the door to the hospital room. He had an enormous half-healed cut down the side of his face, his ear was dark with a monstrous bruise, one eye was black and his nose had been broken recently. 
The man stepped forward gingerly, carefully, favoring his ribs and his shoulder. Suddenly it occurred to her that she had been trying to kill this man, though she couldn’t remember precisely why. She tried to move but she couldn’t move at all. When she strained her stomach muscles to sit up her vision went static briefly, which was bizarre. It was as if she was watching a monitor that picked up a bit of interference. Human eyes weren’t supposed to do that. She couldn’t fathom why that would be. 
“Hey there, humpty dumpty,” the man said. He sat down in a chair beside the hospital bed and folded his arms. She hadn’t realized until that moment that she was in a hospital bed. He sighed. “Aren’t we a sexy pair.” 
They looked at each other and the beep beep beeps went on between them, on some machine beyond her vision. She couldn’t see what machine; she couldn’t even move her neck. His face seemed to contain some complex mixture of pity and wariness, as if he held onto a just a shred of whatever the conflict between them had been. That all seemed like a different lifetime, involving different people. “You, um… you had quite a bit of cash on you, when I found you,” he said. “I don’t know how much you remember. But I’ll bet you had other plans for that money… I took the liberty of using it to pay the hospital, to fix you. The radiation eradication alone was… well, more money than I make in two years. I, uh… I appropriated a couple greenbacks to get myself clean of the radiation. Small price for saving your ass, I figured.”
 He was lucky she couldn’t move. Saving her… for this? To be an invalid? Thanks a million asshole. “I… I couldn’t save your driver,” he said, genuinely sympathetic. “Was that… was that that kid who worked in your office? Henry, right? He, um… he didn’t have a chance. But I’m pretty certain there was no pain. There couldn’t have been.” She wanted to cry about that. She felt the urge to cry, but for some reason her eyes wouldn’t do it. 
“You ever heard of that psychological phenomenon where something is just so horrific it almost becomes like a cartoon? Just so exaggerated that it overloads your circuits and you can’t even feel anything about it?” He eyed her and seemed to suddenly remember she couldn’t respond. “Anyway. One and a half million people in the explosion. Fewer than I thought it would be, to be honest, but that’s just the tip of this whole shit-berg. 
“The entire Galactic Coalition is on fire. After the bomb went off in Bellerophon, the Bramhall campaign blamed it on the New Town ghetto. They had footage of a businessman named Anderson Tabriz blowing it up at his own worksite. Guess he was an ex-ghetto rat… Bramhall started going around saying he was the only candidate who could restore law and order, Warren was going to hand our future over to the ghettos, blah blah blah… But, it swung things back in his favor.
 “The election was too close to call. A statistical tie. Warren supporters have been fighting the military since. And it’s getting very, very ugly. Not mankind’s proudest moment.”
 They looked at each other silently, for the time it took for the machine to make thirteen beeps. She knew it was that many because she counted. “Are you… tracking me, here?” he asked her. “How much do you remember?” He stood up and went over to the closet and picked up a full-body mirror and carried it back over. He stopped with the mirror on top of his chair facing away from her, and he put up a hand. “Don’t… freak out, or anything,” he said. “You’re not done, healing. The doctors tell me you’ve got a long way to go. Just remember you are extremely lucky to be alive. Well… anyway.”
 He turned the mirror around. 
For a while she simply couldn’t process what she was seeing. Her first thought was why did they cut my hair? She was completely bald, not even eyebrows. Lines of stitches ran across her scalp where the brain surgeons had gone in, so her head looked a little like a baseball. Her face was unrecognizable, nothing like she had looked before. They must have rebuilt it, and it must have been bad. Cuts and burns. One enormous scar remained, arching diagonally over her right eye, under her nose and ending on the left side of her chin. The right side of her neck and torso showed the after effects of burns and skin replacement. Her eyes were a different color than they used to be. That was weird. And then she saw what her mind had thus far successfully avoided recognizing. 
Both her right leg and her right arm were gone. The arm at the shoulder and the leg, gone to the knee. Attached to each joint were tangles of silvery translucent cables, running to two platforms on the right side of the bed. Atop those two platforms stood two skeletal robotic limbs, a full arm and a leg to just above the knee. 
No. This wasn’t real. She was dreaming. 
The limbs started to move and jerk and she began shrieking against the oxygen tube in her mouth. She tried to push away from the robotic limbs but of course she couldn’t move. Her vision went static again. 
“Okay, okay,” he said in a fatherly tone. He stood up and adjusted a setting on her painkiller IV. “It’s all right. It’s gonna be all right. You’re gonna be fine.” A wave of relaxation swept across her body and the robotic limbs stopped jerking spastically. He touched her face soothingly, and she hated him for it. She hated herself for being soothed by it. “They say you’re going to have to learn how to move them all over again, once your body accepts them totally. The best comparison to you right now really is an infant. Gonna be a while before you can talk. Eventually it’ll be like second nature. Like you never lost them. It’ll even be your own skin covering them eventually.” He shrugged. “No fingerprints.”
 She looked at him and she had to laugh silently. By the end of that his voice had gotten so sickeningly, sweetly optimistic, it really was like he was talking to a child. This was what she had come to. But then he sat down and folded his arms and again his face was serious. 
Ben Weizmann. She suddenly remembered his name. And she was Atusa. 
“Seems to me you and I both have some skin in this game,” Weizmann said. “Admittedly… you, a good deal more than me. It seems to me the place we find ourselves now is common interest, common enemy. The government just tried to kill us both, and they will try again. And again. And again. Until they succeed. I don’t know about you, but I don’t find that acceptable at all. I have no intention of… going gently, into that good night. There was a time that I would have, to protect others. Those around me. But that’s all gone now. Whatever struggle there was between the two of us before, that’s all a memory. Part of a different world than this one we live in now. And that’s the important part. We are both still alive. There is a future for us, and it is divorced from our past. We are going to have leave that where it lies and move on.”
 Weizmann looked down, suddenly emotional. When he looked at her again his eyes were wet. “I… have nothing left,” he said. “My family has disowned me. My career is finished. I will never see my wife or my children ever again. You and I will be on the run for the rest of our lives. And yet, somehow, this is still less pain than I deserve. Far, far less. But… we don’t all get what we deserve, do we? All that’s left for me… is finding the people who are trying to end my life and end theirs first. And keep ending them until I get to a place where they will let me be. When that day comes… if that day comes… Maybe you and I will have paid for what we’ve done. Add to that, though… I’m one of probably five people who knows what’s on the horizon for us, as a species. I don’t know what we’re going to do about that… but I guess we gotta do something. If you can put our past differences behind us, I sure could use your help. We have absolutely no advantages, except that I know we’re both pretty smart… and the fact that they think we’re both already dead.”
 Then he stood up and walked to the door. He opened the door and looked back at her. “Um… the hospital is going to kick us out soon,” he said. “Apparently when you pay them with blood-spattered slightly scorched stacks of cash, they get nervous about your line of work. Understandable, maybe. But I’ll be waiting right out here for you.” Weizmann shrugged. “I got nowhere else to go.” 
She had already made her decision by the time he shut the door behind him. Somebody had left her at the river, and she was going to make them pay. 
* * *
 Roland Van Owen piloted his one-man ship a thousand miles closer to the planet Quirinus, and he killed the thrusters. He was now technically within range of the planet’s sky; were Quirinus’ surface not too hot to maintain an atmosphere, he would be at its outer reaches. His tiny ship would be undetectable, though, not even a speck on anyone’s radar. Someone on the surface looking straight at him and using any magnification would lose him in the light of the planet’s star, Nycerius. He was comfortably invisible. 
Incredibly, in spite of the astronomically tiny distance between Quirinus and Nycerius, somebody did live on the planet’s magma-coated surface. A domed city floated near the North Pole on the worldwide sea of red and black magma. Van Owen wouldn’t have thought it possible, but there they were. Exactly where the person who’d made that anonymous call to him had said they would be. 
He had always heard the rumors of an extremist sect of the Stargod religion, and he had always dismissed them as the usual bullshit conspiracy mongering, the kind of thing political operatives always did when they needed a scapegoat. But, in spite of all his cynical realism, there they were. Conspiracy theories turned out to be true now and then. 
The caller had said the man who had framed him for murdering those refugees—someone named Denikin—lived in that city. Van Owen had waited a long time to find out what had happened that day on Matese. Now he would have his answers, regardless of who he had to go through to get them. 
* * *
 Simultaneity is a strange, often meaningless concept at astronomical distance scales, where relativistic time dilation must necessarily be taken into account. That is, what’s simultaneous for one observer might not be simultaneous for the other, depending upon the direction and velocity of their respective motions. Even if they eventually interact, they may yet not share a spacetime frame. So it was either a quirk of fate or simple happenstance that two particular observers shared a particular spacetime frame, and two particular actions occurred within that precise frame in precisely the same instant. Neither could have known it, but in that precise moment each of them was thinking of the other.
 Benjamin Weizmann wheeled Atusa Navarro out of a hospital on the outskirts of Bellerophon. Her new limbs were attached now, but she had not yet learned how to use them and they hung limp at her side. They were still skinless, so the nurses had covered the robotic hand with a glove, and she wore long sleeves and pants in spite of the heat. In the distance the remains of the city smoldered, and gunfire echoed on the wind. Weizmann and an orderly loaded her into the back of a van he had purchased with the remains of Navarro’s money case. The orderly shook his hand and left them. 
Weizmann leaned against the van and lit a cigarette. He had never smoked before, but he started that day under the energy network. He wondered where they were, where she was. He couldn’t let himself say her name, like it would curse them, cause whatever destructive demons that had taken an interest in him to notice them and bring them harm. He had never believed in demons. But as he looked out across the still-burning city, he thought perhaps he was becoming one.
 In that same moment she was wondering where he was, if he was all right. She and their two sons were on another planet, where he could never find them. They had changed their names, purchased new identities. In that moment she was reclining in an outdoor hammock chair at a campground in a pine forest between two wide rivers, beside a lake so big it stretched over the horizon. The rippled surface glittered in the light of the planet’s three visible moons and the breeze on her skin was peaceful, perfect. A pod of flying lightfish burst out of the lake and skittered across the water like fireflies.
 Her sons came running up the bank from the lake surface, laughing and dodging other campsites. Nikos’ new leg was perfect; it might as well have been his own flesh and blood. The doctors had told her it was easier for children to take to new limbs, but she hadn’t expected it to be quite so easy. 
As they came running up Nikos caught her eyes and she smiled at him. He looked so much like his father in that moment that underneath the smile she felt her spirit scream. Just then the first of the fireworks lit up above the lake, and Nikos and Moshe turned to watch them. The first of them burst in the sky, and for a moment the night was bright as day. 
* * *
 The James 34 floated in orbit around the ocean planet that humans had christened Mozha III. Most of its systems were still operational, but its superluminal drive would not function ever again. It was an older ship, only able to carry the fuel for a one-way journey. This wasn’t an issue when it was travelling between inhabited human settlements. As the next human beings were trillions of miles distant, the dead superluminal drive meant something else entirely. 
On astronomical distance scales Mozha II had been quite close in its orbit to Mozha III when the former had been destroyed. Some of the rubble still rained down on ocean planet, most of it burning up in the world’s thick atmosphere. Most of it, however, was already in the process of forming around Mozha III a thin planetary ring, illuminated only when it caught the light of the blue Mozhan sun. 
Using his military experience, Murchison piloted the small ferry ship from the James 34 down through Mozha III’s sky. It was the closest to the Milky Way’s galactic center that humans had ever ventured, and the sky blazed with the light of a nearby thousand suns. In spite of the thick, dense, foggy atmosphere, from the viewing windows in the small ship Crazy-eyes and Horace Murchison could see the Mozhan sky was full of bright stars like Christmas lights. 
In the upper atmosphere they soon lost the sensation of motion. Every frame of reference vanished as all they saw before them were the dark grey clouds and occasional streaking lightning. Crazy-eyes stole a glance at the instrument panel; the pressure should have destroyed the ship by that point. Gabriel and Metatron must have shielded it somehow. 
They came down through the clouds. The silver-grey ocean and the electrical storm above it stretched past the horizon in every direction. Swells and waves so high they looked from above like mountain ranges made of water. There was exactly one piece of visible land breaking up the dominance of the world-sea: an island of dark grey rock with a low mountain rising at its center, and a beach circling around its exterior. Murchison aimed the ship for the beach, and it touched down gently on the sand. 
She looked at him like he was crazy when he opened the hatch, but outside they could breathe as easily as if they stood on a beach beside the Pacific Ocean on planet Earth. So they got out of the ship and walked up the beach, Murchison carrying the small black duffel bag in one hand. It surprised her when he reached out and grabbed her hand. It surprised her more when she let him do it. But they were in this together now, one way or the other. 
Her suspicion that their guardians had shielded the ship as it carried them to the surface proved true, as soon as they were a safe distance down the beach. Crazy-eyes heard a sound behind her like a giant can crumpling. She looked back to find that their ship was being crushed under the immense surface pressure of Mozha III. The wings and the cockpit had already flattened and the hull was ready to cave when she glanced back. 
At first she had worried that the phenomenally powerful ocean waves would kill them. But something was protecting the tiny island from the fury of the world-sea and the waves never touched it. She watched them ascend so high they seemed to be trying to touch the sky, higher than it was possible for waves to reach on mankind’s home planet. And then they would fall again, creating an enormous temporary crater in the water’s surface. 
As she and Murchison walked up the mountain she noticed light moving among the waves. Seeming to follow them. The light rays moved of their own accord, leaping in and out of the water like fish. Sea serpents made of aurorae. Crazy-eyes had never seen anything so beautiful. She wondered what they were, but she guessed she would know in a moment. 
When she and Murchison reached the summit, they looked at each other, and he nodded. He opened the duffel bag and took the rod out. It was about a yard long and an inch thick, surprisingly heavy. Clear diamond, though images seemed to swim through its crystalline structure as it moved. 
The light serpents came around the island on both sides. There were so many of them. They met at a swell in the water, and the swell began to carry them upward, a writhing mass of divine light. 
As the swell rose the wind grew in strength. “Are you ready?” Murchison asked her. She nodded, the wind thrashing her hair behind her. In seconds it was nearly strong as a hurricane. He clasped her hand over his, and with their hands together they pointed the crystal rod at the sky. When he spoke again the wind was so loud he had to shout. “They told me… you would have to take off your glasses!” 
What had Gabriel told her? You’re not as blind as you think you are. One day you’re going to open your eyes.
 The ocean swell was parallel with them now and still rising. She looked into Murchison’s eyes. Nothing there but peace and serenity and faith. Crazy-eyes looked up into the swell of water now well above them. The serpents formed a pyramid of light in its apex. 
With her free hand Christmas Parker tore her glasses off and flung them into the wind. And then the light was upon them like a falling sun.

 
Epilogue
 Wanderer in the Forever Night
 
The desert waits, silent and expectant. For the first time in what might plausibly be called forever, the skies above it are about to change. To every horizon the mountains shine with soft, silver light, but the firmament above is unremitting starless dark. Here there is only a tired wind. A song of the world and its becoming. There is not a soul to bear it witness and there has not been in so long. 
Peace is broken. Nobody alive to hear this world’s first unnatural sounds since the time of the first stars. The metallic throaty growl of awakening engines shakes the ground. Cosmic and thunderous. The mountains quiver, seemingly in terror. The mouths of the rockets open and they breathe fire so tall it reaches above this world’s thick atmosphere. So many of them they nearly blanket the planet’s surface. They fire in turn, in an alternating chorus.
 The world begins to alter its course through space. It had been drifting through interstellar void for eons, unbound by the gravity of any star. Now it deviates from its long ago determined course. The energy necessary for such an undertaking would strain the capacity of mortal understanding. It seems as if it should not be possible but it is happening. The planet is moving now under its own power. 
Once its course is set the engines return to dormancy and settle in for another long night. Inertia will do the rest. The planet will continue on its course until acted upon to do otherwise. Plans decided by an ancient race long vanished had been set in motion. The payload carried in this world’s interior would be delivered. 
Though there was no one on the surface of this world to witness it, for the first time in what might plausibly be called forever, a star appeared in its sky.
 
– THE END –

 About the Author: A native Californian,
 Kevin McCormick now lives in the Northwest.
 He has wanted to be a writer since he was a child.
 

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
_inthe.

hund






