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Diamond Deception


 


I was lying on my living-room couch when I learned that
someone wanted to kill me.


I’d just spent a long busy day at my office putting the
finishing touches on an agreement for a huge security job, and I’d been looking
forward to getting home and falling back on just this couch. But I’d made the
mistake of taking my mail with me to my resting place.


I’d picked up the mail from the high-security building at
the post-office center in Sapphire Lake. Months ago I’d had both my mail and my
boyfriend Tan’s mail go to a special safety mailbox there—and that included all
the mail from my business, Miscellaneous Solutions Associated. Operating both
my business and my life that way was safer. Of course, having to pick up mail
at the post office at least several times a week was also more out of my way.
And keeping that box was also more expensive, a lot more expensive.


But, considering all the events of my past and that my work
was often in security itself, I had become increasingly security-minded about
my life, all while trying to lead a more upstanding life—a curious balance of
working on being a better person while constantly having to remember I’d been a
much worse person. Some days I wondered if I was successful at that balance.


Today was one of those days.


I’d been yawning when I first opened the normal-looking white
envelope. Nothing on the outside could have alerted me to what the inside
contained. I’d received many similar envelopes in the past. Proposals from
potential clients, invoices from current clients, checks from previous clients,
tax forms—these were what Normal White Mailing Envelopes should contain.


But this one didn’t contain any of that. It contained
another smaller white envelope inside the bigger white envelope. And inside the
sealed smaller one was where I found the message very legibly written in black
on white notepaper:


 


You’re dead soon. And you’ll deserve it.


 


Something cold slithered up my spine and then straight into
my skull where it froze my brain. It was fear at first, and then it became a
touch of shame that grew into more than a touch. The message contained some
truth in the second sentence; I just hoped the message contained none in the
first.


But survival wasn’t about hoping. It was about fighting.


I sprung up from the black couch, my hands shaking on the
white paper with the lovely message. I reread it dozens of times; then I
grabbed the envelopes again and examined them more closely.


The neat handwriting on the notepaper was the same neat
handwriting on both the outside envelope and the inside envelope, which inside
envelope simply said, “Pia Senda.” The return address on the outside envelope I
disregarded because it probably was a dummy address. The postage stamping
beside the address looked perfectly normal; there were no identifiable marks on
the stamp-metering—there never were in the Diamond mail system. But everything
was coded inside the post office, which meant the post office would have a
record of where this envelope had come from.


I glanced over at the clock on the room’s black side table:
Tan would be home soon.


My special silver suitcase was also lying on that table; I
went over there and removed my Osier fingerprint scanner from my case. Then I
went into the kitchen to get a pad of paper, a pen and a clear plastic bag.


In the living room again, I sat down on the couch and ran
the scanner over the letter and the two envelopes; I got back matches with my
prints, and that there were other prints on the outer envelope, but no other
prints on the letter or the inner envelope. And on the outer envelope, there
were no matches with any of the prints already recorded in my scanner’s
database.


I slipped the three paper items inside the plastic bag and
pressed it closed.


Then, on the paper pad, I began writing down a list of
scenarios.


My face felt flushed, and for a moment my right hand shook
on the paper. I used my left hand to steady my right. I would now put the
experience I had in solving other cases toward solving my own. It felt surreal,
as if I’d just woken up in some bizarre upside-down film of my life.


There were eight Someone Who Might Want To
Kill Me Could Come From That Event possibilities I could think of off
the top of my head, and four of them were very strong possibilities. I decided
to use a process of elimination to find who wanted me eliminated.


Over the years I’d worked as a Miscellaneous, most of my
actions had been behind the scenes, as in, the people or groups involved didn’t
see me doing my machinations and manipulations. However, there were several
times when I’d been unable to hide my string-pulling so much.


Inside my head I now mostly disregarded any scenario I’d
been involved in that hadn’t wound up with someone either dead or in jail. I
couldn’t imagine any other outcome would have generated enough hatred toward me
that someone would want me dead….


It occurred to me that maybe I was overreacting. Maybe I’d
become too paranoid. Maybe I was reading too much into the threat. Maybe it was
a prank.


Also, I had just been in the news again—this time over a
sentencing trial for a murderer. I had chased him the day of the public bombing
he’d carried out almost two years ago at The Diamond Sand Festival, and,
tomorrow, I would be testifying at his trial.


Because of that, I’d become a slight celebrity again; I had
previously been in the news over the bombing itself and over my being held
captive right after the bombing, and then someone (I’d never found out who) had
also let it slip to the media that I’d recently been involved in the most
significant Diamond scientific finding so far.


The mention of the sentencing trial and my name in the
newspapers had been brief, the photos of me small, but all of this might have
been enough to lead to someone from my past putting a target on my back.


Or the threat could have been from some random nut attacking
a figure in the public’s eye.


On the other hand, though that kind of thing used to happen
quite a bit on Earth, it now happened extremely rarely in the galaxy: when you
had so many choices of planets to live on, if you really felt THAT much hatred
for someone you were hearing about, you could avoid the person by going to
another planet.


Grudges typically didn’t last that long nowadays. Unless they were personal grudges.


I looked down at the two sentences again. They were brief,
but to me they screamed PERSONAL. And that meant the threat really could have
come from a number of people in my old life especially, a life I could never
seem to totally break away from no matter how much I worked at that. But then
maybe I was being naïve whenever I let the pleasures in my current life, any
good feelings there, make me think I could divorce myself from all the pain and
madness in my old life. I had used and still could use a number of surface
identities on paper, but I couldn’t remake the real me, this body I carried
around, this mind, and all the things I’d done with both….


My writing hand worked faster at the possibilities now, and
what had happened a year ago on a trek through The Astral Mountains was at the
top of my list. Several people had been killed then. Did someone blame me for
that—and did the person also blame everyone else involved? This was something I
could check on—if anyone else involved had received threats. Tan had been
involved, but as far as I knew, he hadn’t gotten any threats.


However, since that trek-time, I’d lost control over the
outcome of that situation and wasn’t sure of the names of all the people who’d
been killed: The Diamond Council had taken over, and my unusual pipeline of
unusual info, Arlene Hu, had been in prison for months….


Now I thought of the job I did on Earth-Moon several years
ago—I put that down as Number Two. I wasn’t looking forward to reopening that
event, so I’d leave examining that for later.


Next on my list was what occurred during the small number of
times I hadn’t worked alone as a Miscellaneous. I had long ago lost contact
with my partners on joint jobs, Molotov and Anthem, but now I’d have to get in
contact with them. Another thing I wasn’t looking forward to….


Suddenly I heard the clink-clink-buzz of someone
turning off the alarm system to open the front door—probably Tan, but I
couldn’t take a chance.


My heart turning into an adrenaline-pumping machine, I
sprung up for my case and yanked out my biggest handgun.


I waited in the doorway to the hall, my gun at my side…but
then I saw Tan’s black silky hair, the changing curve of his moving shoulder
beneath his black shirt as he shut the white door behind him.


My breath shot out my mouth in a rush. He must have heard.


“Hey,” he said, turning around sharply. “Were you waiting
for me?” His brown eyes slid down, noticed my gun. He had a big gray shoulder
bag on his arm, and now the bag dropped to the floor. “What’s going on?”


“I got a letter,” I said.


“You don’t look too good.”


“The letter isn’t too good. In fact, it’s really bad. Be
prepared.”


He sighed, and it was a long sigh. Finally shaking his head,
he laid his key-cards on the hall side table.


Now I said, “I think you should pack up some things and we
should go to a hotel. It’s probably not safe here. I got a death-threat.”


His head whipped toward me. “What? What?” Lately, Tan had
developed this tic of saying words twice when he was confused or upset. And
whenever he’d do a Tan-tic, I’d joke that chasing me around to whatever new
disaster had been turning him into an old man.


But I didn’t do that joking today. I just wasn’t in a joking
mood. And I was pretty sure he wasn’t either.


“Today I got this in the mail,” I said, walking up to him
and handing him the plastic bag.


The letter’s contents were clearly visible, and now he
frowned down at the two sentences. “This looks ridiculous. Like a prank.”


“I considered that. But, somehow, it feels personal.”


“It’s seven words—what does that mean!”


“I’m assuming it means what it says.”


His dark eyes shifted to the silver watch on his wrist.
“We’re supposed to be at Nell’s place in an hour for dinner—”


I swallowed back my disappointment and saw the look of
disappointment on his face. Then I said, “We’ll have to cancel.”


“And you’ve got the court case tomorrow!” Now he kind of
shoved the plastic bag back at me and charged past me down the hall and into
our bedroom.


I followed him, watched him yank off his black shirt, watched his slim, fit pale chest emerge from beneath the
black.


Looking at him always made me warm below the neck, but his
insensitive behavior had hurt me above the neck. So I said, “Is this what
you’re going to practice now: denial?”


“I only just walked in the DOOR. And I’ve got to take a
piss. Give me ten minutes before you tell me the sky’s falling!” He rushed into
the adjoining bathroom and slammed the door closed behind him.


 


*


 


I stood there shaking a bit, watching the white door and
waiting for him to change his mind, come back out and say he was sorry for practically
shouting. I couldn’t believe he’d stormed off like that. I didn’t exactly want
that letter, but my having gotten it wasn’t my fault. At
least not totally….


But I had my own ways of denying and avoiding, a.k.a.
working: I sprung into action again.


Back in the living room, I dropped the plastic bag into my
case and grabbed my portable phone from inside my favorite black corduroy
jacket. Then I dialed the number to my employee Roberto’s house. I wasn’t sure
if he’d be there because he’d told me he would probably be out today. But,
luckily, he answered on the second ring.


“Roberto,” I told him, “trouble’s come up. I know you said
you’re not coming into the office tomorrow, but you’ll need to stay away for
longer than that.”


“Well, shit, what happened now?” he asked, a heavy frown in
his voice.


I filled him in on the situation. Then I mentioned getting
better security on my car and Tan’s, and having someone check out both cars.
“I’d prefer tonight, like right now. You got any ideas who can do it? I’m going
to check around the house, but the electrical system in the cars….”


“I’ll be over there within the hour, Pia—I know just the
person.”


 


*


 


When I hung up with Roberto, I took my scanner and my gun
and went to look around outside.


I checked the front door and stoop, around all the white
windowsills, along the back slate patio—I ran Osier scans everywhere. But I
didn’t find anything unusual. My prints were everywhere; Tan’s were everywhere;
our friends’ prints were on the doors; an unknown-to-my-scanner set of prints
was on Tan’s car-door handles, but he’d just taken the car to get fixed a few
days ago.


It seemed I had been wasting time.


I was sighing as I walked back into the house; I reset the
alarm behind me, which was coded to accept only Tan’s fingerprints and mine.


I heard the soft rushing sound coming from the bathroom
shower. When I finally stepped near the doorway there, through the white shower
stall’s glass, I saw Tan washing his black hair.


“That isn’t the first time you’ve done that,” I said.


His brown eyes flashed my way through the glass. “What—done
what?”


“Scoffed at something important I’m worried about. It’s a
sexist thing to do. Like you’re implying I’m hysterical.”


“Pia, I didn’t mean to do that. I just had a busy day at
work—”


“So did I. And then I came home to
see that.” My hand shot out randomly, meaning the letter. “I’m always
worried about us—you especially. You haven’t gotten any threats or
anything? This could be something from the Astrals escapade.”


He nodded fast. “Actually, I was just thinking about that.
What about Hera? You know they might be after you.”


“I’m making a list, and that’s one of the strongest
possibilities on it. But I keep dismissing it in my head because they wouldn’t
do something so stupid right while Ronin’s on trial. They’d want to distance
themselves from me and the bombing as much as possible. Ronin’s a killer, and
he was working with them…. I don’t know. Maybe I’m wrong. They’re still on the
list. I just think Ronin’s more in danger from them than I am. That might be
why he pled guilty: he’s safer in jail.”


Tan turned off the shower water, and then his hand fixed
into a palm-up position as his other hand opened the sliding glass door. “All right. So now what?”


“I called Roberto—I want to get the cars checked and a
better alarm put on them to let me know if they’re tampered with.”


“Oh Christ,” Tan said.


And I flashed him a look that said, You’re
doing it again.


Slowly, he nodded back at me, sighing as he briefly closed
his eyes.


Then when he opened them again: “I just don’t think we
should leave the house, Pia. I really don’t. You can’t let people keep doing
this to you—running off. You’ve got to stand your ground sometimes. We could go
to a hotel, but how are you really secure there? At least you know your own
space here.”


He was right. I hadn’t thought of it like that.


This was why I often discussed so much with him, why I had longed
to discuss even more with him: Tan’s pragmatism, his honesty, would help set me
right, would give me a perspective from outside the confines of my past. It had
been so crowded with insanity that my first instinct on anything had
permanently been turned into a flight-or-fight position. Fear was good, but if
you were too reactive, you could overreact and inadvertently make problems
where there hadn’t been any….


My eyes slid down Tan’s wet body, to his dick. It was
reddish and plump-looking, and I bit my bottom lip to help stop the tingling
feelings in my crotch before they could blossom too much. This just wasn’t the
right time….


I was sighing as I walked away and across the house into the
kitchen to pick up the phone and dial Nell’s number. I hit the speaker-phone
button. And when Nell’s voice came on the line, I said, “Nell, I’m going to
have to cancel for tonight.”


“Oh Pia, no. Why?” There was hurt
in her voice, and I hated that I had to do this. I hated that I was so
dangerous to have as a friend.


“Problems, problems,” I said to Nell now, sounding like Tan
with his tic. “Danger again. I can’t bring it over there,
Nell. Not to my friends.”


“But you’re wrong, Pia! I can’t stand when you do this,
running away from everyone. When you’re in trouble is exactly when you need
your friends. That’s what they’re for—protection in bad times! Derek’s here;
he’s armed. So are you. You better come over!”


Her words reminded me of Tan’s outburst: clearly, everyone
hated when I would automatically run away. Had my image of life been backwards
there? I’d always thought that if you have people you care about,
you should make as few problems for them as possible. But maybe some people
wanted to be needed as much as they wanted to be liked.


I was about to open my mouth again when Tan, wearing only a
small patch of blue bikini underwear, walked into the room. He must have heard
what Nell had said: he moved over to the fridge and raised his voice toward the
phone on the opposite side of the kitchen. “That’s what I told Pia—I’m not
leaving my house!”


“Your house?” Nell asked.


“Nell,” I said, “I just don’t know yet what’s going on—where
it’s safe.”


“Aren’t you still set for court tomorrow?”


“Yeah,” I said in a dry voice, watching Tan as he drank from
a glass full of water and watched me back.


“So much stress on you right now!” Nell said. “Look, I’m
running late with dinner anyway. So you can come late—just make sure you come,
both of you! Maybe we can all brainstorm over your problem….”


I hung up with her a moment later, and then I said fast to
Tan, “Roberto’s on his way here.”


Tan shot me a questioning look.


I hesitated for an instant. Then: “He’s bringing someone to
check the cars.”


“There’s nothing wrong with my…oh.” I thought I saw his eyes
ever so slightly begin to roll.


“Don’t do it again!” I said.


His eyes stopped. “Don’t do what again?” He started
laughing, the remaining water in his glass shaking with his body’s motions.


“Christ, sometimes I could smack you.”


“Just so long as that’s as far as your
hitting goes!”


I spun around and rushed to the living room, where I put my
scanner back inside my case. I slammed the lid shut and locked it. But I’d kept
my gun out.


Tan came up behind me. “Give me a few minutes to get
dressed. I’ll come outside with you.”


“Don’t bother,” I said.


“Okay, I’ll go out like this. I’ve always wanted to flash my
nuts at the neighbors.”


I didn’t turn to look at him and his blue-covered nuts
because I wouldn’t have been able to stop looking. And I wanted to keep my
annoyance with him rolling around inside me for a little longer.


“I meant,” I said now, “don’t bother coming out at all.” I
walked away from him and to the front door.


 


*


 


Outside, my gun stashed inside my black corduroy jacket now,
I waited for Roberto. At first I intended to take a closer look-see at the cars
myself, but I felt uneasy about that because I really wouldn’t know what I was
doing there.


So I just waited on the back patio, at the very end of the
side-extension, where some bushes partly obscured the view of the front to me
and the view of me to the front.


Several times since I’d moved into this house, I’d said to Tan
that it needed some type of housing for our cars. But we’d yet to add anything
like that. If we had, I would have waited in there for a little…cover.


The words you’re so paranoid suddenly flashed through
my head, but being paranoid was always better than being dead.


I spotted movement out front: the flash of Roberto’s green
car.


I stepped off the patio and walked toward his car. A younger
guy got out of the passenger side. He had long, messy brown hair surrounding a
dirty skinny neck; large hands on skinny wrists poked out of his dark-blue
sleeves. He was tall and paper-thin. He probably could have fit under my car
without putting it on a lift.


Where the younger guy was narrow, the older Roberto was
built like a bus: big and wide and solid. And now his bus-body walked to the
back of his car, opened his trunk, and pulled out a bunch of mechanical shit.
“This is Paulie,” he called over to me.


“Hello, Paulie,” I said to the guy.


He just looked at me. He didn’t seem to want to speak.


“Paulie doesn’t talk too much,” said Roberto. “He’s married
to my cousin, Barbara.”


“Oh,” I said, and this was the first I’d heard that Roberto
had any cousins. I knew he had an aunt still alive somewhere, but, other than
that, he’d led me to believe he was on his own here on Diamond. He did,
however, still live with Jamie, whom I’d brought back with me from a trip to
Hera. His living with Roberto was only supposed to be a temporary thing. But it
seemed Roberto had become a father figure to the young man, and they’d wound up
getting along well as housemates….


Paulie’s big hands were moving on some of the mechanical
equipment; his thick fingers pushed buttons on a gadget that was similar in
size to my Osier.


“What’s that?” I asked as I walked up to him, and this time
I expected a response.


He must have seen my determination in my face because he
finally spoke, his voice low and very deep, which always amazed me when that
type came from a skinny man. “Roberto says you want a scan done for electricals added on. This’ll do it. Batteries
on a bomb, splicing in the circuitry for a shunt of a circuit
pathway—whatever.”


“Cool. That sounds like what I need. Where’d you learn to do
this type of work?”


There was a weird, almost curt silence from Paulie, and
Roberto opened his mouth to speak for Paulie: “In the military. On Earth.”


“Oh,” I said. “Old style or UPG?”


“Old style,” said Roberto fast, and then he changed the
subject just as fast. “You in a rush, Pia? This might
take an hour or more.”


“Well, I’ve got all the time in the world.” At least while I
was still alive I had all the time in the world.


 


*


 


I stayed outside watching Paulie work; I figured that maybe
I’d learn something…I didn’t learn anything. Paulie’s mechanical efforts were
over my head because they were too specialized to car anatomy and car engines,
and engines were something I’d never dealt with as a Miscellaneous.


After a while, Tan finally emerged from the house, a fully
dressed Tan.


“Where’s the skimpy underwear?” I smirked at him and his
black sweater and black pants.


“Later,” he said then in a low voice close to my ear. He
passed me by and walked over to Roberto. “Haven’t seen you in
a while. How are you doing? Where’s Jamie?”


“He’s off somewhere with his mom. Took her
and a nurse on a vacation from the home.”


Jamie had moved his mom from Hera to Diamond several months
ago, but she needed care in a special home. Every month I gave him a little
money to help with the cost. Though he was doing better now financially since
I’d helped him get a job as an interpreter at the Citadel, where Tan and Derek
worked, I was still doing much better financially than Jamie. That was one of
the perks of having a bit of celebrity: you got free advertising for your
business.


And for months I’d thankfully been busier than normal there.
But now I’d have to put a mountain in the way of MSA’s momentum….


“Well,” Paulie said as he pulled a flat cart containing
equipment out from under Tan’s car, “I don’t see anything anywhere that
shouldn’t be there.”


I sighed and so did Tan. “Good,” I said. “Now can you fix
them up with a more sophisticated alarm system? I’ve got something on there—”


“I see that.” His free hand waved at my red car. “I can put
an alarm-armed field around them, but the problem is: the more sensitive I make
it, the more it’ll go off. Like a leaf from up there—” his fingers pointed at a
tall oak “—falling on it might trigger the alarm.”


That damn garage need again. I sighed. “Just do the best you
can. Don’t make it that sensitive. But think fingers touching it.”


The guy’s head nodded atop his skinny neck.


Tan suddenly took my hand and urged me toward the house.
“Why don’t you go get changed for Nell’s—I’ll handle this out here.”


“But—”


“Come on, Pia. You’ve had a bad shock today. You must be
feeling it.”


I was.


I stared into his eyes, feeling a burning behind mine.
“Someone hates me. Hates me enough to want to kill me.
That hurts.”


“I know,” he said, his voice a soft caress. “We’ll talk more
about it tonight when we’re alone.”


 


*


 


Later, once I’d changed into a brown sweater and brown
slacks, I was back outside paying Paulie—or at least I was back outside trying
to pay him: he wanted what I thought was a too-little amount of money.


When I said that to him, he stopped talking again.


Roberto took over for him. “Paulie gets a nice pension. He
doesn’t need the money. He did this partly as a favor to me.”


“Well, thanks,” I said, my eyes on Paulie.


He sort of nodded in reply, but he turned around and headed
back to Roberto’s car so fast that I really couldn’t be sure of the sort-of
nod.


 


*


 


Not long after, I was driving Tan in my more-secure-now car
toward Nell and Derek’s place. It was almost nighttime,
and it wasn’t a long drive, but the back roads from our house were a little too
bumpy.


“I hope whatever Paulie did doesn’t fall off,” said Tan, his
face a mask of irritation as he bounced on his seat.


I glanced at him. “I thought you said the key-cards he gave
us have a test function—”


“They do. I was just being sarcastic. I’m getting kind of
nauseous….”


“Well, you know this road’s annoying. And you chose your
house with its location!”


“It’s exactly what I want.”


“So then don’t complain. But, because I love you, you can
complain all you want.”


He laughed at my contradicting my own words.


I finally pulled the car down Nell’s driveway toward where
her brick-red house sat nestled between some large bushes. When she and Derek
had gotten married last year, they’d bought this place shortly after.


Most of Diamond was very temperate in climate, and this part
of Diamond was no exception. But, occasionally, the nights turned cold. And
tonight was supposed to be one of the more frigid ones.


Pale gray smoke rose from the red chimney atop Nell’s square
red house, and the front door opened. Gold light spilled from the doorway,
where Nell stood excitedly waving to me; her face looked so happy that for a
moment I forgot the rest of the day and let myself feel happy for her
happiness. She’d finally gotten what she’d always wanted: her own home. But
then she’d gotten even more than that: a nice man and a just-as-nice baby.


“I’m so glad you came!” she called to me now as I turned off
the car’s engine.


From the backseat I grabbed my case and a gift bag holding
two bottles of plum wine. Then I walked up the porch stairs and into the
doorway, where Nell took me in her arms. She was wearing a satiny midnight-blue
top, and her satiny shoulder felt cool against my face.


She shifted against me and pulled back a bit, her hand
reaching for the side of her breast. When she spoke now, her brown eyes rolled,
and she kept her voice low—apparently, for her and my ears only. “I was feeding
before—she favors this boob, and it’s so sore now! What’s wrong with my other
one—why doesn’t she like it as much? That’s what I want to know.”


I laughed so hard, and I realized then that I’d made the
correct decision in coming there.


I handed her the gift bag, and her other arm urged me to
come inside more; a little cold wind touched my hair as Tan walked in behind
me. When Nell hugged him now, my eyes traveled down the living room to where I
spotted Derek setting the dining-room table. That room was decorated a rich
red; so was the living room I was now walking through. Their house was sort of
a mirror image of Tan’s house: his bedrooms were on the left of the kitchen and
living room; their bedrooms were on the right of the dining room and living
room.


“Hey,” I called to Derek as I moved closer to him. He
grinned at me beneath a head of golden hair. “What’s for dinner?” I asked now.
“It smells so good in here! Where’s the baby?” I looked at Annie’s green and
white round playpen near the dining-room table, but the pen was empty.


“She’s asleep in her crib,” Nell said from beside me.


“Oh…I thought I could see her tonight.” I felt really
disappointed.


And the degree of my disappointment must have been evident
in my voice because Nell quickly grabbed my hand and tugged me toward the hall
that led to her bedroom. “Of course you can see her. Come on.”


Because she was still too small to sleep in her own room,
Annie slept in the corner beside Nell and Derek’s bed. And when I stepped
inside their room now, my eyes first fell on the beautiful swathe of red and
brown blankets flecked with gold threads that Nell had hung on that corner’s
walls. Then my eyes moved to the bunch of colorful toys and baby-care
paraphernalia arranged on the floor and on the long dark dresser nearby, which
flanked the overstuffed red chair that Nell used whenever she had to nurse
Annie during the night.


I sighed, partly because the room was just such a warm,
sigh-inducing space, and, partly because, tonight, in the center of that
warmth, little Annie Nelline Willet was sleeping so
peacefully.


Her tiny body in her little white nightshirt lay nestled
inside her cherry-red crib cushion. Her lips were slightly open and her
copper-colored curls framed her round peaceful face, which was a soft brown
touched with a golden red. She looked like a fifty-fifty mix of both her
parents—except her hair, which was courtesy of a distant, very red-headed
relative of Derek’s.


I reached down to touch one of Annie’s copper curls; then I
gently stroked her teeny-tiny fingers. The absolute softest
skin—baby skin.


“She is soooo beautiful,” I said.


“She looks like her mom,” said Derek in a soft voice as he
walked in.


“She looks like her dad!” said Nell.


“You’re both wrong,” I said, “and you’re both right: she’s
both of you.”


“I agree with Pia,” said Tan from behind me. “I wish she was
awake—I could have used a cuddle….”


“I’ll give you one later,” I said, and Nell laughed.


“Tan, about work today…” Derek began, and then he and Tan
moved out of the room.


I stared down at Annie again. I’d always found the way
children came out a curious thing: sometimes they were a fifty-fifty blend of
their parents; other times they were like duplicates of one of the parents;
and, still other times, the children fell somewhere in between. You just never
knew beforehand. Nature apparently loved its secrets and surprises….


I suddenly remembered that I’d once possessed what Annie
had: a house full of love, love from my parents. It had been so long ago, but
whenever I would come here and whenever Nell would occasionally bring Annie to
the office, I would re-experience the memories I’d repressed about my parents,
about how much they loved to hug me and would always take me with them when
they traveled, which traveling they’d loved to do.


Now, tomorrow, my memories of them would resurface even
more, but not in a good way….


“Let’s go in her room now,” Nell said to me. “I just put the
finishing touches on the walls today. And I can’t wait till you see it!”


I couldn’t wait either, and when I finally did walk into the
adjoining nursery a moment later, I felt happy for the first time that day. It
was hard to not be happy with all the room’s reds, oranges and yellows
surrounding me.


My eyes slowly passed over the rainbow shapes Nell had
painted on the walls, but they were rainbows without any blues. “I don’t want
her to ever be blue,” Nell had told me once, and now I thought that, in this
room, Annie would never be sad. No one could ever be.


 


*


 


We finally went into the kitchen so Nell could finish
cooking her Thai vegetable curry. This meal was a treat to me: Nell was a great
cook. But I had been missing her cooking because, lately, with Derek and the baby
and her side-business making jewelry, Nell seemed to have less and less time to
spend entertaining….


Her dark eyes glanced up at me as she moved around the
kitchen, her hands gathering and mixing together some extra spices. “I’m glad
you came tonight for my own reasons too,” she said then in a very low voice.


At first I didn’t understand why she’d spoken so softly:
Derek and Tan had disappeared into the study.


But then I realized that Nell’s voice had lowered because
she was about to say something difficult for her to say—and difficult for me to
hear.


“I worry so much now,” Nell began. “When you’re always
thinking for more than yourself, that worrying’s what
happens. I’m lucky that I’ll always have my blood family to care for Annie, but
a person’s family doesn’t know everything about her. They deliberately don’t
want to know—or you just can’t tell them everything. That’s where you come in,
Pia. If something happens to me, I hope you’ll fill Annie in on the rest of
me.”


I felt a sharp jolt of fear lance deep inside me. “What are
you talking about, Nell? Don’t even talk like this, please. Nothing’s going to
happen to you.”


“I don’t think anything will happen either, but we’ve all
got to go some time. And I just don’t want my daughter to have an incomplete picture
of me. She might need to know something about me no one but her Aunt Pia could
tell her.”


My mouth shook, and though I was very touched Nell had asked
this of me, I didn’t want to even think about not having her in my life. When I
thought of this now, my stomach instantly turned into a tight pit of sadness.
Nothing would happen to Nell. I wouldn’t let it happen. “I’ll do whatever you
wish, but, Nell, this is so depressing to discuss….”


“Oh I know—I know!” She turned to me then and smiled. “But
it’s the cycle of life. And it isn’t all bad. Think of all the good times we’ve
had together!”


Now I couldn’t help asking: “Christ, Nell, you’re not dying
or something, are you?”


“What?” She laughed. “No. I didn’t mean to scare you.
I just have more time to think nowadays even though my body’s busier.”


“It certainly is…. Actually, I’ve been considering hiring
someone else to help you with MSA’s paperwork on the days you’re there.”


“You know,” she said to me now, “I’ve been thinking of
getting an assistant too. Though maybe I should just quit it with the jewelry—”


“No—don’t do that! If you quit anything, quit MSA. You’ve
got more important things to do now.”


“Everything’s important,” Nell said, her plum-painted lips
sliding into an ironic curve. “I don’t want Annie growing up in an unstable
world filled with lots of crime. What I do with you at MSA is important to me
too.”


My throat moved wordlessly at first. Then: “You know what?
Right now I feel like one of the luckiest people in the world—that I have such
a wonderful friend.”


Her cheeks flushed into a deeper warm-brown color, and she
grabbed me into one of her hugs. “Me too!”


“Hey,” I heard Derek say as he and Tan walked in. “We feel
left out here. Girls have all the fun.”


Nell pulled back and flashed him an overly arched black
eyebrow. “You wouldn’t be saying that if you heard our depressing conversation
before.”


Tan flashed me a look.


And Derek’s blond brow wrinkled. “What conversation?”


“Never mind for now,” said Nell, and Derek took her in his
arms. “Oooo, not too hard, Derek. I’m sore….”


“Where?” he asked, gently pulling back.


Nell just looked at him; then she looked at me and Tan;
then, finally, she looked down at and began talking about herself, only this
time she apparently didn’t care that Tan could hear. “I’m going to make the
world’s record soon for biggest-breasted breastfeeder.
That’s what I feel like lately: a set of boobs. Just
walking-talking boobs. I’m all boobs. I’m going to name them.”


We all laughed. She grinned at me suddenly, then rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Okay, now THAT was a
weird conversation to have in a kitchen. And so is this statement on the heels
of that: dinner’s ready—so let’s eat!”


The four of us were laughing as we began moving the
different dishes of food from the kitchen onto the dining-room table. Nell
finally placed a baby monitor on top, and throughout the meal, she and Derek
periodically bounced down the hall to check on Annie.


Holding a spoonful of Nell’s delicious coconut curry near my
mouth, I smiled at her and Derek and said, “I think you both check on her so
much just to get your fix of looking at her beautiful face.”


Nell and Derek laughed. And Tan belched. Then Nell and Derek
continued laughing.


“Oh Christ, Tan. Your timing,” I said, joining in with their
laughter.


 


*


 


When we had finished the meal, Derek brought Annie out, and
Tan finally got to hold her, which he did while the rest of us cleared the
table and set up coffee, herb tea, fruit and a store-bought cake on the
living-room coffee table—a mini dessert-feast.


Tan passed Annie to me, and my eyes automatically closed as
my nose pleasantly tingled at the sweet-strawberry shampoo scent coming from
her curls. She gurgled a laugh against my shoulder.
And with her warm, soft baby-weight against me, I gently rocked her from
side-to-side while she kept laughing—and then biting at my sweater. “Is she
hungry?”


“Probably,” Nell said, walking toward her favorite red
armchair in the living room. She stopped and held out her arms to me. “I’ll
feed her a bit, then I’ll put her in the pen. She
loves playing with the fat cushion in there.”


Nell leaned back in her chair as she held Annie to her
breast beside some cover from her dark shirt. From on the big couch, I watched
her hand stroke Annie’s curls.


Derek plopped down onto the loveseat next to her and said,
“I ran into Roberto before in the supermarket. We weren’t talking even two
minutes and he mentioned Lori.”


Roberto and Lori had connected during the Castano case I’d
been involved in last year, but the two of them had broken up recently. Roberto
hadn’t been taking it well; he talked about it to anyone who would or wouldn’t
listen. In other words, he talked about it a lot.


“He can’t help himself, it seems,” I said, pouring myself
some herb tea.


“Actually, he didn’t mention it before at the house,” Tan
said from beside me.


I looked at him. “Yeah—that was surprising. But maybe he was
too distracted.”


“By what?” Nell asked.


I didn’t answer her question because, not for the first
time, this strange idea came into my head: Nell was still nursing Annie, and I
didn’t want to bring up anything bad in that context. Like maybe that could
somehow flow into Annie’s mind not only from my words but from Nell’s thoughts
flowing through her breast. Basically, I never talked about anything bad when
Annie was in the room. I wasn’t sure if Nell knew this, and I didn’t want to
explain my superstitiousness to her.


But, as if Tan knew what I was doing (and I’d never told him
about my superstition, so if he did know, he must have sensed it), he changed
the subject. “Hey, there’s cake! Can I cut some of the cake?”


“Of course!” Nell said as Annie
suddenly stopped nursing. Nell shifted the baby in her arms, then
began patting her back. “Oooo,
baby. You weren’t that hungry after all. You had enough before, huh?”
She threw a look over at Derek, and he looked back at her, almost a leer. Nell
laughed and shook her head, and my cheeks warmed at the private moment that had
just passed between them in a public way.


Tan didn’t seem to notice their exchange; he was busy
stuffing his face with the cake. The inside contained sweetened strawberries,
and Tan had been going through an I-Love-Strawberries phase lately.


“Okay, baby, time to rest,” Nell suddenly said as she got up
from her chair and walked over to the pen in the dining room. She moved the pen
closer to the living room and placed Annie inside. Nell’s back faced us, but I
could tell from the position of her elbows that she was closing her shirt.


From the dining-room table she grabbed a big-and-squeaky
bear-ball and gave it a light squeeze for Annie, who gurgle-laughed and pushed
at the ball, and then wet-laughed even harder when the ball wheezed.


“Mommy’s going to have some cake—be extra good!” Nell said.
As soon as she came back into the room, she plopped down hard onto the
loveseat. Derek gave her a quick kiss on her cheek, and she smiled as she began
pouring herself some coffee from the silver coffee dispenser. “How are the
drinks and dessert?”


My voice was light and happy: “Divine, Nell! I should have
said that sooner.”


She laughed in my direction. “You did—about dinner.”


“Oh yeah, you’re right.” I smiled back at her.


Then there was a silence, the kind of restful living-room
silence that always makes me not want to speak.


I listened to the scrape of Tan’s fork against his dessert
plate, the swish-plop of liquid as Nell poured more coffee….


Then, finally, Derek spoke: “So, what’s been going on? Nell
said something bad happened.”


My hand shook and I almost spilled my tea. I laid my cup
onto the low glass-top table in front of me; then I waved a fast hand at the
air. “Oh—I really don’t think we should discuss that. It would just ruin the
night.”


“The night’s ruined anyway if you’re sitting here worried and
feeling alone with your problems!” Nell said. “I can tell by your face: you
keep forcing yourself to smile.”


She was right. And I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t
say anything.


Derek sat forward more on the loveseat’s edge. “Pia, if
you’re worried about us, don’t. I’ve just had the
security system here upgraded, and you should know by now that Nell can handle
herself.”


I looked at his face, at his striking blue eyes, which were
wide open now, waiting. “I know that,” I finally said. “But she hasn’t dealt
with all the stuff I have—and I’m really glad she hasn’t!” He nodded, and Nell
frowned. “I’m sorry, Nell,” I added quickly. “I don’t mean that as an insult to
you, but I can’t even get Tan to understand this sometimes.” I turned to him;
he was also frowning, but down at his plate. “I’ve seen so many terribly ugly
things and terribly ugly people. I know how life can turn ugly on a dime.”


“So then what are you saying?” Nell asked, and she sounded
worried now, the same way I’d sounded in the kitchen when she’d asked me to
look out for Annie.


My head spun back to Nell. “I’m saying that you probably
won’t be seeing me for a while. I’ll need to take care of some things, alone—”


“No way,” Tan cut in, his voice an angry
admonition, which tension was precisely what I didn’t want present in any of
our conversations tonight.


“All right, all right,” I said fast on a half-sigh,
half-groan. “You can come sometimes.” At least I was agreeing at that moment
to his coming with me, and I was agreeing because of the anger in his
voice. But when the time would come for me to act, I had no intention of taking
him with me anywhere.


“What exactly happened?” Derek asked now. His blue eyes and
Nell’s brown ones curiously probed my face.


“She got a letter. A death threat,” Tan said in a not-low
voice.


“Shh!” I hissed at him. “The baby!”


“She doesn’t know what’s going on,” Derek said. He pointed
at me. “You got the letter with you?”


“Yeah.”


“Show us, Pia,” said Nell.


I was sighing as I walked into the hall where my case was
and opened it. A moment later in the living room again, I handed the plastic
bag to Nell.


“Christ,” she said as she read the letter beneath there.
“Ugh.”


“Yeah: ugh.” I watched her face both fall and pale.


Derek’s head was tilted toward her, and his eyes were on the
letter in her hand. “It looks childish or something.”


“No it doesn’t!” said Nell. Her head shifted toward the
dining room, and then she handed the bag to Derek, got up and went to check on
Annie.


I got up too—and took the plastic bag from Derek. “I’ve got
to apologize—I shouldn’t have brought this here.”


“Yes, you should have!” Nell called over at us. “I’m not
going to lie and say it doesn’t upset me. But I thought I heard Annie cry out.
She does sometimes in her sleep. Or she might need a diaper-change….” Nell must
have seen me grab the letter. “But don’t put it away—I’m coming back!”


She did an instant later—to pull me into one of her hugs. “You poor thing.” Her hand rubbed my back and I squeezed her
tighter.


Then she took the bag from me, turning it over and over till
she’d seen all the writings, including the words on the outer envelope. “So
this went through the mail.”


I nodded, falling back onto the couch.


“Pia,” she said then, looking down at me as she gave the bag
to Derek again, “maybe you should take this to the police.”


I shook my head fast. “I can’t do that.”


She sat down beside Derek. Tan looked at me, and both he and
Nell said, “Why?” at the exact same time.


“Just trust me that I can’t.” I turned my head to encompass
both my friend and my boyfriend.


“But what if it doesn’t have something to do with you from
years ago?” Tan asked, and his left hand grabbed my right and pulled it into
his lap.


Nell pointed an excited forefinger at me. “Yes! That’s what I
thought. There’s that case about six-months ago—remember that guy? The one who
got busted for smuggling altered human DNA across planets?”


“Yeah,” I said. The guy’s rich parents had hired me to do a
security job at their real-estate business, and the son’s ultimately
getting busted was an unplanned side effect of another scenario. But…. “Nell, I’ve made a list of possibilities. And he’s on
the list. But the thing is: I didn’t bust him. That just came out as a
consequence from the other hospital guard-supply job.” Two
totally-unrelated-at-first jobs wound up having a tangential connection—that
was the way it went sometimes. “He never even met me. His parents did, but this
letter thing really doesn’t seem like their style.”


“Oh Pia, I just don’t know….” She was eyeing the letter in
Derek’s hand. “Even if it’s someone’s sick joke, it makes me mad—that someone
could think to send this to you and destroy your day. Such creeps out there.”


“I wish it was just a joke,” I said.


“But you don’t think it is.”


With my eyes fixed in her direction, I indicated I was
pretty sure the threat was no joke.


Nell kind of shuddered, and her head turned toward the
dining room again. Clearly, she was thinking of Annie. So was I.


Now, in my stomach, I felt a tight ball of regret over my
having come there that night. And I wondered if Nell was thinking the same
thing….


“She’s moving awkwardly,” she said now. “I’ve got to go
change her—I’ll be right back.”


As she walked away, I could feel how flushed my face was.


“Damn, Pia, you look upset,” said Derek then.


The words “Wouldn’t you be?” were on the tip of my
tended-to-be-too-automatic-lately tongue, but then I realized how terrible that
would sound when directed toward my friend. Now I said, “I just really need to
get moving on this soon.”


Tan’s hand pulled mine more until my upper arm was pressed
against his, till my brown sweater-sleeve was pressed against his black one.
His face nuzzled the side of my face, my jaw, my hair; I heard his soft sigh,
and my heart did a small sad hop.


We remained like that for a few moments, just still and
peaceful, while Derek leaned back into the couch and stared up at the ceiling….


But he finally began talking again. “Hey, Pia, have you
examined the letter at all—like the paper?” His eyes fell down on the plastic
bag, which he had laid onto the glass tabletop between us.


“Mm-hm,” I said. “There are prints
on the outside. And…”


My voice faded as Nell walked back into the dining room. She
grabbed the baby monitor. “I put her in her crib—what did I miss in here?!?”


Derek looked up at her. “We were just talking about the
fingerprints on the envelope.”


“Talking what—what happened?” Nell asked from the loveseat
now.


I pulled away from Tan slightly, and his hand finally let my
arm go. “Well,” I said, “my scanner said there’s a high probability that all
the unknown prints on the outside are from one person.”


A small silence.


Then Nell frowned. “That’s strange, Pia.”


“What’s strange?”


Her hand pointed at the tabletop, and then her eyes lifted
to the ceiling as if she were carefully thinking. “Well, if it went through the
mail, why only one set of prints?” I looked at her. And she continued talking:
“Either someone at the other end’s post-office removed any prints from the
outside, or prevented them. Or someone removed them on this end and
unintentionally added new ones. Or even intentionally.”


I sat up straighter. “You’re right, Nell. You’re right.”


“That’s my Nell,” Derek said, pulling her closer to kiss
her.


But she laughed and sort of pushed him away. “Whew—you stink
of garlic!”


“Don’t blame me. You did the cooking.” He kissed her again,
and she kissed him back this time.


Then she sighed. Then she turned back to me. “There’s
another possibility, Pia: the letter didn’t go through the post-office.”


“Yeah,” I said. “I did assume the prints were from my
end-destination post-office. Without my code-key, someone could only get in
through the back part of the box.”


“The part the employees have access to,” said Tan.


“Yeah,” I said again, shaking my head this time. “What the
hell is going on?”


“That’s what you need to determine,” said Nell.


 


*


 


Tan and I left about an hour later. I was sorry to go, but I
also thought I’d stayed too long.


However, on the way back home in the car, I did feel better.
My friends had been right: I didn’t have to deal with everything on my own. I
had friends who could help me, and that made me lucky in that one way at least.
I needed to remember my good fortune in my friends and use that option when I
needed to use it.


Tan drove us home pretty slowly; there were almost no
streetlights, and the night around the car seemed so thick, I wondered if I
could reach out the window and smear the black on my fingers. The dense night
helped me imagine that this day hadn’t gone the way it actually had, that the
letter had never come, that I’d only experienced
positive things today.


Why couldn’t life be like that? Why couldn’t your mind just
wipe away everything unpleasant and make it all disappear outside your mind
too?


 


*


 


When we finally got home and found nothing out of the
ordinary (I made us check around the house, both inside and out), I went into
our bedroom, pulled off my clothes and jumped into the shower, hoping a healthy
spray of hot water on my skin would clear my mind of all the things I didn’t
want to think about….


It didn’t work. I came out of the shower and towel-dried
myself off, but by the time I was finished, my face
was flushed from more than the water’s heat.


The next day would be another unpleasant one for me, even if
the threat-letter hadn’t come….


…Just then I wondered if the timing was indeed
suspicious—was it a threat to make me rethink my testimony in court? It was a possibility I hadn’t considered till now.


But, I couldn’t see how threatening me
over that would be worth the trouble: Ronin had already pled guilty, and that
had nothing to do with me because I hadn’t even been involved in the court case
yet.


I was sighing as I walked into the bedroom—to find Tan lying
back on the bed, his lean fit body clad in only his skimpy sea-blue underwear.
His face turned to me. “Why did you shower? Didn’t you shower before you got
dressed earlier?”


“I just needed some heat now to make me feel better.”


“I can give you some heat,” he said.


I laughed, softly. “Mm-hm.
I’m sure you could.” My eyes were on the enticing bulge of his prick and balls
beneath the thin fabric. But I hesitated near the bed, thinking of the front
door….


He rose up and back onto his elbows now. “I double-checked
everything. And your case is on the floor over there. Come to bed.”


I flushed because he’d guessed correctly about what had been
bothering me. Then I flushed more because my eyes were on his crotch again,
which was moving as he moved up even more, to sit back against the black
headboard. He raised his arms to me, and then I finally slid into them.


“Christ, this day,” I said, leaning my head forward and
sighing against his neck, which I imagined smelled like the strawberries he’d
eaten earlier.


His arm reached for the lamp beside the bed; he lowered the
light till it was much softer. Then he said in his softest voice, “Don’t think
about it now.” He finally kissed me on the lips and I opened mine to him,
sighing inside his mouth because it always felt like his insides could pull the
bad from mine and cancel out that bad.


I was naked but he wasn’t yet. My hand reached down and slid
into his underwear; he was hard and hot. And now we were both moaning. I jerked
him hard, wanting to make him come, wanting to make
him feel good because he’d made me feel good so many times. But he slid away
from me a bit so he could pull his underwear all the way off.


And then he was back beneath me, his genitals pressing near
mine; I slid on top of him till his dick was right against my cunt, and then my
hand was on him, positioning him, and then he was inside me all the way, and
his tongue was in my mouth again.


 I had always been on the thin side, but over the past
few months I’d intentionally gained what I felt was a bit of needed weight. And,
fortunately, most of it had gone to my chest. I was still quite small there,
quite flat, but I was bigger than I had been. At least I had more defined
breast-bumps. And, at that moment, Tan’s hot open mouth was on one of my
breasts. I was pleased; he seemed pleased.


I stared at him as I pushed my hips down onto him and he
pushed his hips up at me. His pretty pink mouth seemed so intent on my tit…I
could feel that wonderful building inside me—right where the core of my cunt
seemed to be, at the top front, the sore sensation there from all the friction,
yet the pleasant springiness of the soreness….


I began crying out, feeling Tan’s hands tightening on my
hips, controlling my motions so he could get off faster. He moaned loudly and
thrust harder and harder and faster and faster, jerking up into me till I
finally felt the warmth of his semen spread inside me.


And, in that instant, I felt so damn happy that I could feel
his warmth.


 


*


 


The next morning I woke up very early, partly because it was
quite a drive to the court—and partly so I’d have plenty of time to mentally
ready myself for the actual case, ready myself psychologically.


I took a shit and a shower. And as I slipped on a clean
blouse and walked out of the bathroom, I accidentally woke Tan.


“Time?” he asked from the bed when the clock was right on
the nightstand beside him. Apparently, he was too tired to turn his head.


“It’s early yet,” I said then. “Go back to sleep.”


Grunting, he flipped over onto his stomach.


 


*


 


Later I was in the kitchen finishing off my breakfast of
whole-grain toast and herb tea when Tan emerged—fully dressed now in his gray
work-clothes.


“I want to come with you to court,” he said, standing before
the refrigerator and pulling out a white pineapple-juice container.


But I shook my head at him. “No.”


“Come on, Pia—”


“You’ve got to work today! And I should do this alone.”


He sighed hard and plopped the container onto the counter,
his eyes falling on me as he shook his head. “Did anyone ever tell you that
you’re the most stubborn person in the galaxy?”


“Yeah, you. All
the time.”


He pointed at me. “You should listen to him. That man knows
what he’s talking about.”


I laughed around the piece of toast in my mouth.


“I’m serious. I’m…worried about you. Let me come with you.”


“No, no. Really. I can handle this
myself.”


“Must you always do that? You’ve got me—so use me!”


“I do use you; I use you for other things. I definitely used
you last night.” I had tried to inject a sexy lighthearted tone into my voice
now, but my voice had only come out tired-sounding.


He exhaled a loud breath as he poured himself some juice
into a tall glass. “I don’t want to argue. Whatever you say.
So…will you be going over to the office today?”


“Maybe later I’ll check it.” I felt heat in my face. I suspected
he’d really meant to ask me if I would check the mail later, but he didn’t want
to upset me by bringing it up if I hadn’t been thinking about it (which I had
been).


…Or maybe I was imagining hidden meanings inside his words.
It seemed I often did that in general.


 


*


 


Hours later, I finally parked my car in the parking lot
across the street from the courthouse.


I eyed the big and rectangular courthouse building beyond my
windshield; the building had been coated with diamond-sand-based stucco, and
the pale walls glistened in the sunlight, like some beacon of truth and
justice. But then I remembered that there were no such things as truth and
justice, and I also remembered my personal predicament.


Quite a few people were standing around outside the courthouse,
but the walkway to the front door was through an open area that would expose
me.


I was sighing at my (hopefully) paranoid state as I grabbed
my black purse and stepped out of my car.


I clicked the key-card button to re-arm the car’s new alarm,
my nervous eyes shooting around, but I didn’t see anything out of the
ordinary—anyone out of the ordinary focused on me. I did, nevertheless,
feel quite naked as I quickly walked to the building: I had no weapon on me. I
would have been arrested if I’d tried to bring a weapon in there….


Suddenly I wondered if I should have taken Tan up on his
offer. Well, I probably should have, yeah. Stupid.


I was sighing again as my sweaty hand grabbed the bronze
knob on the big wooden front door and pulled it open.


The inside of the cavernous building seemed more crowded
with people than the outside had seemed. But I finally spotted the prosecutor
for Ronin’s case, Ann Jennings, standing at the far end of the hallway.


I’d gone to her office the week before because she wanted to
discuss some things about my testimony today. But I hadn’t been in the actual
courtroom—or an actual courtroom in a long time—until I would be today.


I moved toward Jennings, but before I could get there, to
the left I noticed a man and a woman sitting on one of the side benches; they
were both crying. The heavy-set man pulled out a tissue from the pocket of his
brown jacket and blew his nose loudly. The gray-haired woman seemed to be
avoiding looking at anyone’s eyes, including the eyes of the crying man; she
cried at the floor, into herself.


Ann Jennings walked up to me and said hello. But she must
have noticed where I’d been staring. Her green eyes moved in that same
direction now, and she spoke in a low voice: “That’s
Sam Ardento’s parents.”


Sam Ardento was one of the dead Festival employees, a young
janitor, a young janitor Ronin had blown up.


The whole thing suddenly became so goddamn depressing. I
felt my insides being yanked down, and now I wished I hadn’t fucking come
there. But what choice did I have? I probably would have been subpoenaed had I
refused to testify.


“I need to use the bathroom,” I said fast now to Jennings.
And then I walked away.


 


*


 


By the time I was done successfully repressing a sudden
nervous nausea, it was almost time to go into the courtroom.


…Still, I lingered in the bathroom: I kept feeling a strong
urge to just leave without testifying.


I hadn’t set eyes on Ronin since the Astrals escapade. And
my nausea related to him had multiple causes, one of the most important being:
I hadn’t led the life of a person who should visit courtrooms. They could pose
a problem for me, with my past.


Since I’d first learned what Ronin had done, I’d had a lot
of time to think. And I was now a bit…torn about the whole situation, which was
a lose-lose situation for me. Though part of me wanted
him to pay with his own life for taking the lives of people I loved, another
part of me didn’t want him to get executed. And he probably wouldn’t be
executed because he’d pled guilty.


But the thing was: it was always possible that someday…I
could be on trial for murder.


A part of me knew this and felt like a fraud. And that had
inserted a self-serving needle of doubt inside my brain over whether Ronin
should get the death penalty….


Still, I wanted him in jail for a long, long time. He was
not repentant; I was. That was the biggest difference between the two of us.


And that was what I told myself as I left the bathroom and
made the difficult-for-me walk toward the courtroom.


 


*


 


The big room was quite packed, mostly with bystanders
sitting in a church-like succession of slate-gray painted benches. I moved past
there and over toward the left, where the wooden wall-stand of witness seats
had been arranged perpendicular to the judge’s enormous red palella-wood bench.


The witnesses for the defense were sitting in the lower
seats because they would testify first; then the witnesses for the prosecution
(like me) would take the stand. All our seats faced the jury’s seats on the room’s opposite side, seats which were now filled with the
faceless-and-nameless seeming The People.


I stepped up to the back level of witness seats, then sat down hard on the cushioned wood chair. I nodded at
the person beside me, who was a witness I didn’t recognize.


Then I turned my head to the right, and then—there. There he
was: the man who’d destroyed my life many years ago. Today, I’d finally get to
face him in court.


He sat behind a long table in front of the bystander
benches. Someone had cleaned him up, had covered the scar on his face with
make-up, trimmed his blond hair, put him in a
pale-blue shirt and a pale-blue tie; he looked…official. He looked like a new
person. But I knew he could never be.


Beside him sat his attorney. And Ann Jennings and her assistant
occupied the prosecutor’s table beyond.


Criminal trials on Diamond usually had two parts: the
conviction part and the sentencing part. There had never been a jury-attended
conviction part to this case because Ronin had pled guilty. But the sentencing part
had been going on all morning; though the jury had been present during then, no
witnesses had been, only the judge and the attorneys doing their lawyer-things
to address and explain the specific laws on Diamond as they pertained to the
case in question.


I looked at the judge’s long bench again, at the brown
witness stand beside there. My turn to testify in that seat wouldn’t come till
two other people had testified before me, two witnesses for the defense….


From a side door the judge now entered the courtroom in a
flurry of fast-moving royal-blue robe cloth. He sat behind his red bench; then
he made a few statements about the rules of court during a sentencing trial,
about how lying was a punishable offense, about how he would keep order, and
then he asked the two attorneys to begin with their questions.


The defense attorney, a gray-suited man named Robert Barr,
called his first witness to the stand: a woman who had supposedly been in the
hall I had been in on the day of the Festival bombing, shortly before it
happened.


Barr began questioning her, and she soon claimed that she
saw no one in that hall that day.


I felt blood rise into my face because that no one would
include me: her testimony could imply that I had either been mistaken about
Ronin’s being there, or that I had been lying and would be mistaken or lying
when I took the stand and gave an account of my experiences that day.


However, during the Festival I had been part of the security
personnel there. All of this was a matter of official record. So at least I had
the weight of some law behind me.


…Would that be enough? That was the question that burned
inside my head as I listened to the woman’s bullshit—and it did sound like
bullshit. I’d never seen her before, and I certainly hadn’t seen her in the
hall that day. She could have been who she said: a worker from inside the
Festival. But if she was, she was clearly also an idiot that she would testify
for an obvious murderer.


Eventually she left the stand and the next witness took her
place: a man who apparently was a bomb expert. The defense attorney questioned
him about his area of knowledge, and the man spoke at some length about that
and about his general opinion on the Festival bombing. It was nothing I hadn’t
heard before in reports about that day.


But then Barr’s questions got more specific, and I listened
carefully as the expert now testified that the location of “the” bomb couldn’t
be pinpointed down to smaller than somewhere within a forty-foot radius of
damage.


“Mister Kramer,” Barr said then in a very confident voice,
“could the explosive element have come from the basement storage-room
thirty-feet below the building’s first floor?”


“Yes. It could have,” said Kramer, nodding his shaggy-blond
head.


A moment later the defense attorney sat down and Ann
Jennings rose from her table.


She said hello to Kramer; then she picked up some papers
from her table. “In my hand I have Page Ten from a report from the Crestview
Bomb Squad responsible for the Festival explosives clean-up. Mister Kramer,
from your testimony during the defense’s questions, I know you’ve read the
report. But I want you to re-read Page Ten. I’ll give you a few minutes.” She
handed him the report excerpt.


Then she handed another copy to the judge, who said, “The
jury will receive a copy during sentencing deliberations. Please concern
yourselves with testimonies only at this point.”


A few of the jurors nodded; the rest seemed content to
reside in a juror stupor of bored faces.


Another few moments passed, during which I eyed Ronin’s face,
which didn’t seem inclined to look my way. He mostly kept staring straight
ahead toward the witness stand. But, soon, I would be there….


Kramer was still seated at it now, though, and he finally
cleared his throat and sent the prosecutor a questioning look.


Quickly she moved back to the stand, saying, “The report
excerpt I gave you cites evidence of the prior existence of two bombs in the
wreckage. Now that you’ve re-read the report, do you dispute that finding?”


The man’s wide face seemed to twitch at her. “Uh—no. No, not really. I—”


“So then you agree that there were two bombs?”


“That seems true—yeah.”


“So even if one bomb had been placed in the basement,
couldn’t the other have been placed farther above?”


“Sure. Yeah.”


“Thank you,” she said. And she walked back to her table.


Barr shot up like a laser bullet—a lightning-quick flash of
gray-covered energetic limbs. “Mister Kramer, do you or that report have any
evidence of the specific height of the supposed bombs?”


“The…height?”


“Specifically, is there any evidence that either of the
supposed two bombs was higher than the basement storage room? If there were two
and they were both in the storage room, could there be a way that one would
only seem like it had come from higher up?”


“Well, uh, well…I suppose if there was a gas line right
above one bomb, the explosion from below might have ignited the line and
traveled in it, spreading the damage higher up; then the point of origin could
seem higher too….”


“And can that point of origin be determined from the
wreckage itself?”


“Not necessarily. When you have structural collapse and
debris from various levels piled on top of each other, with re-ignition and
re-explosion during collapse, you can’t always tell which level was ignited
first. The result’s like a giant ball of exploded mass.”


Barr’s smug voice was back again. “That’s all I wanted to
know. Thank you, Mister Kramer. You can step down.”


Barr now positioned himself to make a statement to the jury,
which statement the judge first explained was customary from the defense at
this point during a sentencing trial.


“Your Honor and honorable jury members,” Barr began, “my
client had no intention of hurting anyone, and, according to Diamond law,
intent is half of what should be considered when deciding on a sentence. Mister
Gregorievina admits to damaging the basement only and having no other
intentions.”


My heart was pumping as fast as a high-speed train now, not
just because of my imminent testimony, but because I was experiencing a bad
feeling: like I’d been broadsided by the bullshit I’d just witnessed on the
stand and had now heard from the defense attorney. The basement, the
upstairs—who the fuck cares? People died—what
else matters!


I wanted to jump across the courtroom and add another scar
to Ronin’s face. There was NO WAY he didn’t intend to kill people that day.
Killing was exactly what he did and what he enjoyed doing. And
how sick that I now had to witness reinventions of what had no doubt been his
intentions.


I knew the breed of person Ronin was. I just hoped the judge
and the jury could also tell the breed….


Barr went back to his table; the judge turned to the witness
seats now, and, from her table, Ann Jennings called out my name.


I swallowed and stood, turning to step down from the upper
seat-level—and that was when I spotted a familiar face: Tan’s face. He was
sitting in the bystander crowd, and his dark eyes were on me.


My lips parted on a taut breath: I couldn’t believe that
he’d come. And now I felt so goddamn grateful that he hadn’t listened to me.


He nodded at me slowly, a slight smile on his face, and that
smile was just what I needed to help me move one foot in front of the other and
walk onto the stand, then sit in the too-hard chair there.


Jennings came over to me and clasped her hands in front of
her; I watched the long nails on one of her hands tap at the back of her other
hand.


“Good day, Miss Senda,” she said in a pleasant voice. “You
were working as a security guard during The Diamond Sand Festival in question
today. And you were a witness to the defendant’s—” her long nails pointed to
her left, to where Ronin sat “—presence at that Festival. Is that correct?”


I cleared my throat as I moved nearer to the microphone
below and in front of me. “Yes. I was there and I saw him.”


I looked at him then, right in the eye, because he had been
looking at me. And I suddenly remembered him then, remembered our encounters,
and his utter disregard for anyone but himself. Though even that
made me wonder: some people were so dead inside to outside stimuli that
they didn’t much care if even they died. It was possible that Barr cared more
about the degree of Ronin’s punishment than Ronin did….


Then again, I now saw what looked like a snide,
I’ll-survive-at-all-costs disrespect burning behind Ronin’s bland face. He must
have been coached to look as bland and unassuming as the jury looked. But Ronin
couldn’t totally pull it off to me. The jury hadn’t seen him up close; I had.
And when he’d had murdering on his mind….


Jennings was talking to me again: “In a transcript to the
Diamond Police, you said you saw the defendant tampering with the Festival
building’s structure on the first floor?”


“Yes. He was standing at a shelf and attaching something to
it, in an area where only employees should have been. But he had no Festival
personnel badge.”


Jennings now turned away from me and said, “I want the
honorable jury to note that the defendant wasn’t employed at the Festival.”


I heard some murmuring begin in the courtroom, coming from the
bystanders. And when I looked out over it, I spotted Tan again. Unfortunately,
I had no time to contemplate his face.


Jennings now asked me several more questions, and I did the
best I could at relaying what I’d experienced that day, in as much detail as I
could remember. Then Jennings thanked me and walked away to sit at her table.


Barr didn’t rise right away from his seat; he had been
writing something down on a notepad. And for some reason that made me more
nervous than if he’d jumped up ready to pounce at me with questions.


I could feel sweat slide down the back of my neck and even
further down along my spine. My ass in my pants was painfully asleep on the
rigid seat….


“Good afternoon, Miss Senda,” came Barr’s smooth voice as he
finally moved closer to me. “In that same transcript to the Diamond Police, you
mention separate occasions where you got into separate altercations with
someone.”


“Well, I wouldn’t say separate….”


“Did you not say you were first in a hallway, then you were in a large common room, then on a transport?”


I flushed, felt more sliding sweat. “Yes—yes. But it was a
continuous encounter—”


“You mean you were suddenly magically transported from
indoors and onto a transport?”


I flushed harder, thought I heard a laugh coming from
somewhere. “N—no. There was a chase. I chased him.” I
glanced toward Ronin. “Through the building.”


“Mister Gregorievina admits that he was chased, but you
claimed you first saw him at a shelf, ‘attaching something’,” Barr said in a
skeptical voice. “And then you saw him in other areas. How can you be sure it
was the same person throughout?”


“Well, gee,” I said, “I don’t know. I mean, he was only
right in my face on the transport when he was strangling me—”


Now a few more laughs came from the courtroom bystanders.


Barr cleared his throat, and I spotted the sheen of sweat
lining his thin top lip. “But, Miss Senda, you’ve testified that you fought
with him some time later—after the explosion. How can you be sure it was
the same person at the hallway shelf and in the transport?”


“I SAW him,” I said in an emphatic voice, shooting a
careless hand in Ronin’s direction.


Barr rushed over to his table and picked up some pieces of
paper. “Here I have a police report containing your account of the supposed
incident in the hall. In this report you said the person at the shelf was
wearing a suit and a hat. If so, how could you see his whole face and head?”


“Because the hat fell off when he ran
away!” I said. What the fuck was this shit? This wasn’t happening. Would
Ronin somehow get off again? Would he get a light sentence—what?


And what the fuck did any of this matter anyway? If Ronin
had admitted to bombing the place, he’d admitted it.


I had no idea what was going on in the courtroom now, and I
felt my heart both sink and wither.


I watched as Barr moved closer to the judge’s bench. “Your
Honor, this is a judicial aside to a witness’s testimony: my client has
admitted he acted rashly in a fit of political rage….”


Political rage? What the
fuck was that?


“…And an uncertain witness about the state of his behavior
lends credence to his plea….”


“Uncertain? Do you mean me—” I said loudly,
only the judge interrupted me and I could feel my face reddening badly.


“Miss Senda, you can’t speak during a judicial aside between
an attorney and a judge. You’ll have to wait for your turn, assuming Mister
Barr has anymore questions for you.”


It suddenly became so damn clear to me that this was a
situation I had no control over. And I fucking hated it. If it weren’t for so
many eyes on me, my hands would have been balled into fists of frustration.
Instead, I had to sit and wait for this circus to finish the Ronin Is Going To Get A Too-Light Sentence Show….


“Your Honor,” Barr continued, “Mister Gregorievina had no
intention of hurting anyone. He experienced a moment of profound rage against
the political situation on Diamond and wanted to damage a structure containing
people, but not the people themselves—and that’s why he didn’t use any
explosives anywhere near where people would be. The basement storage room was
only accessible to employees, and, on that day, they were all above tending to
the Festival. My client’s running through the crowd when Miss Senda chased
him—he concedes that he was there above, but he was only in the process of
leaving….”


You mean he was FLEEING the crime scene because he’d been
caught in the act! I wanted to shout.


Only I couldn’t shout it.


And Barr continued, “There has also never been any evidence
against my client that he planned this crime with anyone else. He admits he was
operating alone, and that non-conspiracy deserves a lesser sentence….”


I almost swallowed my tongue. What the hell happened to Hu’s
video, wherein Ronin admitted to doing the Festival bombing? The prosecutor had
told me they had it. But then Hu seemingly hadn’t sent me the whole video of
that; the video ended right after Ronin made that particular confession. Had
there been something later on in the video to negate a conspiracy? I was almost
positive someone had hired him for the Festival bombing. But in his confession
did he never specifically say that someone had hired him? Or had Hu
somehow screwed me over, intentionally or unintentionally?


I suddenly regretted that I hadn’t been able to stomach
coming to the courtroom during the initial conviction hearing because maybe I
would have gotten the answers to my questions. But now whatever had happened
would be the property of the judge and jury until at least the sentencing was
over. Reporters normally weren’t allowed in Diamond courtrooms, and, during a
trial, courtroom bystanders also weren’t supposed to discuss cases with
reporters; the bystanders could get in trouble….


I looked out over the courtroom again, searching, but I
couldn’t pinpoint Tan’s face this time. I did, however, find the faces of the
crying couple from the lobby; their sad lost eyes were looking directly at me
now. As bad as this courtroom appearance had been for me, it must have been
even worse for them, at least it must have felt more immediate because their
loss had happened less than two years ago.


All the sadness in their faces suddenly hardened my resolve
to get this over with as effectively as possible and not let the insanity get
to me too much.


I glared at Barr, who was still babbling bullshit
technicalities to the judge. Yet I no longer cared what Barr said: I’d told the
truth, and I’d stick to that if asked to say more.


I was asked to say more: by Jennings. After his
blathering, Barr said he had no more questions for me.


And then Jennings got up from her seat. “Miss Senda, are you
certain that the three incidents you’ve described during your chase through the
Festival were all the same person, the defendant?”


“Yes. I’m certain,” I said, sitting up straighter, even
though that made my damn ass hurt more.


“And were gunshots fired at you during your chase?”


“Oh yes, they were.”


“Thank you for your testimony, Miss Senda.” She smiled at
me, and I rose from the stand and went back to the witness seats.


My face was flushed and my ass still hurt, but I’d made it
through my testimony, which felt good. Unfortunately, I couldn’t leave yet
because I had to sit through the last of the day’s testimonies, this time from
a witness to Ronin’s shooting at me across the crowd of Festival-goers.


To my ears, this witness was very convincing, and I hadn’t known
a witness who’d specifically and clearly seen Ronin shoot at me had even
existed….


Now there was the usual back and forth with Jennings and
Barr questioning the gunfire-witness, and then the judge declared that this
part of the sentencing was over. I got up from my seat, as did a bunch of other
people from their seats, but I was the only one who rushed out of the place, so
fast that I’d even forgotten about Tan—and I’d also forgotten to take one last
look at the scumbag Ronin’s face.


But it wouldn’t matter: everything was just out of my hands
now.


I stepped from the courtroom, hearing Jennings say “Pia!” in
a rushed voice as she charged in my direction. When I stopped moving, she asked
me to come over to a quieter spot off to the lobby’s side. Then she said, “Will
you come for the rest of the trial?”


“Are you kidding me? That was crazy. And it seems like he’ll
get off with a slap on the wrist!” I was so upset, I really felt like screaming
You fucking idiots! in
the courthouse at the courthouse.


But now Jennings said in a lawyerly-calm voice, “I can’t
predict exactly what the jury will decide, or the judge. But, you testified
that he was up-close-and-personal while trying to kill you, which is a murder
attempt. He also shot at you. And I got the defense’s witness to confirm in
front of the jury that there were actually two bombs. An enraged, temporarily
insane person doesn’t have the presence of mind to plant two bombs exactly
where they’ll do lots of damage. That takes more logical planning.”


I saw her points, but, in my mind, I also saw that
circus-masquerading-as-a-courtroom. And I knew the corrupt way things on
Diamond too often went.


I told her I really didn’t have the time to come back to the
trial again, and she seemed satisfied.


I was sighing as I walked away from her and toward the
building’s front door.


But before I could step outside, Tan rushed up to me, and
said, “You did great, Pia.”


“No I didn’t—how could anyone! What
a fucking circus.” My voice had come out angry.


But I was pretty sure he could tell I was actually on the
verge of tears because he grabbed me in his arms then, saying, “My poor baby.”


“Please let’s just get the hell out of here,” I said, my
face pressing against his shoulder.


We left the courtroom, and when I reached near my car in the
parking lot, I stopped walking and turned to him. “I can’t believe you came.”


He looked at me, a small smile on his face. “Did you really
think I’d leave you to deal with all this by yourself?”


“I love you,” I said then, and he grabbed me and hugged me
beneath the sharp warmth of the Diamond sun. For a moment, I breathed in the
Tan-like soapy-fresh scent of his skin, feeling my heart pound harder, and
sadder.


Then, slowly, I pulled back from him. “Tan, I’m so sickened by
what went on in there. The focus on minor issues turned into something when
they’re actually nothing—like the hat thing!” My face twisted into the
definition of indignant then.


“That’s the way criminal court is: hair-splitting and
sleights-of-hand. Defense attorneys looking for some way out
over nonsense.”


“Well, I don’t ever want to go through that again,” I said,
and I meant that in more court-ways than the one I’d just been in….


Tan’s face seemed to flatten suddenly. “So,
where to next? I took off the whole day today. You said you want to
check the office. Anything else?”


“I was thinking of going by the post office,” I mumbled,
turning my head away.


His voice was more urgent now. “Are you sure about that?”


“I can’t be afraid of the mail. I can’t run a business like
that. If I don’t keep checking the box regularly, I’m afraid I’ll never be able
to check it again.”


“All right,” he said. “But I’m coming with you. I’ll meet
you there.”


 


*


 


The Sapphire Lake high-security post-office boxes were in a
separate blue building from the main post-office building. And in an adjoining
room behind where the boxes were, there was a counter for the customers with
high-security boxes.


But when I got to that building today and used my ID to open
the front security door, I didn’t go anywhere near that customer counter. I
didn’t even look there. I acted normal, as if I was just checking my mail, as
usual.


I walked into the room containing the boxes, and I reached
my box just as Tan came through the room’s door.


He rushed up to me. “Everything okay?”


“I didn’t open it yet,” I said. I reached down into my black
pocketbook to where I kept a small light—and a small device I’d in-a-rush
purchased that morning to scan my box. I had no idea if the fucking flimsy
thing even worked because I’d never used anything quite like it before. But it
did look like something I’d seen Paulie use, which was where I got the idea to
buy the device.


I now ran it over the only part of the box I could run it
over: the flat front. But the device’s readout indicated there was nothing
nefarious inside as far as probable bomb material was concerned.


Here goes….


Using my left hand to hide my right hand’s motions, I
punched in the personal security code Tan and I always used on the box’s
digital panel, and then the box’s front popped open. My shaking fingers reached
for the pile of mail in there, sweat beaded up on my nose and forehead…but when
my fingers had finally rummaged through all the mail, I found nothing unusual,
no personal letters to me, or to Tan for that matter; just advertisements,
something about Tan’s house insurance, which I passed to him, and something
from the county commissioner’s office about a change in my business-license
operating fees.


“There’s nothing bad in here,” I said in a low voice.


And I couldn’t tell whose sigh of relief was louder—mine or
Tan’s.


My eyes did a quick scan of the box’s insides and found
nothing bomb-wise. But, I realized that there was enough space in front to
place a small camera. Patrons weren’t supposed to add anything to their boxes,
but fuck the post office; this was my life that was in jeopardy.


 


*


 


When Tan and I were done, we drove in our separate cars over
to MSA’s office; once again Tan had insisted on coming with me, and once again
he followed right behind me along the roads.


When we reached the office, I got out of my car, took my
case from my trunk and removed my black gun.


“What about me?” Tan said, stepping out of his car now.


I opened my case again and pulled out a smaller gun for him.


The Sun shone strong here as I did a
once-over around MSA’s red cottage-like house, which I’d recently bought from
Julianne Castano, who used to live nearby in a big house but who was in the
process of turning that big house into a museum….


Part of my mind had wandered onto a jumble of things about
her and other things because the other part of my mind wasn’t finding anything
strange outside my office.


Using my key-card and my code, I turned off the building’s
security system, then let both me and Tan inside. Then I rearmed the system.


Tan said, “I’ll look around,” as he walked away.


I’d had cameras installed at both the front and back of the
cottage, and now I checked the recording-system’s scanners to see if anyone had
shown up here since yesterday; no one had.


I shoved my gun back into my case, then plopped my case onto
my wide desk and my ass into my soft-seated armchair there.


One of my hands was pressed to my forehead when Tan walked
back in.


“Headache?” he said, putting his gun inside my case.


“No. But I might be about to get one.”


He shot me a questioning look.


“I’ve got to make a call…to Chuck Huston.”


Tan’s gorgeous straight black brow lowered into a frowning
curve of black brow. “Why now?”


“You heard what went on in court—what the fuck happened with
the video? Ronin confessed in there, and then he pled guilty. I thought someone
else paid him to bomb the Festival, but that bullshit about no conspiracy….” I
paused. Tan’s face looked blank, like he didn’t know what to say next. “I just
don’t understand—did he say who hired him on the video, but Hu left that out
because she didn’t want me to know? Was she protecting someone?”


Tan’s eyes looked dubious, and I wasn’t sure if the
dubiousness was toward me, Hu, or both…. “I don’t know, Pia,” he said now. “You
sure you want to call Chuck again? Last time you told me you didn’t have much
to say to each other.”


That was true. However, I’d last contacted Chuck months ago
on something else for another job I’d been involved in, and that wasn’t an
extensive enough job to warrant an extensive conversation between us. But he’d
still listened to me then and helped me; then again, I’d saved his life once….


Tan was looking at me, waiting. I picked up my black
desk-phone’s receiver, holding it up toward the ceiling. “You really want to be
here when I call?”


“No. I want to be on the other line listening in.”


I rolled my eyes at his back as he walked down the hall,
probably into the room where Nell sometimes did her jewelry-making, and where
there was another phone.


I punched in Chuck’s home phone number, doing which always
felt strange considering I used to be unable to openly have contact with anyone
involved with Hu. But things had changed since she’d served her jail sentence
and had been released a month before. She’d actually been in prison a few
months longer than the sentence she was supposed to get when she’d finally
given herself up and cut a deal. But something had conveniently gone wrong
during the penal system’s processing her out of her sentence….


Chuck was typically a man of only a few words at a time, and
they were typically blunt, gets-to-the-point words. So I mentally readied
myself for how to talk to him to get what I needed from him.


His booming voice finally came on the line. “Chuck Huston here.” There was a pause, while he must have
looked on a telephone-call ID or something. “Is this Pia there?”


“Yeah.”


“If it’s me you want, shoot. If you’re looking for Arlene,
she isn’t here. She’s at her campaign office, and I don’t know when she’ll be
back.” While I knew Hu, his wife, was running for political office, I hadn’t
spoken to her since right after the Astrals; she’d been in jail most of the
time since.


That no one in her circle would get jail-time had been one
of Hu’s conditions for giving herself up and was also why I’d been able to
maintain contact with Chuck: he was the first person she’d demanded immunity
for. And he had since reinvented himself as a land surveyor….


I cleared my throat now and said to him, “It’s
fine if you’ll speak to me…how is she doing actually?”


“She’s all right. But someone beat her up, busted her arm a
few weeks before she got out.”


“Shit…. I thought I heard the news mention that one night.
But, well, what did you expect would happen?”


“I expected just that. So did she.
But just because you expect something doesn’t mean it feels good. At least she
didn’t lose her arm,” he said, and I could tell by his hardening voice that he
was thinking of the arm he’d lost. “She’s campaigning with a brace around it
still.”


“Is she really all right?”


“Yeah. She’ll heal.”


I couldn’t believe I was about to say this, but…. “I hope
she does.”


“Do you?”


I flushed now. There was a chilly pause between us, chilly
from his end.


“I need to ask you something,” I finally said. “Did she ever
mention to anyone that I was involved in the Astrals trek? In her letter to me
from back then, she promised me she wouldn’t tell anyone—”


“Then she didn’t,” he said fast. “She’d keep her promise.”


“I just thought maybe she accidentally let something slip—”


“No,” he said in an emphatic voice, and I could tell he was
mad that I’d asked about that.


“Someone wants to kill me,” I blurted out now.


There was another pause.


“Who,” he said finally, a statement, not a question.


I bit my bottom lip; my mind worked fast. “I’m not accusing
you or her.”


There was no reply.


“I mean it,” I added in my own version of an emphatic voice.


“All right,” he said.


“It’s only that I just came from Ronin’s trial, and I’m
confused about certain things. You know the video Arlene sent me?”


“Yeah.”


“In his trial, he’s claiming he acted alone.”


“Not surprising: a lighter sentence then.”


“Yeah, but I want to know if he wasn’t working alone…and if
Arlene didn’t tell me for some reason. Like she left that out
of the recording.”


There was an abrupt sigh. “Okay, I get it now: you didn’t
call to accuse us of trying to kill you. You called to accuse us of abetting a
killer.”


“For chrissake,” I began.


But then Chuck said, “I hear aggressive breathing coming
over the line, your other half’s breathing.”


“Fuck you,” said Tan then.


“Good to talk with you again, Tan. Thanks for saving my
life.”


“Maybe we shouldn’t have bothered,” Tan growled.


“Enough—both of you!” I shouted.
“Chuck, I just want some information. That’s it!”


“Well, here’s your information: what you saw is what we saw.
If he wanted to confess more that day about the Festival, he would have. He had
enough incentive to—believe me. He wouldn’t budge
though. Personally, I have a feeling he was more afraid of another crowd that’s
scarier than the UPG one. At least the UPG’s got to obey some laws.”


I saw his point, and I’d basically made similar ones about
Ronin’s pleading out. But, the whole thing still bothered me. My work, my whole
goddamn life, had more loose ends than the hair on my head.


When I hadn’t spoken again for a long moment, Chuck asked,
“So is that it then?”


“I guess so…yeah.”


“I’ll tell Arlene you called,” he said, and then he hung up.


“This is fucking bullshit,” I heard Tan say at the other
end, over the buzzing of Chuck’s disconnected line.


“What’s bullshit?” I asked.


Tan walked in the room now. “I don’t know. I just get this
strong bullshit smell whenever they’re around.”


I put my receiver back on its black base. “I get that smell
from life, period.”


He plopped down into one of the chairs beside my desk. Then
he looked at me. “You want to get it on?”


“What?!?” My face instantly heated
up, but I only laughed at his non sequitur come-on.


“Well, what else have you got to do now? I need something to
take the bad taste out of my mouth from the court—and other things.” His head
turned away from me.


“Maybe a little later. Really. I’ve got to do some paperwork right now. And Nell
asked me to collect some of her stuff from her room and bring it by. I
won’t—I’ll give it to Roberto and have him drop it off. It’s safer for her.”


“Pia, this just stinks. My mom wanted to visit in a few
weeks—but now what!”


Normally, his mom and his step-dad would come
stay with us for several days every other month. But I definitely wouldn’t
agree to that this time. “We’ll have to tell her no.”


“You tell her no.” He pouted at me. “She likes you
better than she likes me.”


“Oh, bullshit,” I said, because his statement was bullshit.
But, a part of my mind still warmed at hearing it. For too long a time I had
needlessly worried about meeting his mom when she wound up liking me a lot. And
that was much more than I’d expected, which was that she’d tell Tan to boot me
out of his life as fast as possible because I was TROUBLE—yeah, in ALL CAPS.


 


*


 


Fifteen minutes later, in the middle of doing my paperwork,
I got a call about a new job opportunity, an opportunity I would have loved to
jump on right then. But I had to tell the potential client I probably wouldn’t
be able to start for a few weeks at least. Thankfully, she agreed to that
because she wasn’t ready to hire my services just yet.


When I got off the phone with her, I realized I needed to
check on whether some guards had shown up for another job I’d middle-personed for, which had started today. I’d been so distracted
by so much bad shit that I’d almost forgotten to do this follow-up, and that
slipshodness annoyed me. At moments like this, I found not only life so
aggravating, but my inability to do everything the way I in-my-head felt it
should have been done—I found that inability so aggravating too, sometimes even
more aggravating than the things outside me that I couldn’t control. With
myself, I had no excuses: I could control me. Or at least I should have been
able to control me….


While I did that follow-up phone work and read over some
papers, Tan went into the kitchen to put together peanut-butter-and-jelly
sandwiches for both of us.


Then we sat and ate them over my desk. Then, afterward, we
pulled the curtains shut and Tan bent me over that same desk.


“Office sex—hell yeah!” he said right before we had office
sex, not for the first time, including in this particular office.


But, this time it felt bizarre; my mind was too cluttered
and distracted. I was flustered over the day, and Tan’s red neck and face in
the mirror on the window table behind my desk—his too-red skin made me think he
was flustered too.


He was inside me pumping away, my flattish tits pressed even
flatter against my desktop, when I suddenly stilled.


He noticed and stilled too. “What?”


My voice was soft at him in the mirror. “Are you upset? You
look upset.”


“Well, I guess I’m a little upset….” He flushed even more,
and then he bent forward and pressed his face into my back, his crying face
into my back.


“I’m sorry, Tan,” I said, feeling my heart give way into a
pile of Tan-makes-me-weak mush.


I reached behind me till my hand could slip under his gray
shirt and awkwardly pat his warm skin. “It’s all right.”


“Is it?” He seemed too overcome to lift his head. It hung down
over me, the dark glossy messiness of his hair obscuring his face in the
mirror.


My voice was even softer now. “You want to stop?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


I began pulling forward away from him, but he only clung
onto me more. “No, no….”


We started moving our hips again, and it took him longer
than usual to come, but he eventually did, and then he was panting against my
back instead of crying. Or maybe he was doing both. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled
then.


“Don’t be. That was nice.”


“My blubbering?”


“Yeah, blubbering and all. Sex is sex. We just had sad sex.”


“I hope we don’t have that often,” he said as his head rose
from my back.
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We each, in turn, washed up in the full-bathroom down the
hall, and when I walked back into the office’s main room, the phone rang again.


Several months ago I’d had the line rigged to keep a running
charted account of all the phone numbers and locations coming in; that way I
could see a sales pattern, like when and where the office calls came from based
on other jobs, or on any advertising I’d done, which I did occasionally do. But
the light on the readout had died a few days ago, and I’d stupidly forgotten to
fix it.


At my desk now, sighing, I picked up the ringing black phone
and heard Hu’s voice—or maybe I heard an evolved version of her voice; it no
longer sounded so cold. It sounded disinterested as she said, “Hello, Pia.
Chuck told me you called.”


“Hello,” I said back, and I kind of didn’t know what the
hell else to say. It didn’t help that Tan was shooting me a weird look. I
mouthed, HU, at him, and his eyes rolled once—fast—up at the ceiling.
When they met mine on their downswing, I pointed to the right and mouthed, YOU
WANT TO GET ON THE OTHER LINE AGAIN?


But he threw up his hands, crossing them over each other
repeatedly and shaking his head; then he plopped into one of the chairs nearby.


Hu didn’t say anything further, till I spoke again: “I heard
about you getting hurt—”


“I’m fine,” she said fast then.


“So you’ve been campaigning.”


“Yes, running for Mayor of Settingham. Do I have your vote?”


I couldn’t help laughing. Tan shot me a bizarre look, and
then I couldn’t help laughing again. He sighed loudly and grabbed one of the
glossy magazines I kept around for clients to read.


Now I asked Hu, “So, how did it go—I mean…what went on for
you inside?”


“You can read all about it in my memoirs.”


“You’re writing some?”


“Yeah, right,” she said in a sarcastic voice I’d never heard
from her before. I wondered if prison had made her cynical. Prison tended to do
that to people.


But, now she said in an even voice, “Chuck told me you’re
having trouble.”


“Yeah. I wanted to know if you have
any insights…” I began, but she cut me off fast.


“I can’t help you, Pia.”


“But I didn’t ask you for help.”


“Look,” she said in the same blunt way Chuck usually spoke.
And now I wondered if marriage had already begun merging their behaviors, and
their personalities. “I’ll always appreciate your coming back for me and Chuck
in the cave. But there’s nothing I can do about whatever your situation is.”


“Well, thanks. Thanks a lot,” I said, my voice snide with
hurt, my face red with sudden embarrassment.


Tan’s sharp eyes fell on me. “Give me the phone.”


NOOO, I mouthed.


“But she’s upsetting you.”


NOOO.


“Look,” Hu said again, “I’m still recovering from my prison
experience, frankly. I’m just not made of Diamond steel. And I’m no longer in
regular touch with…the underground. I’m not exactly well-loved by everyone on
Diamond. And I’m running for office, which means I’ve got to keep my nose
clean.”


Now this was a switch: she used to be trouble to be around
for a person; now I was trouble to be around. I felt kind of insulted.


“Well, I’m not sure I believe you,” I said, because I wasn’t
sure. With all-things-Hu, you had to read between the lines. Still, going on
her voice’s inflection, she clearly didn’t want to help me. “But thanks for
nothing,” I said finally.


There was a long pause and I thought maybe she’d hung up. But then…. “What makes you think someone’s after you?”


“A threatening letter.”


Tan’s eyes shot to mine again.


“Well,” Hu said, “if you have it on you, you might as well
read it to me….”


I did. At least I told her the two sentences from memory.
They weren’t exactly difficult to memorize.


“Well,” Hu said then, “that’s not very creative.”


“I’ll be sure to relay your literary criticisms when their
hands are around my throat.”


“No need to be snide. Where did you get the letter? At your office?”


“In the mail, yeah. At my post-office box, a supposedly secure post-office box.”


“Nothing’s totally secure,” she said, which I already knew.
And which kind of made my whole damn business a business of bullshit….


Hu spoke again: “Where was it sent from?”


“Er, hang on a second. Let me get
it.”


I dropped the phone onto my desk and grabbed my case.


“Why are you doing this?” Tan asked me.


Bent over my open case now, I just gave him a look from
beneath my lowered brow.


I grabbed the phone again, and Hu said right away, “Tell Tan
I said hello.”


“I will,” I lied. “Here’s the address written on the
envelope, for what that’s worth….” I read the address to her.


And then she said, “Hmm…maybe there’s something—did you say
Spoonville? Is that correct?”


My pulse picked up speed and my hand gripped the phone
harder. “Yes.”


“Unless I’m mistaken, there actually is a Spoonville here on
Diamond—on this side maybe? It sounds like that’s something you should check.”


There was another long pause. I watched Tan walk away and
toward the half-bathroom beside the kitchen. Then I broke the silence over the
phone line. “Do you think I’m being paranoid?”


“Are you kidding?” Hu said in an ironic voice.


I flushed, almost felt embarrassed again, but then I
realized she was the first person lately who actually made me feel like I
wasn’t a paranoid person. How bizarre: she seemed to understand the way I felt.
Or maybe I was imagining things again….


“On Diamond especially, there’s no such thing as paranoid,”
Hu finally said. “So, is there anything else?”


“No.”


“All right then. Take care.”


“You too,” I said, and then I hung up.
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Before the court case earlier, I had vowed to not let the
letter-shit destroy yet another day for me. I told myself then to avoid
thinking about it.


But that wound up being impossible. Once I’d brought it up
to Chuck, and then Hu had brought it up to me, my strong
need-to-know-of-any-threat habit kicked in, and I didn’t want to forget about
the fucking threat that day and was glad I hadn’t.


“I’ve got to address this shit,” I said out loud in my
office.


“What?” asked Tan as he walked out of the half-bath. “What happened on the phone?”


I turned on my small black desktop computer. “Hu seems to
think that address on the envelope might exist.”


“So? You really think someone would put on a real address?”
His face shifted; something seemed to come to him fast now. “Wait—what if it is
real? If you’re thinking of going there, it could be a trap.”


“I’m not going anywhere yet, except maybe back to the post
office…shit. I’ve gotta pee again. I just put in an e-net search for Spoonville
and that specific address. Keep an eye on it while I piss.”


I jumped up from my desk and went down the hall to the
full-bathroom. As I peed, I thought of Tan and I locked together only an hour
before, and I wondered where our humping motions from then had all gone. My
life seemed to move so fast sometimes, and I could never seem to slow it down.
But then, did I really want a slower life?


Back in the main room once again, I found Tan seated behind
my desk; the computer hadn’t returned any exact matches, just a small list of
similar names. “Why’s it going so slow?” he said, banging a hand on the
computer’s flat monitor, as if that would make the system go faster. (It
wouldn’t.)


“It’s the protection I have on there,” I said. “I’m hiding
that I’m searching….” I thought of Hu’s statement about security not being a
hundred percent. But this searching was as close to a hundred percent as I
could get….


I began rummaging around in Nell’s desk for some blank
envelopes. I pulled out one and addressed it to an old client, stuck a blank
piece of paper inside, sealed the envelope, then rubbed the outside with a dry,
special cloth.


I carefully removed the threat-letter and inner envelope
from the plastic baggie and slipped them back into my case in an empty side
slot. Then I put the plastic baggie containing only the threat’s outside
envelope and the fake client envelope into my purse.


Tan was watching me. “What are you doing now?”


“I’ve got to go back to the post office.” I glanced over at
the clock on the opposite wall. “An hour and a half left for both of them.”


“Both of them?”
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We left MSA together only moments later: the computer search
had frozen, and I didn’t have the time to fix it and try the search again.


I was now on my driving-way to the Mapleville post-office,
with Tan on my ass again. I liked when he was literally on my ass, but
his paranoia toward my safety was ridiculous…. Or maybe not,
considering my conversation with Hu.


The Mapleville post-office was farther away than the
Sapphire Lake one, but I didn’t want to risk asking about the threat envelope
in the place where it had been left.


I finally pulled my car into the Mapleville parking lot.
Before Tan could get out of his car, I walked up to his open window and told
him to just wait right there. “At the next one too.”


“Why!”


“Because. I want that one in
particular to look like an ordinary visit.” I glanced at the clock on the
dashboard inside his car. “Provided I get there before it closes.”


I rushed away and into the square brick-orange building.


I groaned when I saw the line of customers in front of the
white counter…. But then the line went quite fast, and I was finally being
served by the too-thin clerk there, who looked old enough to have been working
at the post office from when Diamond was first settled.


“Excuse me,” I said to him now. “I’m wondering if you could
tell me about this envelope?” From my purse I removed
the plastic baggie and held it out to him. He started opening it. “No,” I said.
“Don’t remove it.” His fingers stilled on the bag. “I think it might be from an
ex of mine—it was a bad break-up. But we’re friends now somewhat, so I can’t be
sure.”


His ancient gray eyes just looked at me.


“The thing is: there was nothing inside the envelope,” I
finally said.


“Are you saying the post office stole something—”


“No! No.” I shook my head fast. “I’m just wondering why
someone would send that to me. It’s probably a joke from my ex—his sense of
humor is weird!”


The man’s eyes were down on the baggie again, his wrinkled
face frowning slightly, his skinny forefinger scratching one of his cheeks.
“Hmm, let me scan the stamp-code. I’ll be right back.”


He walked away with the baggie and came back a few moments
later to lay it onto the counter and point down at it. “That didn’t go through
the post office.”


“Huh?”


His forefinger pressed on top of the plastic, above where
the postage-metering was. “You see this bar, for example? It’s
a few millimeters too short.”


“So? Maybe the ink didn’t take there—like it wasn’t stamped
right.”


“If something isn’t stamped right, it isn’t delivered.
Faulty stampings can’t be read by the computerized system, so they’re all
stored in a special spot in each post office, till they’re sent back to the
senders. I’ve been working here a long time. And if you ask me…” his gray eyes
moved to mine “…your ex did play a joke on you because that meter-stamp’s a
fake.”
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I walked up to Tan’s car and said to him through the window,
“I’ve got time left—I’m off to the Sapphire post office.”


“But what happened?” he asked as I spun away from him.


“No time now!” I said, trotting toward my car.
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So, I thought as I drove, good-old Nell’s
suspicion had been correct.


And now, for like the fiftieth time since all this shit had started,
I wondered what the fuck was going on. Why would someone put a fake
postage-metering onto a threat to me? To make me think the person was farther
away than he really was? To make me think something was going on at the post
office when it wasn’t? …No, something must have been going on at the post
office, or at least had gone on at the post office because how else
could the letter have gotten into my box?


I pulled my car into the Sapphire post office’s parking lot,
and when I got out and Tan stopped his car nearby, I flashed him a firm face
rather than walking up to his window again. I had no extra time left to argue
with him; the post office would be closing in twenty minutes.


I walked fast along the red-brick path toward the
blue-painted building. As I had done earlier that day, I put my driver’s
license into the security scanner’s slot outside the front door. Then the door
automatically opened, and I walked in and over to near the counter.


Two people were on line in front of me, and it seemed to take
forever for them to get waited on.


When it was finally my turn at the counter, I said to the
red-headed postal clerk, “Hi. I have an envelope here I want mailed
certified….” I pulled out the fake client envelope I’d wiped in my office.
Address-side down, I handed the paper to her, but I didn’t quite let it go—and
then I flipped up a corner as if I were looking at the address beneath.
“Oh—wait!” I said. And she dropped her hand. “Ugh, I just realized I grabbed
the wrong envelope from home. Shit.”


A laugh at my swearing burst from her lips, making the
freckles on her nose twitch.


I put the envelope into my purse. “Well, I’ll have to come
back. I’m sorry I wasted your time!”


She smiled at me. “No problem. Mistakes happen.”
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I found Tan waiting outside his car for me this time. He was
the only person in the lot, and he had been leaning back against the driver’s
door, his sexy legs in his gray pants crossed at the ankles. My neck began
warming…but then that sensation faded before it could fully blossom: I walked
close to him and whispered that Nell was right about the letter not being
mailed.


“Crap. Someone here’s jerking you around,” he said in a
voice almost as low as mine.


My head tilted forward; I kissed his neck. “I don’t know
what’s going on.”


One of his arms closed around my back, and I felt him sigh
into my hair, felt his warm breath gently touch my cheek. “I’m hungry again,”
he said then. “Let’s go home.”


We did. And as soon as I walked into the front hall of the
house, I laid my case onto the table there, pulled out my Osier, and the
envelope I’d made the woman touch—and found no fingerprint match.


“Shit,” I said, slamming the lid on my case closed.


“What—what?” said Tan coming into the house behind me.


“It wasn’t her prints—the clerk at Sapphire. I’ll have to
try again tomorrow.”


“All right—that’s tomorrow. Tonight I just want to eat
dinner and then collapse on the couch!”


 


*


 


Tan showered, then I showered, then we worked in the
kitchen: he prepared us pasta salad, which we then ate. And then I made myself
some tea and Tan some coffee.


When I was about to pour the hot drinks into mugs, the phone
rang: Nell.


“How’d it go today in court?” she asked fast.


“It went. It seems like the bastard isn’t going to get the
maximum time.”


“Shit!” said Nell in a very disappointed voice.


“That’s the way I’ve been feeling. Like shit.” On the way
home from Sapphire, I’d considered going back to MSA to try that search on
Spoonville again, but then I realized I was too wiped out by the whole day. I had
done too much, seen too much, heard too much. I had my limits just like any
person, even though mine were probably higher than many a person’s….


Nell was speaking again. “Don’t feel bummed, Pia. You always
work too hard—you need a hobby!”


“I think—” I started saying, but then I remembered I fucking
forgot to grab the jewelry supplies Nell wanted. “Oh crap, Nell—I forgot to get
your bead-stuff from MSA!”


“Don’t worry about it—you can bring it by tomorrow.”


“I can’t come there, Nell. I intended to get Roberto to
bring it.”


“Damn, Pia—when will I see you again….
You know what? I’m coming by MSA tomorrow—”


“Not when no one’s there!”


“So be there then. Can you—in the afternoon, about three?
Derek’s only got a half-day of work tomorrow, so he’ll be with Annie.”


“All right, Nell. I’ll see you then,” I said on a sigh.


When I hung up with her, I put the hot drinks for me and Tan
onto a tray and carried it into the living room, where I promptly deposited the
tray onto the coffee table and gratefully sank my tired ass into the couch.


Wearing only slate-gray pajama-pants now, Tan sat down too,
saying, “So let’s summarize the day.”


“Oh Tan, let’s not. I don’t want to
go over it all again.” We had while I’d showered, with
him sitting on the toilet’s closed top while I in-detail relayed what had gone
on at the post offices especially.


But how many times did he need to hear it? He was acting
like the fucking police. So I told him that.


To which he replied, “Well, I’m thinking that you really
should have called them!” His eyes were looking right at me.


But my face only closed up. “No. I told you. I can’t.”


“Why?”


I sipped my tea, hoping my silence would turn him off from
making anymore I-want-info pleas. But then I knew that, at some point, I’d
probably be forced to tell him more. I probably should have told him more a
long time ago; I’d wanted to many times, but I could never think of the right
time—when I even remembered the things I should have told him, which wasn’t
often. I’d become expert at blocking out anything I didn’t want to remember for
whatever reason. And some things were just too dangerous to remember.


The other issue was: how much should you tell about yourself
to the people you love? Maybe if you told them too much…they wouldn’t love you
anymore. That was my greatest fear all the time now: that I’d lose Tan. And
that was always the greatest pain when you had someone else you loved. If you
only had yourself to love, you couldn’t lose your loved-one then. To shield
myself from anymore pain, I had lived most of my adult life in a lonely way,
and that meant that much of what I had with Tan, much of my responses to him
and to us—much of it was uncharted territory for me….


I stared at his face now, at his dark eyes, which were
almost the exact same black-brown color as the coffee in the cherry-red mug in
his hand. At that moment, I meant to say something to him, but then I suddenly
thought of something else. “Crap. I forgot to ask Chuck or Arlene about the
Astrals, about if they heard what’s going on there.” This was something Tan and
I didn’t often talk about. It seemed Tan had picked up some of my ability to
block things from my memory; though we weren’t married, we were still very
close and had probably already begun affecting each other….


Tan put his mug back onto the tray. “Actually, I heard
something about that—I keep forgetting to tell you. But the Army’s now setting
up permanent bases near all the locations.”


“And?”


He shrugged. “That’s all I heard—I ran into someone from the
Pine Mine. He’s being transferred over to the Astrals, decided he didn’t want
to be a guard but wanted to be a soldier instead.”


“Do I know him?”


Tan’s head shook, a slow
side-to-side motion.


“We almost never talk about all that stuff in the Astrals.”


He seemed to wince. “I work hard on not thinking
about it.” As I’d thought.


“Well,” I said, “there are other things we really should
talk about. Plenty of things.”


He turned to me, waiting.


Then I finally said, “I told you about my list of enemies—in
my head I’ve scratched off TNI and Ronin. I’m not getting their stench around
the threat. Ronin’s got bigger problems. And I haven’t been making any waves
for the other scumbags. Not that I don’t want to, but I’m just so small. And it
always seems like I’ve got so many personal problems that I’ve gotta prioritize
somewhere.” I looked down into my almost-empty-of-tea blue mug,
saw the slight wavy reflection of my face floating on the reddish liquid.


“Tan,” I said now, still looking down, “I’ve told you before
that I tended to work alone.”


When I paused too long, he asked, “And?”


“Well, I didn’t always work alone,” I said, raising my head.
“One time in particular I worked with two others on a job—a job that went
wrong. This job’s on my list. But…I’ll get back to that because it’s not the
event I want to talk about the most right now.”


Tan’s ass shifted on the couch. “Why do I get the feeling
I’m going to hear something bad?”


“Because you’ve got good instincts.
The thing is: one time while working alone, I did…something on Earth-Moon. I
don’t know if you remember this from the news, but about four years ago there
was a string of cross-planetary child abductions—the ones people know about
because there were more than the publicized ones. It was a slavery ring. It was
sick. But I had to take care of one of the people behind it. He was a real
sicko. When he was done with some of the kids, he’d…shoot them in the head.”


I heard Tan’s sharply in-drawn breath. “Jesus Christ,” he
said as he shot up from the couch and just stood staring down at the coffee
table in front of us.


But I kept on talking. Now that I’d started, I found I
couldn’t stop. “I know—I know. That made taking the job easy, believe me. The
thing is: the sicko liked to vacation on that Moon a lot. So they sent me
there.”


Tan’s eyes fell on me now. “Why you?”


“Why not?” I said, looking up at
him. But I could tell by his taut face that he wouldn’t be satisfied with any
evasion. I lowered my eyes, felt a burning near my heart. “This is hard for me
to discuss.”


“Discuss it anyway. I’ve wondered about it. I knew there was
something on Earth-Moon because the few times I’ve mentioned it, you avoided
talking about it.”


“I knew him,” I said fast now. “I could get close to him.
That’s why the UPG sent me. They knew we’d been involved.”


“YOU SLEPT WITH SOMEONE LIKE THAT,” his angry mouth shouted
down at me.


“I didn’t know who he was then! It was a one-night stand
months before. I was partying with a bunch of people on the Moon. I got drunk.
I made an error.”


Tan’s face instantly twisted, and apparently he was so
disgusted and so furious that he couldn’t help the spit shooting out of his
mouth when he spoke now. “An error? And you
couldn’t tell how sick he was? Please tell me you didn’t have to sleep
with him again when you went to kill him—”


“No—christ, no! I’d never do that. Omigod, no. Plus, I only needed to get close to him. He
remembered me all right and let me close. The rest was actually quite easy—”


“Spare me the details, please.” He was red in the face and
he ran a fast hand through his hair as he plopped back onto the couch, his bare
back hunching forward toward the table.


“About not seeing what he really was,” I said fast now, “he
did seem distant. I barely knew him. I just thought he was a cold personality.
Don’t forget that I wasn’t exactly warm myself then.” I flashed him ironic
eyes. “But, what disturbs me the most, what I’ve been unable to grasp whenever
I think about it all, is that I so easily killed a man I had sex with. This
wasn’t something I ever wanted to do, and it never will be something I do
again.” I looked at him. “Does that I did this…frighten you though? So many
times I’ve wanted to tell you about all this, or at least I wanted you to know,
but then I thought it was safer for you if you didn’t know…and I just didn’t
want you to hate me, to fear me….”


“It’s too late for that. I’ve always been a little afraid of
you. That isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”


I just kept looking at him because I honestly didn’t know
what the fuck to say to his strange statement.


And then he sighed, turned his head away and said, “Pia,
sometimes I think you’ve got more skeletons in your closet than a cemetery.”


I snorted, my eyes on his profile.
“What the fuck do you expect me to do about my past? I can’t take any of it
back!”


He turned to me again. “I know. And I’m wondering why the
UPG wanted the guy killed—what—did he not give them enough of the profits off
the slavery?”


I snorted a second time, and partly because in recent times,
I had wondered the exact same goddamn thing.


A silence now fell between us, and I felt a distance growing
within that silence. I’d felt that distance in the past, when we’d had
problems, when we’d clashed over something I was doing, or wasn’t doing.


But he, apparently, didn’t seem to feel the same thing. He
was still focused on the other thing. “So, do you think he’s the one who’s
after you?”


“What? No. No, he’s dead.”


“Are you sure?”


“Oh yes. Very. I’ve made mistakes
occasionally, but I’d never make a mistake about that.”


His eyes moved toward the ceiling and he seemed to be thinking
about something. “You said people, in plural, were behind the slavery—he had
partners?”


“Yeah. They’re a possibility. Not
everyone involved was found, last I heard. But I don’t think they’d bother going
after me because I’m just small potatoes. And why draw attention to themselves by getting revenge? If the ring is still going on
somewhere—Universe forbid—they definitely wouldn’t want to stick out. The sicko
made that mistake and got burned.”


“I wish I was there. I would have ‘burned’ him myself.”


“This was what I mentioned that first night here. The time I
killed.”


“The only time?”


I didn’t respond.


“I never believed you when you said it was,” he snapped now,
his head also snapping—away from me.


“In that context, you were talking deliberate
assassinations. But people kill to save others. And in
defense too.”


He sighed loudly. “I don’t want to discuss this anymore. You
did what you had to do. I know you better now. I know you’re not a monster. A
monster wouldn’t regret a damn thing. But you regret a lot.”


“Yes,” I said, especially because I was thinking that, some
days, I really regretted my whole goddamn existence.


“So, where do we go from here?” Tan suddenly asked.


“Wh—what?” I stammered, my head spinning over to his because it
sounded like he’d meant our relationship. And now I felt like my
greatest fear would be coming true….


“About the situation,” Tan said now. “What will you do next
to figure out what’s happening with the threat?”


I breathed a relieved sigh.


“What is it?” he asked fast.


“Nothing, nothing.” I ran my right
hand over my mouth, and it was my turn to sit forward more on the couch.
Pressing my elbows to my knees, I stared off at the other side of the room, at
the paintings Tan had hung on the walls there, at the colors, the blacks and
the whites and the grays, and the narrow black-plastic frames. The paintings
were very slick, very modern, and very cold. I’d never cared for them. But this
had been Tan’s house first, and I always hesitated to change anything inside
it.


There was still bright color in this room though, dashes of
red and pink, and, in my mind now, I tried to hold onto that, tried to hold
onto that not everything was so bleak and cold and blurry. Some things were
clear and warm and expansive.


I turned to Tan again, thought of how often he’d held his
arms open for me, and I hoped he would always hold them open for me. But I
still felt that distance between us….


I sighed now. “Actually, Tan, I’m exhausted. I think I
better go to bed.”


His eyes shot over to the little red clock on one of the
side tables. “Yeah. I’ve got to work tomorrow. For real.”


I nodded and stood as I grabbed the tray, but his hands on
the tray stopped mine as he said, “I’ll take it.”


I smiled a little sadly at his back as he walked away.


 


*


 


I made it into our bed first and probably dozed—at least all
I knew was: he joined me at one point, first fumbling around noisily in the
dark, probably because he didn’t want to disturb me by putting on a light.


I felt bad about that though. “You coulda
put a light on,” I mumbled as he moved beside me in the bed.


“I didn’t want to wake you. Go back to sleep.”


When I spoke now, my voice was barely audible, even to my
own ears. “Where’d you go….”


“I was in the kitchen, had to do something…go back to sleep,
Pia.”


I felt so sleepy, I felt so vulnerable. “Do you love me?”


“You know I do.”


“But what about before, what I told you….”


“You did what you had to do back then. I’m just glad you’re still
around. Go to sleep,” he said, and then he opened his arms to me by putting
them around me.


And then I promptly fell asleep on a smile.


 


*


 


When I woke up late the next morning, Tan had already left
for work, and I hadn’t even heard him get dressed: he must have done that in
the house’s other bathroom.


I was sighing in disappointment as I got out of bed. I had a
feeling another this-won’t-be-easy day lay ahead for me, and I suddenly wished
I didn’t have to fucking deal with any of it.


I nevertheless got dressed and got all the shit together
that I thought I’d need. Then I went back to the Sapphire Lake post office.


Different people were working the counter this time; the
woman yesterday had been newly hired here. But these two people today, two
men—I’d seen them before a bunch of times, though the younger one only seemed
to be around early in the day.


I got on his line, and when my turn at the counter came, I
removed a brochure from my purse, a brochure I’d cleaned of any prints before
I’d left the house. “Hi,” I said. “I was here yesterday asking about certified
mail. Then I remembered this brochure mentioned another option that only went
through the high-security offices?” I leaned toward the counter and handed the
young blond guy the brochure.


He wore eyeglasses, but his nose was very narrow; one of his
forefingers had to keep pushing up the thin brown bridge of his glasses as he
stared down at the brochure in his other hand. “Oh—yes. That’s the most private
type of mailing we have—businesses often send their taxes that way. Though I’ve
heard someone got a marriage proposal like that.”







He looked at the clerk beside him, who must have been
listening in to our conversation because they both laughed now—an inside
post-office joke apparently.


I didn’t know what their laughing was specifically referring
to, but I gave them my best fake laugh anyway. And then I asked, “Could you
explain some more about how this mailing option works?”


The young guy did explain more. Then he handed back the
brochure; then I stuck it in my bag; then I went over to my box.


I stood staring at it, thinking that it might have been a
bit too early for the mail—but when I ran my little bomb-checking scanner over
the box and then opened it, I found mail inside.


Once again…I breathed a relieved sigh because there was
nothing bad among my mail—no more threats.


A small seed of hope blossomed inside my chest: maybe the
fucking letter had been a one-time joke on some crackpot’s part. For all I
knew, some nut might have simply gone down a list of people and sent the letter
to all of us on there.


I shoved my mail into my black purse and went back to my car
to remove my silver case from my trunk. In my front seat now, I pulled out the
brochure and my Osier, and got back my prints—and a match for the prints on the
threat’s envelope.


My disappointed heart crashed like a stone into my bowels.


Then I felt afraid again; then my fear turned into fury.


Then I yanked my biggest gun from my case.


 


*


 


The back of the blue post-office building was where the
employees walked in and out. On one side of the back sat a pretty desolate
street where you could park a car and wait for an employee to come out. And as
that employee walked across the employee parking lot and reached the landscaped
edge near the street, you could be waiting inside one of the bushes, like I was
waiting right now.


I had thought that I’d probably have to jump back in my car
and follow him. But, as he walked, the young blond guy came close to my bush.


“Hey,” I said, stepping out, my hand inside my black jacket,
inside on my gun.


The guy’s head shot up. His pale blue eyes behind his
glasses looked really surprised to see me standing there between a big bush and
a big garbage dumpster. He appeared to be at a loss for words.


I, however, wasn’t. “Do you know me?”


His lips twitched a surprised breath, and he shifted a palm
to wave over his shoulder. “You were just inside. You’re a patron.”


“That’s right. You don’t know me and I don’t know you. But
you hand-delivered a nice little letter in my box with a fake
postage-metering.”


His face, his usually pale face beneath
his mass of straight blond hair—that face paled even more.


“I see you know what I’m talking about,” I said, my hand
shifting my black gun out and forward.


He noticed. He stared down. His bottom lip dropped open. “Is
that a—”


“You bet.”


“But you can’t do that here—”


“And mail tampering, especially with a threat, is a
planetary offense. But that didn’t stop you.”


His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “What are you—what
threat—”


“As if you don’t know. I got a
letter. From you. Who the fuck are
you? I don’t even goddamn know you.”


“I—I.” He had stopped talking very
abruptly, probably because, going on his face, he was having trouble thinking
of what to say next. A glistening drop of sweat slid down his forehead; his
eyes were still on my gun. “I don’t know what’s in the envelope.
Someone—someone paid me to stamp a fake metering and leave it. I thought it was
a gag—”


“Yeah? Well, it wasn’t. And why
should I believe you anyway?” I said, though, at this point, my instincts were
telling me, He isn’t the one. “Give me a reason to believe you. Give me
everything you’ve got. Who told you to do this?”


“Someone I knew from school years ago—he called me and asked
me to drop a letter in your box. It was just a sealed envelope. I scanned it
like we always do in the office—nothing—uh-uh—dangerous inside.”


“Not physically dangerous,” I snapped. “Yet.”


He didn’t respond. He was licking his lips.


“What else have you got—anything else?”


“There’s—there’s another envelope. Just
another thin envelope. Supposed to put it in
tomorrow.”


My heart was pumping so hard, my chest hurt. “Did you write
out the first envelope?”


His head shook a fast “no.” “My friend did, I think. But I’ve
got the other one here.” He’d been holding a brown bag over his shoulder and
now he went to lower it, but I thrust my gun forward even more, my eyes
shooting a once-around to see if anyone was nearby; no one was.


Now I said hard and fast, “Turn your bag over and dump it
all on the ground.”


“Shit—”


“Do it!” I said in a louder voice than his.


He poured out the contents of his bag—which contents weren’t
much. But my eyes latched onto a red plastic folder lying there. “Is that it?”


“Yeah,” he said on a quick nod.


“Kick it here.”


His white-sneakered foot shoved
the folder’s end, and I bent down to pick it up, keeping my eyes on him all the
while. He looked like he’d rather be trapped in a pit of vipers than standing
there with me. And like he’d probably pissed himself.
But I certainly didn’t care.


“Here’s what you’re going to do,” I said to him as I
straightened up. “Tomorrow morning you’re going to come into work, but you’re
going to give your notice.”


He opened his mouth to protest, but I only said, “Shut up,”
in an icy voice. And he sighed then, looked off to his left.


“If you’d rather go to jail, be my guest. If you don’t quit
your job, I’m going to both your boss and the cops.”


Another sigh as he shifted his white sneakers on the dark
pavement.


“And,” I continued, “you’re also
going to break off contact with your friend, but not before giving me his name.
Do I know him?”


He shook his head “no,” his palms up. “I don’t know. I went
to school with him from fifth grade—”


“I don’t give a shit if you played goddamn doctor together
with each other’s dicks. I only want to know his NAME. Now.”


“Vervais. Ed Vervais.” I just
looked at him. “That’s really him. Ed.”


I didn’t know any Ed Vervais, but for now I had to take this
idiot’s word on the name. “Give me your post-office ID down there.”


“What for!”


“Give it to me.”


“But I can’t get into work tomorrow without it!”


“That’s your problem.”


“Shit!!!” He used the same foot as before to shove his ID
now.


The plastic card stopped nearer to the dumpster; I moved
over to it, not taking my eyes off the guy. I picked up the ID, which had both
his name and address listed. “So, Brian Cooperson, if you’re smart you’ll do
everything I say because you really don’t want me to show up where you live. If
I have to see you again, next time, I won’t be so nice.”


His legs in his brown pants twitched, as if he really did
have to pee bad, or had already peed and was now
twitching in discomfort. “Look, I know where he lives. How about I take you
there? If I do, then will you promise you won’t kill me?”


“I’m making no promises,” I said.


“I’m kind of pissed too—he told me it was a joke! I guess I
shouldn’t have trusted him, but you’d be surprised how many jokes patrons say
pass through here.”


“I don’t give a shit. Mine doesn’t sound like any joke. And
I don’t need your help to find your friend.”


“Yeah, but you might need my help talking to him,” he said.


And when I finally got to the friend’s place, I saw what
Cooperson meant.


But that wasn’t until later on.


In the Sapphire parking lot still, I got Vervais’s address
from Cooperson, and then I walked away, leaving the idiot bent over and picking
up the shit from his bag.


When I got into my car, I phoned my other employee, Mike,
and told him to tail Cooperson, starting at his home address.


Then I called Roberto and told him to meet me at the office.
He said he was on his way there anyway.


“But I told you not to go to MSA alone,” I said to him, my
voice clipped with annoyance.


“I know, Boss, but I left my extra gun cartridges there the
other night—and after I went to the target range before, I’m low on fuel with
the one I’ve got.”


“You’ve got to be more careful,” I said, turning my car
around one of the last corners on the way to MSA. “I’m almost at the office.
Wait in your car. See you there,” I finished.


But when I got to MSA, he was standing on the stoop with his
key-card in the door alarm, about to enter his personal code to get inside.


I jumped out and slammed my car door. “What the fuck did I
just say? I told you to wait in your car.”


His voice was gruff. “Goddammit, Boss, I’m not an idiot.”


“You could have fooled me! Forgetting your cartridges, going
into places alone when I said NO. Pull your key out. Let’s do a once-around
first.”


We did and everything seemed all right.


“We’ve got to do something sticky today,” I said to him as I
finally let us both inside the front door.


His somewhat large nose sniffed the air. “What do you mean
‘sticky’?”


“I’m on to who sent the threatening letter. …And I’ve got
another one with me.” My face felt hot, and now I could feel Roberto’s blue
eyes moving over the heat.


“What does it say?”


“Haven’t opened it yet.”


“Come on, Boss. I’m here for support.”


I rolled my eyes. But I did pull out the red folder from my
purse.


I opened the metal clasp that kept the folder sealed; then I
removed the envelope—saw the same handwriting and return address on the
outside, but no postage-metering. Apparently, Cooperson hadn’t gotten to that
part yet.


My fingers shook as they opened the envelope, and inside I
found the same size and shape of inner envelope, and the same handwriting on
the letter inside, handwriting that now said:


 


You’ll be dead soon before the dish runs away with the
spoon.


 


“Damn, Boss,” said Roberto, looking over my shoulder. “What
the hell does that mean?”


“I wish I knew,” I replied.


Because I was expert at blocking things, if I wanted to
forget something, I could easily forget it, including that the case I was
working on was me.


Unfortunately, I had to work my case just like I’d work any
other case: I had to remember me in order to examine me in great detail,
and that was something I just didn’t enjoy doing—and occasionally found myself
incapable of doing.


So now I wondered: was there something personal to me in
this dish-and-spoon crap—something personal I’d been blocking? If there was, it
must have been deeply buried because I only drew a big blank on it….


“Pia,” said Roberto in a softer voice now, “your face is so
red.”


“I could really use some cold water….”


“I’m on it,” he said, and I watched his big block-shaped
back in his white shirt rush into the kitchen.


I looked down at the threat again, but my mind still drew a
blank. The address was the only thing I had to go on.


I turned on my black computer and initiated that same search
as yesterday. Then I pulled out my Osier again….


“Pia, we need to restock the fridge!” Roberto called from
the kitchen.


“Put it on the list of The Gazillion Things I’ve Got To Do By The End Of The Week,” I said in a dry voice.


I ran my fingerprint-scanner over the new envelopes and
letter and got back the same thing—almost. I suddenly realized that previously
the Osier had made an error, or I had made an error in reading it: but now,
maybe because the scanner had more information and some better prints, it said
there was a high probability that the prints on both the old and new outside
envelopes were from two different people; three of the fingerprints were likely
from a separate person, maybe Vervais, maybe not….


I was sighing in frustration when Roberto finally came back
in; he was holding a large, sweaty glass filled with water and ice. “Sorry it
took so long. The ice was like a big block in the freezer.”


“That’s what my head feels like right now,” I said, grabbing
the glass from him. I took a huge gulp of the icy water.


“Boss, we’ll set this right.”


“I don’t know, Roberto….”


“But we always come out on top.”


“We always have. That doesn’t necessarily mean we
always will.”


He was standing on the opposite side of my desk, and now he
frowned down at me. “Don’t be so pessimistic. Where’s the confident Pia?”


“On vacation, somewhere far, far away from
this insanity.”


“I could use a vacation too, but the last time I went on one
was when Lori and I broke up.”


Uh-oh. Here it comes….


And when the Lori-lament did come this time, even though I
was distracted by my probable imminent demise, I silently listened with a
friendly ear while Roberto said a bunch of things he’d said a bunch of times
before.


“Would you believe it? I thought I had a shot at something
and it wound up being nothing. Next thing I know she’s telling me she wants to
be with a woman now. I know some people experiment. But is it really fair? She
just can’t make up her mind. What is she doing? She’s fifty; I’m fifty. Fifty’s
no time to not know what you want.”


“Roberto,” I said…not for the first time… “maybe she’s just bisexual….”


He shook his head fast. “No. She’s just confused. Or she
just can’t stick with one person. Some people use ‘I’m bisexual’ as an excuse because
they can’t commit to anything, even to an orientation.”


Surprised that he had such views on this, I now asked him,
“Where’d you hear that?”


I almost laughed as I watched him blush and stammer, “Oh—I—I
read it in a book. I looked up information on this.”


“You’re very thorough,” I said, successfully holding back my
laugh. But it wasn’t goddamn easy….


“The thing is,” he said now, “I’m getting old, Pia.”


At first I wondered what the hell he was talking about. Then
a thought struck me and my eyes lifted to his. “Is this job too much for you
now?”


His gray-blond head shook fast. “No. I just mean…life’s
going by so quick. I don’t like living alone.”


“But there’s Jamie,” I said.


Roberto looked at me. “Jamie’s a guy. I’m talking about a
woman.”


“But she isn’t the only woman in the world,” I pointed out.


“I know. But it’s like you with Tan—I really like her….”


“Roberto, I’m sorry for what’s happened. …And I don’t know
what else to say. I never do in these situations.”


Heaving a big, from-the-gut Roberto-sigh, he plopped down in
one of the two armchairs near my desk, and I went back to watching my search
results pop up. And pop up they did—a lot of results this time. But still none
quite matched what I was looking for. “Was Arlene bullshitting me?”


“What?”


“I’m looking for the address on the envelope—possibly a
place on Diamond called Spoonville.”


“Oh, Spoonville—I know there.”


My head shot up to him. “You do?”


“It’s a small town—I think? I had a friend who lived there
once.”


“And?”


He shrugged. “Nothing.”


I thought this was a weird conversation…. Could Roberto,
possibly, be some kind of connection here?


I looked at his big open face, and I hated myself for having
any suspicions about him or anyone near him. But I just couldn’t be sure….


I thought of something. “So what’s up with Paulie? He seems
like, well, like he’s a bit off or something.”


Roberto’s open face closed up into a frowning face. “Boss, I
can’t talk about it; Paulie doesn’t want people talking about his past. It’s
not something he wants to think about either.”


Well, for sure, I knew how Paulie supposedly felt there.
But, I wasn’t “people” to Roberto. We’d gotten to know each other pretty well.
Or so I had thought….


He must have noticed something not-quite-right on my face.
And I had been staring at him.


His wide brow and cheeks now twisted in an ironic way. “Pia,
you’re giving me that look.”


“What look?”


“The look that says, ‘I wouldn’t even trust saints’.”


“Well,” I said, “Well.” And then my face twisted like his
because he was…right. “I don’t even trust myself right now. For all I
know, I have an alter ego who’s sending me these threats. But I really just
wanted to know how you know Spoonville.”


“I told you—I had a friend there!”


“I’m sorry, Roberto, but I don’t
know what the fuck’s going on here. Then there’s your new-found cousin’s
strange husband—”


“So what? The guy got injured, a
head injury, then chemical poisoning—his brain tunes-out sometimes—okay? That’s
all. Don’t tell him I said nothing. And I said my friend lived there. You think
I’d send you that crap!” His hand shot toward the letter. “What’s next,
Boss—you won’t trust Tan?”


Now I could feel my ironic face turn into a red face. “But I
hump Tan.”


“So?” Roberto said. And he had no idea just how true that
“so” was when applied to my having humped someone. That definitely didn’t mean
anything, as I’d learned the hard way….


Nevertheless, Tan was Tan, and I wasn’t that
paranoid.


“Roberto,” I said then, running a hand over my forehead, “I
do think I’m losing my goddamn mind.”


“It’s understandable, Boss. Really.
You’ve been feeling the strain lately.”


A sudden tinkling sound—the net-search’s
end. My eyes quickly scanned the latest results.


“Paydirt,” I said.


Roberto got off his seat and came behind me. “What have you
got?”


My finger touched the computer screen. “The
exact address! And it’s for a place called Jericho Hydro.” I frowned.
“That doesn’t sound familiar to me.”


“To me either.”


I sighed, hard. “It could just be a dummy address after all.
What the fuck is going on.” I slammed my right palm down onto the desk.


“We’ll find out, Boss,” Roberto said.


I looked at his suddenly confident face. “Yeah, okay: we
will,” I said, nodding. “Let’s get going on that—right now.”


I turned off my computer and grabbed my case.


 


*


 


Outside the office, I gave Roberto Vervais’s address and
told him to drive us in his car.


I stashed my case inside his trunk. Then, my portable in my
hand, I pressed the button for Nell’s house as I said to Roberto, “Nell’s
supposed to be coming by the office, but I’m telling her not to.”


Nell answered on her end just as I sat down in the car and
closed the door beside me. When I told her something had come up and I couldn’t
meet her at the office, her normally bold voice deflated.


“But I want to see you!” she said.


“I’ll try to make it tomorrow. But I’ll let you know if the
sky falls on my head by then, goddammit. And one of these years—or
centuries—you’ll get your beads.”


“Shit—why the hell did this have to happen? I feel out of
the loop on MSA and YOU….”


“I don’t have time to talk now, Nell. But I need you to just
continue working the phone. I got a call for another job. I kind of rushed the
woman off the phone yesterday! If you could take care of giving her a call-back
with the usual outline of our services, that would be great. I programmed her
number in my phone—hang on….”


When I got off the line with Nell, I told Roberto,
“Spoonville’s far. I’d have to take a flight there, and that might wind up
being for nothing. Right now, I need more info. I want you to take care of that
by tomorrow—use the public computer down at the library near you, and see what
you can find out about Jericho Hydro.”


“Will do, Boss. You sure you can trust me?”


I pulled a face at him, one that wouldn’t question the
virtue of saints. If such people existed.


 


*


 


When we reached the street where Vervais lived, I made
Roberto make two passes along there—the first one fast, the second one slow.


“What are you looking for?” Roberto asked as he drove the
slow one.


“Just getting a feel of the place.”


Going on the address I’d written down and the actual
building’s multiple front doors, Vervais lived in a long sprawling brown
building with a bunch of apartments inside. A big park seemed to run behind the
place.


I told Roberto to stop the car farther down the road, on the
side street that led onto the park.


This apartment-building shit could get bad. I couldn’t very
well expect total privacy there and, legally, I had no right to even question
the guy. But the guy also had no right to send me death-threats.


“Wait here,” I said to Roberto as I opened my door.


“Why!”


“Because. I’m just gonna stroll the
park and see where it leads. I’ll be right back.”


I did as I’d said: I just casually walked on the seedy path
beneath the seedy trees in the seedy park. This wasn’t exactly a great area of
Diamond; half the scrawny red palella trees around me looked like they were
either dead or would be if I blew on them. Beneath them, sealed gray garbage
bags full of who-knew-what had been carelessly thrown around.


Years ago someone had sprinkled some maple trees inside the
park, and though most were pathetic-looking specimens, one had grown big enough
to somewhat conceal me as I stood behind one of its heavy low-lying limbs and
eyed the back of Vervais’s grimy brown building.


Cooperson had said Vervais lived in “the back,” but I had no
clue about exactly where: the apartments didn’t seem to have external numbers,
all the doors were closed, and all the small windows had curtains or blinds.


I was sighing as I walked back to the car.


“We’re screwed,” I said to Roberto as I got in and slammed
my door closed. “Of course the scumbag Cooperson didn’t say this was a fucking
apartment building. It looks like there’s at
least twenty apartments there. I can’t start banging on doors.”


“Why don’t we both just go back to the park and wait and see
what develops?”


I looked at him. “All right.”


From MSA’s fridge earlier, Roberto had taken a bottle of
water and the only bottle of fruit juice left; we now brought those with us,
feigning that we were just going for a stroll and a drink.


“Do you think we look like a couple?” Roberto suddenly
asked.


“Yeah, a couple of fools.”


The sky was cloudy, the air soupy with moisture. I imagined
it weeping over the sickly-looking trees. I wondered if this whole area had
been contaminated, like from old-mining operations. That kind of thing didn’t
happen on Diamond as often as it had on Earth, but it still happened here
sometimes….


I was standing beneath the cover of that same large maple
limb when I noticed some motion behind the building: a woman walking there—a
woman with a kid. The woman was fat and the kid was very small. I did not want
to do this, but I had no choice.


I walked out of the park and up to the woman. “Excuse me,” I
said, and her blond head snapped up at me.


I must have looked suspicious or she was a suspicious person
(or both), because she yanked the kid closer to her. “What do you want?” she
demanded in a loud voice. “Leave me alone. This is a private respectable
residence.”


I blinked at her. “I’m looking for someone—Ed. Ed Vervais.”


“Well, you would be,” she said, her voice turning snide now
and her nose wrinkling, as if she’d just smelled the skankiest, moldiest piece
of feces.


“I don’t know him,” I said. “I just need to talk to him.”


She pointed over her shoulder. “He lives over on the end
there—the blue door. Now leave me alone or I’m calling the cops!” She rushed
off with the kid and disappeared around the other corner of the building.


My face was flushing badly as Roberto walked up to me. “This
isn’t ideal,” I said.


“No kidding.”


“Let’s go.”


We walked up to the end apartment and I knocked on the blue
door…which opened slightly, as if it had been unlocked or the lock had been
broken. Oh christ…why had this door-opening shit
happened?


My gun was in my holster beneath my black jacket, and now I
dropped my drink bottle onto the ground and pressed my hand on my gun as the
door swung open wider—and a smell hit me: the rank odor of a dirty house and a
dirty person inside. Rotten food, bitter piss and stale fecal matter—ugh.


“Hello,” I called as I stepped onto the threshold.


“Heya…” someone mumbled from inside. “You want?”


“What?”


“What you?”


I suspected the muffled voice coming from the other end of
the half-dark room meant “What do you want?” But his words were slurred, maybe
from booze, maybe from something else.


The outside light coming from behind me brightened the
inside more, and I finally spotted the guy across the room. He sat curled
against the base of a wall. He was brown-haired, young; his chest was too thin,
and he was wearing stained (ugh) underwear only.


“Ed Vervais?” I said.


I heard a “Mm.” Then
a “Me.” And I thought, This is my
enemy? This decrepit junkie? And he was a junkie;
it was so damn obvious.


Cocaine imported from Earth was pretty popular on Diamond,
but when Vervais began rising from the floor, I could tell by the paralytic,
sluggish way he moved that he probably wasn’t on cocaine.


I stepped into the apartment, hearing Roberto say from the
doorway behind me, “Damn—oh, it stinks in here!”


“Who you,” said Vervais, before falling back against the
wall. Apparently, the guy couldn’t even form correct three-word sentences. But
he was the author of the full-sentence threats to me?


I pulled out my gun, and his green eyes seemed to brighten
with fear then.


“Close the door,” I said over my shoulder to Roberto.


“Hey, hey,” Vervais said, trying to stand up again, but then
failing again. He did manage to raise a hand at me—or, more correctly, at my
gun. Then he waved his hand there. “Not allowed that.”


“Ooops—you forgot to ask me if I fucking care,” I
said, still holding my gun.


“What want!” he said now, suddenly sounding nervous.


“I’m Pia Senda. And you’ve been sending me letters.”


He just stared at me as if he really didn’t know what I was
talking about—and, in his current state, he probably didn’t know.


I stepped closer and finally noticed the peculiar
greenish-looking tint to his chest skin, to his lips.


And, apparently, Roberto had finally noticed that too. “He’s
strung out—look at his skin! I’ve seen that shade of
green before: algae dots from Keron’s seas. They destroy your brain. He’s
useless, Pia!”


“Who you,” Vervais mumbled again.


“Goddammit,” I replied.


 


*


 


I made Roberto put him into the apartment’s bathroom tub, a
full-of-brown-grime bathroom tub.


“Dammit, Pia, this is disgusting,” said Roberto through a
face twisted with disgust.


“Just run the cold water on him!”


“But if it’s algae dots and he just
popped them, he won’t be aware enough for days maybe! What
the hell’s on his underwear?!?”


“I. don’t. want.
to. know,” I said.


“But IIII gotta do this!?”


“You’re a guy; he’s a guy. Do the math. And what would my
guy say if I bathed this guy’s prick?”


“Dammit, I’m NOT bathing his prick,” said Roberto as he
dumped the contents of a grimy-looking bottle of liquid soap on top of
Vervais’s head.


“Oh-oh,” said Vervais, and he kind of laughed a squeaky
infant-laugh, in between struggling as if he did have some level of awareness
that two strangers had just barged into his house and were now effectively
giving him a bath, something he seemed to have lost acquaintance with weeks
ago….


Roberto suddenly reached down and slapped him right across
his greenish face.


My shocked mouth fell open. “What the hell are you doing—”


“It should help counteract the drug,” Roberto said, his blue
eyes turning to me. “You wanna question him, no?”


I nodded. And Roberto slapped the guy on the neck now.


“Ow!” he pouted.


“Be glad it’s him slapping you and not me,” I growled at
Vervais.


Innocent, drug-cloudy green eyes stared up at me.


Roberto continued his hand-slapping and his cold-spraying
with the faucet sprayer, and after about ten minutes of that, the guy did look
cleaner. He might have smelled cleaner too, but who the fuck could tell when
the air still stunk from the dirty apartment.


Vervais finally began to stand up in the tub, and I turned
around and walked into the living-area.


My eyes roamed the mess there: a couch, a table, a chair
with a broken seat, paper bags filled with garbage. There were plates covered
with old moldy food lying around, and some papers on the couch cushions. I
walked over there and picked up a piece of paper—nothing interesting. I
rummaged through the rest, found junk-mail, unpaid bills.


Then I moved to the table where there was an even bigger
pile of random shit. I found an ID in there, a photo ID for a mall
cleaning-staff position. Yikes. This dirty guy was a janitor? He’d
surely contaminate everything in his “cleaning” path.


I took a book from the pile and two pieces of paper fell
out: seven-year-old release papers from a prison on Keron….


I heard movement behind me, turned around and saw Roberto
give Vervais a shove out of the bathroom.


“No right,” Vervais said to me, sounding a little more lucid
now.


“Neither do you, scumbag. Threatening me.”


“Who you,” he said.


“It’s ‘who are you’, or can’t you speak correctly?”


He didn’t respond at first. He and his skinny body stood
shivering inside a big blue bath towel, and, oddly, the towel looked pretty
clean. “I’m calling police,” he finally said.


I pulled out my portable phone and held it out to him. “Go
right ahead. Save me the trouble. And while you’re at it, ask them what the
punishment is for sending death-threats through the mail.”


He didn’t respond once again, and this time it seemed he
wasn’t going to ever respond.


I held up the prison papers and shook them. “What’s this?”


He still remained silent, so I threw the papers in his
direction; they fell onto the floor and he bent over to look at them. “Oh,” was
all he said then. But as he bent forward, the towel opened and his bare
shriveled penis popped out and hung down at the floor.


“You should have dressed him,” I said to Roberto.


“What am I—his valet?” Roberto replied in a crabby voice.


I turned back to Vervais. “What were you in jail for?”


“Drugs, drugs.”


“What a surprise. You know, algae dots are illegal.”


He was shivering again. I felt an urge to sit down as I
questioned him, to give him the feeling that I would make myself at home for as
long as it took to get what I wanted. But, I didn’t want to sit on his filthy
furniture.


My eyes fell on Poor Roberto—his white shirt was stained a
yellowy brown, so were his beige pants. I suddenly felt really bad about the
whole situation….


“I’m going to make this brief,” I said to Vervais now.
“We’re not leaving till we get what we came for. You’ve been sending me
letters.” I pulled the second threat envelope from my jacket and held it out.


Vervais—gingerly—stepped forward and took it. His eyes
widened in acknowledgement, and then he gave the envelope back to me, wrinkled
from his damp hand. “Didn’t,” he said.


But my brain only barely registered the word because it had
noticed something about the envelope: the white paper beneath the words was wet
from Vervais’s hand, but the black writing hadn’t blurred or bled into the damp
at all. Suddenly the glare on the words just didn’t look like the glare from
writing ink….


“Wait a minute,” I said, my eyes
still on the envelope. “Is this a printout or a photocopy? Did you copy this? Is
the letter the same?”


“No, no, don’t know.” Vervais shook his head fast.


“Goddammit,” I said, taking a step closer to him. “What the
fuck is this?”


He pointed a shaking forefinger at the envelope. “Came like
that from mail—with money in bank account. I gave to friend—for you.”


“The whole shebang—the envelope with the letter inside was
already sealed up?”


He nodded fast. “The note said I better.” He began laughing,
quite hysterically, and Roberto gave him a slap-shove on the back of his neck.


“The note said you better deliver it?” I asked Vervais fast.


His head bobbed again.


“Where’s the note? The package it came in?”


“Garbage. Weeks.”


I groaned. “Where did the fucking thing come from—the
money?”


“In my account.”


“From where—where!”


“Receipt deleted.”


“What bank?”


He didn’t respond. “Leaf Bank said—said no record Earth
location. They won’t tell you.”


“Yeah, but they’ll tell YOU.”


 


*


 


Roberto and I now “helped” him dress and “helped” him down
the park and into Roberto’s car.


“Forgot my more dots!” he whined as Roberto shoved him into
the backseat.


“Fuck your dots,” I said.


I sat behind the wheel while Roberto sat in the back with
his gun on the guy. I would have liked to run my Osier over something with
Vervais’s prints to check them against the envelopes, but I had no time for
that now.


As I drove, Vervais gave me directions to Leaf Bank—wrong
directions.


I stopped the car and growled, “There’s no fucking bank
here.”


Vervais rubbed his forehead in his hand. “I said left!”


“No, you said right.”


“Go light back there—left!”


“Goddammit,” I said, turning the car around. Only I turned
it a little too wildly; I spun it, in other words.


“Whoa, Pia—come on!” said a nervous
Roberto.


“I’m trying. I’m trying to keep it cool.”


“Cool,” the junkie repeated, laughing.


I looked in my rearview mirror at his still-slightly-green
face, which green face we’d have to walk into the bank with. What a fucking
mess.


 


*


 


We finally made it to Leaf Bank; Roberto and I left our guns
in the car and yanked Vervais out of the car.


With the two of us behind him now, Vervais walked into the
bank and up to one of the bank tellers at the main counter. The woman’s dark
eyes gave him a skeptical once-over, but his sluggish fingers eventually
managed to pull out his bank card from his jeans and lay it onto the counter.


“My account,” he said, and then he stopped and laughed.


The teller shot him nervous eyes now—and that made me very
nervous.


I stepped up to the counter. “Excuse me, Miss. My cousin is
having…issues right now.” I gave her an eye that said
you-and-I-both-know-what-issues-but-PLEASE-help-me-out-here-because-my-cousin’s-such-a-drag-to-take-care-of.


She seemed to understand; her eyes were still a bit dubious,
but they’d softened some.


So now I continued, “He’s interested in checking a deposit
transaction from weeks ago. He lost his receipt and he needs the information
for tax purposes.”


“Is this true, sir?” she asked Vervais.


He nodded.


“I’m calling up your account on the computer now.”


I waited, Roberto waited, Vervais waited, or maybe he was just…existing right now. It seemed he had totally tuned
out from his environment. His face just looked numb, frozen. I reached over and
pinched him right on the top of his jean-clad ass. But he didn’t even budge.


Shit. If he didn’t remain conscious here, I wouldn’t
be able to get the goddamn info….


A fake smile on my face for the teller’s benefit, I leaned
my face nearer to Vervais and said in a low voice, “Wake up. Remember
that the cops are only a phone call away.”


He seemed to have registered what I said; he flashed me a
nervous grin, but I was pretty close to him and his mouth smelled
hasn’t-brushed-his-teeth-in-ages bad…. God, I couldn’t wait till the day was
over and I was finally at home—assuming I would get home….


The teller now said to Vervais, “I have your account here. Which transaction?”


“Um, um,” Vervais said. And that seemed to be all he could
say.


“Ed,” I said, “the woman is waiting.” I turned back
to her and smiled. “Maybe from Earth—I think it was from Earth?”


She ignored me. “Mister Vervais?”


“Earth,” he finally said, coming back down to earth (I
hoped).


“Well,” the teller said, “I only have limited information.
I’m showing money relayed from there, but that doesn’t mean it came from
there. Sometimes there are delays in the system from other planets, and money
is temporarily sent to and held on Earth in limbo until the Unified Planetary
Government or the Interplanetary Commerce And Flight
Committee headquarters there can establish a connection with the original
sender.”


“So don’t you have that info?” I asked. “My cousin needs proof
of where the money came from.”


“It appears,” the teller said as she read from her screen,
“that the connection went bad. This often happens when money crosses between multiple
planets. Do you have an account on another planet—is that what you mean about
tax purposes?”


Vervais nodded.


And so did I as I said, “We’re
originally from Earth, and now he’s afraid the money came from a dead distant
relative and might have to be added onto a Diamond inheritance tax for this
year.”


“Well,” the woman sighed, “I’m sorry to hear that, but I’ve
given you everything I know. There’s just nothing else listed here.”


I experienced a bizarre frantic moment of depression. This
whole goddamn afternoon dealing with this dirty goddamn guy and his dirty
goddamn house—and I wound up with goddamn zip!


 


*


 


The three of us left the bank, and my feet in my black shoes
angrily pounded the ground as I eyed Vervais in front of me.


Because his normal state apparently was as close to brain
dead as you could get while not on a respirator, I knew he wasn’t behind the
letters. They had been planned; the whole thing had been carefully
planned. And Vervais probably couldn’t plan a trip for his own goddamn ass to
his own goddamn toilet seat.


“Well, Boss?” Roberto said to me over his shoulder.


I looked at him. “We’ve got nothing, except this goddamn
zombie.”


“Dots,” The Zombie Junkie said then, and I wanted to jerk my
foot forward and kick him right in his ass.


 


*


 


“Where you from originally?”
Roberto asked The Zombie once they were in the back seat of the car again.


“Ker—Keron,” The Zombie said.


In my rearview mirror, I saw the face Roberto pulled. “He’s
not a Sander. I don’t need my gun. I could snap his scrawny arm with my hands.”


“Don’t exaggerate,” I said as I put my foot to the
accelerator and turned down the final road to Vervais’s place.


 


*


 


As soon as we got back to his apartment, Vervais dove for
the messes inside, saying, “Dots,” as his fingers rummaged through his crap.


From the doorway, Roberto and I watched him and talked about
him.


“What next?” Roberto asked me.


“We’ll help keep him stoned.”


“What?”


“Well, unless you want to babysit
him for the next few days, he’s probably less of a danger to me stoned than
sober.” I hated drugs, yet what choice did I have here?


“But, Pia, maybe he could remember who hired him if he was
lucid!”


I frowned at Roberto and jerked my thumb at Vervais. “Does he
look like he’s had a lucid moment in years? You yourself said that’s impossible
on the algae.”


“Red bottle—bottle!” I heard Vervais mumbling as his hands
worked at one of his messy piles.


“Let me help you,” I called to him.


I walked into the apartment and began rifling through his
gross shit, thinking that after this trek, probably my
whole body would need disinfecting.


I didn’t find any bottles in one of his piles, so I moved to
the next pile in a corner of the room—where I finally found a red bottle. I
held it up, shaking it at his still-in-a-stupor face. “Is this it?”


He tried to grab it from me, but my eyes had caught
something clutched in his fingers: a small torn piece of silver paper. With my
empty hand I snatched the paper from him and realized it wasn’t paper; it was
part of a wrapper, a spaceship cargo wrapper. Anything ship-mailed across
planets was typically packed into metallic-plastic, vacuum-packed wrappers.


I shook the silver piece in front of Vervais’s face. “What’s
this?”


“Letters—three letters. Bottle,” he said, grabbing at my
other arm.


But I successfully fielded the grab. “Three? You mean my
letters? But I only have TWO.”


“Three. Bottle.”


“Goddammit—I think he’s saying there’s another letter!” I
yanked at one of his arms and shook him. “Where—where is it?”


“Dun—dunno.”


“Shit!” I said.


His fingers grabbed for the bottle again, and this time I
let him take it.


“Is it here?” I shouted.


I began searching through his messy room again, which I did
with more zeal than the first time—well, I was far beyond zeal now and into
full-blown-anger territory.


“Goddammit, Roberto—help me here!” I shouted as I flung
something smelly off a mound of garbage.


Roberto did help me, and he was the one who finally found
the third envelope—stuck beneath one of the couch cushions, the paper bent and
stained with who-knew-what. But the familiar writing on the outside was
unmistakable.


By this point I was so angry and so stressed, I no longer
gave a shit about fingerprints or preserving any goddamn evidence—I would probably
only find what I’d already found—


I tore open the envelope and pulled out the inner envelope,
then tore that and saw the message inside:


 


I’ll see you soon when you’ll be dead before June.


 


What the fuck did that tell me? Nothing! Diamond’s June was
months away. That meant I could be dead during any of the months leading up to
that one!


My hands were shaking on the letter, and so was my mouth
doing its own version of Saint Vitus’s Dance. I thought of what Roberto had said earlier about
saints—where were they when you needed them?


I charged toward the front door and Roberto followed me. I
heard Vervais call, “Thanks visit!” as I stepped over the threshold and into
the outside.


I charged through the park.


“Now what, Pia?” an out-of-breath Roberto asked from behind
me.


“I’ve got to get out of here. The answers aren’t here.”


“Where—Diamond, you mean?”


“Yeah.”


“Where the hell you gonna go, Boss?”


“To Earth. Back
to Earth. The package came from there—it’s the only real lead.”


“But what if that’s what they want—maybe they’re
misdirecting you!”


“Honestly, Roberto, at this point I just don’t know what the
hell else to do.”


When I reached his car, I asked him to open the trunk so I
could stick the new threat-letter and the silver-wrapper piece inside my case.
But then, when I noticed anew the dirty state of the envelope, I changed my
mind and just threw that and the wrapper into the trunk.


Roberto sighed heavily as he slammed the trunk closed. “My
car’s gonna need a cleaning.”


“So are we.”


Inside the car now, I said to him, “You got free time
tonight? Forget about doing the Jericho search tomorrow—I need you to come back
to the office and do it now. Just make yourself comfortable and use your
computer in your office.”


Months ago I’d had Roberto and Mike set up their own personal space in one of MSA’s rooms. Roberto
actually didn’t work in his space much, partly because he mostly did leg work
and not office work, and partly because he didn’t care for the room’s location:
it was at the cottage’s very back, and he sometimes
complained that he felt too out-of-the-know inside there, would rather be up
front with me, which he usually was.


But the main room was only so big, and though I only
in-person met with clients by carefully-planned appointment, some days my main
room felt quite crowded….


Roberto was talking to me. “…I don’t have any plans for
tonight—”


“Good,” I cut him off, because suddenly my mind was racing
so fast, and I didn’t want to waste time listening to sentences that were either
unnecessary or that I could finish myself.


He was driving but he glanced down at himself. “I’m filthy
though!”


“Just use the big bathroom to shower and change into
something else—I’m sure you’ve got something in your office.”


 


*


 


The house that enclosed MSA had two bathrooms: the
full-bath, which had come with the house and was for me and my staff only, and
the half-bath, which I’d just had installed a few months ago, so any visiting
clients would have their own bathroom.


I always wanted to make MSA as much of a comfortable space
as possible for the others there, client or not. But, it seemed death-threats
were the thanks I got for being an accommodating person.


When Roberto and I reached MSA, I walked into the
full-bathroom to wash my arms and Roberto walked into his room—then came out of
it a minute later, his face a study in pouting. “All I could find was one of
Mike’s shirts!”


Mike. I’d forgotten about him and Cooperson.


“Does it fit you?” I said to Roberto as I towel-dried my
hands.


“It might, yeah. But I’m dirty all over, Boss….”


I thought of something. “Hang on a minute.” I went into
Nell’s office and looked in her closet.


When I walked out of there a moment later, I was carrying a
pair of black slacks, which I held open by the wide waistband. “I think these’ll work.”


Roberto frowned at them. “But those are a pregnant gal’s
pants—maternity clothes!”


“Yep. Now don’t get all macho. The
point is: they look like they’ll fit.”


Roberto groaned, but he did grab the pants and disappear
into the full-bathroom.


While he was washing up in there, I removed spare clothes of
mine from the hall closet, then I sponge-washed my body and my hair in the
half-bath’s sink. This felt weird: Roberto and I had never bathed in the same
house together. I hoped we’d never have to bathe in the same SHOWER together at
some point. But with the way my life usually went, you just never knew….


When I had finally put on the clean clothes and was
neatening up the bathroom, I noticed my face in the round mirror above the
sink. My skin looked and felt tautly haggard, as if I’d aged two years in two
days.


My back suddenly stooped. Then I thought of the third
letter. Then I groaned and yanked open the door.


A moment later I was dialing Mike’s portable phone number
and remembering how he was a recreational drug user, a recreational drug
smoker—he’d never exactly said he was, but I could tell that he used some type
of weed. I wasn’t crazy about it, not at all, but he’d never let this affect
his work and he’d never come to a job stoned. I just hoped he hadn’t picked
today to change that policy because I’d now had enough of drug addicts to last
me a lifetime.


He answered his phone on the second ring. “Mike
here.”


“What’s up there?”


“Pia, I’m across the street. The guy’s an exhibitionist,
never closes his curtains. He came home a while ago and watched TV. Now he’s
making himself food in his kitchen. He seems calm.”


“Not a care in the world, the fuckhead,”
I snapped.


“He’s actually kind of cute,” said Mike.


“Don’t go getting any ideas.”


He laughed. Then: “How long you want me to stay?”


“I don’t. Come back to the office.”


“But I thought you said you’re having safety issues—”


“There’s no point in tailing Cooperson. I’m pretty sure he’s
a dead end.”


I hung up with Mike and a newly-clean, damp-haired Roberto
came out of the bathroom; he held his dirty clothes at arm’s length. “You got
something for this—a bag?”


“Just put it in the laundry bag for the service.” I got up
and walked to the main-room’s closet where I kept the bag. I had a housekeeping
service come by once a week—and, shit, I just realized I’d have to cancel the
cleaning for this week. I didn’t want anyone around the office even for
important reasons right now, forget about the trivial stuff.


I would dump my and Roberto’s dirty clothes in the bag and
take them to the cleaning service myself tomorrow; then I’d have mine held
there till I came back from…wherever. What would my specific plan now
be? At this moment I only knew the next direction I’d probably need to move in,
and that direction was toward Earth. If that movement did become a reality, it
would be hard for me—remaining on a sealed ship for days would be hard for me.
It always was. I could make short trips okay, like to Hera nearby, or to Hera’s
and Diamond’s moons. But a trip to Earth was longer and there were multiple
flumes to travel through….


I was sighing as I tossed the bag containing our dirty
clothes onto the floor. I still felt skanky though….
I thought a moment; then I grabbed a clean, long housecoat-apron I kept in the
kitchen and went into the big bathroom.


I couldn’t help it: I had to take a full shower. Maybe I
thought I could wash the day off better that way. But I also realized I wanted
Tan with me at the office—shit, I wanted everyone there. I soooo
needed people around me right now….


I finished my shower, slipped on the clean housecoat and
walked out.


Roberto pointed at the half-bath and said, “Boss, didn’t you
just wash up in there before?”


“Yeah.”


He didn’t say anything further, and I dumped the clothes I’d
just changed into and out of right into that dirty-laundry bag. I went back
into the full-bath to use the hair-dryer attached to the wall.


By the time I came back out, I had some color in my face
again. Maybe I’d lost a year in age. At least I hoped I had.


Roberto had since disappeared into his office, and now I
donned rubber gloves and carefully placed the new threat and the silver wrapper
piece into a plastic baggie. Then I went around spraying herbal disinfectant on
everything we’d touched since we’d gotten here.


Roberto reappeared to grab a pen from Nell’s desk.


“I’ve got to call Tan,” I said to him as I dropped the
rubber gloves onto the half-bath’s sink.


“I’m doing more searching on that Hydro place now.”


“Good.”


I sat down by my desk phone and was just about to telephone
Tan when I thought of Nell.


I dialed her portable’s number and told her to stop by now
if she could.


“For real?” she asked then, and in such an excited tone that
I laughed, which felt like my first laugh of the day. Or maybe it actually had
been my first. I’d lost any familiarity with happiness today….


“Yes,” I said to Nell, “for real.”


“I’m at the furniture store in town with Derek and Annie;
they’re coming too—don’t say no! We’ll all be there in ten minutes. It’ll be
okay.”


“All right,” I agreed. And I did this because I felt a bit
safer, not totally safe, but the threat now seemed less immediate.


Whoever had planned my demise seemed to have poor taste in
the people he’d gotten to do his dirty work; Vervais, at least, was a weakling.
But maybe my hater hadn’t needed accomplices for anything other than being
go-betweens.


I hung up with Nell and dialed Tan’s portable; when he
answered he said he’d just walked in the door at the house.


“Come to MSA,” I said. “Everyone’ll
be here—it’ll be like a party—ha-ha!” I laughed, but it was a forced laugh
because I wasn’t exactly feeling festive.


“What have you been doing all day there?” Tan asked.


“What do you mean all day? I was out on a….” I stopped; I
thought. Then I repeated,


“What do you mean ‘all day’?”


There was a loooong sigh on the
other end. “Your car—your car’s been there for hours.”


“So did you come by here….” No,
that couldn’t be right, unless he’d cut out of work again. …Now I thought back
to another time, to when Tan had spied on me….


“I put a tracker on your car,” he finally admitted on
another long sigh. “I bought a few locators from Paulie the other day; he
dropped them off this morning while you were asleep.”


“Goddammit,” I fumed. “Why don’t you tell me these things?”


“Because. You would have argued
with me, like you’re trying to do now! I’ve got another one—you can wear it on
your person—”


“Yeah, whatever—we’ll talk about this more later. Right now
I need you to bring some FOOD. I’ve got nothing here and I’m starving. I’m sure
Roberto is too. Bring chips and dips and….” My eyes fell on the bit of silver
wrapper inside the baggie; I remembered my scanner. I spoke faster now: “Just
bring the chips and dips and whatever else you can grab—and get here. Love ya and see ya later!” I hung up
the phone, rushed to the bathroom for the rubber gloves again, then grabbed my Osier out of my case.


I pulled the third threat and the wrapper from the baggie,
and from this scan I got back smudges mostly, but two prints on the outside
envelope were probable matches with the first two outside envelopes—Vervais
probably. There were other unknown partial prints on the silver wrapper, but
the package had been shipped in space, and I didn’t know who the fuck the
prints belonged to and probably never would.


Basically, I had goddamn nothing, as usual.


 


*


 


I had disinfected my hands and my scanner and was putting it
back in my case when Roberto came back out. “Boss, all I’ve found so far is
that the Jericho place mines and pumps gases—hydro—hydrocarbons or something? For vehicles here, the railways—and even some of the gun
cartridges. You think that means anything?”


I was sighing. “No. What’s abnormal about mining on Diamond?
That’s business as usual. Maybe you should try a fake phone call to there.”


“But it might be too late on that side of Diamond.”


“So do it in the morning,” I said, and I was about to change
the subject when I saw the small black security panel beside my desk say that the
front door was being opened—by Nell’s key and code.


I saw her face flash by on the panel’s small video-screen;
then an instant later I saw her face in person as she bounded into the main
office. Her body was wrapped in a dark-purple, flared-leg pantsuit, and she’d
curled her brown hair into silky waves. She was the vision of a very elegant
figure as she strolled over to my desk.


“You look really nice, Nell,” I said.


She grinned at me with happy bright teeth. “Derek’s bringing
Annie in. Hey, Roberto.” She looked him over now, her
face shifting into a pensive frown.


I turned to him then too—and realized her eyes were on
Roberto’s midsection, above his crotch, where the black fabric of his pants was
bunched up into the waistband.


Nell said slowly now, “Are those my….”


“Don’t ask,” I said, my eyes engaging in a quick roll toward
the ceiling before landing on Roberto again. “So, Roberto, did you know Tan put
a locator on my car?”


Roberto’s big face flushed and he shoved his hands into the
pockets of his—Nell’s—pants. “Yeah, he got one from Paulie…. Boss, certain
things you don’t want to see reason on!”


“Reason, as in: what a group of men think is reason?”


“Sometimes men aren’t idiots!” he said in a really earnest
voice.


I laughed.


“And Tan got one for himself—for you to use. Shit, maybe we
should all get them.”


Now Nell said, “I agree with Roberto—it’s something to
consider in future. What can the locator hurt? Besides, if you have one for Tan
too, then you’re both equal!”


“So you’re a colluder with the men now,” I said to Nell, but
I winked my right eye as I spoke.


She laughed and just then Derek walked in; he held a baby
carrier with Annie nestled inside.


Smiling at him, I stood up and walked over to the white
carrier as he lowered it onto the small red couch near my desk. I stared down
at the baby, and then my right hand touched her soft hair, her warm cheek; her
little mouth flashed even littler spit-bubbles at me. I laughed lightly and
smiled at Derek again, whose blond hair was slicked back away from his big blue
eyes, which were on his daughter now. Annie sort of had his eyes in shape, but,
so far, hers were a gray-brown, flecked with yellow, and, to me, they always
seemed bright like the Diamond Sun.


I touched her hand and held onto it, feeling my first moment
of comfort all day….


Someone’s stomach growled—very loudly. We all laughed. Then
Derek and Nell and I looked at Roberto, at his slightly mortified face, which
now said, “Haven’t eaten anything since breakfast.”


“Tan’s bringing food,” I said, and I wound up being so right
on that.


He showed up about forty minutes later, with Mike right
behind him. But Tan must have gone to the fanciest local supermarket on his way
to MSA because his car held boxes containing a mini-feast, complete with little
strawberry tarts for dessert.


There was a small table in the kitchen, but it wasn’t big
enough for all of us to sit at. So we laid the spread of food on that table;
then we sat on the various chairs and couches in the main office.


We ate, we talked, we laughed, and little Annie made excited
noises—even she could sense all the warm feelings in the room that night.


At one point Tan pulled me and my housecoat to him, and for
an instant I felt like such a frump.


But then what the hell did it matter? There were more important
things in life than whether you were wearing a bright orange housecoat with
ugly big green flowers and a frayed hemline to a party. I certainly wished that
was my biggest problem.


 


*


 


By the time Tan and I reached home later that night, I was
exhausted. I showered again and put on my nicest pajamas: a satiny mauve
pant-set. Then I sat down on the living-room couch and told Tan that we needed
to talk.


Sighing and bare-chested in only pajama pants as usual, he
sat back beside me. “What’s up?”


“What’s up is…I’ve got to go back to Earth.”


He didn’t respond. He stared at me; then, slowly, he began
shaking his head.


“I think you know what I mean,” I said in a meaningful
voice.


And he apparently did know what I meant. His head-shaking
eventually turned into a loud, long-suffering bout of sighing.


“Go ahead,” I said, “get it over with. Let out your complaint, tell me I’m crazy, etcetera. Aren’t you going
to?”


“No. I’m just going to silently sit here so you know I know
you know.”


“Er…what?”


He laughed a little, but it was a mirthless curt sound. “I
should have seen this coming.”


“How? Even I didn’t.”


“What happened today to bring this on?”


I filled him in on some things, including what had
transpired at Leaf Bank.


And he wasn’t happy to hear any of it. More
long-suffering sighing. “Why did it have to turn out this way?”


“I’m sorry, Tan. Next time someone wants to kill me, I’ll be
sure to tell him to do it from Diamond only.”


“You don’t know where the hell the person is—it could be a
woman too!”


“I know. But I have a feeling it isn’t. At least you’ll
finally get to see Earth. I want you with me.”


His face seemed to soften, his anger. And then he finally
nodded. “So, when will you contact them?”


“Tomorrow,” I said.


 


*


 


The next day I went into Sapphire Lake again to one of the
more secure Communications buildings. Like many regular Communications sites,
this secure one was unfortunately a public one. But it was the best I had
access to because I had no job or anything with a security clearance,
and I’d been unable to afford the extra expense of having something so
elaborate built into my office.


Usually in a public Communications room, a patron still
could make a very private communication—if she worked the equipment herself,
which I did that day.


I sat alone in the sound-proof space, shifting the too-tight
waistband of my pants to a more comfortable position. Beneath there I was also
wearing the body-locator Tan had bought for me. The locator was a
metallic-looking button, a small smooth stud I could stick either beneath my
clothing or on my skin or in my case—pretty much anywhere, it was so small. But
I’d attached it to myself earlier partly because I wanted to get used to having
it close by….


My fingers punched my payment information into the room’s
control panel, which information was from an account I’d set up last year under
another name—one of my old identities that I’d never actually used on a job. It
was a miscellaneous Miscellaneous
identity created for an eventuality just like this one.


My call was routed through a bunch of space flumes and space
stations before the signal finally hit where I wanted on Earth.


Then I waited. And waited and waited.


I should have brought something to read. I could have opened
my case to get something to entertain myself, but that would have been stupid
of me to do in this space….


I finally heard some static coming over the line. I’d put
the communication on audio-only, and in a moment I got an audio-only response
from the standard UPG receptionist with the standard clipped UPG-receptionist
voice. “This is UPG Central. What’s the nature of your call?”


Now I said, “I want to speak to RG415.”


She must have been typing something because I’d heard the
snap-click of keys. But now the snap-clicking stopped.


A lengthy pause. And then the
clipped voice came back: “Excuse me? Which extension was that?”


“I didn’t say an extension. I said a codename. Stop with the
bullshit. Just get me RG. It’s important. This is Thirteen.”


Another pause, no sound of keys—no sound,
period. I suspected a hand or something was over the receiver on her
end.


Now the voice again: “Please hold.” Now the total silence
again.


My top lip began sweating, and I swore under my breath. I
really hated having to do this. I didn’t know what the hell this would start
now, but I also didn’t know what the hell had started toward me with the
threat. I had no choice but to use old resources….


The voice came back: “RG will contact you at this same
number within the half-hour.”


“But I don’t want to wait—”


“You’ll have to,” she said, and then she ended the call.


Again I waited and waited and waited, and he didn’t get back
to me till close to an hour. By that point, more than my lip was sweating.


The call-coming-in warning bleep came with a
visual-communication request. I accepted the visual from his end, but I wanted
to make sure it was him before I turned on the visual feed from my end.


His face came on the screen. His hair was longer, darker,
and he’d apparently lost some weight. But it was definitely him. He wasn’t in a
UPG office though; he looked like he was sitting in a secure public booth like
the one I was in. And that surprised me. It also made me feel suspicious. But
then, really, what didn’t make me feel suspicious lately?


“Thirteen,” James finally said, “put on the visual. I want
to talk face-to-face.”


“Yeah, well, I don’t. I don’t even want to talk to you,
period,” I growled. But I did turn on the video-feed.


“Okay, all right,” he said once he finally saw me. “Now this
is what’s known as a real surprise.”


“Don’t get all excited. You crowd won’t get me yet.”


His head sort of jerked back. “What makes you think I want
to get you?”


“Because you crowd—”


“I’m not a ‘crowd’. You think you would have lasted this
long if I hadn’t withheld some information about you to certain elements here?”


I hadn’t thought of that; it was my turn to be taken
aback—at myself more than at him. What he’d said made some sense: since I’d
last seen him, whenever I thought about the whole situation, I kind of felt
surprised that the UPG hadn’t reared its ugly head at me even once. And that
should have seemed very off to me, considering I knew the way they operated in
general.


On the other hand, this I’ve-been-a-protector-of-yours could
all be a trick of his—of theirs.


“Well,” I said now, “I was under the impression that I was
persona non grata there, unless I was being grabbed
by the neck by you all.” Hu had also given me that impression, based on
something she’d heard and then said to me, about someone being dangerous to the
UPG leaving there. She’d assumed that was me, and so had I.


“Let’s just say some people know of your…value,” James said
now. “But they’re not going to be bothered doing anything about it.”


I got tired of discussing this topic because it wasn’t the
main reason I called—unless they were actually behind the threat. But that
possibility seemed extremely low in probability.


So now I said, “I think I’ve been made. From a job I did for
you probably. I don’t know which. But someone’s after me.”


He sat forward in his chair, his face turning into a flat
frown. “What makes you think that?”


“I’ve been getting threats.”


“And you expect me to do something about that, I take it?”


“Yeah: help me find out who.”


He sat back and sighed. “Well, that’s something I can’t do.”


At first I just glared at him. Then I said: “You think I
wanted to contact you, put me on your radar again?”


He waved a careless hand at the air around him. “What makes
you think you were ever off it? You know that’s not the way this works. Once
you’re in, you’re effectively in for forever.”


I really didn’t need—or want—to be reminded of that, even
though it was the truth. “You’re like the goddamn mafia,” I said.


“It is what it is.”


“And because it is what it is, how do I know this isn’t YOU
sending me threats?”


Unless I was losing my mind, his face looked…offended by my
statement. “Thirteen, you really think I’d try to have you killed? We had
something together once.”


“Yeah, ten seconds of orgasming.”


He sounded angry now: “It was more than that.”


“Yeah, you’re right—it was fifteen seconds,” I said. “I just
want to make sure you remember that if I go down for something, so do you. Especially you all. I’ve got insurance to make sure that
happens.”


“Like I said, no one’s too worried about you. Don’t
overstate your importance to this machine. I’ve been following your life. You
certainly seem to have done well for yourself. So don’t act like your life’s
been ruined—”


“You bastard!” I shouted at the
screen. “You just don’t get it, do you? You’re right: your machine’s much
bigger than I am, but I used to be a cog in it. Now someone’s after me, and I
need to find out who. If they’re after me, consider it that they’re after all
of you too. Helping me is helping you. NOW will you see if you can find
out anything?”


There was a long pause. He seemed to not want to speak. But
then I knew him: sometimes he needed extra time to gather his thoughts. James
just wasn’t the kind of person who spoke off-the-cuff.


But I was the kind of person who easily grew
impatient.


Now I said to him: “You know what’s disappointing but not
necessarily unexpected? Even after what I told you that day in the bar, you’re
still there. You’re still working for them. You’re still doing their dirty
work. You know first-hand that they don’t operate above-board.”


He sighed. “I’ve accepted that. It’s the nature of the
beast.”


“Yeah, that’s a good way to describe it. A
goddamn beast. Like I said, if I’m on the sights of whoever’s
after me, so might you be.”


“Look—” he sat forward in his seat again “—if you want my
help, I’ve got to reinstate you.”


“Keep dreaming.”


“It’s the only way I can give you any information, and you
know it.”


I ground my teeth together because…yeah, he was right. I
kind of expected this turn of events, and I was pretty sure that Tan had also
expected it when we talked the night before.


“Besides that,” James continued now, “it might go a long way
to, well, smoothing things over, patching things up, so to speak. Make you look
more cooperative and not like a thorn in the sides of some in my ‘crowd’.”


That was a good point, a point I hadn’t thought of.


“How long will reinstatement take?” I’d only ever been a
part of the machine; I’d never quit and come back.


“I’ll need a day at least,” James said.


“Make it a day. Any longer’s no
good because I don’t know when this person’ll
strike.”


“All right. A day,” he said. “But,
are you sure?”


“Do it. I’ll get back to you tomorrow at the same time,” I
said, and then I cut off the line.


I sat there staring at the blank screen, my whole body
shaking.


I couldn’t believe it: I had just become a part of my
sworn-enemy’s inner circle once again. Could my life get any worse?


 


*


 


I sat there thinking for some time.


I had hoped the scumbag would be able to give me some info
today, but now I was on my own till tomorrow. I did not want to wait
that long.


I entered my payment information again and set up a
communication to someone I didn’t want to set up a communication with—not for
my sake, but for hers. Last I’d heard, she’d started focusing on a semi-normal life,
and I assumed she was inactive now. And if she was inactive, she wouldn’t be
happy to hear from me again.


However, she’d know it was me right away: she and James were
the only people who knew of the false name I was using (yeah, even Tan didn’t
know about it). And she’d told me years ago that she’d always have an ear open
for me if I needed one….


I sent a text-only message to the hotel her parents owned:


 


Hi, I’ll be in-planet soon near Trentonne with a party of
people, and I’m wondering what kind of cocktails your bar serves—I hope not
Molotov! I’ll be at this Communications terminal both today and tomorrow at
this same time. Please get back to me A.S.A.P.


 


—Gemma Brady


 


I waited for half an hour, my mind going over everything
about my case, which I now summed up as: someone wanted me dead, and it was
someone who knew me or had known me. Those were the only two things I felt
quite certain of. Everything else was part of an enormous gray area that only
angered me now when I tried to analyze it, tried to break it down into smaller
parts….


In my mind I kept going over the letters, and I kept feeling
a message inside there. But every time I tried to specifically name it, my
conscious mind kept stumbling….


And now I had this new bullshit to deal with: allying with
the people who had ruined my life. I’d never forgive them for what they’d done
to my past…but I’d use them if it would help prevent the ruination of my
future.


If you get new information, be ready to take a new
direction—that was one of my mottos. I strived to always remain open to
reassessing myself and those around me. If that made me seem wacky to others,
if that I-could-change-my-mind-later one-eighty-ing
was difficult for others to deal with, that was their problem. I hated when Tan
had to be the one dealing with that difficulty sometimes, but I couldn’t undo
the overall path my life had taken.


That was the silent agreement I felt Tan and I had: if
you want me, take me as I am, my very jaded past and all. And, so far, he
still wanted me….


I was just about to give up on the call when static came
over the line again. I read the words on the text screen: a message to me, from
Molotov. But the location wasn’t at the hotel.


I accepted the audio feed and heard her voice: “Molotov
here.”


“Thirteen here.”


“I’m shocked,” she said now, though her voice didn’t sound
shocked. It sounded matter-of-fact. “How long has it been?”


“A length of time I don’t want to think about, at least for
most of it.”


“Let’s go to two-way video.”


We did, and I saw that her jet-black hair was shorter, her
face rounder. But her dark eyes held her trademark ultrasharp
spark of awareness, as if even when her lids were closed, she could see what
was going on around her.


I asked her, “Are you inactive?”


“No,” she said.


And now I was shocked. “I thought you wanted to be.”


“I did. And then I didn’t. It’s as simple as that.”


“Nothing’s as simple as that with you,” I said.


And then she smiled, slowly, slyly.


I tried to smile back, but then I remembered why I’d contacted
her. “I just spoke with James.”


“Did you.” A
statement, not a question. Her eyes on me remained still, waiting. I
figured she’d probably heard about my more recent history with the UPG. So,
right now, she was probably wondering if—or maybe even realizing that something
important must have come up for me to risk contacting James.


“I wanted to ask him about you and Anthem,” I said now, “but
he wouldn’t tell me shit yet. He’s reinstating me first.”


“No matter. He won’t be able to
tell you anything about Anthem, except that he’s inactive.”


“What?” I asked, suddenly feeling confused.


“Anthem’s dead. He died in a fire on a ship. A bunch of
people did. The machine’s unaware of this.”


I felt a little sick to my stomach. I didn’t like hearing
about the demise of a Miscellaneous. At all.


Now I asked, “But how the fuck could they not know that?”


There was a pause.


Then she said, “They aren’t perfect. They screw up
sometimes. Change codenames—who knows.”


“They don’t lose people so easily,” I said.


“He’s dead, Thirteen,” she said in an emphatic voice.


“You mean dead dead, or
dead?”


She didn’t respond. But it was becoming clear that he must
have taken on a new identity and didn’t want to be found ever again—and she
must have helped him out there, probably in his file somehow. I wondered what
the hell was up with Anthem that he and Molotov had to go through this bullshit
subterfuge, but I had my own problems to solve….


“Thirteen,” Molotov said, “there must be a reason that you
came out of nowhere and are wondering about the two of us.”


I lowered my eyes, felt the frown growing on my face. “I’ve
been made by someone somewhere or something. My life is more high-profile now,
and I guess that was a mistake. I should have used a totally new identity when
I started over. But I made friends and I wanted to just STOP, you know?”


“Mm hm.” Another pause, this one longer than the last. Then: “So, why
contact me?”


“I’ve gotten death-threats. And someone went through a lot
of trouble to send them. I’m wondering if you’ve received something similar?”


“No, just the usual in-person stuff with someone pointing a
big weapon at little-old unarmed me. But that’s no big deal.”


I couldn’t help laughing. “Are you saying I’m making
something out of nothing?”


“Nope. I’m not saying that. Your instincts
are firing on all cylinders, so that’s enough to make me pause too. But, you’re
not unfamiliar with this. You’ve been here before and in worse.” Her eyes
shifted, a slow memory-slide, and I could tell she was remembering something
from her “worse”….


Then she continued: “When you have something—or
someone—you’re trying to protect, everything gets magnified.” I knew what she
meant, both for me and for her.


“What do you want me to do?” she finally asked.


I shook my head. “Nothing. I’m just
letting you know something’s up, and I can’t tell if it’s related to that job
we did….”


“I certainly hope it isn’t,” she said.


Yet another pause, and this one was
harder, for her; her sharp eyes glazed over till they looked murky with memory.
Then she rubbed a fast hand over her mouth. Ever since I’d known her, normally
she’d never make emotional gestures like that, but it seemed some things were
too painful for even the strongest constitutions.


And now I felt bad for having contacted her. I said fast, “Look,
if I come up with anything concrete that relates to you, I’ll let you know
right away. I hope you’re doing well.”


She nodded…but she didn’t say if she was doing well.


“Well, take care and watch your back,” I said, and my hand
was on the controls, ready to break off contact.


But then I heard her voice, her much-softer voice.
“Thirteen.”


I looked up. The murkiness was back in her eyes. And then
she said, “I’ll never forget what you did for us.”


I swallowed and nodded, partly because I’d never forget it
either.


“If you ever need me to be somewhere, I’ll be there—no
questions asked,” she said, and then she cut the communication.


 


*


 


I left the building; then I dropped the dirty laundry from
MSA at the cleaning service.


I was back in my car again waiting at a stoplight when my
portable rang. I saw Roberto’s number on the phone; as I put it to my ear, I pulled the car to the side of the road. “Yeah?”


“I just finished another search at the library, and I’ve
still got nothing on Jericho. Most of the information about them is all
technical-talk. They don’t do nothing but gas, gas and more gas.”


“That’s probably right. Another dead end.”


“Huh?”


“I’ll explain later. Can you come to my place or Nell’s
tonight? I need you at one or the other, but I’d rather you go to Nell’s.”


“Why!”


“So you get used to my not being around for a while.”


A small silence, except I could hear his heavy breathing. “I
don’t like the way that sounds, Boss,” he finally mumbled.


“I’m off to Earth, Roberto. In two days—that’s my plan. I’m
ordering my tickets later, for me and Tan.”


“Tan too!”


“Yeah,” I said.


I thought about that as I drove the rest of the way home: my
first instinct was to always leave Tan out of everything, and that had been my
first instinct this time. However, I had few options inside this whole fiasco,
and they weren’t exactly good options….


I reached the house, let myself inside. Then I flung off my
clothes and jumped into the shower.


As the water coursed over my shoulders, everything played in
my head again; the parts suddenly started falling into a more logical position.
I could see how they made up the whole situation, or at least I thought I could
see how.


Apparently, whoever was behind the envelopes never intended
for them to go through the mailing system, and that meant Jericho Hydro was
indeed a dummy address; the envelopes would have never made their way back to
that sender address. They’d been “sent” without Jericho’s knowledge and
probably would have remained that way until someone notified the company during
an investigation of my death….


I groaned loudly into the steamy shower air and squirted
more liquid soap into my hand. I had to keep my mind away from their
end-goal and focus on my end-goal, which was: staying alive.


The odd thing was that, at the same time, the Jericho
address was not a dummy address. I couldn’t believe someone had just
randomly picked that real address, especially because the dish and spoon was
also in the actual threats.


I now thought it more likely that Jericho’s specific
location had been chosen for a reason. But I still couldn’t fucking
see the reason. For an instant I wondered if I just wasn’t bright enough to see
it. But maybe I just didn’t have enough information—yet.


I finished showering and got dressed again; then I used my portable
to call the nearest ship-port and make reservations for two on a flight to
Earth; then I began packing stuff I’d need for my trip.


I’d have to make one last stop at my office later to get
some more things from the secret safe in my inner office, the inner office I
used for when clients were skittish about talking in front of the others
there….


As my hands stuck something into my special case, Vervais
suddenly popped into my head.


Now I wondered if his giving the envelopes to Cooperson in
specific had been the instructions of whoever hired Vervais or had just
happened out of convenience because Cooperson happened to be around Vervais
when the envelopes were there.


Spur of the Diamond moment, I left the house.


 


*


 


I slowly drove my car past Cooperson’s place. He lived in a
two-story, two-family, attached white house, and a small black car sat in the
driveway on his side.


I parked my car farther down the road, then
walked up to his white door. The sliding window beside it was slightly open. I
knocked on the door, saw Cooperson’s blond head appear behind the window
screening.


Then I heard him screeeaaaam.


My hand shot beneath my jacket onto my gun as his head
disappeared.


“Get out of here!” Cooperson shouted. “Go away or I’m
calling the cops!”


“Fucking pipe down!” I shouted
back.


“But you said if I saw you again—”


“Forget what I said, scumbag. We need to talk. We can do
that out here, right on your stoop in front of your neighbors if it makes you
feel better.”


There was a lengthy silence, and I thought maybe he’d
slipped out a back door or something. I groaned, thinking I’d have to take a
look there and chase after him….


But then his front door finally opened. He very gingerly
stepped outside, with only half his body, using the heavy wooden door as partial
cover apparently.


His blue eyes were down on my gray jacket, but now I removed
my hand from my gun and snapped, “You’re a real fink.”


“What do you want? I quit my job like you said, so fuck
off.”


“You don’t tell me what to do, fink.”


“Stop calling me that.” He shoved the bridge of his glasses
up his fink’s nose, and I longed to punch him there. “I think you killed Ed,”
he said now. “I keep calling him and there’s no answer.”


“That’s probably because he hasn’t paid his goddamn phone
bill.” I saw his phone-turn-off-is-imminent notice among his garbage. “He’s so
high right now, he probably can’t even remember how to
use his goddamn phone.”


“What’d you do to him!”


“Nothing. But I want to know more
about the whole letter set-up—”


“I don’t have time—I’ve gotta go out and look for another
job!”


“You might find one at Sapphire Lake’s penitentiary. I heard
they could use a few good inmates.”


“Fuck you,” he said through shaking lips. Beneath the black
fabric of his pants, his legs seemed to be shaking too.


“Your friend can really pick his accomplices.”


“He didn’t pick me! I came over for a visit and saw the
envelopes there.”


My eyes snapped to his. “Yeah? What
else did you see? Tell me everything and maybe I’ll forget everything you did. Maybe. No promises.”


His lips were still shaking as he spoke now. “I saw what you
got—two envelopes. Ed said maybe we should stick them in other envelopes. But I
said why bother.”


“Yeah, why bother,” I snapped. And I doubted Vervais’s
fried-brain said any of that. More likely, Cooperson’s fink-brain said it. But
maybe he decided against doing that because whoever hired Vervais included very
specific directions in the package. “Did you see any names and instructions in
the package they came in—was it silver?”


He shrugged and nodded. “There was a note inside.” He
paused.


“And?” I asked fast. “Do you have
it?”


His head shook rapidly. “Nope. Ed
threw it out after.”


I groaned. I had been hoping that Vervais had remembered
wrong and the fink had the note….


“It didn’t say much,” the fink continued. “No names, just
yours and Ed’s, and just to get someone to put the letters in your box.”


“And you just happened to be handy.”


“Fuck you,” he said again.


“You know, at this point, I’d really like for my fist to
meet your teeth.”


“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t want mine to meet yours.”
His eyes instantly turned malevolent.


But I took a step closer and said, half through my
thankfully intact teeth, “Don’t you goddamn threaten me, you scumbag, or else I’m
gonna think YOU did the whole goddamn thing. Don’t think your name isn’t
stashed somewhere related to all this—in case something happens to me.”


His eyes collapsed back into their fink-state. “What the
hell do you want from me! I saw easy money—the guy
paid Ed a mint!”


“The guy?” I asked quickly.


“I think it’s a guy—I don’t know. I just assumed that
because he was someone from prison when Ed was there—”


“What—what?!?” I said, my voice
automatically taking on more urgency.


“The note just said something about his time in Stilton
Maximum on Keron—”


“Whose time? Ed’s or the guy’s?”


Cooperson’s blue eyes now seemed to fade into their sockets;
his fingers scratched the side of his face. “I don’t know…the way it was
worded, it seemed like both. How else would he know Ed?”


That was a good point: who would randomly pick a stoned
loser like that to do the job, unless it was someone who realized he
coincidentally knew a crooked petty loser near me who would do a crooked petty
job.


When most criminals were presented with multiple paths, they
usually took the easiest path. Oftentimes, that wound up being their undoing. I
hoped this would be one of those times.


“Douchebag,” I said to Cooperson now, “there were three
letters. How come you only wound up with two?”


“I took what Ed had there on the table—I was a bit out of it
myself that day because for once Ed shared his dots….” His voice faded away and
he cleared his throat.


But at this point I could only shake my frustrated head at
his annoying face because the bottom line was: two idiots—two stoned idiots—had
helped ruin my days, my life.


 


*


 


A little later I was driving again and I was on the phone
again—this time with Nell. “Can you meet me at the office in an hour?”


“But I thought you wanted me to avoid there still. Roberto
called and said he’s coming over later and we’ll all be phone-conferencing?”


“Scratch that. Just meet me at the office; we’ll set things
right enough there to last a while.”


Her voice sounded tremulous with worry. “How
long a while?”


“Not sure yet,” I said on a sigh.


 


*


 


When I finally pulled up to MSA, I parked in the driveway
and used my portable to dial the prosecutor’s office. Jennings might have still
been in the courtroom, but I had to try. I was running out of time, and I was
hoping I’d hear something about Ronin’s sentence before I left for Earth. That
would certainly make me feel a tad better.


Unfortunately, when her secretary answered my call, she said
Jennings was indeed still in court. “The trial’s not over yet. You want me to
have her call you back?”


“No, don’t bother,” I said. “I just wanted to know if a
decision’s been made yet.”


“I wouldn’t expect that for a while yet, at least a week,
maybe more.”


Fucking great.


 


*


 


“Pia, are you serious?” said Nell.


We were in the office, and she had been sitting at her desk
tidying up some MSA stuff she had to bring back to her house.


But her hands stopped moving now as she stared at me, and
her mouth was dangling open: I’d just told her about me and the UPG.


And now I said, “Yeah. I’m serious.”


Her face looked upset on top of shocked. “But how can you go
back to work for them again! Shit, I thought we’d all left that
behind….”


“Sometimes there’s no way to do that in life, Nell. Plus, I
need information, and they have it.”


“But what if I need to contact you?”


I paused, looked at her. “You might have to do that through
the UPG.”


Her dark face flushed darker. “Oh shit. Will I need
to be reinstated too before I can do that?”


“I don’t know,” I said. Both Nell and Tan had only been
loosely attached to the UPG as low-level information go-betweens. …“Had been”
were the operative words there. Because both of them were no longer an active
part of the machine, now that I was being reinstated, I was allowed to explain
only certain things to them….


What a goddamn drag interacting that way from now on would
be. I’d have to actively close off some things from my friends when I’d only
recently begun opening up to my friends.


And Tan would be right beside me all the while. …I’d have to
see about that, I’d have to ask James about that….


I was sighing as Roberto walked into the office from outside
and said, “I got your voice-mail message. What’s up?”


“What’s up is: I set the answering service to go to both your
portable phones while I’m gone. And, Nell, if you want to schedule contact
times there for when you’re available to talk with clients, do it. But anything
other than maintenance on existing MSA jobs can wait a few weeks. There’s no
choice. But that’s not the main reason why I asked you both here.”


They were both looking at me, looking at me and waiting. I
continued: “I have a form here—a Post-Death Power Of Attorney. I had it done up
weeks ago. This is for if something happens to not only me, but to Tan too.” I
swallowed back a sudden gust of fear, but it wouldn’t go away. I lost my wind
to the gust—I panted a bit, and then briefly closed my eyes.


I hated even thinking about this, let alone talking about
it! And going on both of my friends suddenly paling faces, they hated it too.


“What the hell are you talking about!”
Nell almost shouted.


“I’m saying that I have…stuff stashed in different places,
and this paper would give you the ability to find that stuff, immediately take
possession of it, and use it if something happened to us and you had to go to
the police. If something only happened to me, Tan would be empowered to take
care of everything. But without Tan….” Again, my lungs began failing me, and I
quickly changed the subject. “Roberto, you and Mike’ll need to check on here
together—twice a week. I’m hoping I’ll only be gone two weeks—tops—but I don’t
know for sure.” I looked at both their faces again, and I felt upset that they
looked upset. “Believe me, I don’t want to leave! But what choice do I have?”
Neither of them responded. I reached into one of my desk drawers and pulled out
a bank folio.


“Nell,” I said, “use the biggest
joint account for any expenses that come up. And if you MUST come here—and only
for something very important—remember that!—you should only come here with
Roberto and Mike. Remember the once-overs outside. You just never know.” I
turned to Roberto as a new thought came to me. “Actually, maybe you could get
Paulie to work up some extra security set-ups outside—”


“Don’t worry,” Roberto said, “I’ll take care of it. I mean
as long as you’ll agree to them.”


I sighed. “I’m not sure how much access you’ll have to me.
Ask Nell for approval. Nell knows what’s good for here.”


“I do?” asked Nell beneath a frowning dark brow.


 


*


 


A little later, Nell was back at collecting the MSA stuff
she would need; Roberto was making a phone call to Jericho Hydro; and I was
using my portable to set up hotel reservations for me and Tan for on Earth.


I was still sitting at my desk doing that when Roberto came
in the room, shrugged at me and whispered and mouthed, NOTHING. NOTHING SUSPICIOUS TO ME. STILL JUST A
BUSINESS FULL OF GAS. NOW WHAT?


I waved him off as I finished my phone call. Then I had to
remove some equipment from my secret safe in my inner office.


I asked Roberto to come with me, and he stood over me while
I knelt before the safe and removed a few devices I’d rigged up recently. Then
I put the original copy of the Power Of Attorney inside the safe; I’d given a
duplicate to Nell.


“Pia,” Roberto said to me now, “I gotta say: I don’t feel
comfortable having the safe combination.”


“So just make yourself forget it
and leave that to Nell.”


“It’s just so much responsibility.” I glanced over my
shoulder at him, and he shifted position on his thick jean-clad legs as he
stared down at me. “I did wanna say that I’m really, well, touched that you
included me in the Power Of Attorney.”


“You’re a good solid person,” I said to him then. “And I
should have told you that sooner.”


“Better late than never,” he said on a warm smile.


 


*


 


The three of us did the rest of what we had to do in the
office, and then I had to say goodbye, to Nell really, because Roberto would be
driving me and Tan to the ship-port.


“Goodbye so soon?” Nell said to me outside MSA’s front door,
and she looked like she wanted to cry.


“Don’t worry” —I told her fast—  “I’ll
keep in touch on the way there.” This was something I would actually be doing
for my sake too because I just wasn’t looking forward to making the trip
through space. Hearing another familiar voice from home would make me feel
better….


Now Nell said, “But you didn’t even find out about Ronin
yet!”


I swallowed. “I know. It sucks.” She pulled me into a tight
hug then. “I feel like I’m always leaving you upset, Nell.”


“Pia-babe, the truth is: you’re the kind of person you just
never know when the last time will be. Like I’ve got to get
every moment in with you while I can.”


I was swallowing again, more painfully this time. “I know.”


Nell sighed as we broke off the hug.


“Tell Annie to be good while I’m gone.”


Now Nell began crying.


“Oh shit, Nell….”


“It’s just—it’s just I just told you that th-thing the other day—in my kitchen. And here we are for
you too, with the Power Of Attorney….”


I wrapped my fingers around one of her wrists. “Nell, we’re
not getting any younger, and other people do these things sometimes no matter
what their past jobs were.”


She nodded down at me, but going on her disappointed face, I
could tell my words hadn’t soothed her.


“You promise you’ll contact us when you can?”


“You bet,” I said.


“I guess that will have to be enough for a while.”


There was a small smile on her face, and that would have to
be enough for me for a while, too.


 


*


 


“Nell was really upset before,” I said to Tan that night.


I’d finished everything I needed to finish that day, and now
I was watching him inside our bedroom as he packed up a suitcase for himself.


On the ship we’d have a bunch of cases, more than I’d ever
traveled with before. But then I expected this stay on Earth would probably be
an extended one. I also didn’t want to be caught without something I’d really
need, like certain weapons, which I had stashed inside my scanner-proof
suitcase.


Tan’s frowning face glanced at me from over his shoulder.
“That isn’t surprising. Nell cares about you.”


“I care about her too. I care about all of you. I care about
YOU.”


“I know,” he said, folding a pair of electric-blue pants,
which were the same color as the highlights in his deep black hair beneath the
room’s bright overhead light.


“This is going to be hard,” I said then. “I can’t stand
spaceflight.”


“Like I’m crazy about it?”


“How many times have you been?”


“Not many. And never that far.” He
shoved the pants and a matching shirt inside his case, snapping the metal lock
closed afterward. Then he walked into the living room, saying, “Am I allowed to
feel a little, well, excited that I’m going to see Earth?”


“Yeah—of course.” I smiled at his
profile.


But he only sighed, hard and loud. “I just wish it was under
better circumstances.”


“Believe me, so do I.”


The house phone rang and Tan went into the kitchen to answer
it. I heard him say, “Hi, Mom.”


His mom. Cookie.
Crap.


I swallowed, stood still in the living room, and listened….


“Mom, I’ve got to go away for a while, a few weeks…No, I had
vacation time and I took extra sick days. It’s quiet at work right now…Earth,
Mom, Earth….” There was a too-long pause, and I
couldn’t believe that Cookie was filling his ear; she wasn’t that kind of
garrulous person. Even though I was standing in the living room, I could hear
the hesitation behind his voice. “It’s not a vacation…There are some problems
we’ve got to take care of…yes, she’ll be with me…Hang on….”


Crap again. He walked into the living room, but right
away I shook my head no, both at him and at the receiver in his hand.


“Come on, she wants to talk to you,” he whispered, his other
hand over the receiver’s mouth. “You should say goodbye.”


“Bad choice of words!” I said.


He sighed hard, but before he could say anything more, I
grabbed the phone. “Hello, Cookie.”


I liked Tan’s mom a lot, but she was a fragile personality
that I hated burdening with anything.


So now I felt upset because she was probably upset…yeah, she
was indeed upset; I heard the taut tremors in her voice, the dismayed tears.
“Pia, my son says you’re going away. Is there something wrong? Can I do
something?”


I stared over at Tan, who’d fallen back onto the black
couch. “Oh—no. No,” I said into the phone. “Nothing, Cookie. Don’t worry. We’ll be back before you
realize it.”


“But I know my son, and he sounds worried!”


“Cookie, I’ll be honest: someone has it in for me….”


Tan sprung up into a seated position and mouthed, WHAT THE
FUCK ARE YOU TELLING HER THAT FOR?


I’M NOT GOING TO LIE, I mouthed back.


I continued to Cookie, “I’ve got to go to Earth to take care
of the situation, but it’s really not something I haven’t been in before.”


“But Tan doesn’t normally do these things….”


“I know he’s not used to it. That’s because your son’s a
good honest person—”


Tan jumped off the couch and grabbed the phone from me.
“Ma,” he said, “I’m not totally out of my element here.”


I frowned: I knew he’d never told his mom that he’d had
intelligence dealings, so why the hell did he have to pick today to hint at it?


“We’ll be all right,” he continued saying to her. “All
right, yeah—here she is again.”


He handed back the phone and Cookie’s soft tearful voice
said to me, “Pia, please promise me you’ll take care of my son!”


“Of course,” I said, feeling so damn guilty and struggling
to hold back tears of my own. For his sake, I suddenly wished Tan would just
dump me. He shouldn’t have to go through all this—and neither should Cookie.
This whole situation with him and his mom was why most people who were in—or
had been in—my previous line of work didn’t have close family members when
given a choice….


“I know—I know you’ve had a hard life and have done
dangerous work,” Cookie said now, and I swallowed, partly because I’d really
had no idea that she knew about my past. “My son loves you,” Cookie continued,
“and I’ve grown very fond of you. But I haven’t seen you enough. I was hoping
to do that in a few weeks….” Her voice cracked. “I just want to get to know you
more. Please take care so I can see you more….”


“I will take care, of both of us—of course,” I repeated,
this time unable to stop a tear from shooting down my face.


She wanted to talk to Tan again, so I gave him the phone,
and then he finally told her he loved her and would contact her from Earth;
then he clicked the receiver’s off button.


“I changed my mind,” I said fast then, wiping the tear from
my cheek. “I don’t want you to come with me. It’s a mistake.”


“No it’s not! She’s my mom. She gets upset. She just doesn’t
know everything.”


“It sounds like she knows more than you ever told me you
told her!”


“Well, you know I’ve always been close to her.”


“And that’s fine. I want that for you—and her. But your
being with me is hurting her.”


His eyes widened, his lips gently parted; I felt his soft breathing
rustle my hair. “What the fuck are you talking about? She’s happy when I’m
happy, and you make me happier than any woman ever has.”


Now the waterworks really started on my face.


He pulled me to him, and I heard the catch in his voice when
he said, “I love you. You’ve done important work. Don’t ever forget that.”


In a flurry of desperation, I wrapped my arms around him,
and we squeezed each other tighter. I hid my face in his neck because I didn’t
want him to see how sad I still felt. “Tan…I wish I had a mom to care about me
so much.”


“I wish you did too,” he said, the sad edge back in his
voice.


 


*


 


I began the next day really feeling the mental strain of my
impending trip.


I would be leaving my friends and going to an atmosphere I
hadn’t spent time in in a few years, including the
Earth’s physical atmosphere. I had gone from Diamond’s to the Earth’s before.
But I’d since thought that I’d never have to make that trip again….


I sighed as I got dressed. Tan had left for his last day at
work for a while. And now I had to go to that same Communications room and
contact James again….


This time, thankfully, he got back to me faster. And he
wasted no time in talking. “Thirteen, you’re in again. You’re on active status.
Two days ago if someone told me this would be happening, I would have asked
what they were smoking.”


“Stuff it,” I said. “So NOW can you tell me if anything’s
come up on your end from my past?”


“I’ve not seen anything. Of course that doesn’t mean
something isn’t there….”


“Just give me a yes or a no. Is there something?”


“No. Honestly.”


“As if that word’s really in your
vocabulary.” I stopped talking for a moment, and we seemed to be engaged
in a staring competition, his wide-open blue eyes right on my narrowed green
ones. I backed down first, shoved my eyes to my right. “I still can’t believe
you, that even after what I told you they did to me, you went right back
there.”


“I’m invested in this; it’s part of the fabric of my life
now. I made that decision years ago.”


“So what? You could get out like I
did.”


He just laughed, his eyes dancing in time with his laugh.
And my face reddened when I realized his laughter was right and my last
statement was just fucking ridiculous.


But before I could brood on that, his face quickly sobered
up; he seemed to be thinking hard on something. Then he said: “I always had
suspicions about what the machine did…which you confirmed. There are some bad
elements here. But I, myself, can do what about this?”


I couldn’t think of a specific reply to that. So I just
said, “You’re a real piece of goddamn work.”


In answer, he sighed a loooong sigh, a Tan sort of sigh, which made me
experience an uncomfortable moment of semi-deja-vu. Or something.


But I decided to ignore the moment for now. “I’m coming to
Earth.”


“Well, that’s good to hear.” His face suddenly brightening
in an un-James-like way, he smiled.


But, really, the bright smile was totally inappropriate. “I
don’t know what you’re thinking. But you’re the last person I want to see.”


“I know. But that doesn’t mean I won’t be happy to see you.”


I rolled my eyes, and I hoped he could see the fury in them.
“Give me a break, or else I might just break your jaw.”


He laughed now, hard; in fact, he seemed to be having trouble
stopping laughing, which now seemed totally inappropriate in the extreme.


I groaned. “I’ve wasted my goddamn time with all
this. How can you help me now when you’ve clearly lost your mind?”


When he spoke this time, his laughing died down, though not
completely…. “I want to help you. I really do.”


I sort of believed him now. So I said, “Well, here’s the
thing. I’ve got info I need you to check out. You got a pen and paper?”


He nodded and his white fabric-covered shoulder moved;
apparently, somewhere below the view-screen, his arm was poised to write.


I told him exactly what the three letters said; I also gave
him the name and address of Jericho Hydro.


His hand still seemed to be moving below the screen’s silver
frame, but I asked him, “Does anything there ring a bell?”


“I’m not sure….” His voice faded away, and he stared toward
the top of the screen, or, more probably, toward the top of the room there.







I waited for him to say something, but, courtesy of my
impatience and my pounding-too-hard heart, I had to prompt him. “Well?”


His eyes dropped way down now. “That dish-and-spoon
sentence—that sounds familiar somehow….” Shaking his head fast, he sighed.
“Well, I don’t know. Let me see what I can come up with.”


“The Jericho seems like it’s
important too—you know anything there? It’s a gas mining and refining company
here.”


“Off the top of my head, I’m not making any connection. I’ll
get back to you tomorrow afternoon—”


“No—I’m flying out tomorrow afternoon, about ten after two
Diamond time. I get into New York Port early-morning on the eleventh there.”


“Good. But I’ll contact you with whatever I have before
then. Tomorrow. On your flight.”


“I can’t wait,” I said in a sarcastic voice.


 


*


 


As I had planned, the next day Roberto took me and Tan to
the ship-port, and then we said our goodbyes—only I found it a little difficult
because Roberto’s face drooped in an I’m-really-bummed way.


I patted him on his big-and-warm bare forearm, and then he
said, “I just wish I was coming with you.”


“I appreciate your worry, but I need you here the most.
Don’t forget how I told you to open the Sapphire mailbox—or about securing
MSA.”


His mouth a lopsided curve, he nodded at me. “I got Paulie
setting up something for outside the house—a field of motion detectors in a
series or something.”


“Great,” I said, because it was great.


…What wasn’t great: when Tan and I finally got on the ship
and it lifted off Diamond. Because I’d made the reservation so last-minute, I
couldn’t get us the best space passage.


The ship’s lift-off vibrations were just too damn strong, at
least stronger than I remembered from other flights. And though I was strapped
in beside Tan in our room’s strap wall, my body still felt like a rag doll
being jerked around by overwhelming gravitational and anti-gravitational
forces….


“This stinks,” I said to Tan, who miraculously was dealing
with the lift off a lot better than I thought he would be—and a lot better than
I was dealing with it.


“Hey,” he said, and he was actually READING while the
physical Universe was brutally vibrating us. “This says we’ll be passing where
a kaleidoscope comet’s visible!”


“Yeah, I can’t wait,” I mumbled around the churning wave of
nausea my stomach had evolved into.


“But I’ve always wanted to see one.”


“I’m happy for you, Tan. I just wish my stomach felt happy
right now.”


“Poor baby,” said Tan, his eyes still on the passenger
brochure in his hand.


 


*


 


The ride finally quieted down and my stomach did along with
it—not entirely, but enough that I could move around our cabin and unpack our
stuff.


The mostly red living-room/bedroom area was small but not
uncomfortable. There was a double bed at the center, banked by a long,
gold-metallic dresser. Around a ceiling-to-floor mirrored corner sat a
well-equipped bathroom decorated with gold fixtures. At first glance, the cabin
looked quite elegant; at second glance, the gold finish was peeling off
everything.


I sighed. “I think this ship is old,” I said, as I sat down
onto the edge of the bed, pulling my special case beside me.


Tan was sliding one of his arms into the electric-blue shirt
I’d watched him pack on Diamond. “As long as it gets us there in one piece and
we don’t wind up as space debris…what are you doing?”


I had opened my case to check something. I’d had no time to
complete rigging up what I would need on Earth. I’d have time now, so I
intended to use it.


“I’ve got to finish making something,” I said to Tan.


“What?”


“I’ll tell you some other time.”


“Secrets secrets
secrets. You’re always full of secrets, my
ever-mysterious girlfriend.”


I was smiling as I fiddled with the inside of my case, using
the raised cover to shield the contents from Tan. “Well, at least our
relationship will never be lacking in mystery.”


“You couldn’t be more right,” he said, pointing at me.
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Fortunately, the ship turned out to be bigger than
average for commercial interlayer ships, and the common areas were spacious
enough that I was able to talk myself into believing I wasn’t inside a metal
can inside a no-air-out-there space, which delusion helped allay my
claustrophobic tendencies, if not my churning stomach.


The ship’s size also meant there were quite a few
distracting things to do on it; there was a game room and a well-stocked
library with all kinds of books and videos, and supposedly, there would be
entertainment some nights.


Unfortunately, for the rest of that first afternoon, I
couldn’t manage more than a long old movie in the video section of the library,
while I sat cushioned inside a deep, rubbery armchair. Damn, did I feel
exhausted….


I startled awake from my slumber and saw some woman’s
smiling face peering down at me. “Oh excuse me,” she said, “are you from Earth?
I’m wondering what the best flight from New York Port—”


I stood up abruptly and cut her off with a just-as-abrupt
voice: “I’m not from Earth. You should ask one of the porters.” I walked away
from her.


There had been nothing wrong with her, nothing suspicious,
but I really couldn’t take a chance on talking with strangers. I wasn’t exactly
very secure on this flight.


My cabin had the usual, modest spaceship security system,
and there was even a decent safe inside for stowing my case. But outside that
room I couldn’t very well walk around with a gun all the time…all right. I did
walk around with a gun all the time; I kept the smallest gun I owned
holster-strapped under my loose apple-red jacket, which jacket I intended to
keep wearing, along with my gun. I’d have to get the jacket laundered on here
when I would be sweating in it for days, like I was sweating now….


It was just some thin gray-haired woman; most likely she was
harmless. But I didn’t like that she might have been hovering over me for even
an instant while I’d slept. Sometimes people were so damn forward.


I reached the other end of the library, where I’d left Tan
earlier. I found him doing the same thing I had been doing: sleeping, except he
had been sitting at a big table, his head hanging forward toward the book
sprawled out in front of him.


I walked beside him and lowered my head, my mouth reaching
his ear from behind. “Hey, sleepyhead—dinner’s gonna be on in half-an-hour.”


He jerked awake, but I quickly kissed his ear and blew into
it a little under cover of my hair because two people were sitting across from
him: a man and a little boy.


I smiled at them now, and they quickly went back to their
digital coloring in a digital coloring-book.
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The ship’s dining room was white and silver, and big and
busy. It was also partly an exterior room, containing digital viewer walls full
of space images. Some of the images were real-time via telescopic lenses; other
images were replayed recordings. The kaleidoscope-comet images later on would
be both real-time and replayed so people could get a full viewing of the many
colors of the comet’s tails as it passed nearer to The Diamond Layer’s largest
sun, Strobe….


Tan was reading that info to me from the about-the-comet
brochure that had come with our table.


I told him I’d already heard some of the info. “I knew a
comet-tracker once. There are actually people who travel around following
comets and other space objects. That’s all they do, even through space flumes.”


“That’s so damn dangerous.”


“Some people love being around danger.”


Tan’s ironic brown eyes looked at me. Then they slid back
down to his brochure.


Now my eyes wandered around the dining room. The lighting
was quite bright, so I had a pretty good view of the whole area and all the
people in it. At a buffet table near the kitchen’s big wall cut-out, I spotted
that woman from the library.


Her face was in profile to me as she loaded food onto a
plate. Her tall, slim self eventually turned and walked even farther away from
where I was seated.


Now I said to Tan, “I fell asleep in the library before, and
that woman scared the crap out of me. She was hovering over me when I woke up.”


Tan’s head shot around. “Who—what woman?”


“The one in the green dress—tall, gray
hair?”


His eyes in her direction now, he laughed. “She scared
you? She looks like she’d fall over if I blew on her!”


I bristled a little; then I realized he was right. “Well,
you just never know who anyone is.”


“Pia, if you’re that worried that you’re afraid of a
fragile-looking old woman, it’s hopeless.”


“Thanks for calling me hopeless,” I snapped. “She doesn’t
look that old to me—maybe her mid-sixties. She’s just really thin—sometimes
that makes older people look even older.”


“Whatever. She just doesn’t look threatening is my point.”


I sighed. “I kind of was rude to her. I mean, people
shouldn’t say anything to you as soon as you wake up.”


“That’s definitely true for you.”


“I never said I was a morning person,” I replied, frowning
now. Then I sighed. “When the server comes back, order whatever you’re getting
for me too, except no extra spices—”


“Why don’t you order for yourself?”


I stood up, pointing in the woman’s direction. “I’m going to
apologize to her.”


I walked away, and when I reached the table she was sitting
at now, her head spun around to me—and her taut face seemed shocked that I was
standing there, like a role-reversal of our first meeting.


She was seated alone and had been on the verge of sticking a
forkful of salad into her mouth. But she smiled up at me now as I told her I
was sorry that I’d sounded rude earlier. “Sometimes I’m not good about waking
up.”


She dropped her fork onto her plate and pressed her hand to
her green-covered chest. And then she talked—she kind of couldn’t stop talking,
as if she didn’t often get the opportunity to talk. “Oh it was me—my fault. I startled
you! I didn’t arrange the last part of my trip well enough. I’m visiting a
friend on Earth. I haven’t seen her in so many years! Since before my husband
died five years ago…. But I turned and saw you, and you just looked so
approachable in your chair! Diamond people can be so grumpy….” Now her palm
flew from her chest to near her mouth. “How rude of me!
I’m sorry if you’re from Diamond….”


I laughed. “I am—I’m a Sander. But I take it you’re not?”


“I’ve been living there about twenty years….”


“Well, you’re right about the Sander grumpiness, actually.
And it takes guts to say that out loud.”


Her pale face flushed a bit. “I’m a librarian at a
children’s library—the big one in Norfolk Blue? Because I work around kids all
the time, I sometimes forget how to talk to other adults. Kids are so frank.”


“That’s the best thing about them,” I said on a smile. I
felt like an ass, though: I believed her about the librarian-thing, and that
meant I had suspected a librarian of nefarious doings. How
pathetically paranoid. And because I just wasn’t getting any bad vibes
from her now, I wondered if I’d been having a bad dream right before I’d woken
in the library and that had affected my response then.


I said to her now, “Are you going to stay and watch the
kaleidoscope-comet show later? You’re welcome to join us at our table then. My
boyfriend Tan is so excited, he made us get here early and pick the table
closest to the view-screens.” I glanced over at him,
saw the server standing near him as she apparently explained something on the
menu. I turned back to the woman. “Actually, why don’t you come join us now?”


Her flush deepened and her hand was on her chest again. “Oh
that’s so nice. But I think I’ll leave you to your dinner. I will join
you for the comet show. I wasn’t going to stay, but it’s different if you watch
it with someone else, you know?”


“Yes,” I said, smiling.
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Back at the other table a little later, Tan said to me,
“She’s just some lonely widow, and you thought—” he shook his head fast “—I
don’t know what you thought.”


“I know, I know. No need to rub it in.” You still never knew
though: using the ship’s computer to search for the Norfolk library crossed my
mind…but I really did believe her. For once I would just leave something at
that.


The food soon came but I wound up mostly picking at it: I
was still feeling queasy—and headachy too now, probably courtesy of all the
stress lately. I simply had no energy left to spend on making myself feel less
sick, and sometimes how sick you felt was because of how sick you let yourself
feel.


That I was really worried about traveling the space flumes
wasn’t helping my appetite either.


Every time the ship used its thrusters, it felt as if they
were being used on my head, as if the ship were fucking-thrusting at me there.
And the forces in the flumes would be even stronger. Luckily, we wouldn’t hit
the first flume till the next night, when I planned on being asleep—hopefully,
knocked-out asleep….


“You’re not eating,” Tan suddenly said as he continued
eating.


In reply, I just frowned and put down my fork.


“Stomach?”


“Yeah. And a few of my other
organs, like my BRAIN. I think I’m gonna get some pills from the ship’s doctor
later. Not too late though. James is supposed to contact me, and I could use
some medical support beforehand….” My voice trailed off into a sigh.


“I don’t know why the fuck you have to talk to him on the
flight.”


I avoided his statement. “You’ll finally get to meet him.”


“I can’t wait,” Tan growled.


Tan had been trained by the UPG on Diamond, but not by James
and not in any kind of intensive way. Just for the one type of job: watching
any political developments in the Diamond mines and then reporting back on that
and similar issues. Some days I envied him and wished that was all I’d ever
done in my past….


He put down his fork for the last time as he sat back
against the silver-cushioned chair. “Don’t look now: the big bad wolf-woman is
headed our way.”


My eyes snapped to where he stared: the woman-in-green was
walking toward us. She waved at me a little, so I waved back.


“I forgot to ask your name,” I said when she finally stood
beside my table.


“Oh—Eleanor! Eleanor Simmons.”


“I’m Pia and this is Tan.”


Tan raised his hand toward her, and she took it, shook it, and
said, “Nice to meet you,” that flush of hers touching her face again.


“Sit down,” I told her as I pulled out the chair beside me.


But she didn’t take it. “A waiter just came by my table and
said the comet show’s starting in ten minutes! …But I must use a bathroom
before then.”


“I know what you mean. I’ll join you,” I said, standing up.


“Don’t be long!” Tan said to our backs.


And we weren’t long in the bathroom down the hall because I
kind of rushed; I didn’t think Tan would forgive me if I missed even a minute
of watching the show with him.


As Eleanor and I were walking out of the bathroom, she said,
“You and Tan look like you’re having a nice time. Are you on a vacation?”


“Sort of,” I said.


“What line of business are you in, if you don’t mind my
asking….”


“I don’t mind,” I said, when I actually did mind, but she
didn’t need to know that. She seemed like a soft personality, prone to
worrying. She reminded me of Tan’s mom.


I said now, “I have my own business. I mostly work in
security.”


“Oh—that sounds interesting…your Tan looks like he’s ready
to jump out of his seat!” We’d entered the dining room, and as we walked toward
the table, I saw what she meant: a few of the viewer panels had been turned on,
and Tan’s head was whipping from one wide panel image to the next, and then
back again. I’d never seen him like this. If I had known he’d get so excited
during a trip to a far-away planet, I would have suggested a REAL vacation
sooner….


My eyes fell on one view-screen and the very-fast-moving
recordings and stills of the kaleidoscope comet in various stages of appearance
over the past few months. It was considered a strange comet because typically
about five tails traveled along with it. But they were fuzzy, looked like they
were sizzling with some type of interference—or maybe an iridescence that
blanketed not only the tails but the head too.


The kaleidoscope comets usually emerged singly on a path
from a Diamond Layer space flume; humans had so far never entered the part of
space where the comets seemingly came from because the flume that flowed into
it was too dangerous to navigate. Probes had been launched into there, but the
probes either never sent back messages, never
returned, or had returned too damaged for people to get any recorded
information….


“It’s incredible,” Tan said when I reached the table. His
eyes were still on the strange comet. “Some people say they come from a haunted
part of space.”


“And some people say you can live forever. But I wouldn’t
place a bet on that,” I said.


I heard Eleanor chuckle beside me.


But Tan pulled a little face in my direction. “Well, you
know I don’t believe in mystical things. But in space something that obeys
physical laws can look like a ghost! The Universe can be strange.”


“You’re right,” I said now.


Tan’s beautiful lips twisted in a lopsided way, almost like
a child’s lips twist from a lacks-confidence mind. And for an instant I felt
bad that I’d shot down his idea.


Then he asked, “You don’t think the comet looks like, well,
not like the real thing but like a ghost of a comet?”


Now that he mentioned it…. Before I could agree with him,
Eleanor did.


Tan pointed at me. “You see? Eleanor doesn’t think I’m a
flake.”


I laughed. “The thing that confuses me is: all the bright
colors, like streamers. If it is a ghost, it must come from a happy afterlife
somewhere, where it’s a party all the time!”


“A partying comet. I like that as
much as a ghost comet,” Eleanor said, smiling at both me and Tan.
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Not long after, I left them still watching the comet show so
I could go down to the doctor’s office on the next deck. The young ship’s
doctor gave me some nervous-system relaxers for under
my tongue, and I stuck a few of the pills there on my way to the Communications
room.


Inside, a woman was sitting behind the big black electronic
panel. She wore the typical, cherry-red ship’s-employee uniform.


I told her I needed to make a very secure, very private
communication.


She kind of frowned at me; I wasn’t sure if the frown
stemmed from confusion…. “But I have to operate the equipment,” she said.


“I can do it myself.”


“I still need to ask what this is for.”


“Government business,” I said.


She rose fast from her seat. “I’ll be down the hall if you
need any help with the transmission.”


When she pulled the door closed behind her, I eyed the panel
but found it labeled differently than what I was used to operating. And I was
hardly an expert at this…. I pulled out the user manual from one of the white
wall cubbyholes beside the panel; then I read the info for a while….


The panel beeped an incoming communication from Earth, and I
hit what I thought was the right lever—but I wound up disconnecting the
transmission.


Groaning now, I eyed the manual again. The second beep came.
And I hit another lever, saw James’s face before me, saw his mouth moving, but
I wasn’t getting any sound.


I threw up my hands at the image, but then I couldn’t tell
if he was even getting a video-feed from me.


“Oh goddammit,” I said, cutting off the communication. That
lever seemed to be the easiest one to identify and use on this panel. I got the
feeling that the ship’s owners didn’t want people to linger too long on the
line because then the calls would cost the ship more than the flat
Communications-fee passengers paid….


The third someone-is-calling beeping sounded. I hit the same
levers in a different order; then I hit a few more—and I finally got both audio
and video on James.


“What the fuck’s going on?” he asked through a heavy frown.
“You appear then disappear.”


“I’ve been having trouble operating this old panel on this
old ship.”


“I hope this is secure, Thirteen.”


“It says so on my end. Though I admit my observations right
now might not be too reliable because I’ve taken a relaxant. Lotta difficulty
with cranium-ache on this flight.”


“Well, you need to get over it.”


I was about to say, “Fuck off,” but he kept on talking: “I
want to put you on something and it isn’t a relaxant. It’s a job. That 1090
ring—there have been signs of something, including a few unexplained
disappearances.”


My anger flared, but it was through a red-with-worry face.
“You said there was nothing from my past going on!”


“I only just got this info in.”


“Yeah, right, I believe that.”


A pause; his blue eyes stared my way. “If you’re not going
to trust anything I say now that you’re reinstated, I don’t see how we can go
very far here.”


“I’m not interested in going very far—I’m interested in
surviving, and that’s it! When I’m done with my issue, I’m done.”


“But there’s a courier job I need you for—”


“Find someone else.”


“But, it’s on the Moon. And seeing as you’ll be near
there….” He let his voice fade away meaningfully.


I ground my teeth together behind my lips. “I’m not getting
involved around that sick ring again.”


“But it may be related to your killer.”


“My maybe killer. I’m not
dead yet.”


I felt angry at him still. But, assuming he was telling the
truth, he had a point: the timing of the slavery ring rearing its sick head and
my getting death-threats seemed too coincidental. There was a chance that
working on the former might help me solve the latter.


I was sighing as I began speaking again: “Tell me more about
the job….”
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It turned out that he didn’t have much to tell me right
then; I was still worried about saying even what we already had over the
“airwaves,” and he said he had a lot of paperwork to give me in person, that we
should just wait till then to discuss the job in detail. He also said he’d so
far come up with nothing on the info I’d given him.


I told him to not contact me on the ship again unless he had
something new to report. Then we ended the call.


I went back to the dining room and found Tan sitting by
himself eating a slice of pie—apple, it looked like.


“Where’s Eleanor?” I asked him.


“She said she was tired. She’s a nice woman. You should keep
in contact with her when we get back.”


“Get back”—we hadn’t even gotten to Earth yet, and I really
hoped we’d “get back” to Diamond eventually. At that moment, I experienced an
intensely uncertain feeling that made my shoulders automatically hunch.


Tan must have noticed. “What is it?”


“I’m just tired. And the pills don’t seem to have worked too
well.”


“Let’s go back to the room.” His plate still contained some
pie—for a second; his quick fingers shoved the last bit in his mouth before we
walked away from the table.


When we got to our room, I asked him if he’d enjoyed the
comet show.


He grinned his big beautiful
Tan-grin. “You know it. That was incredible. You missed the best real-time
images.”


“Oh well. Maybe I’ll watch them as recordings tomorrow.” My
fingers rubbed at my forehead; thanks to the relaxant finally starting to kick
in, I felt only a tingling pain there now. Yet pain was still pain. “Oh…” I
moaned. “Think I’m going to need something stronger for this damn
space-sickness.”


“But I wanted to have space-sex.”


“What?” I said on a laugh.


“You know: zero-gravity sex.”


I was still laughing, even though it made me feel a little
queasier. “We’ve got gravity on the ship, silly.”


“Of course. But not out there.” He
flipped a hand at the deep black through the porthole viewer-window beside him.
“I’ll just fantasize during the sex that it’s zero-gravity.”


“You’re insane,” I said.


“That may be. But the more important thing is: I’m horny.
Are you?”


…I must have been because we got to it pretty quickly then,
and I was pretty wet. And other than the headachiness
and queasiness intensifying right before I orgasmed,
I didn’t feel any difference, nor did I visualize it as happening anywhere
other than where it had happened.


“I tried,” I said to Tan afterward when we were both lying
naked on the bed and staring up at the ceiling. “But I just didn’t want to
imagine the zero-g; it was bad enough at normal-g.”


He pouted at me, and then his pout turned into a deeper
frown. “So it was bad for you?”


“Just my upper insides, not the actual humping
in my lower insides.”


His dark eyes slid upward and around fast. “Well, that’s
good to know.” He flipped onto his side toward me, and his fingers gently
closed around my forearm, making me turn my head to him all the way. His voice
was softer now. “I’m sorry. I was selfish.”


“No—it’s me. You’re so excited this trip, and it’s like my
physical state is such a killjoy.”


“It’s not killing anything,” he said. Then he abruptly
changed the subject. He must have realized what I’d just realized: talking about
killing in bed post-sex when someone wanted to kill either you or your lover
wasn’t exactly a mood booster—or a stomach booster.


“I was rushing around so much,” Tan said fast now, “that I
forgot to buy a new camera before we left Diamond—so I bought one earlier in
the store here. I can’t wait to take videos tomorrow, and then watch them!”


“I can’t wait to watch them too,” I said, putting a brighter
smile on my face than I felt like putting.


But I did put it there—for Tan’s sake.
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Tan wound up spending the next day with his new camera
attached to the end of his hands: he filmed me, he filmed the ship, he filmed
the other people on the ship, he filmed all the food on the ship, he filmed the images through the portholes and view-screens
on the ship. Then he watched all this in playback, and then he made me watch
all this in playback.


That night as we dressed for dinner, I told him I had no
idea he loved cameras so much.


“I didn’t either—until this trip,” he said, pointing the
camera at my ass in my black bikini underwear.


“Watch where you point that thing,
or you might wind up with a broken lens.”


“Come on. Let me film your ass and you can film my prick.”


I looked at him, my mouth tilting up at one end. “Not on the
ship. Later.”


He clicked off the camera. “You feeling any better yet?”


I nodded. That morning, I’d gotten something stronger from
the doctor, and so far, it was working better.


I felt pretty human again. And that felt good.


 


*


 


About an hour later, I was feeling even better: I got a
message that Nell had contacted the ship and was waiting for a reply from me.


I rushed to the Communications room and soon saw her
face—and little Annie’s too; the brown jumper on her little body was covered in
even littler red and pink balloon images, and the balloons looked as round as
her face. She giggled as Nell gently shifted her back-and-forth on her knee.
“Say hello to Aunt Pia!” she said.


But, of course, Annie just kept making baby noises behind
her smile.


Nell pointed at me. “You see—she said, ‘Pia’!”


I laughed. “Nell, I think she said, ‘Ma, I see a crazy woman
there’!”


“No. She said crazy lady.”


I laughed harder.


“So how are you doing on the trip?”


“I’m okay, except for a bout of space-sickness. But the
doctor here’s taking care of it.”


“You poor thing. I’ve been so
busy—finally got around to making a set of necklaces for some rich woman. Wow,
is she picky when it’s just necklaces—I keep wanting
to tell her to just lighten up already.”


I smiled at her; then I smiled at Annie. Both of them made
me feel happy: even though I was far away physically, they now reminded me that
the people that mattered were never really that far away because you knew them
and they knew you in ways no one else did. No matter what might happen someday,
I felt like my life on Diamond wouldn’t end, simply because I had friends there
who would remember me….


Nell was still talking; one of her hands broke away from
Annie to reach for something—a piece of paper, which she glanced at now.
“Earlier we got a call for a new guard job for next month for Turquoise Treats.
It’s a chain of jewelry stores selling imported jewelry from Earth. This sounds
like a really good job, Pia! I wanted to ask you what to do—”


“What do you think we should do?”


“I think we should take it. But I also think we should
discuss it first.”


“It’s not necessary. You take care of it. You can handle
it.”


There was a pause and Nell’s mouth twisted at me. “You think
so?”


“I know so,” I said.
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The rest of that night was a pleasant one; Tan and I ate
dinner in the dining room again, and this time Eleanor joined us. We bantered,
we cracked jokes, and it helped shift my mind away from things I was tired of
thinking about.


Fortunately, James didn’t contact me that night.
Unfortunately, he did contact me the next day, quite early in the day to tell
me he’d come up with something.


“What?” I asked, my heart suddenly thumping up into my ears.


“It took some work,” James said, “because at first I was
searching in the wrong place—too recently. But then I did a back-search on
Old-Earth mythology for the dish and spoon in your threats and finally got
confirmation back—it sounds like an old rhyme from here. And two lines before
the dish-and-spoon part, the Moon’s in the rhyme.”


I swallowed and my forehead began sweating. Beneath the sweat,
my mind was moving rapidly. “Then I’m going directly to there.”


His head shook fast and he raised a square-ish palm at me. “No. You’ve got to come here first. The
courier work’s from here to there. Do you still have your case—with the
mirage?”


“What do you think?”


“You need to check in here as soon as possible when you get
on-planet.”


I sighed hard. “I never said I’d do the job.”


The right edge of the view-screen suddenly began flashing
the UPG logo. My eyes fell on the colorful ring of planets on the steely silver
background; then my eyes moved to the ring’s center, where two strong-looking
hands clasped each other from opposite ends.


Instinctively I scowled: I hated the bullshit logo. But,
fortunately, it did mean that this time we had the most secure communication
possible; James was in a UPG Communications room.


And when he spoke now, his normally tight, all-business
voice had more feeling. He sat forward in his seat, which automatically pulled
my eyes back to his face. His voice came fast: “What are you going to do for
the rest of your life—your petty small business with petty small jobs?”


Anger shot into my mouth, moving it as fast as his. “It
ain’t fucking petty. If you’ve been reading the news, you know what I’ve been
involved in recently—something extremely important to Diamond.”


“And this is extremely important to a bunch of kids.”


I didn’t know how to respond to that. Resisting doing
something to help fight any disgraceful mistreatment of kids wasn’t easy for
me….


I suddenly had so much I wanted to say to him, but, no
matter how secure the communication was supposed to be, I still didn’t want to
transmit anymore specifics till we were in person, as we’d agreed the night
before. But now I wished I could be more specific, especially because
I’d been wanting to name-names and ask him if he could find out anything about
Vervais and Keron. I could have sent James a text-only communication on this,
but that really wasn’t much safer than an audio-video one.


I sighed again, longer and softer this time. My eyes shot to
his. “Look: I’ll see you in two days and we’ll deal with this then. Don’t
contact me again before then unless you have something important to say that I
need to hear before I arrive. Goodbye.”
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My booted feet heavily pounded the ship’s carpeting as I
walked along the deck toward my cabin.


Along the way, I ran into Eleanor, who smiled a hello at me
and said, “Off to lunch in the dining room?”


“No, I need room-time right now.”


Her eyes probed my face in a concerned way. “Is something
wrong?”


Now my voice sounded as heavy as my pounding feet from
before: “I’ve got…I’ve got worries. A lot of worries. Bad ones.”


That hand of hers that tended to go to her chest went right
there once again. “Oh—I’m—I’m sorry for your t-troubles!” she said, her voice
kind of tripping over itself, apparently in both embarrassment and nervousness.
Maybe she was also sorry she’d asked me what was wrong.


But if she was sorry, there was nothing I could do about
that; if anyone could undo her question, it certainly wasn’t me. I had no
control over this fucking Universe—that same-old existential situation I
perpetually fucking hated….


Eleanor was speaking again. “Will I see you later at dinner
at least?”


“Yeah, probably. I should be okay
by then. I’m going to take more of the new relaxant. It worked last night—I
slept right through the space flume and didn’t feel a damn thing!”


“Good for you,” Eleanor said, and she was smiling now.
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I did take more of the drug, and the rest of the ship-trip
passed by faster. I had more things to do, more stuff to prepare, including my
mind, for not only seeing and being on Earth again, but for seeing and being
around all the things I still wished I had left for forever. But now here they were
again: this fucking Moon crap.


I kept thinking of my list, including one other incident on
the Moon that my enemy could be coming from. But then the more I thought about
that incident, the more it just seemed too minor to be the cause of my current,
under-threat situation.


When the ship was just about to depart from the Earth-Mars
Space Station after the requisite decontamination-scanning there, I was
thinking of my situation when I ran into Eleanor again in one of the deck
hallways.


She held her suitcases in her hands, but then she dropped
them onto the floor as her skinny body quickly pulled me into a hug, which
really surprised me. I would have never thought someone so…wholesome like her
would take to me in the slightest. But, apparently, she had taken to me.


“I hope we can see each other some time on Diamond!” she
said now as she pulled back.


“Sure,” I said. “Of course.”


Quickly she handed me a slip of paper containing her address
and phone number. I didn’t have a pen with me to write down my info for her,
but I said she could just look me and MSA up in the business records when she
got back from Earth.


Now her narrow face kind of fell.
“How come we’re getting into Earth on this ship? Usually they shift you to a
smaller one, and then you get into a planet’s atmosphere like that. This seems
too big to fit into a ship-port!”


I laughed a little. “I know what you mean. But, trust me,
New York Port is enormous, the size of a city because it is practically.
Much of it used to be the city of New York before it got too flooded to below
sea level. The Port covers the old city below. There’s a physical and chemical
barrier between the port and the ocean to prevent pollution from the buried
city polluting the ocean even more. I bunch of scientists sort of live there
and keep that barrier working…. Did you get one of the passenger handbooks? It
explains all that and a lot more.”


“Yes, I do remember reading that. It’s interesting but it
also seems so counter-intuitive.”


“I think that applies to life in general,” I said on a sigh.
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Tan and I were in our cabin when the ship finally began
approaching Earth.


He, of course, filmed our approach by pointing his camera at
one of the telescopic porthole view-screens, while I lay on the bed squeezing my
head in my hands. It didn’t hurt there yet, but I had this sinking feeling that
landing would hurt….


My feeling turned out to be correct.


As the ship finally descended through the Earth’s
atmosphere, Tan and I were locked into the room’s wall straps. And at one point
the ship must have been more horizontal than it should have been because I felt
the atmosphere repeatedly buck hard at the ship’s bottom—I felt the whole
goddamn process shoot from my booted feet on the floor, up through my thighs,
then into my stomach, then finally into my sinuses. It felt like someone was
breaking my nose with a crowbar.


There were loud, persistent mechanical noises as the crowbar
moved down to my gut.


“Next time—” I shouted to Tan, who was right beside me “—if
there is one!—we’re spending more money on a better ship-trip!”


“I know what you mean,” Tan said, his face literally looking
a little blue, which was really worrying.


“Are you all right? You don’t look good!”


“Oh, Pia,” he kind of moaned now. “As soon as we hit the atmosphere—christ, I feel so lightheaded and nauseous….”


“Grab one of the wall barf-bags!” I shouted now.


But my instruction had been too late: Tan’s head lunged
forward and puked a beige mess all over the painted-red floor.


“Oh christ, oh christ,” I said, but
talking was all I could do. I was too afraid to unstrap.
I just hoped the forces of the descent kept the vomit moving away from us,
which it now was, sliding along the floor. I loved Tan, but I still didn’t want
his vomit all over me—yikes….


I didn’t get his vomit all over me (thankfully!) because the
ship apparently stopped moving a moment later—or maybe it was hovering over the
port, going on the shaking blue-gray ocean view out the porthole on Tan’s left.


“Oh,” Tan moaned again, his right palm flattening over his
black shirt, where his stomach must have been experiencing turbulence from
below, just as the ship had been. “What the hell is wrong with here—it feels
like I’m stoned and my head’s really in the clouds.”


“The planet’s missing that force, and the air’s gonna seem
lighter to you. You’re a Sander—what do you expect? And don’t forget what I
told you: on Diamond the oxygen seems to stay in your lungs longer and give you
more bang for your breath. You’ve got to remember to breathe more often here. You’ll
get used to it soon.”


Someone on the ship’s loudspeaker finally announced that
we’d reached port and could unstrap; I did that
immediately, then hugged Tan’s side. Then I ran to the
bathroom for some towels to spread over the vomit, which had almost reached the
bed. Yikes, what a mess someone would have to clean up….


“I’m so embarrassed,” Tan said from behind me.


“Don’t be. What can you do about the body? It does what it
does.”
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While Tan washed up in the bathroom and changed his shirt, I
finished gathering our stuff together. Then when we were finished with that, we
left the room, half of our bags in tow.


We were walking along the last deck before the port when we
met up with Eleanor.


She hugged us both and said, “I hope you have a good stay
here!”


I grinned at her. “You too! Did the
porter set up a taxi to your next flight for you?”


Her slim hand waved a small blue ticket at me. “Yes! I’m
ready for anything!” she said.


And I really hoped that I was ready for anything, too.


 


*


 


Once Tan and I passed through the port inspection section
and into the port, we said a final goodbye to Eleanor, who quickly walked away
in the direction of where the taxis usually waited.


Because Tan and I had a lot of cases and bags with us on
this trip, the other half of our stuff would have to be carted to a taxi for
us. And that meant we’d have over half an hour to kill inside the port.


We walked down the long gray docking ramp, farther into the
sunlight-bright space, to beneath the dazzling white and silver port poles that
sprung from below the earth and held up the enormous city-like structure.


This area wasn’t at the same level as where the ships
landed, but this part looked huge enough to accommodate them. I couldn’t even
see to the other ends, though I did spot the entrance to the road tunnels on my
left, which tunnels were actual indoor roads where the taxis traveled till the
indoor roads eventually sloped down into outdoor roads.


Tan moved beside me as we strolled around the vast port
space; then we finally stopped at an open-top area containing a huge
courtyard-type garden, where trees and bushes grew in human-made soil. The
garden was surrounded by lots of shops, lots of luggage carts, and lots of
people. And then suddenly there were even more lots-of-people; another ship
must have docked….


We were standing before a household-supplies shop when I
heard Tan moaning again. My head spun to him, saw his hand rubbing his blue
shirt; the black one he’d changed out of before—I’d given that to the ship’s porters
to launder. We’d have to pick it up from the port-attendant office on the way
back….


Now Tan said on a moan, “It’s a good thing I’ve got nothing
left in my stomach.”


“I brought one of the bags from the strap wall,” I said as I
yanked out the plastic orange square of barf-bag from my pocketbook.


But before I could hand it to him, he shook his head fast. “Really. There’s nothing left in there. My stomach’s just
burning now.”


“Maybe you should eat something?” I wanted to point out
where we could get a snack, but before I could say anything further, I heard a
noise: a short little bark.


I watched Tan’s head whip around and his whole body sort of
jump back. “What the hell is that!” he said, pressing his body nearer to me and
then behind me, like a scared little kid.


My eyes moved to where he’d been staring, and I spotted a
long white and brown dog trotting toward us along the silvery-white floor.


“Oh!” I said. “That’s just a dog.” I looked at Tan, I looked at Tan’s fear-filled face. And I realized then
that he’d probably never seen any Earth animals, other than human animals,
because nonhuman Earth animals didn’t exist on Diamond or on any of the other
planets. Bringing other animals anywhere had been outlawed at the beginning
stages of off-Earth colonization—something I’d always been very glad about.


Looking at Tan now, I realized that if a person had never
seen dogs, the canine jaws and teeth would probably be very scary to him….
Still, I couldn’t help secretly laughing inside as the dog moved right up to Tan.
The tail wagged now, and, mouth open and panting through a seeming-smile, the
dog appeared to be waiting, probably for a treat. I eyed the space around me
for one of the port’s doggie-treat dispensers, but I couldn’t locate any
nearby.


“Don’t be scared, Tan,” I said. “Some dogs live here. People
put out little houses for them, and they like to socialize in all the traveling
excitement. Offer your hand to her.”


Tan’s head rapidly shook left-and-right. “No.”


“Come on—don’t be scared. There are dangers here, animals
with dangerous jaws, which dogs kind of have. But they’ve been around humans a
long time.” Tan still wouldn’t move. I sighed. “You’ll definitely have to stay
inside the Domesticated Acres or you’ll have a heart attack here.”


“I’ve seen dogs,” he said, “in pictures.”


“They’re at a comfortable distance then, huh? Really, we
should have never interacted with them because, as usual with humans, those
interactions mostly harmed the dogs. But they’re here now and they are what
they are partly because we interfered with their lives. You can’t go
backwards.”


The dog had moved forward another step to sniff at the black
ankle of Tan’s pants. Tentatively, one of his hands inched down and touched the
thick collar of white hair around the dog’s spotted-with-brown head; she raised
her nose to nudge Tan’s thigh as his fingers stroked her fur.


“The hair’s so soft and thick,” he said then in a gentle
voice, and I watched a smile grow on his rapt beautiful face.


Then the dog’s nose moved from Tan’s thigh to his crotch.


I laughed. And the dog didn’t seem to want to leave his
crotch. I understood this: in my opinion, no place was as good as Tan’s crotch.


At this point I expected Tan to really have a heart attack
because the dog’s jaws were near his nuts.


But he didn’t have a heart attack. He just laughed. “I had
no idea dogs act like you’re the only person in the world.”


“Or, more correctly, the only crotch in
the world.”


He laughed again.


And then I said, “That’s the way they make you feel. That’s what
makes them so great—the endless loving generosity they seem to have.”


As I spoke, I noticed one of the porters coming closer. Tall
and thin, she was dressed in the silver shirt and pants port-uniform. And now
she said “Lanie!” toward the dog.


The woman stopped moving and smiled big at Tan. “We just put
out her gruel. We were a little late with it, and that’s probably why she ran
up to you so fast. Lots of people use the treats over there.” She motioned to
behind her shoulder. “I do hope she didn’t bother you.”


“It’s all right,” Tan said.


The woman called the dog’s name again and Lanie’s tail
started wagging harder. She gave Tan one last sniff and lick on his hand; then
she rushed over to the woman and trotted away.


Then something happened that probably wouldn’t have been
noticeable to a stranger but was unmistakable to me: Tan’s cheeks deflated as
his face drooped a bit.


“What is it?” I asked him.


He was still staring off at where the dog had disappeared.
“Between the weird air and the dog and all that ocean
out there, this all feels so wrong…and yet so right.”


I nodded as I moved closer to him, till I was almost pressed
against one side of his front. “We’ve been changed some, acclimated to Diamond.
But this is still our first home. And nothing can compare to your first home.”


He nodded at me, and I pressed against him fully now,
staring into his beautiful face, into his warm eyes.


He sighed. “I’m really tired. I’d like to go to wherever
we’re staying. I really need a shower.”


“Me too.” My smile at him now was
sly. “And they say taking one together saves water. I just love testing out
that theory with you.”
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A little later we were finally in the backseat of a taxi as
it moved through one of the tunnel-roads.


The roadway was pretty crowded but not a slow-moving
crowded; the tunnel’s silver metal and glass walls seemed to zoom by. However,
whenever the driver slowed or stopped the taxi, the view on the left through
the glass sections became clearer, and I took the opportunity to narrate what
Tan was seeing.


 When the traffic stopped at one point, a narrow
waterway came into view; a building sat perched on the near end. “See that
plant?” I said to Tan, pointing to his left. “It’s reclaiming the waterway, for
other species. This is the edge of this area’s Domesticated Acres. People
cleaned that water for decades, and it finally got better. But then there was
an earthquake, and it pushed some long-buried pollution to the surface nearby,
polluting the place yet again.”


“Shit,” said Tan under his breath, his eyes on the window,
on the water that looked darker than it should have looked beneath the Sun’s
bright touch. “Did any animals around here get hurt?”


“I hope not,” I said fast, suddenly feeling very upset about
the shit history of my species. “Supposedly scientists got to the quake-spill
in time. But how can you trust anything with people?” Tan glanced at me, and,
fortunately, the taxi started moving faster again so I didn’t have to narrate
the waterway disaster any longer. It was too damn upsetting, all the shit we
humans had done to this planet—yet another reason why I hadn’t wanted to come
back.


Not everywhere was bad on Earth because quite a lot had been
cleaned up, but some places were bad enough that they could never be cleaned
up; they were No-Go Zones, fenced off from all life that could be fenced off.
Thankfully, Tan and I wouldn’t be going near those places this trip; I just
wished I could say the same for all the other animals
humans shared this planet with, animals who couldn’t read our posted warning
signs….


“What is it?” Tan suddenly asked me.


“Being back here is upsetting. I don’t just mean for me
personally. When we left Earth, we kind of stopped caring about here for a
while, and the environment degenerated even more. Then we fixed it more and now
it’s gotten better, but it’ll never be right. So much of it will just never
come back. Eons ago some humans stupidly learned to become very destructive,
and they passed that behavior on from generation to generation. Ever since then
we’ve dragged so many lives along with us at the whim of our destructiveness.”


“We’re not so destructive anymore,” Tan said.


I looked at him. “You really believe that?”


He didn’t respond at first. He was staring out his window
again.


Then, his voice came softer: “Maybe we shouldn’t have come
here, Pia.”


“I had to,” I said, and I heard his soft sigh in response.
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When we were finally in the lobby of our new hotel, Tan
located a vending machine and bought and chewed a granola bar while I checked in.
I watched his mouth move as he stood before one of the dark paneled walls
beside the hotel’s long front desk.


“Hm,” he said, shrugging, “at
least the food tastes the same.”


I began talking with the concierge behind the desk. Just in
case someone had been aware of my arrival and planted something bad in my
reserved room, I now asked for another room. Thankfully, the hotel had one
available.


The concierge handed me a key-card, and then Tan and I went
up to the room. It was neither too big nor too small; it was bright yellow and
it smelled clean. It seemed a happy energetic room for happy energetic people.


But Tan and I were both quite tired, and I wouldn’t exactly
call us happy at that moment, just maybe feeling better: I no longer had
to deal with a pounding skull from the spaceflight, and the granola bar had
helped settle Tan’s stomach, though he was still feeling a bit
lightheaded-faint.


“You might be the whole time,” I said, “especially on the
Moon.”


“Great—” he began, but then his eyes whipped to mine. “The MOON?”


“Yeah.” I laid my special case onto
the floor.


“What are you talking about—”


“Not now. We have an appointment in the bathroom.”


His brown eyes flashed their confusion at me. But I just
smiled at him.
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About five minutes later, we were finally testing that
showering-together theory, and the theory didn’t…hold water. I’d already known
that, and it was why I simply turned off the water once we’d turned each other
on, which happened within a minute of our entering the shower stall. The next thing
I knew, he was entering me; my right foot was on the white ceramic soap-ledge,
and my left was banging into his right ankle as he banged into me.


“This is crazy—we only just got here,” he panted into my wet
hair, his warm mouth deliciously nibbling at my earlobe as my hands stroked his
hard chest.


“I know, but I like crazy…ohhh, oh
oh OHHH.” I was really wet, both from me and from the
shower. His dick felt like a silky caress inside me, and the hairs on his legs
felt like a silky caress outside me.


We went on and on like that, moving together in our wet
state, and I didn’t want it to end. Ever.


…But it did end, and we cried out together then.


Afterward, we quickly finished bathing, and while we were
using the hotel’s fat yellow towels to dry ourselves, I said, “I really needed
that.”


“Yeah?”


“To help face everything later.”
Which “everything” was going to see James, which would happen in The UPG Headquarters.


I really wasn’t a fan of going there. I had a plan to
proceed carefully, and though I loved having him with me, I still thought it a
shame Tan would be by my side then too. I didn’t want to make anymore trouble
for him. But he had insisted on coming with me to the UPG too, so what the hell
could I do?


The UPG Headquarters complex was quite close to this hotel.
I’d chosen to stay here partly because of its location—that way I’d be close to
who I had to work for. Having to come to Earth was bad enough; I wanted to make
everything else about this trek easier….


Tan walked out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. “What
the hell did you mean about the Moon before?”


As I followed him, I said slowly, “I meant the Earth-Moon.”


“I know,” he replied in an impatient voice. “What’s going
on?”


I finally told him about what James had said about the Old-Earth
rhyme. I’d wanted to tell Tan about it on the flight, but I’d had enough
trouble dealing with the physical issues there, and I hadn’t wanted to
complicate that with too many mental issues. I figured the flight would wind up
being somewhat of a calm before the storm, and, at
that time, I didn’t want to pull any of the storm into the calm.


Now I basically said a version of that to Tan. And he
nodded—and frowned, with his mouth only. “I still wish you would have told me.
You’ve got to keep me informed.”


“We’ll see,” I said.


His frown grew to encompass his eyes too. “What do you
mean—‘we’ll see’?”


I yanked a set of pajamas from one of my bags and slipped my
right foot inside the blue pants. “I just don’t know how much you should know.”


“I should know everything,” he snapped.


“Well, I’ve probably got to do a job for the UPG—on
Earth-Moon.”


“What the fuck—”


“I know—I know! That was kinda my
first response when James asked me to do it. But the job might help me figure
out what’s going on.”


“And if it doesn’t? You’ll have gone backwards for nothing!”


“It’s not for nothing! It’s that slavery-ring again—that’s
not nothing!” My lips were shaking, and now I quickly
pulled the pajama top over my head and torso. “Look,” I said as my head popped
out of the shirt’s neck, “I’ve gotta take a nap before I get ready to go to The
Headquarters. I won’t even have time to unpack—”


“Don’t worry about it,” he said on a sigh. “I’ll take care
of that. You get some sleep.”


“What about you?”


“I’ll join you after.”


He did: when I woke up in the bed two hours later, he was
lying asleep beside me, his body almost curled around me. I carefully slid away
from his warm naked torso, and he rolled over to the opposite direction,
mumbling something sleep-unintelligible only he could know.


I got up and removed some of my clothes from where he had
neatly stacked them atop the wooden dresser.


Then I grabbed my special case, went into the bathroom and
got to work.
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Not long after, my silver case was sandwiched between us,
and we were sitting in a red street-cab’s backseat, on our way to The
Headquarters.


His right hand on my case, Tan leaned toward my left ear and
whispered, “Will they let you in with this?”


“Maybe not. But I’m not going in
without it.”


“Well then, you’ve got a problem there.”


“We’ll see.”


The taxi finally pulled up to the tall gunmetal fence of The
Headquarters, and when I got out of the car and paid the driver in Diamond
dollars, he looked at me funny. Then he looked at the fence funny too, then
down at his hand, which held my money.


Now I told him, “I haven’t had a chance to change to Earth
currency.”


He had a heavy, crookedly trimmed mustache, as if he’d
trimmed it while running to catch a cab like the one he drove. Now the crooked
dark line curved into an even more crooked state as he said, “I’ll exchange it,
but this is annoying.”


“Welcome to life,” I said, and then I gave him quite a big
tip.


The other half of his mustache rose up more till it topped a
smile.


The cab pulled away and Tan said to me from beside me, “I still
don’t understand why you made me wear my locator when you told me to turn it
off.”


“Because. They’ll be able to read
them if they’re on. And we don’t need the locators just yet anyway. They’re
only for if things go sour.”


It was summer here now; the days were long, hot. And the
Sun’s persistent heat beat down onto our heads.


I was wearing my red jacket again, and my case was strapped
to my back over my jacket. I slipped my hand in one of my pockets to check that
Tan’s looks-like-a-calculator locator readout terminal was still inside there
and still turned off—and “slipped” was the operative word there: my palm was
wet. And now I felt a line of sweat course down over my forehead and land in my
right eyebrow.


I looked down the fence, toward the entrance to the giant
complex, and then my feet began moving that way. “When we get inside,” I said
to Tan, “just be quiet as much as possible and follow my lead.”


“Why? I’m not a little kid.”


“You are in this environment,” I said. And he didn’t seem to
have a response for that.


We reached the metal fence’s entrance area, and beside it a
big burly guard dressed in all black came out of his olive-green guard’s hut.
From behind the invisible electric fence-field that really guarded the complex,
he demanded to see our IDs. “What are you doing here?” he asked in a suspicious
voice. “This isn’t the public section.”


“I’m aware of that,” I said.


Tan pulled out his Space Passport from the zippered front
pocket of his gray pants, and I pulled out my Space Passport from my red
jacket. We held our Passports open for the guard, and he looked them over and
clicked a button on his uniform, which I knew would take a scan of our IDs.
Then his hand waved us into the first set of security scanners outside the
metal fence.


Tan went under the metal arch first and set off no alarms.
But then my body made the scanner go off.


The guard’s dark eyes narrowed at my face, then slid toward
my shoulders. “What’s that on your back?”


“Something that’s staying on my back.”


“That’s fine,” he said. “But then you’re stuck out here.”


“That’s fine,” I repeated. “Just get me my boss. He’s
expecting me. Tell him we can talk down here, or we don’t talk.”


The guy looked over at Tan, looked over his body, where he
wore a gray short-sleeved shirt that hung over the front of his gray pants. But
Tan didn’t—or maybe wouldn’t—say anything. His face don’t-mess-with-me hard, he
just stared back at the guy.


Then the guy said, “Wait right here,” as he walked away, our
Passports still in his hand.


“Why’d he take our IDs?” Tan whispered to me once the guy
had disappeared into his square hut.


“He’ll keep them while we’re inside the main building.”


“Pia, what makes you think we’re getting in!”


“Oh, we’ll get in. Don’t worry.”


He moved closer to me, his sharp eyes locking on mine. “I’m
worried either way! For you. Maybe we should
leave. Coming to The Headquarters was stupid—”


“Can’t back out now.”


“Why the hell did the scanner go off? Didn’t you turn off
your locator too and my readout?”


“Yep. That’s not what made it go
off.”


“But I know your case won’t—”


“Shh,” I cut him off. The
guard was walking back our way, his black-booted feet looking big and
aggressive.


When he reached near us again, his equally big-looking hand waved
us through to the next scanner behind the fence as he said, “Your boss will
meet you inside.”
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Tan and I were finally moving closer to the UPG’s main
building; it was centrally located inside a mushroom-like cluster of buildings
that extended far back into a mammoth field. Right in front of this cluster
now, we moved along a gray slate walkway between occasional signs that said in
all caps, “KEEP ON THE WALKWAYS.”


I raised my head to the big main building; painted in shiny
gray and white flecks, it looked like a block of ultrapolished
granite. A bunch of black windows and a giant black metal door had been carved
out of the building’s front. And above the door sat an
enormous UPG planets-and-hands logo plaque.


I felt a sneer twisting my face as my eyes fell back down to
the doorway.


Tan reached it before I did; he pushed the red button that
said DOORBELL on the long, electronic side-panel.


A cold voice asked, “What is your UPG designation?”


“Thirteen,” I said fast as I moved into the security camera’s
field. I frowned up at the camera as it flashed, as it took my picture—and
Tan’s picture too because he moved to right behind me and to the side a bit.


The front door opened and an older white-haired man I
recognized stepped into the doorway. “Thirteen,” he said, “you
can come in. But he’s got to stay out here, and you’ve got to turn in your
case.”


“No way. He comes in or I don’t. Same with my case.”


“Your appointment’s upstairs. You can’t go beyond the first
floor unless you turn in your case. You know the rules.”


“Fuck the rules,” I said, my hands pulling the straps on my
case tighter over my shoulders.


“I’ve worked for you too—why the hell can’t I come in?” Tan
said, his words a hot sneer.


I heard James’s tired voice float toward us from behind the
annoying man in front of us: “Just let them in.”


The older man’s white eyebrows rose, and his head spun to
the side toward James, whose long legs in his beige pants strode toward us
purposefully. The older man said to him in a whiney voice now, “But the code forbids—”


“This is outside the code’s jurisdiction,” James said.


The other man sighed and promptly walked back inside and
away.


James’s arm in his crisp white shirt motioned for us to come
into the lobby, which was bustling with activity, as usual. There were easily a
hundred desks arranged among the huge space, and each desk had at least one or
two people working at it or standing nearby. There definitely was a lot of shit
to coordinate when you were trying to control the whole goddamn galaxy….


I gritted my teeth as I walked behind James, who led us down
a white hallway, then stopped before an open door. “In here,” he said, stepping
over the threshold.


But I remained outside in the hall. “Since
when? We’re supposed to go upstairs.”


“Thir—Pia, you can break some of
the rules, but not all of them. Especially safety
precautions. You can’t bring the case upstairs. End of story. You can
leave it down here and then come upstairs—”


“Nope. It’s staying with me.”


He nodded. “As I thought you’d say.” His blue eyes had been
on me, but now they floated to beside me to Tan, to Tan’s pale face, pale with
worry and uncertainty, it seemed to me. But sometimes I really felt like I had
no idea what was going on behind Tan’s face. This was one of those times. Maybe
he was pale because he was feeling faint again….


“Hello, Tan,” James said now. “It’s nice to finally meet you
in person. You’re looking well.”


“No he isn’t, and neither am I,” I snapped. “Let’s get
moving. I didn’t come here to exchange bullshit pleasantries.”


James sighed. “I haven’t seen you in a while. The least we
can do is behave like two normal human beings.”


“As if you could.”


Another sigh, this one sounding more tired than the last.
“I’m determined to be positive and cause a positive influence.”


My head snapped back. “What have you turned into a New-Age
freak?”


He laughed a little, but he didn’t respond to my statement.
He did, however, move to the side of the doorway and wave his arm around toward
behind him.


Now it was my turn to let out a sigh as I walked into the
room and over to where there was a desk and not much else—just three chairs
opposite the desk and a little table against the right side-wall, and a little
fridge near that little table.


It was an interior room; there were no windows. And when Tan
finally stepped inside, James moved to the panel beside the doorway and pushed
some buttons. An inner metal door slowly slid over the outer and locked in
place. Then James walked nearer to us, and then over to behind the brown desk.


My impression of him from on the video-screen had been
correct: he was indeed thinner now, and he’d given up wearing the fake mustache
he’d often worn—or at least these last times I’d seen him, he hadn’t worn any
mustache. He was, however, sporting some of his own natural stubble around his
mouth, both above and below, as if he’d forgotten to shave that morning. I
thought this strange because he was usually a very neat person.


One of his arms now waved in a make-yourself-comfortable
motion. And he said, “Sit down,” as he himself sat down behind the desk. “I use
this room sometimes now. But I don’t feel as secure in here because this floor
is so busy.”


I really didn’t want to sit in one of the chairs, but I did,
and so did Tan, apparently gratefully because he let out a shaky loud breath
when his ass hit the chair’s cushion. Even though his face had more color, he
was still somehow looking unwell….


James must have finally noticed. His eyes were on Tan’s face, on Tan’s face a little too long. “Have you got
ship-lag?”


Tan straightened in his seat. “I’m fine.”


“I never got to know you well enough to tell much, but you
don’t look fine to me now.”


“I’m fine,” Tan repeated.


James’s eyes looked dubious, but he dropped that
subject—then got on another one that probably didn’t make Tan feel much better.


James suddenly pulled out some equipment from the desk’s top
drawer and tossed it onto the desktop. “I’ve got to discuss some things with
Pia only, so you’ll have to turn your back and use these electronic earplugs.”


“No he won’t,” I said fast. And I could feel Tan’s sharp
eyes on me.


“I realize you need Tan with you for support,” James said,
slowly sitting back in his own seat and clasping his fingers over his
white-covered stomach. “But, he’s not reinstated. He can’t even be, not at your
clearance level.”


Tan shot out now to no one in particular, “Would you both
fucking stop talking about me as if I’m not in the room?”


I ignored Tan’s outburst and said to James, “I’ve got to be
able to discuss things with him.”


“Why would you want to? It could put him at risk.”


“I’m well aware of that—”


“So am I!” shouted Tan. “Find a way to include me,
goddammit.” He was breathing hard, first at James, then at me, then back again.


Thinking faster now, I said to James, “I’m sure I’ll need
back-up on Earth-Moon.”


James sighed now, an endless-seeming sigh. Then he
punctuated the sigh by pointing at Tan—then he continued talking about Tan as
if only James and I were in the room. “He’ll need some more training for him to
go undercover. He’s got almost no poker-face skills. He’s too honest about his
feelings.”


Tan’s face turned so red with anger, I thought his black
hair would catch fire and singe away.


But before he could say anything, I told James, “Then train
him!”


James frowned a big I’m-the-boss-I-don’t-train-the-underlings
frown. “There’s less than two days before the Earth-Moon flight I’ve arranged
for you…. Well, actually, I’ve just come up with a better idea: you
crash-course train him.”


On any other day I would have laughed at someone instructing
me to train my man, but, really, sometimes your man did need training, and this
was clearly one of those times. James was right about Tan’s expressive face. He
had to learn to mask it, especially to cool it off.


I, however, didn’t have to learn this. I was much better at
affecting cool or hot, which cool and hot I alternately affected now at James.
“Look, anything you can say to me you should say to him too, if you dare. Don’t
think I’m not covering my ass here in some way.”


“Oh I know you are,” James said, his eyes on my shoulders,
where the straps of my case still were. “I’d expect nothing less…. And by the
way, two days ago I sent out feelers to see if anyone else has received
anything similarly untoward, but I got back nothing. You’re the only Miscellaneous
being targeted.”


“Well, that’s comforting,” I said through a very red face
now. Molotov jumped into my head, but then she jumped out just as fast when a
new image took her place: me, with someone’s hands around my throat, only the hands
were shaped like axe-heads. That was how I felt now; I was sitting there with
axes aimed at my neck in a place that might also have an axe aimed at my neck.
This was the worst goddamn personal mess I had ever found myself in, and I
really hoped it would be the last goddamn personal mess I would ever find
myself in.


“All right,” James said suddenly. “Let’s get down to
business.”


 He reached into the desk again and removed a long
lock-box. I watched as his fingers appeared to punch in a code on the side of
the box facing away from me and Tan. Then James pulled out several
sealed-in-cardboard folders and held them out toward me.


I rose and removed them from his hand. One of the cardboard
covers said in black block letters: “FOR THIRTEEN ONLY.” When I got back to my
seat, Tan slid his seat closer to mine.


But James said, “Don’t open them now. I really don’t think
you’ll want to.” He was staring over at Tan again, and I felt something
blossoming inside me: the portend of a sick feeling.


“What is this?” I asked, staring down at the material in my
lap, which was quite heavy, as if there were metal inside somewhere.


James replied now, “Some newer evidence of the child-slavery
ring.” One of his forefingers lazily pointed at Tan. “Are you up to looking at
it?”


Ever so slightly, I felt Tan slide his chair away from me.


“I didn’t think so,” James said. His eyes came back my way.
“The material’s specially coated anyway. Because you’ll be removing the files
from here, before you leave the building, you’ll need to get fitted with
glasses so only your eyes in the glasses can read the real text contents. We’ve
gotten tighter and tighter with security here.”


“I can see that,” I said, but I was thinking that,
apparently, the security wasn’t tight enough because I’d gotten in here.


On the other hand, James clearly knew I was probably rigged
with something; he’d simply let me in. I had the peculiar thought that
he somehow trusted me more than I’d ever thought he had. But I knew him well;
he was very like me in one way because he really didn’t trust anybody. He was
probably letting things-security in this building slide around me because he
badly needed me to do something, and it was something that either
no one else wanted to do, no one else was qualified to do, or no one
else would be capable of doing in the same way as I was capable. Not that I had
been the ultimate hot-shit of a Miscellaneous, but just that we each had our
specialties….


“Just explain the goddamn courier job to me already,” I
finally said.


James sat back in his seat again, raising one ankle to his
other knee. His fingers played with the brown shoelace on his brown shoe as he
spoke. “One of the files contains information on that. But, basically, a few
different things are going on. A Miscellaneous on the Moon recently stumbled
across some information about the possible ring re-emergence. And we’ve just
learned that this past year the titanium output’s seemingly gone down
significantly at two of the mining colonies, 10 and 15. It looks like someone’s
skimming ore and money off the operation—like reporting less of an income,
making deals off the books. For once, the governing Moon Council actually
complained to us and asked us for our help.


“That undercover Miscellaneous is on vacation from a
mine-job at Colony 10—right now he’s at Colony 7. But he’s been on the Moon for
a while. And he needs something to keep maintaining his cover when he goes back
to 10. We can’t fake it well enough from right there because there are no
technical resources in place to do that, and because
of the ICFC’s predominant presence at 10.”


For a moment, I just stared at him. Then: “Oh christ…are you kidding me? Is this part of the pissing contest of
galaxy control between you two? Is this what you need me for?”


James didn’t respond. But then he didn’t need to.


“What the hell is going on?” Tan asked then, looking back
and forth between the two of us.


Turning to him, I said, “Why the fuck am
I getting involved here?” But I’d really meant that question to James, who was
smart enough to sense that.


James now said, “Because I need your help and you need mine,
and some kids need both our help. It’s all very simple.”


“Nothing’s ever very simple,” I said. My eyes were right on
him now. “You really, seriously believe the ICFC is involved in the ring—that’s
what you’re implying, isn’t it?”


“There’s a chance—a chance some money’s changed hands from
there.”


Now I felt really mad. “I don’t believe that. This sounds
like fucking bullshit. More likely it’s YOU crowd who are involved. I wouldn’t
be surprised if you’re sending me to do something because you want to make the
money you think someone in the ICFC is making off this—”


“Pia, you can’t really believe that—that I’m that kind of
person—”


“Why the fuck can’t she?” Tan suddenly snapped like the
barking of a dog. “Look at what this place did to her life!” For an instant I
felt wildly nervous because Tan had just effectively admitted that he knew what
the UPG had done to my family. And before now, I’d figured James might not have
known that Tan knew…. The bottom line: I wished Tan hadn’t opened his mouth on
that score, no matter that he’d done it in my defense. And what was almost as
disturbing: James had been right and Tan clearly wasn’t covert enough in
his behavior or speech….


Before I could warn Tan away from pursuing that discussion
even further, James pointed a casual forefinger at him as if they were
discussing something run-of-the-mill and non-dangerous to Tan or anyone else.
“That’s what I mean: just because the ICFC has a clean reputation doesn’t mean there
aren’t bad elements.”


“The bad-element crap again,” I said, and it was my turn to
dog-like snap my words.


“There’s corruption everywhere, Pia.”


“Oh, you don’t have to tell me that. It’s something I’ve
dealt with plenty and keep finding myself in the goddamn middle of dealing
with.”


“There’s something else too,” James said now. And when I
just stared at him, waiting, he lowered his eyes toward the desktop and added
in a slower voice, “I need you to give me your opinion on that Miscellaneous at
7.”


Had I heard him correctly? “Come again?”


“With your degree of experience, when you finally meet him,
I need you to tell me what you think.”


“Are you saying you want me to babysit
him?”


“Not necessarily. But if you find it necessary…well,
whatever you find necessary….” He sat up straighter. “The thing is: very few
possess your ability to sum-up people so accurately. I know you haven’t been
perfect there….”


“Thanks for reminding me,” I said, my voice tight.


“Well, who’s been perfect? I don’t expect you to be. My
point is that he was working with us for only a short while before someone
transferred him over to there. And now he’s been there permanently for a long
while, maybe too long a while. I had one person keeping an eye on him, but the
person didn’t give me anything except that he’s established his presence.”


“What, exactly, has he been doing there?” I asked.


“You know I can’t tell you that.”


“But you think I’m going to get involved when I don’t
possess all the facts on the nature of my involvement?”


“It’s not what you think: he passes information, in a
similar way to how Tan once worked for us. …And still works for us?”


“Forget it, beyond this one time,” Tan said, eerily sounding
like the way I had been sounding lately.


James slowly nodded at him. Then he reached into the lockbox
again and pulled out another folder—no, two folders, two unsealed folders. “I
nevertheless anticipated you might be by Pia’s side this time, so I’ve got two
identities here—one Pia’s used before. And one for you—provided you can handle
assuming it.”


I thought I saw Tan gritting his teeth behind his
white-tight lips. Then he said, “Give me the goddamn folder.”


James did, sliding both folders across the desk, and then I
reached forward, took my folder and opened it up: inside I found a new Space
Passport and a description of a band-member in a traveling band from Earth. My
stage name would be “Stacy Is Lacy.” I’d used it once during a drug-smuggling
job. It had been one of my more enjoyable identities, if you could call being
chased across the solar system by a bunch of mass-murderers “enjoyable.”


When I looked over at Tan’s face, he was both frowning and
flushing as he eyed his folder. Then he said, “Why the hell can’t I use an
identity from what I know—mining!”


“Colony 7 isn’t a mining colony,” I replied. “It’s an
entertainment colony.”


“Shit,” Tan said. “I’ve never even played a musical
instrument.”


“And I have?” I asked. Then I turned back to James. “Now for
the most important reason I’m here: I need something from YOU. I’ve got names.”
From one of my jacket’s zippered pockets, I pulled out a piece of paper; then I
tossed it onto the desk.


As James read the paper, he frowned down at it. “What’s
this?”


“One of the people behind getting the letters delivered to
me.”


“Pia,” James said, in a slower voice this time, “I’m telling
you right now that I probably can’t do anything with this. Keron’s right on the
border between the UPG’s and the ICFC’s jurisdiction around there. Outside of
some commerce, Keron doesn’t deal much with either. Keron’s just hostile.”


“You must be able to get something. You must have
someone there.”


His eyes on mine, he let out a weird little noise—a sigh
laced with frustration. “I’ll try—that’s all I can say. This bank transaction”
—again he looked down at the paper I’d handed him— “I’m not sure about that
either.”


“Come on, James. You can get me something there. It’s
probably YOUR jurisdiction. The UPG. At least in part.”


His blue eyes floated back up to me. “I’m making no
promises. I can, however, finally tell you I’ve got something else—on the
Jericho-thing.”


I slid to the edge of my seat; my hard-pounding heart seemed
to be pulling me forward. Had I made a mistake? Had Jericho Hydro been
something important and had I stupidly not gone there when I should have?


I waited for James to speak, but he had fallen silent.


“Well?” I prompted, groaning in frustration and standing up.
“What the hell have you got?”


He held up a pale palm in my direction. “It’s not that much,
so don’t get too excited. But if you remember, my division wasn’t the first to
tackle the slavery ring. We came later. And then there was a third division
after you ended your job on it.” His eyes on me seemed to deepen in intensity.
“They cleaned up some of the related messes it made, but it pretty much collapsed
as an organized crime. All three of our divisions suspected we never found
everyone involved, so we put it on temporarily-solved-but-still-watching
status.


“After I got off the line with you two days ago, when I thought
of it again, the Jericho name started seeming really familiar. Then I realized
why: about two years ago another Miscellaneous made an undercover deal to
purchase a large poundage of drugs from someone
calling himself ‘Jericho’. Now this was after your job on Earth-Moon and the
deal-making didn’t happen there. But I remembered this because I’d used that
Miscellaneous before, and she later told the third division that Jericho never
showed up to sell her the drugs. That division asked me if she could be trusted
there. I told them yes.


“But, during the deal-making, they happened to be
reassessing the overall ring-file. They contacted me then, wanted to know if I
saw signs of anything starting up again there, and I didn’t see any.


“At the time I didn’t know that the Jericho name had come up
before—during the initial ring investigation from Alex’s division. I
hadn’t had access to that part of Alex’s file. But yesterday I contacted both
divisions to do a search on the name—and Alex got back to me with this from the
file.”


James handed me a piece of paper and I silently read what it
said:


 


The following is from a brief recorded conversation about
a meeting that unfortunately happened well before the recording had been
recovered. No meeting-places were named during the conversation. The
conversation was between one suspect and an unknown but possible collaborator.
The possible collaborator said, “I thought Jericho could bring the snacks.” The
suspect never verbally responded to the statement, but it was only an audio
recording so there might have been some kind of visual exchange.


What the “snacks” meant was never determined; nor were the identities of either the collaborator or “Jericho.”
The name could have been an alias for one person, or the title of more than one
person acting as a group.


 


There was a slow, disappointed pounding in my chest, and a
large silence in the room…until I said to James, “This is it? This is all
you’ve got?”


“Yeah.”


I looked down at him. “What happened to the suspect?”


He shook his head fast. “I don’t know. Alex’s division
didn’t reveal that.”


I half-sighed, half-groaned; then I reread the paper, with
Tan’s head peering over my shoulder now…. Something suddenly occurred to me.
“Wait.” My eyes shot to James again. “What about where this was recorded—where
the two talkers met when they were spied on? Did Alex’s division ever find that
out later?”


There was a pause. “I didn’t think to ask.”


“Could you please do that?”


Another pause, then a sigh. “Hang
on,” James said as he punched some of the buttons on his long white desk-phone.


A woman’s voice came through the phone’s speaker. “Yes?”


“It’s James Gooding. Get me Alex on the Seventh Floor of
Site Six, Main Building.” I had no idea where that was, partly because the UPG
rotated its site names for security. But, Site Six was likely somewhere on
Earth: James stayed on the line and didn’t ask for a communication to be set up
in a Communications room. He did, however, take the phone off speaker. And he
held the small receiver against his ear while the fingers of his other hand
drummed a snappy tune against the brown metal desktop.


Tan breathed hard beside me; we were both still standing
there, waiting….


“Yes, it’s me,” James finally said into the phone, and his
fingers stopped moving. “About the info on ‘Jericho’ you sent me—I need more
context…I know it’s been some years…Well, what can you give me right now?…Specifically, did you ever find the meeting location…?
Well, is there a record of where the recording took place? Over
a Communications line, in-person—what?” As he listened to whatever the
other person was saying, his long fingers jotted down notes on a pad of paper.
“You can’t give me anything on the suspect?…I know
it’s sensitive….” His eyes shifted up to me; then they fell down to his desk,
to his writing hand. “And later? You have anything
else for then?…I see, yeah. All
right. Thanks.” James clicked off the phone.


“Well,” I said fast, “what did he say?”


A brief pause from James. Then:
“The suspect was found dead, shot, months before you did
your Moon-job.”


“So then he was involved in the ring.”


 “Alex is still calling him a suspect, so I’m assuming
that…”


“…they got no confirmation. I get it. Same-old
same-old. That’s your blanket-way of saying
you either just have goddamn nothing, or you just don’t want to reveal anything
you do have.” I moved closer to his desk. “I came all this goddamn way and I
still don’t know shit here. For all I know, this ‘suspect’ led you to find the
guy you hired me for. You never told me how he was identified as the
ring-leader. And maybe he killed the suspect or the UPG killed the
suspect—don’t think I’m stupid, James—or maybe someone unrelated killed him.
Anyone could be responsible!”


“Calm down, Pia,” James said fast, sounding flustered. “Just calm down.”


“I don’t want to calm down.” I was breathing hard in
his direction, feeling anger and hate and disappointment, all rolled into one
rotten flood of acid eating at my stomach.


Then suddenly I said, “Shit!” and spun around.


Tan grabbed me by my arms, his worried eyes peering into my
face. “You all right?”


“No.”


“We’re going,” Tan growled over my shoulder at James.


But then I thought of something and turned back around. “Did
the Miscellaneous doing the drug deal ever see this
Jericho?”


James frowned. “She claimed she never did. Someone else
connected her with him, but they only spoke one time and over the on-Mars audio
line.


“But, Pia, there’s something else now: Alex said the
recorded meeting took place in a motel room at Moon Colony 5.”


My eyes shot to his. That was where I’d done the job, where
I’d killed the one-night stand.


There was a tense silence between me and James. And Tan said
in a frustrated voice, “What the hell does all this mean?”


I groaned. There were many motels on Earth-Moon; there was
also limited mobility for humans on Earth-Moon, which meant there were only so
many Moon-places people could go. So the motel-colony connection wasn’t much of
a connection because plenty of things wound up happening in motels there.


However, too many Pia-things had begun coalescing. What I’d
done on Earth-Moon was the last thing I wanted as the cause of my current
situation, but now it suddenly seemed that with each passing moment, the
threats against me and the ring-job were inching closer together….


James spoke again. “Pia, I just want to say: like I said, at
first I wasn’t sure if the Jericho mention during the drug deal was related to
the job you did—that’s why I contacted Alex and the third division, especially
to see if they found out anything more ever. And they haven’t. Jericho just
never turned up again.


“But do I think both Jerichos from the recording and the
drug deal sound like the same person? I don’t know. Though it is a little
suspicious; the ‘snacks’ could be drugs, for example. Alex told me that’s what
they assumed early on, but they could never confirm anything, beyond who the suspect was.”


I turned around again, my back facing James again. “I don’t
know who the fuck that person is or what he’s got to do with me. Like I
said—I’ve still got nothing concrete. I’m still on my own putting the goddamn
pieces together of whoever wants me dead.” I began marching toward the door.


And James called at my back, “Don’t forget to pick up your
glasses—in the lobby ask for Anita. Let me know if you need more back-up—I’ll
contact you tomorrow—your flight’s the next day at 8:10 AM—everything’s in the
file’s memo!”


 


*


 


Anita was a small woman with midnight-black hair and rosy
cheeks; she took me and Tan to a long room at the very back of the first floor,
where we got fitted with the special glasses. Afterward, Tan and I took turns
peeing in one of the bathrooms.


Then when we were back in the lobby again, I told Anita that
Tan and I needed car service. “We’re basically stuck in the middle of nowhere
with no transportation.”


Her roundish cheeks flushed even
more and she said, “I’ll take care of that.”


A few minutes later Tan and I left the building through that
same black front door and stepped onto that same gray slate walkway.


Then Tan said, “I wish I understood half of what went on in
there, but I don’t even understand a tenth of it!”


“That’s a good thing. You don’t want to know. And I’m
surprised James said so much in front of you.”


“You kind of left him no choice.”


“That’s the way things are gonna be between me and the UPG
from now on. I’m tired of it being the other way around.”


We reached a large brown guard building; I saw the same
guard from before standing inside the opening of that place now, and I felt the
urge to give him my middle finger. But then he probably wouldn’t let us through
the locked front gate.


I kept my finger to myself as he handed back our Passports;
then he finally opened the gate, and then Tan and I passed through to the
roadside.


It was even sunnier now, and there was no nearby cover from
the day’s bright heat.


We walked down a ways to beneath a large tree. Tan craned
his neck to stare up at the tree’s immense, lemony-green crown. “Can I have my
camera back now? I never got any shots on the way here; I wanna get some on the
way back.”


“Hold out your arms.”


He did and I placed my case on them, using my body to block
it from the road as I entered my code. I removed Tan’s little camera and added
the nondescript bag Anita had given me for our files and glasses. I locked my case,
then pulled the straps over my back as Tan slid the
single black rubber strap of his camera over his head.


From behind me, I heard a car’s motor getting louder as it
apparently came closer. And Tan said, “The cab’s here.”


“That was fast.” When the red cab pulled right up to us, I
saw that same guy with the lopsided mustache.


Once I was in the backseat, I asked him, “Can you take us
through a more scenic route? I don’t care if it costs extra.” I shook a thumb
at Tan. “He’s never been to Earth before.”


The Crooked Mustache smiled at me in his rear-view mirror.
“Will do,” he said. And he was as good as his word.


He took us along a route on the edge of this Domesticated
section. As we moved beside the widely spaced poles that marked the area, we
passed houses, and even more trees and brush and grass, and whenever the cab
sped up, tangles of all the whatevers that preferred
growing here flew by in a green stream.


At one point Tan asked the guy to slow down so he could snap
some stills. Suddenly I spotted glistening water on
the side, the grass moving more rapidly than normal nearby.


I asked the driver to totally stop the car, and then Tan and
I got out.


We walked closer toward the moving vegetation, stopping
short of the poles. “What is it?” Tan finally asked in a low voice.


“I think I saw birds…yeah. There!”


In a little barer patch of ground near a pond, quite a large
number of birds had congregated. They were long and plump and their heads were
green, and I could hear the faint noises they were making as the gentle wind
caught the sounds.


“Ducks!” I said finally.


“Oooo, this is exciting!” said
Tan, quickly working his camera onto the video setting. And now I watched the
delight on his face with delight shifting over my own face.


A comfortable silence floating between us now, we continued
watching the birds doing their splashing-and-swimming-and-eating bird-things.
The air was warm, the Sun strong, and the colorful ducks seemed even happier
than the two of us. They also seemed to be unaware us, which I thought was a
good thing.


Tan finally lowered his camera. “One thing I don’t
understand: some of the areas we passed were fenced. But here we can just walk
across out of the Domesticated area.”


“Well,” I said, “they can’t put fences everywhere, and they
can be dangerous for animals. There are sensors along all the edges and
everything’s watched by satellite.”


“So, it’s almost like people are in prison then.”


“Hardly. There are tours and
scientists and other workers get permission to go into the Wild Acres. You’ve just
got to be authorized so there’s a record. If you step too far over without
authorization, you get fined; if you keep doing it, you’ll eventually be
jailed. Occasionally some sick people still go into there to do nasty shit, but
they don’t get away with it for long.”


His head bobbed around, to behind us too.
“But how come no animals come in this direction?”


“They do, quite often. Sometimes they’re trapped and brought
back to the Wild. But I think…I think many of them have learned to stay away.
Bugs and birds are tougher—they can just fly anywhere, and they fly in here a
lot.” I glanced at him. “If you want to go on a tour tomorrow, we might have
time. I think you’d like it.” I began feeling a bit depressed now as my mind
started touching on a lot of things that had always troubled me about the
Earth. “It’s still beautiful out there; I mean the wild half still contains a
lot of beauty. Some people say half the planet for one species is too much. How
much goddamn space do we need? We shouldn’t need so much. But then it’s the
fault of the people who just don’t know how to control their numbers. We still
keep periodically overpopulating; it’s disgusting really. Other species control
their numbers. Why the hell don’t we?”


“Why the hell don’t we do a lot of things,” Tan said then in
a dry voice.


 


*


 


When we got back to the hotel again, we realized we were
both starving, so we went straight to the dining room, sat down at a small
table there and ordered several falafel sandwiches and a big salad.


When the server walked away, Tan said to me, “I’ve never
understood you and him.”


I didn’t respond, but I knew who—and what—he meant. I felt
my face warm, and there was some worry behind the warming….


Tan continued, “And now that I’ve met him, I really
don’t understand it.”


My lips finally moved: “Do we have to do this now?”


“Yeah, we do, actually.”


I lowered my voice, pointedly looking at his face. “I had to
deal with you and Arlene for days-long—remember? And you were involved with
her a lot longer than I was with James. I basically had nothing with him.”


Now Tan growled, “I don’t like the way he looked at you. I
know that look.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said fast, but
it wasn’t a snap because a touch of concern had taken away some of the bite
behind my words. “Adults have sexual pasts with others. It’s the way it is. And
we’ve been over this before.”


The server suddenly came back with the fruit drinks we’d
ordered, and I winced when mine seemed too sweet to my lips for my suddenly
sour mood.


Once we were alone again, Tan said, “I didn’t think you went
for older men.”


“I usually don’t. But James is our age.”


Tan turned very surprised eyes toward me.


And then I said, “He’s one of those adults that’s always looked middle-aged. When he’s old he’ll
probably still look middle-aged. And then he’ll finally look younger than he
really is.”


Tan began laughing. But I felt a bit bad talking about James
like I had; I’d really just done it for Tan’s benefit. James was not unattractive.
In fact, he was quite attractive in a this-is-a-very-serious-devoted-person
way. And that was how I’d let myself get involved with him in one of my
too-often weak moments where men were concerned….


Tan spoke again: “We’re like night and day, but who’s the
night? I guess I am, with my dark hair. He’s so fair and tall.”


Now I sensed that he was getting to the crux of what was
really bothering him. And it wasn’t the first time I’d heard this kind of thing
from him and interpreted it as, “He’s so white. Why are you with me?”


So I said, “You’re the day of course, but even if you were
the night, nights are often great. Don’t do this.” My eyes were still watching
his face, which was frowning down at his drink. “Don’t underrate yourself or
make us into a freak show.”


Now his eyes shot to mine. “Well, you don’t think people
look at us like that sometimes? I know they do. What about
Nell and Derek as a couple—same thing.”


“Do you really care that much what other people think? I
follow my own heart.”


“Really? I thought you always
follow another part,” he said, and his brown eyes fixed me with a
double-entendre stare.


Now it was my turn to start laughing.


But then Tan only sighed. “I’m sorry, Pia—I didn’t mean to
insult you somehow. Shit, I’ve got a white ancestor in my past—my
great-great-grandfather. And you’ve probably got an asian
ancestor. We all have people in common if we go back far enough. But,
sometimes, like today in the office there, I wonder why I’m in your life at
all.”


“You’re in it because I love you,” I said fast, and I was
breathing harder now.


The server showed up again with the rest of our food, and I
was so grateful she’d shown up just then that I felt like kissing her damn
hands.


 


*


 


Tan and I wound up eating with mostly a silence between us;
then we went back up to the room.


Before we’d left it, I’d sprayed the trusty polymer security
coating for my office safes onto the hotel-room door’s outside edge. I examined
that area now, but, thankfully, found the special membrane still intact; no one
had come and gone in our absence.


I let us inside, and when Tan had closed and locked the
door, I took off my jacket and my shirt. Tan looked at me with a pleasantly
surprised face.


Then I slid off my bra and yanked off my right breast.


And now Tan’s face went from surprised to
I-almost-had-a-heart-attack shock. He looked as white as the bedsheet beside him. “What the fuck was that?!? You’ve had
fake tits all this time….”


I rolled my eyes. “Hardly. And that
would have to be fake nipples when I still barely have any tits. You
didn’t notice I looked bigger today?” From inside the rubbery prosthetic breast
now, I pulled out a small-and-square metallic recorder and a wire-like tiny
microphone.


“No, I didn’t notice,” Tan said then. “Your top was so
loose.”


“Good. That no one would notice was the plan.” I dropped the
recorder onto the bed.


“I wish you would have told ME the plan. Don’t
ever do that again unless you want to see me puke again. It looked like
something out of an old horror movie.”


“My god, you are a drama queen today,” I said, removing my
other breast. “Oy…seriously, they were really
bothering me down in the restaurant! But I was too hungry to come here and take
them off first. And, ugh, half the time at The Headquarters—they were itching
me badly then. I must have had a reaction to this new glue I tried. But I
couldn’t itch them because I was afraid they’d get all
crooked or maybe pop off right in the building. Now that would have been a
sight.”


“A sight James probably would have loved,” Tan said in a dry
voice.


“Don’t start that again. Let’s move on…I’m moving on, into
the shower. This annoying glue.” I was picking at the
remaining yellowy bits on my breast skin as I walked toward the bathroom.


Tan followed me. “I know we had the locators off, so is your
boob what triggered the gate alarm earlier?”


“Yep. You’re picking up things
fast.”


He frowned, but at himself more. “I did have the month-long
training-stint at that temporary camp they set up on Diamond.”


I slid off my pants and underwear. “And once you learn how
to ride a bicycle….”


“Well, I don’t know about that. That’s why you’re supposed
to help me out…. Can you?” The eyes he flashed me were sharply ironic.


“I’m thinking,” I said now, standing inside the shower as
the cool water burst from the faucet above me, “that I don’t want you with me
on Earth-Moon.”


His normally gravelly voice contained no gravel now; it was
all deep raw anger. “Forget it. No deal.”


“But it’s too dangerous—”


“That’s precisely why I’m coming with you. I came
this far—I’m not stopping now. You need me, so just admit it already!”


My soapy fingers scrubbed at my breasts. “But I could get
someone else for back-up, like James said.”


“Yeah, I’m sure he’d love to be the
someone else.”


“That’s not who I meant.”


“I know…” he said. “There’s one thing I don’t understand: if
he’s our age—how did he get such an important job so fast?”


“Because. That job is his whole
life. Last I heard, he was still living with his
parents.”


Tan’s face looked as if he didn’t know whether to laugh or
scoff; he went for a dual-effect there. “Are you kidding me?”


“Nope.”


“Well, if his personal life is dull, no wonder sparks were
flying between you in the office before.”


My hand punched the water’s off-button. “Not those kind of
sparks! I was working, Tan. Stop fixating on him. My behavior’s got
nothing to do with James. I was trying to stay focused.”


“Come on, Pia. You had a goddamn thing with the guy! Don’t
act like you never did. And you seemed to know exactly what to say to each
other.”


“Maybe because I know him longer than you and I know each
other—that’s all.”


“Sometimes that’s all you need.”


“For what?”


“For love.”


I rolled my angry eyes as I grabbed a towel from outside the
shower. “Oh for chrissake. You’re way off-base here. Even
when I was involved with him, I wasn’t in love. It was a temporary thing. I’ve
told you: it started out of the blue; then it ended a month later when we both
realized it wasn’t going anywhere.”


“I have a feeling you realized that, but he never did. And
he still hasn’t.”


“You’re exaggerating.”


“I hope I am, but I really don’t think so. Maybe that’s the
real reason why he agreed to your coming back here.”


I didn’t respond…but I did wonder if there was some truth to
his statement.


Tan continued talking: “And, not for nothing, but he knows
more about what’s going on than I do! I wish you would have shared more with me
about what happened with the V-person. In the office you acted like V wasn’t
the only one involved—who else was then?” He must have picked up something from
the UPG meeting earlier that he was speaking without using specific names now,
and this was good. What wasn’t good: he looked mad still.


I smack-dabbed the towel along my torso.
“When did I have the time to tell you everything? I haven’t stopped long enough
to think much, forget about talk. And the less you know,
the better.”


“No, no-no-no.” He rapidly shook
his head, his dark hair shimmering wildly. “I want to know whatever you know.”


“You can’t! That’s why James gave us separate files.”


“Don’t make me steal a look at yours.”


“That’s why I’m keeping it locked in my case!” I snapped.


But now he laughed. “All right.
We’ll do things your way…for now,” he said ominously, and then he left the
room.


 


*


 


Naked and still a bit damp, I walked into the bedroom and
rummaged around in one of my suitcases for my robe. I felt exhausted, by the
spaceflight, by the UPG visit, and by Tan too, yes. My life lately had just
been the definition of exhausting.


Tan was casually sitting on the rust-colored couch across
from the room’s picture window; he watched me move around now, watched me slip
on my powder-blue robe, and then he watched me put the mini-recorder back into
my special case. “I wondered before,” he said, “about when you implied you were
armed with something in the office. I wondered if it was a bomb.”


My head spun to his and I flashed him hard eyes. “You think
I’d do that when YOU’RE with me?”


“Yeah, I think you’d at least consider the option. And,
really, I didn’t know what to expect from there either. Being blown up isn’t
necessarily the worst fate possible.”


“Well, I meant my boob, obviously.”


“He didn’t know that though.”


I really didn’t want to talk about James anymore. “Are you
tired?”


I thought Tan’s sudden yawn would be his only answer, but then
he said, “Yeah. Pretty much.”


“Too tired to work?”


“As in…?”


“As in, beginning a bit of training.
If you’re coming with me, you need to be prepared. There are the files to
absorb too, like on the ring.”


Holding up a palm at me now, he shook his head fast. “I’m not
up to looking at them. Wait till the morning for that.”


I nodded, slowly, and didn’t press the issue.


We did, however, begin examining the courier job’s files.


I turned on the radio on top of a nearby side table; donning
our special glasses, we sat on the couch together. Then I opened my file and
removed a sealed, very-flat metallic box, and a brown envelope, which contained
a nice amount of Traveler’s Checks.


I began reading the file’s actual text information on the
courier job, and as I did so, Tan also read it, over my shoulder, while I
alternately frowned and made annoyed noises.


“What is it?” he finally asked.


I pointed down at the page in my hand, at a section about
the Miscellaneous—Dylan was his codename. “This. It says someone had tipped him
to the ring’s possibly starting up again last year, and he notified the UPG.
But James made it like he only just found out about the ring starting again.”


“Maybe another division knew about the restart tip-off first
and didn’t tell anyone else—just like James said happened in the past.”


I was frowning now. “That could be, yeah.”


“So what will you teach me?” Tan asked.


On a sharp sigh, I tossed both my glasses and the file onto
the coffee table in front of me. There really wasn’t much inside the paperwork;
the job did seem simple, as James had indicated: I had to meet this guy in a
specific bar and hand him the bound-in-metal material containing whatever James
needed to give him but I wasn’t privy to. The bar’s name was familiar to me,
but then quite a few bar names were familiar to me because I’d been to the Moon
more than a few times. And some of those times had specifically been for
pleasure….


Tan had removed his glasses and his dark eyes were staring
at me, waiting for me to respond to him about the training.


So now I said, “I’m sorry I zoned out there…. Um—okay! We’ll
start with something.”


And I intended to start training him, but just then the
room-phone rang; it was the front desk with a message from James, saying that I
should get back to him right away.


 


*


 


I went down to the hotel’s Communications room alone while
Tan showered (with a gun in the bathroom, as I’d told him to take).


James was inside a UPG Communications room, and now he said
to me over the audio-video line, “I was able to find out about that transaction
for you. I’m not surprised: it was routed through Earth over to Diamond, but
the money originally came from…an Earth-Moon bank.”


Blood was pounding behind my eyes, and, for a long moment,
James’s pale face blurred before me. “Well, that’s no surprise to me too. So is
there a name attached?”


“Unfortunately, no. That bank
allows cash-in and cash-out transactions, for people who don’t want to maintain
permanent accounts because they’re traveling, etc. And this was a one-time cash-in—no sender-account on file, only the name
of the receiver. This person knows what he’s doing.”


I sighed and groaned and had nothing to add because I just
felt so goddamn fucked.


James’s face seemed lost in thought. And I wondered if he was
thinking, She’s so goddamn fucked.


But then he said, “Look, I’m making another communication to
D tonight, and I need to know your favorite drink.”


“What?” I was still thinking about the other thing, that
someone who’d probably been on the Moon wanted to kill me. Who the fuck was
it….


“Your codeword to him?” came
James’s voice now.


“Oh, purple tree juice.”


“Still your favorite, huh?”


“Yes. Not much has changed.”


“Well, I don’t know about that,” James said, and he was
slowly shaking his head. His eyes moved to somewhere below the video-screen.
“Keep in touch when you’re there—let me know when the exchange has gone
through.” Now his blue eyes rose up again. “And, watch your back.”


I snort-grunted.


And he added, in a softer voice now, “Don’t hesitate to let
me know if you need anything there.”


“Um, James, if you had more reach
on the Moon, you wouldn’t need me to go and do this. What the hell can you do
from here?”


“You’d be surprised,” he said.


 


*


 


Back in the hotel room, I found Tan dressed in his pajamas.


For cover, I put on the radio again and turned it up even
more than the last time. Then I said, “You need to get dressed again. We’ve got
to get shopping ASAP. Earth-Moon really is the key to what’s going on toward
me. I was hoping somehow I could avoid doing this. But now I see that’s
impossible, so we need some supplies for there.”


A frown changed his brow into a heavy wavy line. “Why are
you so confident suddenly? What’d he say?”


“Someone paid V from a bank on Earth-Moon.”


Tan’s taut face looked as if he didn’t know what to say.


I spoke again, waving a hand at him. “While you get dressed,
I’m going to look at the threats again.”


“Why! How many times are you gonna read them? You’re harming
yourself.”


“Better I harm myself now than someone harms me later.”


I opened my case and removed the plastic bags; then I reread
the scrawled sentences, and reread them, and reread them, until my fingers
began dampening the plastic.


Tan hadn’t listened to my order; in his pajamas still, he
stood by my side and watched me as I read.


 I removed the letters from the plastic, folded one
over and put the last two sentences one right above the other.


Then I realized something: I’d been overcomplicating the
issue. I’d been looking for some grand hidden meaning.


But I now saw a parallel with the before dish-and-spoon and
before June….


 


You’ll be dead soon before the dish runs away with the
spoon.


 


I’ll see you soon when you’ll be dead before June.


 


Via the nursery rhyme, the Moon was before the dish and
spoon. And what was before June? May. Maybe the clue
was as simple as that. If it was a clue and not just some
bullshit game. There was always a possibility that it was some
bullshit game, and no one really intended to harm me.


But I just couldn’t take that chance.


Now I thought about May…what was the significance there? Off
the top of my frustrated head, I couldn’t come up with a goddamn thing. I
assumed May was probably Earth’s May, but I couldn’t think of anything I did as
a Miscellaneous during a May that would warrant someone wanting to kill me.


For that matter, there were lots of colonized moons in the
galaxy, so the moon I kept perceiving in the letters
could possibly be referring to a number of moons and a number of things that
had some connection to me, whether real or imaginary. I still could have been
here near Earth-Moon entirely for nothing, with a capital N-O-T-H-I-N-G….


 I threw the letters onto the coffee table and dropped
onto my ass on the couch, pressing my face into my hands. “I really wish I knew
what was going on—I need more answers!”


“Maybe you’ll get them on Earth-Moon,” Tan said.


I nodded up at him, a slow motion. “Maybe.
Or maybe not—I just don’t know anymore.”


I thought of the courier job, how I’d first-instinct
resisted taking it. However, as the courier file indicated, it was Dylan who
had come across something about the new ring. And if my past involvement there
was now endangering me, talking to him could lead to my finding who wanted me
dead. My desire to do the courier job suddenly went up ten notches….


Thinking of the job-word made Nell pop into my head. Now I
said to Tan, “I just realized I haven’t called Nell…could you do that before we
go out? I told her I’d let her know when we got in-planet. But I don’t want to
talk to her right now because I don’t want to bring her down. She looked so
happy with Annie last time….”


“Don’t worry,” he said as he grabbed a clean pair of his
pants from the dresser. “I’ll call Derek at The Citadel and see if she can
contact me back from there.”


“Thanks,” I said on a sigh.


 


*


 


Tan wound up unable to reach Derek, and therefore unable to
reach Nell. He left a message for Derek that we got here okay. Then Tan also
paid for a text-only message to be sent to his mother’s house via the
post-office’s print-out-and-deliver message service. Most people and places on
Diamond couldn’t afford Communications rooms, so that post-office delivery
service was a way to communicate between planets without the need for real-time
coordination between both parties.


“Your mom will probably be sad that she didn’t get to talk
to you in person,” I said as Tan and I stood outside our room door and I resprayed that and the surrounding frame with the polymer.


“I know,” Tan said to me then. “But there’s nothing I can do
about that right now.”


We left the hotel and spent over an hour doing our
for-the-Moon shopping at a traveler’s supply store; we bought two moon-suits,
dozens of moon-suit undergarments, two moon-phones, a So You’re Going To The
Moon guidebook, and a bunch of other stuff we’d need, including some items
for our new identities.


As we walked along the streets back toward the hotel, our
big shopping bags in hand, I told Tan I wanted to have a talk with him out here
because it was very unlikely someone would be listening.


We went to a nearby park and laid our bags on one of the
benches. And even though he was wearing sunglasses, I could see a darker shadow
of worry behind the brown lenses when Tan finally turned to me. “What do you
want to talk about?”


“After I got off the line with James, I passed the
complimentary news desk downstairs—and felt the need to stop and look at the
newsfeeds for Diamond, for any news of the trial. There was none.”


“Pia, the sentencing will happen when it happens.”


I looked him directly in the eye—or, more correctly,
directly in the eyeglasses. “And what will that mean? It’s been bothering me. A lot.” I lowered my voice to a near-whisper and stepped
closer to him, till our faces were almost touching. “I’m a murderer too. What
happens to him might affect what could happen to me someday.”


The worry behind his eyes intensified for an instant, but
then he covered it with anger—too late; I’d already seen the worry, which confirmed
my worry. Still, he now said, “Bullshit. You only did what you did because he
was a murderer first and killed your parents. He turned you into someone forced
to improvise a life, and you wound up doing that in dangerous circumstances. ”


“How can you know all that? I might have turned into the
same person anyway.”


There was a pause.


Then he asked, “You really believe that? Because
I don’t.”


I felt tears sting my eyes, and I thought a moment. Then I
said, “When I was a kid before my parents died, people used to call me sweet so
much. A teacher of mine called me Sweet Pea.”


“That doesn’t sound like a nickname you’d give a budding
murderer.” His hands closed around my wrists, and then his arms brought me
close enough till it felt like nothing existed around us but sunlight, air and
the motion of the Earth’s atmosphere. There was just me and Tan, two people,
living in a moment on a planet in a universe. Tomorrow wouldn’t matter, neither
would yesterday. For animals, there were really only moments to time your life
by.


And in this particular moment, Tan kissed me, softly,
tenderly; I felt on the verge of something…tears. They spilled out on a rush of
buried emotions.


Now his hand grabbed my chin and pressed kisses over there,
over my eyes, and over the wet below. “My baby,” his warm lips said between
kisses.


“Your confused baby.”


“You’ll make things clearer—I know it. I believe in you.”


“I wish I did,” I said, sighing.


 


*


 


When we got back to the room, we removed the moon-suits from
their shopping bags, read over the operating-instructions and then tested out
the suits.


I’d had experience with other moon-suits years ago. But the
type we’d just bought was supposedly even safer and more comfortable in
construction, though I was pretty sure that comfort was relative: none of the
suits were actually comfortable, and this type probably wouldn’t be an
exception.


These particular suits were a bright sea-blue, and they had
standard flexible boots and flexible breather helmets attached. But instead of
the older and bulkier airtanks, small flexible poly-airtanks hung down over the back of the suits, which tanks
slightly conformed to the wearer’s shape; that way, the tanks weren’t
uncomfortable when the person was seated against something. There were also
extra holding tabs on the suits, where more tanks could be attached for more
breathing back-up….


“No wonder they were so expensive: the manufacturers thought
of everything,” I said as I smoothed one of the suits over my body.


It was quite tight-fitting, but the very high-tech material
was both very stretchy yet very resistant and supposedly wouldn’t absorb body
odor or moisture; the suit also had a built in thermostat to keep the inside
temperature even. The whole get-up would, however, require periodic venting,
which could be done with the push of several wrist buttons that would
temporarily expose ventilation fins and open valves below, so water could drain
if necessary.


As per the instructions, I tested those; I tested just about
everything. Then my fingers gently probed the diagonal cross-shaped series of
snaps that trailed along the suit’s torso then down over the groin. The
instructions said that when you wanted an airtight seal, you pulled on the
helmet, slipped on the attached gloves, pushed the red button above the suit’s
elbow, and then everything would easily become pressurized. But if you wanted
to open the suit, pressurized or not, you had to push the front snaps in a
specific series; it was a safety precaution in case you were pressurized and
outside, and you fell against something or were hurt and accidentally hit a
snap—so then you wouldn’t instantly lose the ability to breathe.


I now saw that this very safety precaution would make the
suits a pain in the ass when you simply wanted to take a piss. You had to first
push all the snaps in the same specific order, then peel down the
snapped-together part to below your crotch, and then snap that and your
moon-underwear up in a bunch in the back. And you just couldn’t comfortably
take a shit in the suits; they’d need to be taken off all the way then….


“Damn,” Tan said once he’d depressurized his suit after
testing it and had slid off his helmet half-way. “These’ll
be awkward to live in day-to-day.”


“Well, you don’t have to. The Lunians don’t wear suits; they
trust the structural technology of the colony enclosures.” I, however, trusted
nothing. And neither, apparently, did Tan trust anything.


“I’ll bear the discomfort. I won’t ever walk around naked
there.”


“I hope you don’t mean that literally,” I said as I slipped
off my suit. I folded it in half and carefully pressed it into a special
holding-bag. And as I moved, I eyed Tan’s still-suited body, eyed the sea-blue
curves of his trim torso all the way down to his perfectly-shaped legs. “I must
say, though, you do look hot—whew. You’ve got some shape and you can really see
it in the suit—those narrow hips of yours!”


He rolled his eyes, but his cheeks had colored and his mouth
had pursed into a half-smile.


I helped him remove his suit, and he laid his next to mine
inside the bag. Then we put our clothes back on.


“So,” I said, “we really should get to the training-work
now, my dear student.”


His dark eyes were rolling again, but now his mouth was
fully smiling beneath.


He plopped down onto the rust-colored couch, raising one
black-covered ankle to his black-covered other knee.


I turned on the radio and began pacing in front of him.
“Okay, so here’s the thing: when you’re undercover and engaging with someone,
the most important thing to always remember is to satisfy the person, but,
whenever you can, avoid speaking in specifics, even when asked a specific
question.


“Let’s try something: pretend I’ve come up to you and asked
you your name and what you’re doing here in this restaurant, for example. Now
you answer me without really answering me.”


“I don’t understand,” Tan said, and his tightly pursed lips
looked like he really didn’t understand.


“All right—scratch that. Pretend you’ve come up to ME and
asked me those questions and this is my response: my mom named me after her—and
she always wanted me to become a chef!”


Tan seemed to think a moment. “But, a smart person would see
you haven’t really answered what I asked.”


“That’s the point: when people are bullshitting, they’re
not being smart. They’re satisfied with simple statements and answers. With
other people, the ones who might…mean you harm—they can’t be put off so easily.
That helps you spot them.”


“But then doesn’t that mean you can’t use being fake to your
advantage with the dangerous ones?”


“Yes, most of the time,” I said. “But let’s never let it get
to that point. That’s always your primary job: looking out for you. Certainly,
no big organization will be looking out for you….


“But the basic idea is to maintain a layer of mystery around
you, without you yourself ever seeming mysterious and then making people
curious. Keep the focus off you, yet keep the perception of your mystery cover
without revealing anything specific about you—this is particularly important
where we’re going because people are used to other people not being
forthcoming. They’re probably partying when they shouldn’t be, with someone
they shouldn’t be. Maybe they’re cheating on a lover or a spouse—who knows! But
you don’t wanna stick out by behaving like Honest Abe there….” Suddenly, I
laughed, and Tan turned quizzical eyebrows on me. “I was just thinking that
this is an interesting circumstance, me training you. It was once the other way
around.”


His mouth twisted. “Shit happens, especially weird shit,
around you.”


Now I laughed even harder.


When my laughing had waned, I said, “We really should go
over a bunch of specific things about Earth-Moon.”


I handed Tan the Moon-guidebook we’d bought, and then I sat
on the couch and began sharing some facts, a few of which he knew but most of
which were a first for him—like that even though Earth-Moon was so close to
both the UPG Headquarters and the ICFC Headquarters on Earth, and so close to
the Earth, period, the Moon still had an independent government.


That the Moon had plenty of money helped, and the majority
of that money came from its two industries: mining and, especially, partying.
Basically, if you really wanted to party, you went to Earth-Moon.


Most of the citizens there, the Lunians, either worked in
mining or were servicing all the partiers. And when the Lunians weren’t
working, they were usually partying with the visitors. Earth-Moon was just a
crazy place.


Because its physical existence was so important to the
Earth’s physical existence, mining on the Moon was also strictly controlled—by
both the UPG and The Moon Council. The Council wasn’t crazy about sharing
control, but, apparently, they felt that sometimes taking the UPG’s (usually
undercover) help was necessary because there just weren’t enough Lunians interested
in—or agreeable to—policing the place. The Lunians were all about having a good
time.


The tension between the UPG and The Moon Council combined
with the ICFC’s perpetual presence on all-things-economics meant that the Moon
existed inside a friction-filled environment.


The ICFC maintained pretty tight control over the flow of
money in and out of the place—or, more correctly, had to split that control
with the UPG. But both sides were unhappy about that, both sides had supposedly
become quite greedy about that—something that was not uncommon from the UPG but
had been more uncommon from the ICFC, which had always presented itself as
pretty straight-up. But then I knew first-hand that things-governmental weren’t
always as they seemed.


“The tension between the three groups is moronic,” I said to
Tan now as I flashed aggrieved eyes at the ceiling. “Damaging the Moon—changing
it too much could possibly destroy here. I don’t know anyone who wants that to
happen, so they should always be working together to prevent that happening.”


However, as usual, at first humans had operated in a
short-term-thinking way toward the Moon, with too little protectiveness and too
much exploitation of the Moon’s geological resources. That living and working
inside the early primitive Moon colonies had been really rough didn’t help
matters. But there was no excuse for being wasteful now because the
one-hundred-percent-indoors Moon-living had come a very long way since….


Tan suddenly sighed, a disappointment-laced, deflated sound.
“So we’ll be inside all the time.”


“Yep. Believe me,
you don’t want to be outdoors there. Talk about hostile! It’s one of the worst
places I’ve ever been. Right beside our evolutionary home, and yet so hostile
to our anatomy when places farther away are much less hostile! It’s odd, for
sure. And the colonies make it even odder—the partying in many of them.
Actually, I’ve tried but I could never figure out if the Moon started out as a
party planet or it became one partly because in early times no one could bear staying
there for long unless she was stoned.”


The original colonies were the definition of rotten living
partly because there was no d-regarm—a clear but superstrong, superradiation
resistant composite of diamond, altered regolith, and armine, which composite
was used to shield human-habitation both from the radiation from space and the
radiation from Earth-Moon’s surface. The d-regarm basically filtered out the
most dangerous wavelengths, while leaving the more useful wavelengths mostly
intact.


Before diamond-glass had first been manufactured on Diamond
and before armine had been discovered on the moon Calderon, the Earth-Moon’s
regolith was the raw material of choice for the manufacture of quite a lot of
the first Earth-Moon colonies. All those domed structures had also been
regolith-bermed—mostly buried in piled-up regolith and even cut into the
bedrock below, both to maintain more constant habitable temperatures and to
resist the ever-harmful radiation and solar-particle influx from space. But
that very protection made colony life a dark one, with only scant artificial
light to brighten the spaces.


Back then, the inside of a colony supposedly looked very
like the outside moonscape—shadowy. Yet you couldn’t readily tell this from
inside because most of the walls to the exterior were darkly opaque. While
living inside, you only rarely saw outside.


And there were almost no indoor plants, no trees, no nothing like home. You lived in a dark, buried enclosure,
and hoped the technology at the time could withstand everything the Universe
threw at the moonscape, including solar storms, cosmic rays, and the angriest
meteorites. And then there was the seismic activity that could burst the colony
shells and destroy the life within….


But that was mostly the old Moon-life. The new Moon-life
with d-regarm and graviton-inducing strange-mass floors from Lobos and beamed
power from advanced Space Power Stations, and all the other improvements humans
had found or invented—the new Moon-life wasn’t significantly different from life
on Earth…well, only if you didn’t look too closely at your life on Earth-Moon
….


“You don’t sound like you like it there,” Tan said when I’d
suddenly stopped talking.


“Very perceptive of you.”


“It’s your fabulous training.”


“Ha-ha,” I said, tossing the guidebook onto the coffee
table.


Tan yawned in a big way and sort of fell back against the
couch cushion. “I think I’ve had it for now.”


“Well, there isn’t enough time to go over much more anyway,
before we’ve gotta get out of here.”


His eyes turned to mine. “Maybe you could ask James for
another day or two before the meet.”


I shook my head fast. “No. I want to get this over with
already.”


 


*


 


Shortly after, we went downstairs to the dining room to have
another meal, and then we basically went right back upstairs to get into our
pajamas and hit the bed.


It had been a long day filled with so much, including so
much confusion. And in the morning, we’d have to look at the ring files….


…That didn’t exactly go well.


We weren’t sitting there for even fifteen minutes when a
red-faced infuriated Tan flung his glasses and file across the coffee table,
making me jump. “I can’t take this sickness anymore—I can’t read it!” he
shouted. Then he flew off the couch and rushed over to the small refrigerator
inside the kitchenette area.


“I wish I could not read it,” I said. “But I’ve got to.”







“Why? You don’t even know if the two things are related.”


I sighed, my eyes on my file again. Tan was right: it was
sick, all of it, sick sick sick.
The scumbags used kids because their bodies could fit better down the narrow
boreholes drilled for collecting the localized, very pure stores of precious
metals on the planet Agare. Wider holes supposedly meant too many intrusions of
dangerous contaminants, which were expensive to remove from the precious metals
once both had combined. But it was apparently okay if the kids were
contaminated with what the file said were “minor amounts” of carcinogens and
mutative chemicals….


Tan was still angry and shouting: “You read it all before
years ago, didn’t you? Why do you have to again!”


“Stop shouting,” I said in a loud voice, because I had the
radio on. I stood up and moved closer to him. “There’s more in the file now.
Whoever’s still behind this—they’ve changed the way they do things.”


“Better or worse?”


I didn’t respond. I just looked at him.


“Why the fuck don’t they use robots?” he asked now.


“Most of the drillers do—that’s the rules there, the Agare
law. But crooks don’t listen to laws.”


 “Well, if the fucking Agare government knows the sick
crap is going on, why the fuck don’t THEY do something about it?”


“They do. But they can’t do enough. Agare’s enormous, and
people who aren’t supposed to be there come and go in areas they aren’t
supposed to come and go. And once the metals have been mined and mixed with
metals from other planets, who knows what came from where? People unknowingly
buy slave-products, and that coupled with the lower production costs when
regulations are illegally side-stepped—those things keep the slavery
financially profitable…. I hate to say that, but to some people, the money’s
all that matters. They only think in selfish short-term bites of time.


“And there’s just no way to easily trace anything from Agare
because the mixture gets too homogeneous…. I mean, did you get that far in your
file? This is what they do: they hide the slavery metal in with the non-slavery
metal. They keep a space barge of legal non-Agare metal, then
turn that over with the Agare metal right after they illegally mine it. Once
the metals mix, the Agare geological and chemical fingerprints disappear.”


“Then how did you find who was behind it the first time?”


“When bodies start turning up, so does further evidence.”


“And you really believe they had to wait that long? Maybe
they just let a bunch of kids be kidnapped and killed—”


“Who is ‘they’?”


“Humans! The galaxy! It’s still all
so sick.” His hand smacked the side of the metal refrigerator. “This fucking
thing could contain kids’ blood. What the fuck have we done? What the fuck do
we still do?”


I didn’t know what to say to that; I’d asked myself the same
thing about my species an uncountable number of times. And I could never give
myself a satisfactory answer.


“Tan,” I said finally in a softer voice, “do you see now why
I came back? Do you see why I’m still at this?”


He let out a loud breath and nodded as his eyes dropped
toward the floor.


“Look,” I said, “I really do have to finish reading the
file. But you really don’t. It’s just that maybe there’s something in here I
can see—I don’t know. Just give me another hour to finish and then we’ll go
out—take a tour here. Something positive. Something to escape this. You’ve barely seen this place, and
then we’re off to another place tomorrow.”


“But you said we’ll be leaving a bunch of our clothes and
things here—”


“Yeah, we’ll need to live and travel light there. We’ll come
back for our things before we go back to Diamond. But, even if we didn’t come
back, considering all the shit that goes on in the Universe, are clothes really
that important?”


He nodded again, his head moving tiredly, and now he finally
opened the fridge door while I sat back down on the couch with my file again.


Reading it was so damn hard, and not just because of all the
terrible things included in there from the first ring, when there was more
specific information about the sick operation. The file was also hard reading
because it made me relive the aspects I had been involved with, especially the
one aspect.


And if I let myself, I could see it all before me, the trap
I’d laid and then the actual killing…. Not that I cared that much when it was a
sicko who’d done THIS spread out below me on the coffee table.


But just because you had to do something didn’t necessarily mean
doing it was pleasant. Like getting a rotten infected tooth pulled: the tooth
had to come out for the best of the rest of you, but having it removed was
still an unpleasant experience….


I frowned down at one of the pages: something in the file
kept bothering me—something about the poor kids. But I couldn’t put my finger
on it. My finger was just too damn tired now, too damn tired and sick….


“Okay,” I said, quickly pulling off my glasses and standing
up, “I’ve officially had enough. I’m going to call the cab company.” I moved
over to the phone beside the bed.


Tan had been sitting at the small dining table, reading his
personal undercover-identity file and drinking a glass of water. But now his
eyebrows rose at me over the rim of his special eyeglasses. “For what?” he
mumbled.


“We’re going out,” I said.


 


*


 


When the cab company’s dispatcher answered my call, I told
him that I liked the driver from the day before. “He had a big mustache and I
think the name on his cabbie license was Chico or something?”


“You must mean Chiso,” said the dispatcher. “We’ll send him
out to you again.”


“Can I use him for a while—like for hours?”


Apparently, that wasn’t an unusual request because Chiso
showed up less than an hour later, and this time his mustache had been trimmed
a bit less lopsided, although I finally realized then that he had the type of
wiry mustache that would just never be even because it was always growing and
it was always growing uneven.


But the rest of him looked neater too; his shirt seemed
freshly washed, and he must have just combed his thick dark hair. He smoothed a
hand over it now as he bounded around the car and held a back door open for me
and Tan.


Chiso grinned at me. “I’m your driver today, like you
requested.”


“Great,” I said, smiling back before ducking my head into
the car.


Driving slower than yesterday, Chiso took us through the
countryside to beyond the town where the hotel was, but in the opposite
direction to where The Headquarters was, which meant we were now traveling
inland more. The roads were woodsier here, but a few crowded human settlements
had been nestled inside the greenery.


Chiso’s head and brown eyes tilted toward his rear-view
mirror. “Would you like to stop for something to eat here? Down this road
there’s a market with some great fresh fruit—grown right near here. And there’s
a park behind it where you can picnic.”


“Oh,” I said, “that sounds great.”


A few minutes later Chiso pulled the cab into a big
dirt-covered parking lot in front of a dark-brown low building, and the three
of us got out of the car. As we walked toward the market, I slipped my case
onto my back and Tan began running his video-camera. And he kept it running
even inside the market; the spacious place was full of color and light from all
the produce on display and all the sunlight streaming into the open sides.


My hungry eyes were soon feasting on the many colorful flat
stands of stacked produce and other goodies. And my eager fingers were soon
choosing some deliciously wet-looking melon chunks, while Chiso stood nearby
munching an apple—till his portable phone beeped. I watched him lower his apple
and raise his phone to his head.


As I was paying the melon seller, Chiso clicked off his
device and said to me, “Is it okay if I leave you here for about an hour? I must
drive a relative somewhere. But I won’t abandon you—don’t worry!”


I just laughed in response because Tan and I could have
easily gotten another cab back to the hotel.


Chiso walked away, and as he did so, I spotted Tan moving my
way. He had a sandwich in his hand now, and when he reached me, he lifted the
sandwich. “I’ve read about commercial nut cheese from Earth. This is a grilled
almond-cheese sandwich.”


“Tan-babe, we’ve got nut cheeses on Diamond!”


“Yeah, but ready-made food’s so Earth. I’ve just never
trusted it.”


I laughed. “Sometimes you’re just a silly man, you know?”


He grinned at me, a big evil grin. “That’s so I can disarm
you.”


I was rolling my eyes now as we walked out from beneath the
market’s hood and into happy sunshine.


And it really was happy in the back of the place:
there were long, colorfully painted tables laid out on the grass and lots of
animated people filling the seats and enjoying their food and their sunshine.
Behind them a raised yellow tent had been set up, and from there a band played
a really soft guitar-and-piano song.


“I thought I heard music before,” I said as I strolled past
the tent and back to where there were more secluded tables. I found one under
the cool, shady cover of a large oak.


I sat down and started in on my fruit chunks, and Tan sat
across from me and started in on his sandwich. “Okay,” he said, after a few
bites, “this is good.”


“I bet it pains you to say that.” I popped a deliciously
sweet, deliciously cold piece of watermelon into my mouth, and it seemed to
cool down my whole body. I sighed inside….


“I have to admit: it’s really nice here,” Tan said, his head
traveling around the scenery, then stopping where there was a big pond. Then
his eyes moved closer toward where we were sitting, and his head slowly rose
up, following the direction of a nearby tree’s trunk. “I think I saw one of
those at The Headquarters. What kind of tree is it?”


The tree was tall and narrow and had weird, pointy brown
balls hanging off between the leaves. “I don’t know,” I said to Tan, because I
didn’t know.


His eyes shifted to me and he lowered his voice. “Actually,
I was really surprised at how weak the security seemed there. Only one guard at
the gate and the guard posts were so far apart…what? What is it?” he finished
as he watched me laughing under my breath.


“Not everything is what it seems. Remember we had to stay on
the walkways? There’s a reason for that. Beneath all the buildings, there are a
whole lot of structures underground. There’s an army down there too, waiting to
break from the earth and strike like a bunch of hornets.”


Tan looked confused. “Hornets?”


“Yeah. Insects
that sting—like yellow jackets. They come out of the ground sometimes
when you disturb them and their stings hurt like hell. They make mosquitoes
feel quaint.”


“Oh—no,” Tan said, and his hands began rubbing his bare
forearms. “Mosquitoes would be bad enough. I’ve heard about them.”


“You might finally get to meet one.”


“I can’t wait,” Tan said in his version of a dry voice, complete
with very-crooked-mouth.


“You’re making more out of them than there is; I didn’t mean
to malign them. They’re just trying to survive, just like we are. We’re all
entitled to live here. We’re all mortal animals, with too-little time.” Tan
nodded, and I watched his fingers begin picking among my last fruit pieces.
“Eh,” I said, “this conversation’s gotten depressing—no more depressing stuff,
especially work stuff! How about we go for a walk? You can get in some more
videotaping.”


 My right hand in his left now, we strolled down toward
the pond, which was very round and had a few patches of multicolored flowers
growing along the edge.


“I do really like all the water around here,” Tan said, the
camera in his other hand pointed at the subject of his discussion. “I know
we’ve got water on Diamond, but it still seems drier there.”


“Actually, there are deserts here, really bad big ones.
Right now we’re in a wetter area.”


“The landscape seems more crowded with diversity here,
though, compared to Diamond.”


“It is,” I said. “It really is.”


A cloud must have shifted above us, and now I watched the
Sun’s misty golden fingers reach forward and spread out along the water till
they highlighted the ripples of the wind along the water’s surface. I suddenly
felt like those ripples, ever-moving, ever-changing….


“Tan, it’s so beautiful here. Why don’t you turn off the
camera?”


“Yeah…I know what you mean.” He lowered the camera and his
left hand pulled me closer till our sides were pressed together.


I shifted my case on my back so it was more toward my other
side.


Then, on a contented sigh, I lowered my head to his
shoulder.


 


*


 


That afternoon, Chiso took us to one more open-air hotspot.
But this place was like a mall shopping hotspot for things-other-than-food.
Inside the big long building, Tan and I bought some gifts for others and
mementos for us that could only come from Earth, like little bits of fossilized
Earth plants, which I had seen before but totally fascinated a new-to-this Tan.


After the mall, I had Chiso drive us to a storage place so I
could rent a room-container there for the things Tan and I wouldn’t need on the
Moon. Then I asked Chiso to take us back to the hotel.


Outside there I said to Chiso, “We’re flying out of the
Earth early tomorrow. I’ve gotta drop some stuff at the storage room. Then
could you drive us to New York Port?”


In reply, Chiso gave me a big-mustache grin.


 


*


 


Except for a break to go get some dinner, Tan and I remained
in the room that night. We had to be up really early and we still had some
things to do before then—or, more correctly, I had some things to do before
then. Some I did in front of Tan; some I didn’t.


I also decided to not bother training him much more. It seemed
pointless: I planned on doing my damnedest to make him do as little as possible
on Earth-Moon. No matter that some I’m-a-man-and-I-can-handle-this
protestations might come from him at some point, I would not jeopardize his
welfare. If something happened to him, Cookie would never forgive me, and I’d
never forgive myself.


The next morning Chiso showed up right on time; he helped us
stow our few cases in the cab’s trunk—and then we were off to where we needed
to go.


By the time we finally reached the same ship-port as the
other day, Tan was really restless; he practically sprung out of the car.


Sensing where he wanted to rush to, I told him, “Just go.”
And then I stood watching him as his covered-in-black legs strode farther into
the port.


Chiso came up to me then. He held the last of my bags, and
now he laid it beside me onto one of the port’s complimentary luggage carts.
“If you ever come back this way,” he said on a smile, “be sure to ask for me to
chauffer you. It has been my pleasure, bella.”


“Bella?” I asked, frowning.


“It means beautiful in Italian.”


“Oh—okay,” I said, laughing a little.


He was still smiling beneath his heavy mustache. “I always
appreciate any work. I’m saving money for my son. He hates the school he’s in.
And I’ll be sending him to a better one next year.” The phone on his belt
beeped loudly now, and his dark eyes glanced down at the readout. “Well, that’s
him and I must go pick him up.” That big smile of his flashed at me again.
“Remember what I said, bella. And ciao to you!” He waved a hand in my direction
fast; then he spun around and moved back the way the three of us had come.


I spent a few minutes filling out the form on the cart for
my cases, and when I was finished with that, I pushed the cart toward the long,
common conveyor belt for everyone’s luggage, where a port attendant took over
for me.


A moment later, I spotted Tan nearby,
I spotted his mop of dark hair. He was looking for someone and apparently not
finding her, but I knew I wasn’t that someone.


I finally walked up to him and said, laughing under my
breath, “I think Chiso is in love with me.”


Tan snorted, his eyes still searching through the port.
“Everyone is lately.”


“Hardly,” I said, my voice very,
very dry.


Now his eyes quickly traveled to mine. “You’re right. That
was a dumb thing to say. Wait a few minutes and I’m sure I’ll come up with
something even dumber.”


I laughed then, really hard. And then I remembered his
shirt. “Oh—I almost forgot your shirt! I’ll go pick it up. I’ll be back in a
little bit. Don’t go far.”


I went to the port office closest to where the first ship
had dropped us off, and five-minutes later, the attendant there was handing me
a fine linen bag that smelled even finer; Tan’s clean black shirt had been
neatly folded inside.


I walked back to where I’d left Tan, but he was no longer
around. My eyes scanned and scanned and scanned through the port traffic,
through the bodies and the shops and the suitcases and the moving carts, but I
just couldn’t find him.


My hand shook on the bag…then I heard a loud, “Hey—hey!” My
head spun in that direction now and, over a bush, I saw Tan’s bobbing dark head
as his hand wildly waved at me.


He was in that big courtyard, where the trees and the bushes
and the benches for relaxing had been laid out among the green grass and earth
below.


As I moved closer to him, I watched him bend over—to pet
little Lanie.


Tan had human company this time though: a kid, who was
feeding Lanie the port’s doggie-treats. In his other hand the kid held a red
ball, and now he put it in front of Lanie. She must have recognized the toy
because her tail wagged excitedly. Then suddenly the kid’s right arm rolled the
ball down the courtyard, and he laughed as Lanie bounded after it.


I moved over to Tan, who was standing and watching as the
kid and dog continued playing their throw-and-chase-the-ball game together.


“I see Lanie’s got friends here,” I said. I turned back to
Tan—to find that he didn’t look happy; in fact, he looked pretty sad.


“Soon, I probably won’t ever see her again,” he said then.


He was right. And, clearly, he was hurt by this.


“You think she’ll remember me?” he asked me now, a tiny
tremor moving along his lips.


“For a little while at least.
She’ll miss you,” I said. But I didn’t want to think about that; I didn’t want
to think about any animal possibly feeling hurt or upset or anything bad. So I
pushed my thoughts into a positive direction. “But look at her—she’s got lots
of love here.”


Tan’s head moved in a slow nod, his eyes still on the dog
and the kid. Then he said, “It’s going to feel weird going back to
Diamond—there’s just us humans there.”


“That’s a good thing—for them,” I said.


“Oh I know, I know. But I don’t think we’re meant to be a
lone species. I can’t help it: now that I’ve experienced this, I’m going to
miss it.”


“But what about the mosquitoes?”


He sighed. “I’m afraid I’m going to miss them too.”


 “Well, babe, if you want the companionship of other
animals, there are some planets with animals impervious to anything we could
do. We could vacation there—or, shit, even move there or get a second home!
There are options, and we’re lucky we’ve got some.”


“Yes,” he said. “Yes.” But he still looked so damn sad, and
his mouth was still so damn shaky.


Quickly now, I pulled him to me. Then I tenderly kissed his
soft mouth till the shaking there would hopefully only be a memory for both of
us.


 


*


 


The trip to Earth-Moon would be quite a short one, but I
decided to sleep through most of it. I didn’t want to risk getting space-sickness
again.


So, as soon as Tan and I got on board the ship, I went to
the ship’s doctor and got sleeping pills.


Then I went back to our cabin and hit the bed.


I watched Tan remove his camera from one of the suitcases;
while I would be sleeping, he would be replaying his videos. He would also use
his alone-time to study the ring-file, his undercover identity file, and the
various issues that being on Earth-Moon itself
represented.


I was sorry I couldn’t keep my eyes open and comfort him or
instruct him if he needed any of that. But this was crunch time and it might
also be the last bit of sleep I’d get for a while….


When I woke up about an hour and a half before Moon-landing
time, Tan came over to me and kissed me, and his breath had that weird, chemical-metallic
smell that too much worrying caused.


I said through a still-sleepy voice, “What’s wrong?”


He straightened up more, and at first it seemed like he
wouldn’t respond. But then he finally said in a low voice, “Going there sounds
scary.”


I nodded and threw my arms around his bare waist, pressing
my head to his warm body.


“We’ve really gotta get suited up soon,” he said then.


“I know,” I replied.


“I don’t know why doing that scares me when it should
comfort me.”


“It’s a new environment and all, but we’re still living in
the same-old bodies.”


 


*


 


When the ship finally docked at the Space Power Station
nearest to the Moon to pick up a few passengers, Tan and I began slipping on
the suits.


I was standing near the bed as I attached a magnetic glue pad
to my tiny round locator and then attached my locator to beneath one of my
suit’s snaps.


Tan stood by the round porthole viewer as he unfolded his
suit and attached his own locator onto the inside belly of the garment. “I hope
these frigging things work there. Paulie said they’d work anywhere—we’ve just
got to recalibrate them. But I don’t trust it.”


“Well, we could get something else on the Moon—maybe. I’m
not sure, to be honest….”


“I guess these will have to do,” he said on a sigh. His head
turned back to the porthole, and his dark eyes seemed to become absorbed in the
space-view. “Now that I’ve been to Earth, I see that the power-shuttles look
like giant Earth-bugs.”


I stepped closer to the viewer and saw what he meant: one of
the power-shuttles had just disengaged its back end from the space station’s
gray-pronged power-hookup. And the shuttle did indeed look like a bug’s
carapace, like a shiny green-black one with spiky wings along the sides and a
rounded long nose that would eventually slip into a power-port somewhere and
share its electron-juice.


Where widespread surface-generated power
wasn’t very feasible, such as on Earth-Moon, humans had to import most of their
electrical energy. And they often did this via the Space Power Stations
scattered throughout the galaxy. The stations collected energy from the closest
suns and then stored and transmitted the energy to elsewhere, usually via the
robot-driven power-shuttles.


The shuttle outside the porthole beside me was probably
headed for the Moon. But whenever excess power was generated from a sun’s
perpetual shine, the shuttles typically banked that excess at battery
sites—human-made electricity-stations. They were asteroid-shaped, free-floating
ships for electrical use if someone got stranded in space with a loss of power
and couldn’t get help fast enough. That was certainly a situation I hoped I’d
never experience….


I was sighing now as my fingers adjusted my underwear
beneath the suit then began slowly closing the snap-buttons up the front.
Suddenly I remembered making similar adjustments on Hera, where I’d felt the
need to wear a suit, though that one hadn’t required the extent of enclosure
this one required….


Now that I had been to both places, I could see a bunch of
similarities between them, yet a bunch of differences.


There were dozens of domed colonies on the Moon, and they
were connected by a railway system, just like the domed cities on Hera were.
But though Hera’s air contained toxins, it also contained significant oxygen
and could be breathed for at least a little while. That just wasn’t the case on
Earth-Moon.


The Moon railway system was very sturdy and its containment
tubing was very strong, just like the dome casings that housed the colonies
there. However, riding the high-speed Moon rail system was even scarier than
the rail on Hera; a moon-crash that breached the dome tubing was likely to lead
to death in a number of ways.


I’d never stayed indoors on the Moon without being fully
suited almost the whole time. But having to do that was still an annoyance….


I moved around the cabin in my new suit, but, surprisingly,
I found it quite comfortable. Well, after I’d been in the thing for days on end
on the Moon, maybe my opinion would change.


“This is a real fucking drag,” Tan suddenly said as he looked
down at his fingers working on his own suit. Apparently, he didn’t need the
days-on-end to hate the suits.


“There’s no choice, Tan. I’ve been to a lot of places, but
there’s nothing I’d call air or an atmosphere on the Moon. Maybe you could call
the particles that come off the surface and get suspended an ‘atmosphere’. But
I can’t breathe it, so it seems practically useless. Life’s hard enough when
you’re living in a breathable atmosphere….”


I eyed him more closely as he did up his suit; his face
seemed a little too pale, which made me frown. “How are you feeling?”


“I’m trying to hang in there.”


“We need to get our undercover gear together, and then we
need to get strapped in for landing,” I said, and I was really hoping we
wouldn’t have a repeat of Tan’s stomach contents decorating the cabin….


We didn’t have a repeat, probably because this landing
wasn’t a very bumpy process; the ship quickly went into a long series of
careful braking motions as it approached the Moonscape.


Strapped in opposite the porthole viewer, Tan and I watched
the ship finally hover over the ground and the regolith below suddenly rise up
into a swirling mini-storm of silver-gray flecked with smaller eddies of
red-gray, probably an exhaust-induced flash iron storm, or maybe a storm of
whatever deposits of whatever elements humans had since released from mining
here or had brought here from somewhere else.


But if you didn’t examine the turbulence too closely, it
almost looked like atmospheric weather on Diamond and on Earth—until the ship
flew up again and the view cleared some, revealing the bizarre light-darkness,
the Sunlight that fell here and gave the Moonscape its shadowy glow, like an
eerie iridescence painted over an old black-and-white image….


Now Tan suddenly exclaimed, “Ooo—look
at that! The landscape’s just incredible.”


“Yeah, the Universe is incredible everywhere. …It’s also
pretty dangerous. At the port we’ll have to go through vacuum cleaning. None of
the connections and airlocks are a-hundred-percent
perfect when they’re manipulated, so some suspended regolith usually sneaks
in….”


Tan’s confused eyes were on me.


“It’s all in the Moon-guide,” I said then.


“I mustn’t have got to that part.”


“Well, it’s important. Life’s definitely more time-consuming
here if you step outside the domes, which we won’t be doing, I hope. Still, a
couple of times a week, people should get a vacuuming.”


“I hope we’re not here long enough to need that.”


“But, like I said, we’ll need it after we disembark from
here.”


“Great,” said Tan in a voice that also said, This sucks!


And when we finally reached that vacuuming stage inside the
port, I thought Tan was going to be sick again.


I made sure I got into the square, airtight, white
compartment with him, which meant there were about five of us passengers inside
a ten-by-ten-by-ten foot box. We hadn’t pressurized our suits; we weren’t
supposed to pressurize, in case there were any contaminants inside.


So when the magnetic- and vacuum-washers were finally turned
on, it felt a little like the air was instantly sucked from our bodies,
including right around the outside of our bodies, between us and the suits, as
if we’d suddenly been vacuum-packed into the suits. At least that was the way
it felt to me. I wasn’t sure how it felt to Tan, but his face didn’t exactly
look happy.


“Is it your stomach?” I asked him, at least I thought I had
because though the weird-feeling air seemed to be going back to normal, I
couldn’t quite discern if my voice had been normal, had been more than a
squeak….


“It’s not my stomach. It’s my nuts. Like a wedgie between there.”


I didn’t want to make him feel worse, so I sucked in the
laugh forming inside me. And then the next thing I knew, the vacuuming
attendant said we were done.


As Tan and I stepped through the airlock doorway into the
port’s stark white hallway, Tan said, “At least that was short.”


We walked down the hall toward where we’d have to pass
through the port’s scanner system. Because of the flexitanks
along my back, I couldn’t carry my special case there. I held that via a long
strap over my right shoulder, which I’d rigged to be lockable to one of the
suit’s exterior tabs; in my other hand I carried a big suitcase. Tan had two
smaller cases with him and a shoulder bag.


When we stepped onto the fairly long line of people waiting
for a scanning, there were two attendants running the scanners. One of the
attendants kept yawning, and watching his mouth rhythmically opening and
closing began putting me into a kind of stupor…maybe the sleeping pills hadn’t worn
off enough yet….


Our turn finally came and I went through the whole-body
scanner first. I pushed my big brown suitcase ahead of me, and it went through
the overhead white arch just fine. But then when I walked to beneath the
scanner, the shrill alarm sounded.


What the fuck—!?! My head immediately fell sideways,
my eyes dropping down to my silver case against my hip.


Tan flashed me worried eyes—at least to me they looked
worried, and I hoped it was only to me. Appearing guilty was the last thing we
needed right now….


The port attendant told me stop and asked to see the inside
of my case.


Crap.


I maintained my cool exterior and wouldn’t look at Tan
because I was afraid that would make him even more nervous and his anti-poker
face would make an appearance.


I laid my case onto the table before the attendant. I did
this nonchalantly, as if everything was fine, while inside my mind I went over
what the fuck could be wrong: this was the second time I’d made a scanner go
off. But the first time at The Headquarters, I’d assumed it was my boob only.
Could I have been wrong there? But then I hadn’t made anything go off in New
York Port, so if there were some problem with my case’s mirage-security
function, it was intermittent. And, on the Moon, I could probably do nothing
tech-wise to fix whatever the fuck the problem might have been….


Under the cover of my other hand and my body, I punched the
code into my case’s lock. Then I pulled open the cover, and, on a big yawn
again, his brown eyes closing almost all the way, the attendant automatically
stuck his hand in my case—and pulled up a lacy black bra.


I heard a laugh from somewhere along the line. And then even more laughs when the attendant’s other hand pulled
out a dildo box.


His narrow face turned really red and he dropped both items
back in as if they were burning-hot coals. My hand was still on the edge of my
case, and now I quickly shoved the moon-phone I’d stashed below to up over the
bra.


“It must be your phone,” said the attendant through his
embarrassed-bright face. “Move on.” He waved me forward, but then he flashed me
lewd eyes as I finally walked past, the kind of eyes that said, I’m going to look at your ass as soon as you’re not
facing me.


I never learned if he actually had checked out my ass
because, the next thing I knew, the fucking scanner alarm went off again—only
this time Tan had made it go off, Tan and his shoulder bag.


My eyes shot over to him and his face was agitated enough to
make not only him have a heart attack but me too.


“What—what?” he said, looking and sounding confused.


And now the attendant told Tan he wanted to look in his
shoulder bag. I knew it contained nothing bad, but my heart was racing anyway.
I still had “bad” stuff in my case and, thankfully, the attendant had
been tired and lazy enough to not really feel around in there because then he
might have noticed the inside depth was a lot shallower than the outside depth.
And that was because there were extra compartments inside that he’d never
accessed.


But no matter—now here was Tan having to endure this extra
search.


I moved back toward him, but I couldn’t actually reach him
because the scanner machine blocked people from going backwards if someone else
was still inside it.


Not knowing what else to do, I flashed Tan two kinds of eyes:
sympathetic ones and please-be-cool ones.


He seemed to understand me. “What’s the problem?” he asked
the attendant now, but in a steadier, all-business voice.


The attendant opened the top of Tan’s bag and glanced down,
but, this time, he appeared to not want to stick his hand in; he gingerly kept
his fingers on the bag’s soft edge. “It might be the metal on that musical horn
in there,” he said. And then he pushed the bag through a side tray along with
Tan’s two cases and told Tan to go ahead.


He came up to me; we continued walking away.


And then he said in a low voice, “Was it your tit again?”


“No. But—shhh, we’ll
talk later.”


“What’s with the sex toy? Since when are you into that….”


“I’m not. Nothing’s a substitute for real hands and pricks—”


An instant later, the alarm sounded again, making both Tan
and I jump—guiltily. We had been distracted by the conversation and I’d lost my
bearing in the hall.


But once I’d turned my head and realized there was no
scanner near us, I then looked back down the hall and saw that someone else had
made the same fucking scanner go off.


Now the tired attendant didn’t even bother with his search.
He just announced to the corridor in a loud voice: “We’re sorry for this
inconvenience, but I believe we’re having electrical issues with the equipment.
We’ll have to reroute the rest of you through another hall’s scanner.”


There were loud groans from some of the passengers, but I
felt pleased: my case probably hadn’t been compromised. For all I knew,
something about it had compromised the scanner….


“What the hell is that?” Tan suddenly asked, and my head
spun to my right, to the wall beside us, to the wall his eyes were fixed on.


On that wall sat a WARNING electronic text-feed from the
nearest Space Weather Station on Earth-Moon:


Solar-particle storms ahead. Intermittent power outages
are possible and likely in some areas. Please remain alert and review all
emergency shelter procedures.


“What the fuck is going on?” Tan asked, through a paling
face.


I began walking again. “Don’t worry too much about it. It’s
just another danger here.”


“‘Just another danger’!”


I glanced at him. “What do you want me to say? There’s
nothing anyone can do about it. Storms from space happen quite often here—small
meteorites are a problem….” I eyed his face again and, going on his newly
shaking mouth, I realized I hadn’t exactly been making things better. “Look,
we’ve got the suits—”


“I’m thinking of pressurizing mine right now! What the hell
else can go wrong?”


“Don’t even ask that,” I said, half-groaning. “You might
tempt the Universe.”


 


*


 


“My new name is embarrassing,” Tan said later on when we
were finally on the street where our motel was.


The street was artificially lit into a yellowy-gray glow,
and, as I stood before one of the buildings, my eyes drifted high up to the
imported air-filter trees. Humans had long ago planted them throughout the Moon
colonies: the trees helped clean the air and gave off oxygen, as Earth-trees
tended to do too. But the weird, twisted brown trunks of the filter ones were really
incongruous-looking against the smoothness of the gray building. At the moment,
all the pale yellow leaves of the specimens in front of me were tightly curled,
but they would periodically unfurl all at once to release large amounts of
oxygen, pulling it up even from the ground far below, where the root tips gave
off an acid that “digested” rock….


My eyes now traveled to behind the trees, toward the
bronze-colored dome supports. The frame braces were widely spaced and very
solid looking. And a little lower down, beyond the relatively clear d-regarm
encasement, I could see the Moonscape, the highlighted rise of a rounded ridge
along a soft gray slope.


I finally looked at Tan as I began walking. “What’s
embarrassing about Frank Wolfgang?”


“Who has a name like that?”


“You do now. So get used to it.”


I finally pulled open the dark-blue front door to the
dark-blue motel, and then I walked up to the black front desk. James had made a
reservation for us, but I wouldn’t take the same room.


When I asked the concierge if my reservation was in the
motel’s front, she nodded.


And then I said, “The front is facing the street—that’s too
noisy. You got anything in the back?”


“Oh—yes,” she replied. “We do have a few rooms available
there.”


“Then give me one of them.”


A few minutes later Tan and I were walking down a hall
toward our new room.


“Why do you keep switching the rooms?” he asked me then.


“Just in case anybody has pre-laid plans
for us in them.”


“I’m surprised James got us one room.”


My eyes touched his face, and his eyes just stared back at
mine. “We do have separate bubble beds inside it—or we did. And you saw I got
separate beds again. We’re not supposed to be a couple, just members of the
same band.”


“Yes, Stacy Lacy,” he said sarcastically.


My right hand snapped forward and pinched him gently in his
side. “Cut it out or I’ll call you Wolfgang the whole time instead of Frank.”


 


*


 


The motel room was pretty spacious and was decorated in the
same deep-blue hue and material as the motel’s
outside, which inside-outside matching was common among Earth-Moon buildings:
it saved money, it made construction easier and more streamlined. Basically,
everything-Moon was kept, well, as basic as possible….


I dropped my bags onto one of the blue dressers as Tan examined
one of the square lemon-yellow bubble beds.


The mattresses on bubble beds were encased in clear d-regarm
shields, but having the casings all the way up over the bed frames while
sleeping wasn’t necessary: they were fitted with an alarm. If the alarm’s
sensors detected outside depressurization had begun, then the shields would
automatically rise and close and inside pressurization would start—that way the
person inside wouldn’t die while asleep….


I explained all this to Tan as I manipulated the controls
and tested both beds.


“You know,” he said then, “according to that Moon-guide,
they do atmosphere-seeding here—they release oxygen from the mining. And there
are very slights pockets of denser atmosphere because we’ve changed the land
here, like between big domes.”


“Tan, ‘very slight’ and ‘pockets’ are the
operative words. As far as I know, the pockets aren’t near here. They
also aren’t very breathable yet, and even if you could breathe it, there’s only
enough breathable oxygen for moments at a time. Not exactly human-life
sustaining. Then there’s the radioactive ground! Plus the suspended sharp
regolith particles everywhere—they can cut your lungs and cause regolosis if you breathe them long enough….”


“Damn, I’m trying to be positive and you’re shooting down
all my positive shit!”


His face drooped so earnestly, but I couldn’t help laughing
a bit. “I’m sorry, babe! You just need to be realistic too. It stinks here—lots
of extra work and worry. I don’t know what else to tell you. There are no short
cuts, no silver linings, even though the Moonscape sometimes looks so damn
silvery.”


 


*


 


After we had unpacked our stuff, I took off my suit in the
bathroom and gave the insides a sniff; my nose registered nothing but the
slight rubbery-bitter smell of the fabric itself.


I stripped off my underwear, used the toilet, then jumped into the narrow yellow shower stall.


Earth-Moon showers generally had to be quick because you had
to conserve the recycled water. But even if I didn’t have to conserve, I would still
only take quick showers: washing and excreting were among the few times you had
to be unsuited, and I wanted to spend as little time unsuited as possible.


I turned on the faucet and the water came out in a slow but
wide stream from the yellow shower head above. I thought of how much humans had
taken for granted before they’d left the Earth, had taken things like water and
gravity for granted.


That wasn’t so easy to do on the Moon, where there were only
a few sources of water: the scattered ground spots where water naturally
occurred because of ionization processes induced by the solar wind, and the
large water-ice pockets in supercold areas both above
and below ground. To supplement that when necessary, water was occasionally
shipped in on water barges from space. An indirect recycling system had also
been set up via various indoor hydrologic cycles. And many plants had been
specifically positioned in dome interiors so water transpiration would cause a
natural raining of water, which was then collected through numerous ground
drains, which water was then filtered and used.


Gravity was yet another important consideration for leading
as normal a physical life as possible anywhere. But there just wasn’t enough
natural gravity on the Moon for human physiology, so humans had built the
bottoms of the colony interiors with the Lobos gravity-generating mass. Before
people had access to this Lobos-mass, they had to mostly live and work in the
normal low Moon gravity, and could only do so for short periods of time because
of deleterious health effects….


Since the early days, humans had come up with a solution to
pretty much everything on Earth-Moon to make it as comfortable as possible. But
that “as possible” part was why I’d normally avoided coming here in the past.


I sighed as I dried myself off with a towel.


When I stepped out into the bedroom again, I glanced at the
Earth-time digital wall clock and told Tan to wash up if he needed to. “We’ll
get something to eat afterward,” I said, “and then we’ve got to get to work.”


He was sighing as he walked across the room and into the
bathroom.


 


*


 


Both of us dressed in our suits again, we moved along the
street outside the motel. The road was busier now, courtesy of the two-seater
little black boxes that passed for cars here. Though they were light, when they
were moving, they couldn’t go fast because that would be too dangerous if they
crashed into the dome casings.


But even if they wanted to go fast, traffic-jams would have
prevented that, like the jam before Tan and I now; long lines of cars
black-dotted the blue pavement.


Tan seemed surprised about this. “Where did they all come
from? When we were on the port-bus before, I barely saw any cars.”


“It’s almost Earth-evening now,” I said, “and everyone comes
out to play more.”


“Including us?” he said, and he was looking at me.


I just shrugged as we crossed the street in between members
of the traffic-jam, which wasn’t easy because the street was wide, the cars
were stopped too close together, and the people driving them seemed impatient
and inclined to just suddenly jerk forward….


“Argh,” said Tan, “I’m getting a
headache just looking at this. I hope we don’t have to get inside one of
those.”


“No. We’ll probably have to get inside two. I can’t drive
them and neither can you. Most only fit two adults—one in the front, one in the
back—so we’d have to take separate ones.”


“Remind me why we’re here again?”


I responded by flashing him ironic eyes.


Eventually we made it down the street to where there was
supposed to be a restaurant…but the restaurant wound up being a little shack
that had seen better days—and nights for that matter. The outside looked dirty
with dome-mold, and the people standing around seemed really teenager-young,
which Tan and I no longer were.


I stared up at the sign over the front door and said, “Well,
this seems more like a club.”


“So?”


“We do need to go to one—later. Right now I’m starving for a
real restaurant’s food, aren’t you?”


 


*


 


After walking for over twenty minutes through the common street-maze
of black cars and gray and blue buildings and endless crowds of people in all
states of dress and inebriation, we finally found a decent restaurant.


When Tan’s ass hit one of the restaurant’s blue seats, I
imagined I heard his ass sigh in long-awaited satisfaction.


I slid in beside him along the booth seat, and we ordered
our food.


When it came, Tan asked me in a low voice, “So, what’s
next?”


“I like to check things out beforehand. We’ll go to the same
place where I’m supposed to make the drop-off tomorrow night.”


“And then?”


I could feel his eyes probing my profile. I laid down my
glass and swallowed a mouthful of too-bitter-because-it-had-been-canned orange
juice. Then I finally said, “I’m not sure.”


A loud group of people were sitting at the table beside us,
and Tan frowned over at them. “I couldn’t figure out what the hell the waitress
was saying before. That’s why I just let you order. Sometimes it sounds like
they’re speaking another language here.”


“Some of them are, kind of. I should have told you more, but
when have I had enough time? Anyway, there’s quite a lot of slang here, slangy
metaphors, but they’re altered from English. Everything’s about regolith around
here. Like where you’d use glass or ice or stone or earth—you use reg. ‘Hit the
reg’, ‘Scotch on the reg’,—like
I asked for my juice with reg before.”


“Yeah, I heard that.”


I pushed my empty glass away across the tabletop, and I
watched Tan use his fork to play with his food. He usually ate fast, but he
still had quite a bit of noodles left on his plate. Now I asked him, “How’s
your stomach doing?”


“It’s still there…somewhere. Somewhere
beneath this sort of whoozy feeling, like I’m drunk
without having taken a drink. Like I’m just high on
life in this lovely place.”


I laughed. “It’s the domes, the indoors, the strange
lighting, and there’s too much dome-mold sometimes. In places where the air
circulation isn’t the best, the combination can actually make you hallucinate.”


“Well, that sounds just great.”


I was still laughing. “We’re not going anywhere like that,
so don’t worry.” I pointed down at his dish. “Why don’t you ask for a container
to take that back to the room for later?”


“You mean we’ve got to walk all the way back there before
the other place?”


“The other place is on the other side of the motel. And
we’ve got to stop there anyway for the band get-ups.”


“Can we please find a taxi or something?”


“We’d have to take separate ones—”


“Why? Just sit on my lap.”


He was right, and that was exactly what we wound up doing.


Outside in the street again, I hailed a taxi, and when it
stopped, Tan got into the backseat, I pushed my case inside, then
I slid on top of Tan.


It was quite a tight fit, with my head almost hitting the
car’s roof. But he wrapped his arms around me, pulling my back into his front
more.


The car moved and slowed and stopped and moved and slowed
and stopped…bad traffic again.


I could feel something happening below me, something growing
beneath my ass, a soft-hard length that persistently pressed at the flexible
fabric that covered my bottom.


Tan’s right arm suddenly tightened against me. I leaned my
head back and said, “You pervert.”


“What do you expect?” he whispered hotly near my ear. “Every
time the car moves, your bottom rubs me….”


“Mmm,” I said now, feeling a
sudden urge to cut a hole in my suit’s crotch so he could slip inside my hole….


But we didn’t have the time, the driver wasn’t far enough
away from us that we could fuck without his knowing, and, I really
couldn’t cut a hole in the damn suit; it was very tough, very tear-resistant.
Fucking would have to wait….


More traffic. The car got hotter, the air staler; the driver
blasted weird music with bells.


My head started hurting, and Tan lost his erection.


“Are we almost there?” he griped from below me. “We would have
been by now if we walked!”


“But you didn’t want to walk,” I pointed out.


The car finally began moving again, in earnest this time,
and, thankfully, we were soon back at the room.


Unfortunately, my head was still hurting, and Tan seemed to
have forgotten about his earlier aroused state.


He took a piss in the bathroom and when he came back out, he
said, “Let’s just go do what we’ve got to, get it over with.”


I tossed him his hat-disguise…well, it wasn’t much of a
disguise and neither was my get-up. What we now wore over our moon-suits were
more like adornments.


The black hat on my head had Stacy Is Lacy embroidered in
silver across the front, and a black lace cape covered the shoulders of my red
jacket. I slid the strap of my case over my right shoulder and locked the strap
onto my suit’s side; then I undid a few of the top snaps on my torso so I’d
look more laid-back.


Tan had opened his top snaps too, and now I watched as he
tied a silver headband across his forehead, then
pulled on thin silver gloves, which were the same color as the small horn he
carried in a holder on his back above his tanks.


“What if someone asks me to play it?” he said as we left the
room.


“Remember: keep the mystery going. Just say you never play
unless you’re on a stage. And then hope no one asks you to go on a stage. Me
too, because when I try to sing, I sound like a burping infant.”


He laughed, hard.


 


*


 


The bar where I had to make the drop off was part of a chain
of Earth-Moon bars called Nightlights. They usually had entertainment, and they
served simple (and usually stale) bar food. No one really came there for food,
though; they came for drinks and to hook up. Only adults were allowed inside,
as was the case for plenty of Moon hangouts. Earth-Moon was no place for
children.


Tan and I walked into the bar’s strong orangey lighting, and
I carefully shifted my eyes toward all sides. The place was crowded, but no
more or less than usual at this time of night. It was a normal bar night, in
other words. Random people, random lives. And that
meant if there were something abnormal, either related to the drop-off or to
the threat against me—I probably wouldn’t be able to spot anything among the
randomness.


I also didn’t spot anyone who looked like what my contact
should look like. As my eyes continued scanning the place, I saw no one or no
scenario that looked familiar. I finally gave Tan’s back a gentle push toward
the only free table.


But before we got there, three other people did: a gal and
two guys. I was going to walk away, but as the woman sat down on the bench
there, she raised an arm and waved at us eagerly. Tan’s head had been turned
away from the table, but my head jerked back from the table—did the woman know
me?


I hesitated and was about to grab Tan’s wrist to pull him to
a stop—when I remembered that we weren’t supposed to be a couple.


I didn’t grab his wrist, I didn’t say anything, and I didn’t
fully stop moving. We continued walking to near the table, and I sat down
before Tan could ask why we were sitting at a table with people we didn’t know.
And I didn’t know them, or at least I couldn’t remember having known them.


I quickly realized that the woman was already half-wasted on
who-knew-what. Maybe she hadn’t been waving at me….


Yeah, she probably hadn’t; she’d been waving at Tan: the
moment he sat down beside her, she was both metaphorically and literally all
over him.


I would have preferred that he hadn’t sat there, but when
I’d grabbed the chair across from the woman, the second guy moved to beside me
and quickly fell into the chair there, leaving the spot beside the woman the
only free seat for Tan.


The guy beside me began staring at me now. Apparently, he
was one of those strong-silent-deaf types: he needed you to scream in his ear
with a megaphone before he would engage in a conversation with you. And I
really wasn’t in that much of a talkative mood; I decided to just ignore him.


“Hi!” said the woman, to Tan. “Are you new to Nightlights?”


“Yeah,” said Tan, but he looked at me when he said it.


I just smiled at him in response.


A server walked up to the table and the woman next to Tan
ordered a drink. Her voice became very energetically girly when she then
offered to buy him a drink.


Behind my closed lips, my teeth pressed against my flesh too
hard.


But Tan told the woman, “No, that’s okay. Not drinking
tonight.”


“Is anyone who doesna drink?” said
the guy beside the woman, and going on his bad slurred grammar, he definitely
wasn’t among the teetotaling crowd.


“I don’t always drink!” said the woman in her excited way as
her eyes latched on to Tan. Her lips had probably been painted cherry-red, but
they were glowing a sun-like orange-red in the bar’s
orange light; a matching moon-suit covered her torso, but she had the suit
unbuttoned so low that most of her damn tits were hanging out. She didn’t have
much more than I had on top, but she was so damn obvious about what she did
have. I wanted to roll my eyes at her desperation.


…But then she began hanging on Tan’s arm, and so did her
boobs. At first I didn’t care: Tan was laughing and, going on his sarcastic
face, I could tell he thought her an idiot.


At the same time…he wasn’t outright rejecting her; as we all
sat there and bullshitted about nothing, Tan was getting redder in the face and
began stumbling over his words. At one point he tried to pull away from the
woman, which only made her cling on more, which apparently made him give up
with the pulling.


Behind tightening lips, I ground my teeth: he should have
pushed her off him from the get-go. Sometimes he was too fair to women, at
least I hoped that had been responsible for his behavior here….


When the server came back with a second round of drinks,
including a second one for me, the woman’s eyes finally left Tan and noticed me
again. A half-vacant smile on her face, her hand pointed up at my hat. “So
what’s that?”


“My stage name. Frank and I are in
a band.”


“You playing here night?” asked the drunk guy.


I quickly shook my head at him. “We came ahead of the rest
of the band.”


“So how long have you been on the Moon?” the woman asked as
she turned to Tan again.


“He’s been here a bunch of times, but this is my first
time,” I cut in.


Tan flashed me a What?!?
look, but I only flashed him hard eyes back. And,
going on his sharpening eyes, he seemed to get the message.


He nodded and smiled at the woman, while her boobs seemed to
move closer to him. “Oh,” she said, “where do you like it around here?”


“I like everywhere I’ve been,” Tan said, and I wanted to
clap at his seeming absorption of the ten-second training course I’d given him.


But this woman was determined. “Oooo,”
she cooed, and now her orange-hot mouth moved closer to him. “Maybe we can hit
the reg and see some of that everything together?”


Quickly I sat up more in my seat. “We’re busy this trip—with
the band.” I gestured up at my black hat.


“I play the wind-horn,” Tan said, to no one in particular.
He’d moved—slightly—away from the woman again.


“Actually, Frank, we need to go practice now,” I finally
said to him. Then I shot up from the table and rushed out of the bar.


I moved down the strangely empty street outside, but a
moment later I heard someone’s footsteps coming closer fast. My hand inside my
jacket near my gun now, I was about to turn around—when Tan caught up with me.


He pulled me into the nearest alleyway, where it was dark
and lonely, with only our rapid breaths for company.


He sort of pushed me back against a concrete wall—or maybe
I’d pushed myself.


His arms were alongside my head, his forearms leaning flat
against the concrete. “Why’d you take off like that?”


“I got sick of looking at her hanging all over you,” I said,
my voice picking up heat I wished it hadn’t picked up.


A small, quiet stillness from him.
I watched a soft glow of light begin to outline the side of his face.


Then, slowly, he said: “In the room earlier, you told me to
maintain the cover—that’s what I was trying to do. And I was thinking about you
the whole time, getting you in a place just like this….” His mouth moved closer
to mine then soon met mine, and I felt his warm tongue pushing the rest of my
body in a certain direction, which reminded me of the first time we’d ever
kissed.


My hands slid into the soft coolness of his hair, and then
they roamed down over his suit beneath. But of course the contraption wouldn’t
allow me to feel his skin.


His mouth suddenly separated from mine and then he said
fast, “Let’s go back to the motel.”


 


*


 


Sex was another thing you usually had to get unsuited for on
Earth-Moon, as we did this night. But I didn’t care that much because we normally
didn’t last that long together during any one session, as was the case this
night.


On one of the bubble beds I was soon moaning loudly near
Tan’s ear as he executed his last sharp thrusts inside me, making my cunt
contract even harder as his dick went all the way in; I could feel myself both
forcefully sucking at him and pushing back against him in the delicious
to-and-fro of orgasming.


Tan’s hips stopped moving; he dropped down onto me hard,
pressing his flushed face into my neck.


“Moon-sex. We just had Moon-sex,” I
said, and then I was sorry I’d said it. It wasn’t like this had been my first
Moon-sex, which Tan knew too, if he’d remembered everything I’d told him….


He must have. He said, “Yeah, Moon-sex,” but it came out too
low, as if he wasn’t talking about something uplifting but was instead talking
about a downer.


I quickly flung my arms around him tighter, saying, “You’re
the best!”


I felt him press a soft kiss at the nape of my neck.


 


*


 


We took a quick shower together, and when we were finished,
he asked me if we’d accomplished anything at the bar.


I looked at his damp face. “Not really. The meeting’s
tomorrow. And, except for the bar’s layout, I saw nothing useful tonight.”


“You still haven’t told me what happens after the meeting.”


I was silent for a long moment as I dried myself with a
fluffy white towel. I kept my head low. I didn’t want to look at him; I didn’t
want to disappoint him, or see disappointment in him. “I’ll have to go back—to
where I’ve been before. Like that time I was with him. Colony
6. The next one over.”


“All along I’ve thought coming here is crazy. And you
haven’t done anything to change my mind. How dangerous this all is—going back
to the scene of the crime!”


“It’s not exactly that. I’m not going there.”


“But we’re in the jurisdiction. All around here—you’re more
vulnerable.” He walked away from me, kind of stormed away from me, and as I
followed him back into the bedroom, my eyes remained latched onto his angry
bouncing ass-cheeks. His ass was really red, from the hot water, and I wanted
to reach out and feel his damp round heat there….


But he wasn’t exactly in a good mood, and before I could
even touch him, he was pulling up blue pajama pants over his ass. I began
putting on my own pajama pants, and when he finished dressing, he laid his
moon-suit inside one of the bubble beds.


My voice was shaking when I spoke. “There’s always room for
two to sleep in one of the beds, if people don’t mind being a little squished.”


He shrugged, a very offhanded
motion. “So come in this one.”


“You look like you don’t care either way.”


“Pia,” he said on a sigh, not looking at me, “I’m just
really tired.”


“All right, all right. You sleep
there, I’ll sleep here.” I rushed into the other bubble bed.


And then I heard him sighing again as he shut off the room
light.


 


*


 


I lay on my back in the semi-darkness; a small gap around
the window shade allowed faint light to sneak into the room and flit around,
touching the furniture, the frames on the doors, the cases on the floor, and, finally,
the bed beside mine.


I kept my eyes there. I couldn’t hear much, I couldn’t hear
if he was sleep-breathing.


I did, however, wish I could do my own sleep-breathing, but
sleep seemed to be eluding me. Maybe the pill from on the ship had a rebound effect;
I’d never taken that particular one before then, and it might not have agreed
with my physiology….


Suddenly I felt a slight but persistent vibration, as if
from beneath the floor. I waited and waited and waited…but then I didn’t feel
the vibration again.


Now I worried about moonquakes. I was used to the
possibility of them from on Diamond, which also had some seismic trouble-spots.
But moonquakes were a lot more serious because of the potential for dome
breaches. And who the hell knew what they could do to the Earth-Moon itself. I
no longer trusted in the solidity of moons or planets, no matter how
solid-rock-like they seemed….


Over the past few years, life had seemed to change so much;
it had become increasingly complicated. So had my little
life.


In a sense, my old life had been pretty simple with only two
imperatives: do a job, and make sure you survive the job.


But now I had a whole bunch of other things to consider, a
whole bunch of circumstances and people that were mostly beyond my control but
that I still needed to try to control. Every day now, I had to worry about
other lives, other feelings, other thoughts.


And, at this moment, in the dark of a place that I really
didn’t want to be in, I did not feel as if I had been successful in juggling
other lives inside my own life.


Sighing, I plopped over to my side, fully facing Tan’s bed
now. Like mine, his casing was partially closed. And beyond the faint,
white-gray light highlighting the casing’s metal frame, I thought I saw
movement.


“Tan?” I said, very softly, so I
wouldn’t wake him if he was asleep.


“Mmm,” I heard him mumble.


“Did I wake you?”


“No—woke a little before.”


“I feel really lonely,” I said then in that same very soft
voice.


“So why don’t you get out of there and come in here?”


“Why don’t I, indeed,” I said, a smile on my face now as I
grabbed my moon-suit and slipped out of the bed.


 


*


 


The next morning I left Tan in the bed we’d finally shared;
then I went down the street to use a public-library computer to research
something.


I was wearing my red jacket again over my moon-suit, and my
gun was beneath the jacket. As I walked, I checked around me, but saw nothing
unusual, no one following me, no one even looking at me. Everyone seemed quite
self-involved in their own spaces. They were probably all hung over, and the
street seemed a lot deader than it had yesterday. Not that I minded that
much—except that the busier an area, the more cover each individual person had.
I hoped the people-traffic would pick up more that night when I went back to
the bar….


It did pick up. This time, Tan and I walked to the place
through the crowded streets, and along the way it seemed like we banged into
every single person on Earth-Moon.


My stomach felt stuffed to full capacity; we’d just come
from that same restaurant as the day before, and I’d eaten way more than I
should have. My suit-booted feet seemed to move a little slower than normal, my joints seemed stiffer than normal. It could have
been that I was experiencing some effects from the indoors here….


“You okay?” Tan asked as he suddenly came up beside me. He’d
fallen back into the crowd a bit, but then he’d waved at me to keep going
anyway.


“I’m tired,” I said to him now, “and a little achy.”


His right hand rubbed at his left shoulder. “Me too. I think it was the bed last night. They’re not
exactly comfortable.”


“I’m sorry—it’s my fault because I didn’t want to sleep
alone.”


“What makes you think I did?”


I reached over and grabbed his free hand, giving it a hard squeeze—the
last chance I’d get to touch him before we’d reach the bar and pretend that we
weren’t an item.


 


*


 


When we got to near the side entrance of Nightlights, I
pulled Tan into a darker spot under a tree. “Keep your eyes open and on my back
too. If you see anything unusual, record it.” From one of my jacket pockets, I
removed his camera and handed it to him.


Then I pulled open the door and was assailed by an
offensive…color.


Every night was a different light color in these joints, and
tonight was a yellow-light night—a cold, sharp, lemony yellow light…not exactly
a comforting hue. But maybe that discomfort would help keep me alert.


My eyes traveled over the bar’s big main room—and almost
immediately I spotted the tits-hanging-out-woman from the night before. Once
again she was waving, and now her mouth was moving, seemingly in an Oooo—oh-oh! as she
excitedly bounced up from her seat at one of the tables.


Of course she wasn’t waving at me; she was waving at Tan. I
heard him groan beside me. Then he turned Now
what? eyes my way.


“Just go over there and mingle like you’re here to mingle,”
I said, as quite loud music suddenly started up. Tonight there was a real-live
band; they were playing on a stage at the back of the room, and most of the
bar-goers’ heads seemed fixed on the spot.


“I’m gonna walk around a bit,” I said to Tan, and then I
began doing that walking.


I moved closer to the stage and executed some little dancing
body-bounces as if I were enjoying myself and the music. Then I spun a bit to
the side so I could check on Tan at the table with the woman: the same two guys
were with her, plus another guy and gal, but Tan sat opposite the woman this
time.


I turned my head again, absorbing the view around me,
absorbing any faces I could make out, any personalities. There seemed to be
mostly single people there that night. Generally, I could spot
not-in-a-relationship people by the way they occupied a space: as if they were
used to moving their bodies while alone only, in a self-contained way. In crowds,
they always seemed cautious, even awkward, as if they were too worried about
remaining outside of other people’s spaces. When you were in a relationship,
your motions expanded, and you didn’t worry so much about who you bumped into
because you were used to regularly bumping into another body….


My eyes fell on the bar on the side of the wide room. An
enormous mirrored panel occupied the whole wall behind the bar, and I could see
the reflections of the people sitting before it. There were two groups of people
who looked like friends, and then there were a few other people seemingly
sitting by themselves. The one guy that interested me—he was banked on both
sides by the groups of friends.


I went back to feigning interest in the band, but, every now
and then, I’d turn my head in the lone guy’s direction.


The courier file had only contained a small, older picture
of Dylan. The file described him as having a broad back and a slight limp.


I couldn’t tell if the guy at the bar had a limp, but he did
have a broad back, as well as scraggly dark hair that reached below his
shoulders.


Keeping a careful eye on the whole area around the guy, I
watched and waited. And then suddenly there was an opening beside him.


Pulling on my suit-gloves, I moved closer to the empty barstool
on his right. When I reached there and sat down, one of the bartenders strolled
up to where I was.


She was a big woman, and she wore a black corset-type thing
over a blue moon-suit; I thought her get-up bizarre. But if that was her
fashion-statement, who was I to criticize?


I said to her now, “If you have it, I’d like one purple tree
juice.”


“Reg?” she asked.


“Yeah,” I said.


She nodded as she turned her back to me.


I didn’t look to my left. But in the wall mirror I could see
his big right hand was clasped around a glass containing a brown liquid.


When the bartender brought me the juice, I paid her with a
Traveler’s Check, and she gave me change in Moon dollars, which I slipped into
one of my jacket pockets.


I took a quick sip of the juice—and winced because I of
course found it lacking: a lot of food was imported to here, and that meant
quite a bit of the food was either canned, dried or frozen, just like this
juice had been. I had long ago become spoiled by the fresh purple juice on
Diamond; there was nothing like fresh….


The guy on my left finally spoke: “You like that purple
stuff?”


“Purple tree juice is my favorite drink,” I said, grinning
ahead of me at the mirror. Now I lowered my glass and slipped my hand into one of
my inside jacket pockets, pulling out the metal box. I laid it in my lap under
cover of my jacket as my fingers removed the sticky-tape’s backing on the box’s
top; then I pressed the package to beneath the bar, between me and the guy.


His hand didn’t move toward the package, but my grin moved
toward him.


And then he said under the cover of the music, which had
gotten louder: “I was wondering if you’d show up.” Even in this sharp yellow
light, his face somehow looked a tired and dull pale gray, as if he hadn’t
slept in a while, or as if his face had been drained of life, of energy, of
will.


I was a little shocked—not that others on Earth-Moon didn’t
ever look that way. But it just wasn’t a good state for a Miscellaneous to let
himself slip into.


I said to him now, “Actually, I came last night too, but, as
far as I saw, you weren’t around.”


He took a big gulp of his drink as he stared ahead of him to
behind the bar. “I had something to do. A woman to go with.
That’s what I do now: find some woman I don’t know and pay her to fuck me. What
else have I got to do in this shithole full of shallow flakes?”


A warning bell went off in my head. “You shouldn’t behave so
risky.” Um, then again, who was I to give advice on that score….


“I might not have much time left. I think I’ve been made,”
he said now.


“What?” I replied, the warning bell ringing again.


His brown eyes fell on my face. “Think I spied a tail on me
yesterday. But before I could confirm it, the guy disappeared.”


I lowered my voice and moved my head a bit closer to him.
“Did you tell RG?”


“Haven’t talked with him since the day
before.”


“You should tell him right away. He can move you out.”


When his eyes looked at me this time, they had flattened.
“Thought maybe that was what you’d be for.”


Someone suddenly squeezed between his left side and the
person beside there, and then Dylan just as suddenly clammed up.


I used the silent moment between us to examine him more…and
realized he not only looked tired, but dirty too; his stained-with-brown-spots
green moon-suit had certainly seen better days. So had his knotted hair….


The new person beside him had ordered something and now left
with it. And then the person in that other seat also got up and left.


Now I said to Dylan, “You’ve just come off the end of a
lunar night. When was the last time you had a light-bath?”


He turned his head away as he said, “It’s been a while.”


“That’s no good—you’ve gotta go at least twice a week even
during the day. Your mind can easily get fucked up here in the shadows. And I
get the feeling you’ve been here for years.”


Very suddenly, he changed the subject. “I’d like to go soon,
back to my shack. Don’t suppose I could convince you to join me….”


“No,” I said.


He pulled an I-figured-that flat mouth and nodded slowly. “I
saw you and your big hat come in with someone, but then you separated. So I
just thought….”


“Don’t worry about it.”


“So what am I supposed to do about that maybe-tail….”


“Look, I’ll follow you back tonight.”


“Under my glass,” he said now, “the little paper-piece
there—my address and number are inside. Call me when you get outside my place.”


I slid my now-empty glass toward his now-empty glass; then I
quickly moved his until I’d yanked the piece of paper away.


I slipped it into one of my jacket pockets, rose and turned around,
and as I began stepping away from the bar, I heard the snap-crack of the tape
being ripped from the metal bartop.


 


*


 


I walked nearer to the band again, once again feigning
enjoyment there; then I looked for Tan. I found him—and immediately saw that
the woman now occupied his chair with him. Her hip was dangling against his
body and the chair, and her breasts were almost at his mouth level.


I began shoving people aside a little too harshly as I moved
in Tan’s direction, my head turning toward Dylan a couple of times. He was
still seated at the bar; he still looked tired and lonely and not the way he
should look for safety reasons….


When I reached Tan, I asked him if he could walk me to my
motel.


“Oh,” the woman pouted, at him. “Leaving so early again?
Will you be back?”


“Yeah,” he said to her through a shaky smile. And then she
moved even closer, seeming about to plant a kiss on his mouth.


I saw stars and my hands smacking her face…in my mind. In
reality I quickly grabbed one of Tan’s arms and began yanking him up from the
chair till the woman had slipped away and he was standing.


“What the fuck was that?” I shouted at the yellow air as we
walked away from the table. “She was on your lap!”—I said that when we’d walked
to near a side door. But unfortunately I didn’t have the time to let Tan
respond because just then I spotted Dylan walking out the bar’s front door.


 


*


 


Outside now in the alley between Nightlights and the
restaurant next door, Tan asked me what the hell was going on.


I glanced at Dylan’s address on the paper. “I’ve got to
follow him back to his place. He thinks someone’s been tailing him.”


We were moving along the alley, but Tan seemed to still all
the same. “Who?”


“I don’t know, and it seems neither does he. Whatever. We’ve got to keep moving.”


The street was still fairly crowded, but not so crowded that
I couldn’t make out individual people, especially Dylan, with his knotted,
matted hair….


He kept moving and so did Tan and I, though I made sure we
paused and looked in some store windows, where I kept a close eye on any
reflections there. Laughing at one point, I smacked Tan on the arm; he flashed
me confused eyes, but with mine I only told him to keep the cover.


Eventually Dylan moved down a side street that ran toward
another edge of the dome. I looked at the street sign and said, “This is his
block.”


I remained on the corner, standing in front of a café-type
stand. The place was just closing up for the night, but I asked the attendant
there if Tan and I could each have one last hot drink.


While the guy poured out our order, I kept glancing down the
block.


Our cups finally in hand, we moved in the opposite direction
to Dylan’s place. Then we went around another side street to finally stop
between the cover of the houses right across from Dylan’s place.


As he had indicated, his house really was a shack, a
vacation shack. People sometimes kept them in this colony when they permanently
worked in the mining colonies. But I wondered how Dylan could afford a second
place; he hadn’t exactly looked rich.


The shack was square and gray and set in its own little
alcove beside an old property-division wall. There was a brown door on that
side of the house, which seemed to be the house’s only door.


My eyes peered further down that side; then I motioned for
Tan to move with me to where we could see the opposite side of the house. But I
still spotted no one anywhere near it.


We walked down to another space between two more houses;
then we moved back in Dylan’s direction. This time I saw people on the street
near Dylan’s place: they looked like a family, two adults and a little kid. The
kid held a balloon in her hand, and the three of them were laughing loudly over
something. If they were a tail on Dylan, they were a really inexperienced tail,
considering the way they were drawing so much attention to themselves. Or maybe
they were really clever….


They finally moved off down the street.


I was sighing as I laid down my drink and pulled out my moon-phone
and the paper Dylan had given me. I punched in his number, and when he picked
up, I said, “I’m out here, have been for fifteen minutes. I haven’t seen anyone
interested in you.”


A soft sigh from his end. “Then
maybe I was imagining it….”


“Listen,” I said now, “I’ve got to talk to you about
something. I’ve learned that you learned about something a while ago—about
something that started up again. I need to know what you know about all that.”


“Huh?” he said. But then I could hear the wheels of his thinking
traveling over the line. “Oh…wait. I know what you mean. RG mentioned it last
time we spoke.”


“What did he say?” I asked fast.


“Nothing. Just that it was of
interest and to keep my eyes open again.”


“What opened them in the first place?”


Now I thought I heard a shrug…behind a yawn from him. “…Just someone making an offhand comment.”


“Who—who?”


“Dunno. A
traveler. Never saw the person again. And, anyway, it wasn’t my direct
concern, so I passed it off to the others….” Another yawn.


My voice sounded like a heavy blanket of pressure even to my
own ears. “Is that it, for chrissake? That’s all you’ve got?”


“Yeah, really. It was a weird
off-hand comment and nothing more…. Well,” he finally said, “I’m fallin’ asleep here. Gonna get one of those light-baths
first thing in the morning.”


“All right. That’s good. And I’ll
tell you what: I’ll check on you again tomorrow. I’ll call you right before I
come in the afternoon.” And before I leave for the next colony, I
thought, but I didn’t say that.


I also didn’t say that I wanted another opportunity to
question him.


 


*


 


Because Tan and I both still felt kind of achy and didn’t
want to feel even achier tomorrow, we decided to sleep in the separate
bubble beds. That we weren’t exactly happy with each other didn’t help
matters—or at least I wasn’t happy with him.


I was pulling the bedsheet on top
of me when I said for the third time that night, “I just don’t understand what
the fuck she was doing on your lap.”


“I told you,” Tan said from his bed, “when
she got up to go to the bathroom, someone took her seat. And then she came back
to mine and fell on my lap—”


“IIII was on your lap yesterday, and you know what
happened then!”


I heard his groan, his angry-seeming groan, coming out of
the darkness. “Number One, I was keeping a lookout on you and the contact.
Number Two, I wasn’t attracted to her—how many times must I say that? She
wasn’t my type.”


“Yeah, with her tits in your face.”


“That’s just it: she’s too obvious. I don’t like women with
no self-esteem.”


“How do you know she has none? Maybe she just liked you and
was giving her go her all. You’re too fucking good-looking. Sometimes I
can’t stand it.”


“Yeah, right,” he said, his very ironic voice slicing
through the darkness.


“I mean it,” I said.


“You don’t seem to mind the way I look when we’re humping.”


“You’re right. I love it then, I love it when we’re alone. I
love it just about every time…except when other women notice you. I wish they
didn’t.”


“You can’t have me all to yourself. No one can with anyone. So
don’t even wish it.”


“Goddamn you,” I said, because he was right…. Then, in a
slower voice: “I wonder if she’ll be disappointed when she doesn’t see you
again.”


“Who cares,” said Tan, and he sounded like he really didn’t
care.


“In these situations with women, I get annoyed by them. …At
the same time, I know what really wanting a man you can’t have is like.”


“Oh really?” I saw his gray
silhouette in the darkness as he rose to a sitting position. “How many times
has that happened to you? I mean, how many men have you really wanted?”


My face felt red, though I knew he couldn’t see that.
“You’re right. Not that many.”


He lay back down again. “Of course, there is James….”


“Argh…not
again.”


 


*


 


The sleeping-in-separate-bubble-beds bit wound up not
mattering: I still woke up feeling too achy. And I also realized that my throat
now seemed too dry for comfort.


I got out of bed and went right to the small room-fridge for
a bottle of the motel’s complimentary, flavored vitamin-water; the cold,
tingly-with-vitamins liquid slid down my throat and instantly made it feel
better.


“It’s so dry in here,” I said, and I thought I’d said it to
myself, that Tan was still asleep.


But then I heard his soft morning-voice say, “It’s weird: in
the buildings it’s dry, but on the streets it’s damp. Why can’t the engineers
here balance that out?”


My right arm vaguely motioned toward the window. “It’s all
the trees out there. I guess maybe they need more plants in the buildings.” I
sighed. “T—Frank, we should get packing, and then get moving. The train leaves
at four-thirty later.”


“Shit,” he said on a hard sigh, and I could tell by that
sigh that he wasn’t at all looking forward to my plans for this day.


Join the club, I wanted to tell him.


But, instead, I went into the bathroom to pull down my
pajama pants and plop my bare ass onto the toilet.


 


*


 


Later, as we were leaving the motel to go get some lunch at
a restaurant, I punched Dylan’s number into my phone again. But, this time,
there was no answer from his end.


I glanced at the clock above the concierge’s desk and
realized that I’d probably called too early. I would try again after lunch.


Unfortunately, when I finally did that, once again I got no
answer.


Could he have still been at the light-bath? He might have
been. Or he might have been taking a lengthy shit, for all I knew.


Still, standing outside the restaurant, for some reason, I
just wasn’t getting a good feeling. Now that the unconsciousness of sleep had
put a distance between me and the night before, suddenly, I didn’t like what
he’d said about the tail; suddenly, I didn’t like the way he’d looked.
Something now felt…off to me. Really off.


“We’re going back to Dylan’s place,” I said fast to Tan.


His only response to me: a heavy frown.


It seemed he’d given up trying to convince me with words
that I was nuts.


 


*


 


On the way to Dylan’s, I remembered something and asked Tan,
“Did you run the camera at all last night?”


“Yeah,” he said, “just for a little bit.”


“Well, did you see anything?”


“A whole lot of partying bodies.”


I glared at him.


And he sighed in impatience. “What did you expect me to see?
I turned it on for a few minutes and panned it around, especially at you. We
can look at it after.”


When we finally got to that same street-café near Dylan’s
place, I told Tan to wait there.


His black brow quickly lowered at me. “Why?”


“Just do it, please. We’ve got our phones, we’ve got our
locators. You don’t need to be with me,” I said.


And before he could respond, I walked away.


 


*


 


My pulse pounding a bit too fast, I approached Dylan’s
place, walking along the empty-looking street. I didn’t bother being so covert
this time: I simply went around to the brown side door and knocked on it.


I waited for a moment on the stoop, glancing at the window
beside there, then back at the door.


I got no response to my knock, I heard no movement inside.
Not that I’d normally be able to: the door and window looked shut up tight…or
maybe not.


When my eyes now moved back to the window, I noticed
scratches on the bottom corner of the frame nearest to the stoop. The gray
frame was made of processed regolith, so something really hard must have
scratched it, or someone using something really hard….


I pulled on my blue suit gloves, then
pressed my fingers around the window frame—the corner suddenly gave, as if
someone had closed the piece quick so no one would notice it had been broken.


My fingers pushed the corner of the window open, and then
the corner of the inside white curtain aside…and that was when I saw him, lying
on his belly on the floor, in the same green suit as the night before, only
now, the back of his head no longer existed, and his face was the ultimate dull
state: the state of death.


 


*


 


My hands—my whole damn body snapped back from the
window.


I probably should have gone inside and checked around to see
if something had been taken—namely, whatever I’d passed to him in the bar.


But, by this point, my growing-frantic thoughts were only
about myself, about the self that had been on the Moon before and had done
something she shouldn’t have, that if the police found me here and didn’t think
I’d killed Dylan, they could still possibly find out about the killing I did
do….


I bolted away from the stoop, and this time I ran behind the
shack, under the cover of the row of houses that led down toward the street’s
corner.


I finally saw Tan again: he was casually standing at the
café there, drinking from a bottle of something.


However, when he saw me running for not only my life, but
for his too, he dropped the bottle onto the sidewalk. “What is it?” he demanded
in a loud voice.


I grabbed his arm and yanked him from the stand. “We’ve
gotta go.”


He shook off my hand, but he kept moving fast with me. “What
did he say—something that upset you?”


“Naaa.
His dead body is what really upset me.”


Tan came to an instant hard stop. “What?!?!”


“He’s dead, goddammit!” I said,
nervous spit shooting out my mouth as my feet began moving again.


“But how can you be sure he’s dead!”


“Because. Half the back of his head
is now a goddamn crater.”


“Shit!” he said in a breathless voice as our feet plowed on.
“Where the fuck are we going?”


“I’ve gotta contact goddamn James,” I spat now. “Goddamn
him—every time I’m around him, I get into a mess! Maybe he doesn’t mean to drag
me into shit, but he’s always been too fucking goal-oriented for my own
good.”


“Then what about after you talk to him—where will we go?”


I glanced at him. “I’m sticking to my original plan—that’s
why I came here: for me! I need to get something from this. Should have gone
there from the get-go—instead I’ve been sidetracked, and into a new disaster to
boot! I’ve gotta start addressing my personal shit more directly….”


Now his hard hand on my arm pulled me to a stand-still
position. He was panting badly, and, for that matter, so was I, not only
because of the trot. I just realized that someone I’d spoken with only hours
before had now been snuffed out. The poor guy. Shit,
crap. I hadn’t wanted this to happen….


“Have you ever stopped to think,” said
Tan, “that maybe that’s all played out? Maybe those few fucking threatening
letters are it, the extent of it all? We’ve been on Earth and here for
days, and you’ve found nobody, and nobody’s found you. And I’m totally glad
about that. Maybe it’s blown over. So let’s just go HOME.”


I snapped my arm from his grasp. “I can’t. I’ve got to make
sure. How the fuck do I know this guy isn’t dead
because he just met me?”


There was a pause. And then Tan pointed out, “But he said
someone was tailing him before then.”


“Yeah, but I was already here that day—”


“Stop blaming yourself for every goddamn thing—”


“We’ve gotta go,” I said fast, and now I began speed-walking
again. “You just don’t seem to get it: if there is someone who’s still got it
in for me, I’d rather the person bother me here than there. I’ve got others to
think about back home.


“But I told you not to come to Earth-Moon, goddammit,
Tan. Now I’m worried about you too so much. Too many men are sloppy and think
they can’t be hurt—but look what happened to him!” My arm shot out toward the
direction we’d been running from.


We kept moving and now my mind moved as fast as my feet: I
had to find a really secure Communications panel or building somewhere to
contact James. I thought of going back to that public library to see if they
had some listings.


But then suddenly I realized it was too goddamn late to be
too secure. This whole fucking courier bullshit was as secure as things could
get here, and someone still wound up dead. And would anyone care? Would anyone
know? Once I’d told James about it, who knew how the guy’s death would be
squelched. Maybe I had to hope for that. It would be better than the local
police controlling that scenario….


I decided to go back to the goddamn motel. I’d use the
supposedly secure Communications room there. Then Tan and I would check out in
an hour, as I’d planned.


When we were almost there, I noticed his hands were shaking
really badly, which made me feel really bad. “Tan, why don’t you go back to the
room and wait for me there?”


“What? No. Are you nuts? I’m not leaving your side.”


My anger flared at his words. “I wish you would, for
fuckssake. I should just rip off my locator and take off so you can’t be near
me and in danger.”


“Don’t you dare!” he said through furiously-white shaking
lips.


My sigh in his face was abrupt; my right hand sped through
my hair. “All right, all right. Calm down. Look: I’m
going to contact James inside the motel Communications. Just wait outside in the
hall. Let me talk to him alone. You don’t need to be in any deeper than you
already are.”


 


*


 


Communications rooms everywhere were supposedly built quite
sound-proof, but you could never be sure who might be listening in along an
electronic line.


Unfortunately, I had no means to determine how good a
particular line was on the Moon. Hopefully, James would do something on his
end….


I sent a text-only message to him:


 


Urgent—call me back here high-security ASAP!


 


I waited. My mouth was dry, my head pounded, my fingers
bounced from one of my body parts to the other, including to my head; it was
intact, but I feared for how long that would be the case.


I had no evidence that Dylan’s murder had anything to do
with why I’d come here in the first place. But, especially considering he knew
about the new ring, you’d have to be an idiot to not see that the whole thing
seemed fucking suspicious….


I finally got an incoming-communication beep, and then I
opened the line to James—only the audio. I was too nervous to share too much.


“What the hell’s going on?” his harried voice asked. “I was
just on my way out—”


“Who the fuck cares,” I said, my own voice both snide
and frantic. “Whatever you gave me to give him, it was too late—he’s dead!”


“What?!?”


“You heard me. He seemed really off when we met last
night—said he’d been made. I told him I’d check on him at his place today. And
then I find his brain’s carpeting the floor!”


“Oh shit. Shit shit shit,” James said on a loud groan.


“What the fuck have you done to me?”


“IIII didn’t do this. You have any idea what this
will cost us? We’ve had him in there for three years. Never a
problem there before.”


“Yeah well now this is MY problem. What if someone saw me?”


“Did someone?”


“I don’t think so—I mean as far as I know, which might not
be very far.” I heard blood pounding at my eardrums, wanting to burst out of
there. This guy’s death might have the side effect of making me have a goddamn
stroke. I hated jobs-gone-wrong. They were the absolute worst when the jobs
were for a large organization because the people directly involved were the
ones who usually took all the blame. James could keep his hands washed from the
distance he sat at; I didn’t even have a water supply to use, forget about
soap.


Now he asked, “Did you make the delivery?”


“Yeah. Was the package sensitive?”


“Not really. No.”


“Lucky you,” I said, the snideness
momentarily overtaking the franticness.


Now James asked fast, “Does anyone else know—are the police
there?”


“How the fuck should I know? I only found him an hour ago. I
got out of there like lightning. I really don’t need the Moon police
after me at all.”


“Don’t worry—I’ll take care of this.”


“Fucking how?” I spat.


“With whatever it takes,” he replied. “You’ve got to keep in
contact with me—”


“No. I’m through with that. I’m on my own and going to do
what I should have done here in the first place.”


“Where—where?” he asked, his voice
suddenly tense.


“That’s my business,” I said, and then I abruptly ended the
communication.


 


*


 


In the motel room now, Tan and I moved like twin tornados,
throwing our shit together and making sure our suits were done up as perfectly
as possible.


As I fussed with Tan’s suit, double-checking it, he said,
“Come on—I can do it.”


“We’re going on the train—we should wear the helmets.”


“Why!”


I lowered my voice to almost a whisper. “Because.
Then we’ll be somewhat disguised, and we’re taking a longer trip than necessary
to divert any attention and sow confusion.”


“There’s already enough confusion to last me a lifetime.” He
pushed my hands away. “Come on. I’ll do it. I’m not a kid.”


“Then stop acting like an annoyed one!” I snapped as I
hoisted the strap of my case over my shoulder.


 


*


 


We were on the train. Through the window beside us, the
eerie, deeply shadowed moonscape shapes zoomed by below the layer of
space-black. The highlighted ridges and craters and human structures dotting
the view all seemed to move as fast as my palpitating heart.


I couldn’t believe what I had found myself in and now had
gotten Tan involved in. I wondered if maybe he was right and we should have
just gone back to Diamond, if the whole thing had actually been over
before it even started….


I sighed inside my suit, inside my helmet. I’d slid the
exterior filtering-visor aside to keep my view of everything exterior to me as
clear and bright as possible. Tan was beside me, so I didn’t feel alone.


However, seated inside a long narrow tube inside the other
long narrow tube of the clear rail traveling-dome, I felt trapped, trapped by
the space, trapped by my circumstances. My legs moved in a nervous tic against
the seat; my eyes kept darting here and there, expecting to find cops, or
possibly someone even worse.


Every once in a while, Tan stared at me; others did too. I
didn’t necessarily stick out or anything: a handful of other people inside the
rail-car were also totally inside suits. But most of the passengers weren’t so
suited up, and maybe they tended to be suspicious of those who were, like the
suited-people were hiding themselves more than protecting themselves. Or maybe
I was just being paranoid….


It suddenly felt as if I were sitting inside a pressure
cooker. Heat rose in a searing flush along my skin and seemed to be
overwhelming the suit. I hadn’t pressurized it, just closed it. But if this whole-body
heat sensation kept up, I’d probably wind up with heat exhaustion.


My right leg moved faster; I kept glancing at the digital
clock on the car’s silver top panel. I’d planned on passing right over Colony
6, going back to 7, then going back to 6 again. But…I
now saw that would just be too much for my body to handle.


I flipped up my helmet, touching a gloved finger to Tan’s
still-closed helmet till he opened his too.


“We’re getting off at 6,” I said then.


“But you said—”


“Forget what I said.”


 


*


 


For many years, there had only been three motel chains on
the Moon; they’d achieved a sort of monopoly both there and on other moons in
nearby layers. But, in more recent times, some competition had developed in the
form of a few newer and smaller chains.


I now chose one of those lesser-used motels for me and Tan.
And by the time we checked into our new room, I was too exhausted to do
anything more than drink several glasses of water, take a shower, and collapse
into the double bubble-bed.


 


*


 


Later when I woke, it was quite dark in the room, I was
alone in the bed, and I realized I’d probably slept alone. There was a small
white table-and-chairs set opposite the end of the bed, and Tan was seated
there. He was still suited up and he had his camera out.


“What you doin’?”
I mumbled.


“Thought I’d check what I got last night. I’ll project it
against the wall.”


I sighed as I sat up and slid my pajama-ed ass nearer to the
bed-casing’s opening. “Maybe I’ll get off easy because no one noticed me
there,” I said, referencing Dylan’s shack. And now my face flushed as I
remembered what had happened. I had this feeling that James would somehow
squelch the whole thing. …No. I was sure he would do that.


A bitter stinging sensation in my mouth now, I swallowed
hard. I’d always feared I’d wind up like Dylan: some unknown person, some
unknown Miscellaneous, dead somewhere; my corpse cleaned up, my existence
totally buried from human history along with my body….


Now Tan said, “Why would people notice you? You didn’t look
suspicious.”


He stood up, pulling the table toward the center of the
room; then he pulled the camera to the farthest edge of the table from the
white wall; then he fiddled with some of the buttons; then an image of
Nightlights and its inhabitants appeared on the wall.


The colorful yet oddly ghost-like view bounced around,
courtesy of either Tan’s arm shaking or his trying to get in too much
information in too little time. What I saw on the wall didn’t seem worthwhile,
but I figured a critique of Tan’s camera technique would neither be relevant
nor wanted….


“Wait,” I said, my eyes on the wall
images as I moved closer along the mattress. “Hang on a second.”


“What—what?” said Tan, his head snapping to me.


I frowned. “Go back a bit—to when you panned toward the
bar.”


He did as I’d asked, saying, “Yeah—there you are.”


“That’s not what I meant. Keep going—did you get more of
that area?”


“I don’t remember….” He hit some buttons again, and the
images came again, including a brief shot of the woman with her tits out, but also
including more of me and Dylan at the bar. I wouldn’t exactly say we looked
like we were talking intimately or anything, but there appeared to be someone,
some woman, interested in us, at least from Tan’s recording angle. The woman
had been sitting at a table between where Tan had sat and I had sat, and her
head kept going toward me and Dylan at the bar….


However, for all I knew, she could have been one of the
women Dylan had paid to fuck. Maybe she had been watching us out of some
twisted jealousy. Her clothing looked cheap; so did her teased hair—


The camera panned away and then a moment later, the film
reached its end.


“That’s it,” Tan declared. “So what did you see?”


Feeling frustrated in the extreme, I let out a sharp sound
and shook my head fast. “I don’t know. Nothing, I think. Just
nothing.” I bent forward and squeezed my forehead in my shaking hands. I
really did have goddamn nothing—now what? Did I make a mistake coming to
this motel—should I go to where I stayed at before in this colony? Where the
hell should I look next….


 Tan, both his presence and his voice, broke into my
thoughts. “We haven’t eaten anything since practically this morning. And my
stomach’s growling.”


“Mine too, now that you mention it.”


There was a pause.


Then, from Tan: “Did you tell you-know-who where we were
going?”


I shook my head from side-to-side even faster now.


“What do you think he’ll do?”


“Who knows,” I said. And before Tan could ask anything more,
I jumped from the bed and went to use the bathroom.


 


*


 


The street outside this motel wasn’t as nice as the street
outside the Colony 7 motel. But, fortunately, when we stepped out onto this
street later on, it wasn’t as busy as the other street; the people here moved
slower, as if they had all the time in the Moon to have a good time.


As Tan and I walked along this more peaceful route, looking
for someplace to get something to eat, I let myself imagine that no one
anywhere knew anything about Dylan’s body yet. Everything was fine there. It
would be let go, and I would be left alone….


Tan and I finally stopped outside a café, but when we walked
into the lobby, we found that the place was packed. Apparently, the street
wasn’t busy because everyone was inside this café-hotspot.


When the café’s host said there would be at least a
half-hour wait, Tan turned to me and said on a tired sigh, “You want to wait
for a table here or try somewhere else?”


“Let’s just try somewhere else,” I said on a sigh of my own.


Back out on the street moving again, my feet started dragging
just as I remembered something: this street was considered a great restaurant
strip. A lot of people in this colony came here to eat, especially on a
Moon-Friday night, which this was. For a moment, I despaired we’d find nowhere
to eat soon, and I also wondered why I’d forgotten that this was a popular
restaurant strip.


Eventually we crossed a crowded corner where a bunch of
moon-cars were going in both directions. Then we passed a standard moon-gray
building on my right.


At that moment, I happened to turn my head and see a big,
brightly-lit sign in the shape of a woman wearing a large helmet, a jumpsuit,
and moon-boots. Across the woman’s midsection my eyes automatically read the
lit-up-in-red words: “May says, ‘May I serve you’?”


…May…May. May could have
been a name, not a month.


I stood staring at the electric woman, at the electric
words, and I felt something spark inside me. My head snapped up to above the
woman, to where it said, “May’s Moonrest Café.”


The woman was a new addition, but the café’s title did it.
This was it; it must have been. I knew the place’s name. I’d been here. Oh
yes….


“My goddamn blocking,” I said now through suddenly shaking
lips.


Tan finally noticed that I’d stopped and become distracted
by the place, and he also must have heard what I’d said, even though I’d said
it low to myself. He now asked me, “What do you mean?”


“I should have seen this, remembered this—May.”


“What—what?” he repeated.


I turned to him then, to his confused brown eyes, and
lowered my voice again. “This place is half a motel. There are rooms to rent
for the night in the back. It’s half-like, well, like a swingers joint. He used
to come here a lot. And this was where I was…with him.”


The confusion in Tan’s eyes turned to anger, then quickly to
disgust, then quickly back to anger again.


And then the anger sunk into pure disappointed gloom as I
said to him, “I warned you this wouldn’t blow over into nothing. I’m going in.”


I didn’t give him a chance to argue with me. I pulled my
helmet over my head and stepped through the front door.


Immediately I noticed that the place had undergone some
redecorating; it used to be a half-orange half-brown space. Now it looked more
ruby red, ruby-red chair cushions, ruby-red shades pulled over the insides of
the windows. Even the bar counter had been painted the same dark red.
Apparently, since I’d last been here, the owners had decided to just be upfront
about what people could expect from inside: red, the color of sex.


The café part to the place used to be the more dominant
part, but now I wondered if that had changed too. My memory started coming back
even more, and I remembered this building was on a big lot with quite a bit of
space behind it, empty space for adding even more bedrooms….


In my mind, I both sighed and groaned, feeling disgusted and
somewhat dirty, and not liking the feeling. That Tan chose just that moment to
step right beside me and flash me his own brand of disgusted look again—that
didn’t help matters.


He, too, had put up his helmet, but I could still clearly
see his eyes, could see how shocked they suddenly looked.


I knew my having run in here was risky. The whole thing, the
letters, still could have been a trap. But, if it was a trap, what choice did I
have except to trigger it? If I didn’t, it was possible the person would come
after me anyway when I wasn’t expecting it. At least wherever I expected it
might happen, I’d have my guard up, as I did now….


“Can I help you?” someone called from the bar at my right.


I turned that way and then my feet began moving toward the
voice even before my brain thought I should go there.


The narrow red bartop was on the small-side, was more like a
counter with a few chairs along it and a computer cash-register on top. A man
stood near the register; he was loading some glasses onto a black glass rack
behind him.


“Thanks for asking,” I said to him now as I opened my helmet
more. I rolled my eyes and made an annoyed sound. “Actually, I’ll be honest: I
want to know about a guy, my boyfriend really. I think he’s come here with
someone else. My cousin here said he saw them,” I motioned over to Tan, “but I
want to be sure. I’m supposed to be getting engaged to the guy!”


The bartender’s big brown eyes were down on his big brown
hands as they laid another glass in the rack’s plastic cylindrical holders.
“You know how many people come in here?”


I looked to my left, and then over my left shoulder, my eyes
sweeping along the crowd of adults—and they were a crowd, a big one,
practically wall-to-wall human bodies. Some were eating, others were laughing;
and still others were half-locked together, looking very ready to rent the
bedrooms.


“I see what you mean,” I said, turning back to the
bartender.


“When it’s crowded here, I wouldn’t even notice my own mother
walking in.”


I frowned at him a little. “It’s just that this is really
important. I know you have a register for the back rooms….”


He laid the glass in his hand onto the bartop a little too
hard, and his brow dropped over suddenly thunderous eyes. “What is this—a raid?
There are NO kids in here. I’m very careful about checking ID when people look
very young.”


I shook my head fast. “No—no raid. Please! Do I look like
that?”


His hand motioned toward my helmet. “What’s with the
head-gear?”


“I’ve been here before, but I’m not from here. It’s
nerve-wracking—no atmosphere out there!” I kind of shivered, and then I reached
up and lowered my helmet off my head, flashing him a little smile. “Guess maybe
I’m too paranoid.”


“So is your cousin.”


I glanced at Tan, who’d sat down at one of the tables and
was in the process of taking a drink from a server’s hand, while his helmet was
still down. “Oh,” I said, “he just does whatever I do. He’s a little younger
than me, and we’re like brother and sister. His father’s married to my aunt.
Anyway,” my head went back to the bartender, “can I maybe speak to the owner
here?”


“You are speaking to the owner here.”


I flushed a little. “Oh. I thought I remembered a woman….”


“My wife,” he said. And then he added, “Who are you looking
for exactly?” There was something about his eyes; they glared the word
SKEPTICISM. Clearly, he didn’t believe a damn thing I’d said to him.


At first I felt a bit embarrassed, as if I were losing my
touch. But then I decided to use his shrewdness to my advantage.


“I don’t know. I’ll know the person if I see him. Or her.”


“I can’t help you,” he said.


I leaned toward the bar more, half-sitting on one of the
high stools. “What about a price? Do you have one?”


“No,” he said in a firm voice.


I frowned again and started leaving my chair.


“But,” he added then, “I’m willing to be persuaded. Who
knows how much might win me over?”


I laughed, but he didn’t smile back at me or anything. He
straightened up more and seemed to be waiting for whatever my next move—or
offer—was.


My ass slid back to the chair. I lowered my voice till it
(hopefully) was audible to only him. “How much do you charge for one of the
bedrooms for the night? I’ll double that for an hour in your office to look at
the register.”


 


*


 


There was a big red door between the café and the back
rooms, and once the owner had taken Tan and I through the doorway—under the
guise that we were renting a bedroom—he pulled the hall door shut on the noisy
café crowd.


“I hope this isn’t a mistake,” he said.


“It isn’t,” I replied.


He motioned for Tan and I to go in
through the open doorway of his office on the right.


Then he joined us inside, closed the door—and locked it.
“Give me the money. I’ll pull out the books; then you’ve got an hour. I’ve got
a camera in here, by the way, so if you snoop on anything else, I’ll know. Let
me see your ID too.”


I showed him my Stacy Space Passport; Tan showed his Frank
Space Passport. And then the guy flashed us dubious eyes. Really, with his
instincts, he should have been working for the UPG. Or, for all I knew, maybe
he had worked for them, or he was working for them now. But I wasn’t about to
query him on that….


I paid him the money I’d promised; then he pulled out six
books that supposedly went back a year; then he left the room and closed and
locked the door again.


Tan and I got to work. “I don’t know what you think you’re
gonna find in here,” he said as I pushed one of the books toward him across the
owner’s big desk.


“Neither do I. But I have to try.…”
I lowered my voice. “Don’t speak anymore. Just read.”


We both just read, for the better part of the hour…and we
didn’t see anything noteworthy until we had ten minutes left. And then what I’d
seen really wasn’t that noteworthy….


It was an undercover name the courier file had said Dylan
used; the name was in the May’s Moonrest register from two months before. If it
was actually Dylan and not a name doppelganger, I didn’t think his having
registered here was odd. He’d said he picked up women, and this was a good spot
for picking up members of any sex. Of course this place was also in another
colony from where Dylan’s shack was. But, I’d gotten the feeling from both him
and his file that he traveled around….


Tan spotted my spotting Dylan’s other name, but Tan said
nothing. His eyes fell on me, on my flushed face, then they slid up to my eyes,
to my depressed eyes: the register examination had been yet another waste of my
time.


And how much time did I have left when someone was still
after me?


 


*


 


The owner showed up a few minutes later, and I told him we’d
slip out the back.


“What kind of trouble are you in?” he asked me when we’d
reached the back door.


I shot a quick glance his way. “Who says I’m in trouble?”


“I’ve owned this place for ten years. A lot of crazy stuff
goes on in here, some I don’t approve of and when I find out, I put a stop to
it. But, in all those years, no one’s ever asked to do what you have before. I
let you because you look like you’re in trouble.”


His words made me very nervous: that I looked like I was in
danger had in no way been my intention.


I suddenly realized that this whole shit had gotten to me
even more than I’d thought, in an even worse way than I’d thought.


 


*


 


“You need to rest,” Tan said to me when we finally stepped outside
and I’d paused to look back at the building.


As I’d speculated, rooms had been added on to the back; the
place looked wider and longer than I remembered. For all the
owner’s talk, he must have approved of enough of the Moonrest activities
because the back end of the business had clearly kept on growing.


Now I said to Tan, “I do need to rest, but how can I?”


“So what’s the alternative: keep looking over bullshit that
gets you nowhere?”


He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me into his side.
Sighing now, I lowered my head, feeling him plant a kiss right on the top
there.


“We never even got anything to eat,” he mumbled against my
hair as we walked.


“Let’s try that place again—the really crowded one.”


“All right,” he said on a sigh.


And the place itself actually turned out to be more than all
right; a table was available for us this time, and once we’d sat down and
ordered and tasted the food, at first bite I realized it was among the best
food I’d ever tasted.


“Mmm…no wonder it was so crowded
in here before,” I said around a big mouthful of a delectable
vegetable lasagna. Supposedly, the dish had been made with locally grown
vegetables, and I was shocked that anything grown on the Moon could taste so
damn…normal.


But it did taste normal. And I so needed normal right
now.


 


*


 


After dinner we went back to the motel, and as soon as I
walked into our room, the day finally really caught up with me. I stood in the
room’s center, and in a movie-like rush, I remembered everything bad that had
happened. Over and over the events played in my head, and I simply couldn’t
clear my head of all that shit long enough to see what my next move should be.
I had wanted to discuss some things with Tan; now, just thinking of doing that
made me nauseous.


“Tan, I’ve got to go to bed. My head’s spinning.”


“I’m sure it is. I can’t remember the last time I spent such
a useless day.”


“Maybe you’ve got to spend one useless day for every useful
one.”


He flashed me disbelieving brown eyes.


“Well, one can hope,” I said.


 


*


 


When I woke the next morning, I felt as if I’d never
actually slept. I felt exhausted, with a capital E-X-H-A-U-S-T-E-D. Unnaturally so. My throat was dry again, only drier than
yesterday.


I turned to my left in search of Tan, who had apparently
woken up some time earlier. Bare-chested, he was half-sitting back against the
bed’s cushiony headboard, his arm on my side wrapped behind his head. I reached
up and stroked the silky tuft of his armpit hair.


His head angled down toward me. “Good morning.”


“Other than your beautiful armpit, I’m not sure how good it
is.”


He grabbed my hand with his other arm. “You look too pale.”


“I don’t feel well, like maybe I picked up a virus or
something.” I smiled gently. “But you looked so content a moment ago.”


His head turned away. “I don’t know…I was sitting here
thinking I feel at peace today. I don’t know why. But maybe when you’re in bed
resting, happiness doesn’t seem so impossible.”


I nodded at him, sliding my arm over his middle and planting
a kiss above his belly button. “You know what? Fuck it.” My eyes lifted to his
face. “Let’s get out of here tomorrow. I’m not looking for where danger is
anymore. I think you’re right: everything’s blown over, and I got off easy.”


Nodding now, his arms closed around me
tight, and then his concerned eyes fell down to mine. “How sick do you
feel?”


“A little weak and achy….”


“That wouldn’t be surprising for anybody, considering we’re
all crammed together here with no moving atmosphere to cleanse anything. You
got fever?” His palm came up and pressed flat against my forehead.


“I don’t think so,” I said.


“Neither do I, but let me get the
first-aid kit from the bathroom.”


I sighed as I watched him slip out of the bed’s casing.


 


*


 


The first-aid thermometer confirmed that I didn’t have a
fever, so we made a plan: we’d go get something to eat; then we’d find out when
the next available space-passage off here and back to Earth would be.


I showered and redressed in my blue moon-suit, both of which
activities made me feel slightly better—not exactly well, but not sick
either, just like I was still on the verge of the latter and had more time to
avert a full-blown illness. I’d find somewhere that served the freshest fruit
juices, and I’d load up on the Vitamin C inside them—and on whatever vitamins I
could find in the motel’s store beforehand.


While Tan got dressed, I organized our stuff in the
room—that way we could leave pretty fast the next day. I’d have to make a
flight reservation. I’d do that later.


Right now, I counted the Travelers Checks I had left, and it
sort of felt like I was counting my blessings. I had a man and a life and a
business and money and friends and my own agency to go wherever I wanted
whenever I wanted. My life had turned out fuller and better than I’d ever thought
it would turn out.


I suddenly smiled at that better life.


 


*


 


When we were in the motel store and I was paying for bottles
of vitamins, the digital space-weather display on the wall behind the register
began flashing a warning about neutron storms.


I felt a flush of worry move up my spine; radiation from the
storms might affect the electrical equipment here, would probably delay any
flights out, not to mention the health effects the storm could cause if a
flight’s shielding failed right in the middle of a storm of radioactive
particles. There was just no way we could fly out
today if we had to, but we probably wouldn’t be able to fly out tomorrow
either.


My earlier happiness deflated down into a
hollowness in the pit of my stomach. Now that I was determined to leave,
I really didn’t want to be stuck here.


Tan must have noticed the digital readout. “Crap,” he said
loudly.


I wouldn’t look at his face. I didn’t want to see what was probably disappointment and worry there. And now I said,
“What did you say about peace and happiness in bed before?”


I heard his groan; then his worried voice. “Do you think
there’s gonna be a breach of the dome?”


“Probably not. But we might not be
able to fly out tomorrow.”


“Great,” he said in a pissed-off voice.


The cashier handed me my change and said, “I wouldn’t worry
too much. They happen all the time here.”


“Yeah, well, I don’t live here,” Tan said to her, and then
he walked fast out of the shop.


I caught up with him in the hall, turned pleading eyes on him.
“Tan, let’s just try to make the best of this. Let’s go back to that same busy
café from last night—the food there was so good!”


A smile slowly spreading on his face, he took my hand.


 


*


 


When we got to the restaurant, the place was as busy as it
had been the night before. We now had to stand in the lobby to wait for a
table. I asked the host for a big glass of water so I could take my pills; then
I chased a multivitamin with an extra Vitamin C pill, which I then chased with
the whole glass of water.


I didn’t feel any sicker than when I’d woken up, but I still
felt achy, especially around my shoulders, where I had an old injury. And my
case strap running over my right shoulder and heavily digging into there even
through my suit—that just wasn’t helping matters.


I sighed. I couldn’t wait to sit down and eat something
because I suspected that would make me feel better….


My suspicions had been correct: when we were seated, had
ordered and had begun eating our order, my throat began feeling less scratchy.


The meal, though, had taken a while to be cooked and served
to us, and my bladder started feeling too full, probably because of all the
Vitamin C.


“Ugh,” I said to Tan beside me on the red booth seat. “Think
I’m gonna have to use the bathroom or I’ll burst right here.” Unfortunately, to
piss I’d have to go through the slow process of undoing my damn suit. I
probably could have waited till the meal was over to take a piss back at the
motel, but…yikes, I really had to go, and having to do that so
badly in the middle of eating my food had begun destroying the meal for me.


I slid my case closer to Tan. “Watch this—I’ll be right
back.” I gave him a quick kiss, which hit the tip of his nose.


We both laughed.


Then I rushed across the packed dining area. I moved down
the long narrow back hall, which wasn’t so packed; apparently, everyone was too
busy eating to be pissing in the bathrooms there.


I pushed open the door to one of the single-occupant
bathrooms; then I locked the door, hung my jacket on one of the wall hooks, and
began opening my suit.


Undoing the snaps took longer than my painful bladder liked,
but eventually I got the damn suit open and was squatting and relieving myself
on a grateful sigh.


Afterward, I did myself back up; then I went to the little
white wall sink to wash my hands. When I looked at myself in the mirror above
the sink, I wished I’d brought a brush in my jacket because the back of my
brown hair was knotted. With my fingers now, I prodded the knots over and over
again, trying to undo them. I succeeded with some, but then I was unhappy with
my face, which had almost no color except a kind of graying fleshy shade.
Bothering with make-up and other pamper-myself shit on
this mission had seemed pointless. And that meant I wasn’t looking my best.


I sighed now as I turned away from the sink—and right at
that instant, the lights went out.


Uh-oh.


I hadn’t yet touched the light-switch, so what the fuck had
happened? It was pitch-black inside, and I hoped the hall wasn’t this way—shit,
maybe it was the storm….


The bathroom door was to my right down the wall, but no
light came from the crack below the door. I began sliding my hands along the
wall toward the door handle…I reached it, but then I had trouble getting the
fucking lock open when I couldn’t see the goddamn thing.


Though it was daytime now on this part of Earth-Moon, it
seemed exactly zero light from the clear dome encasement above the café’s
building was making its way inside. And what the hell had happened to any
interior emergency lights? Both the dome and the café must have had them.
Everywhere did; it was a law….


I heard voices and movement—coming from farther away. The dining area or the kitchen or both? The noises were
scattered, the voices somewhat distressed.


Finally I pulled open the door and stepped into the dark
hall. I thought I heard my name, or names—from Tan? First
“Pia!” Then “Stacy!” But there were other
voices entwined, other names too, the sound of scraping chairs and rushing
bodies, a very faint spot of red light coming from that direction….


I felt a movement behind me in the hallway, but before I
could turn around, this horrible chemical smell assailed my nostrils and burned
my sinuses.


For an instant, I felt confused and the odor made me gag;
then the next instant my confusion intensified when I realized something was
pressed against my mouth; then my confusion collapsed into a
nothingness….









…My head hanging low, I woke up seated in a hard chair.


My eyelids felt so stiff, so heavy; at first I could only
breathe, and only very slowly.


Then the breathing gave me enough energy to open my eyes,
first one, then the other…. Once they’d adjusted to
being as aware as my mind, I saw that the chair below me was silver, my bare
wrists were cuffed close together, and so were my ankles over my pants. There
were two tethers attached to each set of metal cuffs, and each of the lines was
attached to the same chair arm on my right.


I began to sweat; I had a headache. The lights in the big windowless
room surrounding me weren’t that bright, but they were too bright for my
pounding head. The chair was near the room’s center, and there wasn’t much
furniture inside the space. At first I thought I was alone; then I saw him.


He was standing across from me but off to the side near a
long black table with a radio on top. The radio was silent, and the man was
grinning at me.


Now he came closer, and his glassy wide eyes were the first
thing I noticed. They weren’t eyes from a friend; they were eyes from someone
who saw me as a thing, not as a person.


I yanked at the tethers, but the chair was too strong, or I
was too weak, or maybe both.


“Forget it, bitch. You won’t break free.”


He stood right over me now, and then he hit me in the face—BOOMPUSH
his fist sounded like in my ear. I could tell by the force behind the blow that
he wasn’t a Sander, but my Sander’s body wasn’t exactly made of steel, and I
hadn’t exactly been feeling my best today.


My cheek hurt, my jaw began to throb. And I’d have a nice
bruise there, if I survived long enough to develop one.


He had drugged me; I had pissed, inside my moon-suit. I felt
the damp sticky urine covering my right leg. My eyes looked down at myself. The
locator button beneath my suit—had it fallen off? Why wasn’t there a cavalry
here to save me? What had gone wrong? Who was he?


“What is this?” I mumbled through the persistent pain pulse
coming from inside my face.


“This is payback,” he said, and then he moved off to the
side to grab a folding chair.


While he moved, I quickly eyed my surroundings further, eyed
my chair, the table at the far end, and then his face when he pulled his chair
quite close to the front of mine and sat back. There was something familiar
about him, about his slim body in his jeans and his thick blond hair…but I’d
probably just caught a glimpse of him in the café dining area before he’d
knocked me out.


Where was Tan…? Oh Tan—why do I always find myself
in these situations…. I would have cried right
then had my captor’s aggressive brown eyes not been staring right in my face.


“You—you sent me letters,” I said to him, my voice weak.


“I sure did. Got someone else to do it.”
He must have seen the confused look on the good part of my face, the part he
hadn’t hit. “Oh—you thought I was there? Naaa. I won’t go to that shithole. Plus, it’s much easier to get
away with murder on the Moon, as you know.”


“No,” I said, a sinking feeling in my gut. I’d finally
gotten confirmation of what the hell had been going on; unfortunately, it
wasn’t exactly what I’d call “good news.”


Now I spoke faster: “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”


“My brother Martin is what I’m talking about. He was killed.
Here on the Moon. Oh it wasn’t listed like that—it was listed as ‘accidental
ejection from an illegal shuttle flight’. But I know better.


“One minute he’s on the Moon talking to me over the
airwaves; then he’s missing. It took me a few years to find out what really
happened—he was actually shot. See, I did a little sleuthing myself. I like
that kind of thing. You and I have that in common too.” He grinned at me, and
there was something about his teeth—small and very straight. Like beady eyes,
he had beady teeth. And they were the creepiest teeth I’d ever seen, even worse
than Ronin’s….


I thought of something now. And then I said, “What do you
mean ‘too’?”


“Oh, we’ll get to that. But first—I’m so excited that you’re
here that I want to share my plan with you. I’m sure you’ll agree that it’s
ingenious.


“It took me some time to set up, and there were a bunch of
possibilities. My brother’s enemies. I sent out
personalized feelers to all of you. And I enjoyed every minute of it, waiting
like a spider in a web for when a bug pulls one of the strings—and by then it’s
too late. That’s you and it’s too late.”


From the beginning I’d wondered if some random nut had just
gone down a list and sent the letters to a bunch of people. I hadn’t known then
that I was right about everything, except the random part. And, at this point,
I wasn’t sure if random would have been worse….


“I’ve been waiting around different places,” he continued,
“but you’re the only one who showed up at any of them. Congratulations on your
cleverness.”


I swallowed. I didn’t know how to respond; I wanted to say
something to keep him talking so I could keep thinking. But the fog in my brain
from the chemicals he’d used on me wasn’t helping me think….


How did I get here? Where was my jacket…? Now I
remembered—fuck. I’d left it in the café’s bathroom, along with my gun inside
one of the pockets….


The guy continued talking, through a bizarrely
amused-looking face now, his mouth wide and his teeth proud. “I saw you from a
Diamond newsfeed on Keron. Little Andrea. But she was
calling herself Pia—and aren’t you a big deal now! But I know the truth: I knew
who you were right away. How could I forget?”


How could he, indeed, but how had I forgotten him?
Had I known him, or had he just known me unbeknownst to me? I felt like I had
known him…wait…the Andrea name. I must have met him through Martin, but then I
didn’t remember his having a brother….


“Our history together doesn’t really matter though: you
killed my brother and you deserve this,” he said fast, the amusement gone, his words like icicles stabbing me. Then he pulled a
fat-bladed knife from behind him to emphasize the stab of his words.


Now I said fast, “Your brother was a child killer!” And then
I realized that my statement had been the exact wrong thing to say.


His other hand came toward my face again, and this time his not-a-Sander
status didn’t matter: he punched me so hard that I saw black, and then I saw
nothing.
















…Someone had put my brain through a
concrete mixer…. I woke up again, my head churning and pounding.


This time I was lying on the floor near the chair, my wrists
and ankles still tethered, but I must have been out long enough for him to feel
secure enough to move me.


My jaw ached; how terrible my face must have looked….


He stood over at that table, popping some red pills into his
mouth. And then he came closer again, staring down at me. “You don’t remember
me, do you?”


I didn’t remember him…but should I have remembered him?
There was still something, something about his face….


“I feel insulted,” he said. “I remember you. Really well. That night, the three of us,
in that room at May’s. Yeah. That was hot. I think you do remember.
You’re just playing hard to get.”


A storm had started inside me, a storm of memory, and then a
storm of hate against myself. The storm raged and
raged and raged onward, because now…I suddenly did remember. That
orange room, the low light, the heat, our bodies. I had picked up the
one, Martin, or he had picked up me. And then the one had turned into two. His
friend wanted to join us, he had said, his friend, Jerry, and I couldn’t refuse
an invitation to two men….


It seemed my UPG training had been even better than I
thought: ever since I’d killed Martin, I’d successfully blocked all the goddamn
details of that night, and I was suddenly so very very
very sorry I’d blocked it. Not for the night’s sake,
but for my life’s sake.


But now it came back to me. My stupid stupid stupid fucking goddamn
mistake with a one-night stand with two men. Two
brothers. And this nut above me was one of them.


“I see it coming back to you,” he said now, grinning,
a slight touch of red on his teeth from his pills. “But I guess the fuck wasn’t
good enough. It didn’t mean anything that you could cut my brother down. I
think you liked me better than him—tell the truth.”


I said nothing to his bizarre competitive statement: how the
hell could someone best respond to that?


But I also said nothing because I hadn’t liked either of
them better than the other, and I still couldn’t remember enough of the
sex-specifics from that night. I had been so wasted….


“Women always liked me better—younger and cuter, don’t you
think?”


No. He was younger, but he wasn’t cuter. They had both been
nothing spectacular, with somewhat vacant faces. But I’d stupidly thought that
embarrassment over the mini-orgy might have been responsible for their
emotional absence that night….


Though I didn’t really agree with the one above me now, I
nodded in agreement with him anyway. At this point I’d do anything to keep him
talking because that would be one more moment I’d have left to exist.


“We grew up together,” he said now, his eyes looking wilder,
maybe courtesy of the pills. “Martin taught me everything I know. Different
dads though. A drunk of a mother, but she was a nice mother still. I used to
bring her chocolate for Valentine’s Day. We celebrate that on Keron too. It’s
very nice. You should come there sometime…ooops. You should
have. Now it’s too late for you, just like it’s too late for my brother.”


I watched the hate flare into his eyes, eyes he must have
worn during the whole time he’d carried out his plan.


“I don’t…understand,” I said now, through my painful jaw.
“How did you find me here?”


“Last night at May’s—I was there at a back table. I had on a
hood. I didn’t expect you to walk in, but I was hoping it was you who did it.
It had to be someone he knew but wouldn’t suspect. You were just a nobody, just some chick he fucked. But that’s when I
figured you might be a somebody. He was too cautious
about who he went with.”


“Then why’d he spend the night with me…I only just met him.”


“That’s not what he said.”


“But it’s true. Anyone could have gotten to him. What makes you think it was me?”


He laughed then. “Are you kidding?”


I could feel blood creeping into my face. I shouldn’t have
tried lying like this. I was in too weak a state to pull it off. Too much had
happened….


“You clearly know the business we’re in, and I know
you aren’t who you say you are.” He straightened up more and smiled down at me.
“As much as I love this foreplay-talking with you, it’s time to actually get on
with your demise. But first I’m going to fuck you, for my sake and his.”


I swallowed hard and blinked, but he suddenly moved away
from me and toward that table.


As he moved, my mind worked fast, and I realized he’d made
several mistakes.


While I was first unconscious, he’d left me clothed, and
even if he could cut this tough suit off, he couldn’t cut it off without
cutting me, and I could tell he wasn’t the type of guy who’d rape a corpse. He
was the type who wanted to make you feel every second of the extreme pain he
was causing you. So he’d have to take off my suit the normal way to rape me.


The radio was another mistake. His walking away gave me time
to examine the chair beside me more. I realized now that though it had been bolted
to the floor, the chair wasn’t metallic. It looked like a composite, and
composites were more likely brittle.


The final mistake was taking me off the chair and the
tethering: when I now used all of the strength I had in my stomach and
inch-worm-like moved closer to the chair, the tethers slid farther down the
chair arms to where they became much narrower legs. But, more importantly, the
tethers effectively slackened and lengthened, giving me more mobility….


He stood by the radio, and music finally blasted into the
room.


“Kill—kill—kill,” the singer screamed.


Sweat coursed down my neck and fell to the floor. But as he
came closer, I made a show of moving nearer to the chair as if I were
frightened. Well, really, I was frightened.


But I wasn’t dead yet, and when you weren’t dead, there was
always hope.


I curled my body closer to the chair, and my arms and legs
closer too, but to my left side more.


He flashed the knife’s blade over me, an ominous silver arc
through the air. And when he spoke now, his voice was a deep shout: “I’m going
to fuck you and then I’m going to carve you. But the fuck comes first because I
know how much you’ll enjoy it.”


He laid down the knife out of my reach; then he bent over me
and began undoing my suit’s snaps.


And a moment later when he was sufficiently distracted by
his task, I rammed my fists right into his face, ignoring the lances of pain as
the cuff edges dug into my bare skin.


The area under his right eye split, and I tasted his blood.
I rammed my fists lower now, to right above his heart. He fell back to the
floor, struck dumb by my blows.


But his dumb state didn’t last long enough.


“Never mind,” he rasped at me in a hate-filled voice.
“You’re fucking dead now.”


He tried to get up and reach for his knife, but he was still
winded by the chest-punch so was too slow. With a sharp thrust upward, I used
my legs at him now, aiming for his nuts. Only I missed!


My boots hit his hip, but I was less successful at causing
him so much pain; he didn’t fall back this time. But he did move sideways out
of the reach of my legs.


Shit shit shit!


Frantically my arms yanked at the tethers again, over and
over in rapid bursts of motion—I heard a sharp crack as the chair leg broke—


—And then I heard another much louder crack—the door. It was
torn off its frame, and the next thing I knew someone else was in the room.


Jericho jumped up and spun around; then there were three
sharp loud cracks, Jericho fell, and it was over.


Blood poured from his head, pooling not far from the chair
beside me.


“Shut that off!” I heard someone yell over the music that
was still playing, though a quieter song had started. But I recognized the
yelling person’s voice: James’s voice.


As more people began rushing in and coming closer, I
experienced a slight twinge of an I’m-a-failure
feeling. Would I have gotten out of this an instant later, or would I have been
dead right now? It seemed that, lately, I’d been unable to save myself from
rotten situations after having spent most of my life doing just that. Now I
kept literally finding myself with my hands tied….


Suddenly I spotted Tan’s hair—his frantic head motions as
his eyes searched for me. He finally found me while looking through the bars of
the chair.


And I realized then that I’d slept with three of the men in
the room. One was now extinct, the second was a scumbag, and the third was my
perfect man, the one I adored, the one who’d come into my life and canceled out
all the others.


His perfect face now moved over mine; his hand lay against
my cheek ever so gently. “Pia,” he said, a tear dropping down onto me.


I wished I had the energy to touch his sad tear. But I found
I couldn’t move….


“I thought I lost you this time for good. But your face…the
side of your face is swollen. And you’re bleeding bad.”
He looked down at my bloody arms and suit, where it had been opened. His eyes
shifted up to me as he grabbed my wrists. “Did he…”


“No…your usual punctuality saved me. Though
I just got the chair arm loose.” I began lifting my hands in that
direction; then when I realized doing that hurt too much, I quickly dropped
them back down. “I punched him, he was winded….” My voice morphed into a heavy
breathing. I suddenly didn’t want to relive any of it. And talking sent waves
of hot pain into my jaw.


Tan’s fingers repeatedly pressed on my wrists, to help stop
the bleeding. “We would have been here even sooner,” he began now, but James’s
voice behind him interrupted our conversation.


James was pointing at the body, and now he said to someone else:
“Take out the trash.” He looked over at me. “Get some medical help in
here—fast! Then dissect the room….”


He kept giving orders, but his voice started seeming too low
to me. And then I noticed a flash of space-black straight hair in the distance
behind James, then Tan’s dark hair came closer above me, and then keeping my
eyes open became much too difficult….


 


*


 


…I next woke in a bed. My wrists still felt restrained and
still hurt, especially my right one. Through a still-pounding jaw, I moaned or
mumbled, or both.


But when I opened my eyes, I saw Tan’s face, his beautiful
face, his sad brown eyes…or maybe they were half-happy? Yes, they were happy.


His soft hand was on mine below my wrist bandage, and now he
squeezed my hand. “We have the same blood-type. You lost too much blood; I gave
you some of mine.”


“Oh Tan,” I said, and I closed my eyes as he pressed the
side of his face to mine.


I could feel him crying against me. “Don’t
ever do this again. Don’t ever almost die.”


“I’ll do my best,” I said. And now I felt him laugh a
little. “How long have I been sleeping?”


“Over a day,” he said. He fell silent for a moment, and then
he pulled back and out-of-the-blue asked, “Who was that woman?”


My questioning eyes moved to his. And he said, “Tall, black
hair, very long fingers. She shot the nut like she did it every day for
breakfast.”


“That’s Molotov,” I said. So she had actually been in the
room….


“She was here at the hospital yesterday. She left you this.”
He handed me an envelope, and for an alarmed instant I remembered those other
envelopes; then I wondered if I’d developed a paranoid fear of envelopes the
way I had of whether planets would hold together….


I opened the envelope and inside I found Molotov’s
handwritten message on a small piece of paper:


 


I’ve paid my personal debt to you: one life for one life.
Don’t be a stranger for years again.


 


I put the message back into the envelope and laid it on the
table beside the bed. My eyes traveled up to Tan. “How were they here? What
happened?”


His eyes briefly closed and his head shook just as briefly.
He seemed to not want to remember. But I needed to know….


“The fucking locator wouldn’t work,” he finally said. “It
was working all the time—then just when I need it, the goddamn signal goes
out!”


“The storm…” I began.


His dark head nodded fast now. “Yeah.
Everything was pretty much down for a while, but battery power should have
taken over. Only it didn’t in some places. What a fiasco. People went a little
crazy in the restaurant, but the emergency lights finally came on and I ran
into the bathroom and found just your jacket; then I ran around the main street
looking for you—and found nothing. Then I contacted RG. I expected him to be on
Earth, but my communication was rerouted, and of course he was here. He wound
up getting on a flight right after you told him about that death.” Tan’s steady
eyes were on me. “With the pandemonium inside and outside on the street, I
don’t know how the hell he got you away from the café.”


A memory came to me then, seeing the inside top of a
moon-car, then smelling the terrible bitter odor…. “A car, a
car. I woke up at one point—I think we were on a narrow backstreet at
the dome’s edge; then he knocked me out again with some chemical…. How long did
he have me?”


“Eight hours….” Tan’s face seemed to sink in on itself. He
was on the verge of more tears. As quick as I could, I grabbed his hand.


And then his wet dark eyes shot up to me. “Two of them I
spent like a crazy person running around staring at a readout that wouldn’t
show me shit. RG was over at 7; then he took a private shuttle here first
thing. We figured the guy couldn’t take you to another colony so fast because
of the storm—the locator flashed a general location for an instant—then the
readout was gone again! RG had someone with him who played with the damn thing.
Then we finally got the general signal again—then more of a pinpoint. The
storm’s effects began dying down a lot. Don’t know what would have happened if
you hadn’t been wearing the locator.”


But, going on his crying eyes now, he knew what would have
happened. And so, for that matter, did I know.


And I was as glad as a person could be that it hadn’t
happened.


 


*


 


The doctors told me I had to stay in the hospital at least another
day, so I slept through most of that next day.


Tan came to see me for a few hours late in that day, partly
to tell me Nell had tried to contact James that morning at the Headquarters.
He’d told Tan about it and Tan had called her back, left a send-via-phone
message saying that everything was okay.


Knowing Nell, I doubted that would be enough for her to
hear. But, when I was basically stuck in the hospital, there wasn’t much I
could do about assuaging any worries she might have.


A nurse brought me my dinner, and after Tan helped me eat
it, he then helped me wash up in the bathroom; I had to do that more carefully
than normal because I didn’t want to wet the fake-skin bandages and make
healing take longer. My right wrist had been damaged the worst, had required
more stitches: that one had been farther from the chair….


I finally slipped into fresh hospital pajamas and got back
beneath the bed’s white sheet—and that was when Tan told me he’d spent the day
hanging around with James, helping him “dissect” the other crap. They’d also conferenced in a secure Communications room, where they
viewed and later made a copy of the film Tan had taken at the bar.


Worry filled my mind and I sat up higher in the bed. “Don’t
do so much without me!”


“Relax, relax,” Tan said, gently coaxing me back down onto
the mattress. “I told him I’d only do the minimum till you were better. He said
we’ll all conference on the ship on the way back tomorrow. He arranged the
flight. He came by last night but you were asleep. And he’s taken a motel room
right beside mine too, for safety.” His dark eyes rolled; then they fell toward
the door to the hall. “How’s he working out?”


“He” apparently was a thick-necked member of the posse James
had assigned to guard outside my room. Earlier The Thick Neck had poked his
head around the door and, perplexed by his presence, I’d asked him who the hell
he was. And he responded that the “other thing” hadn’t been solved, so he was
there to keep an eye on my well-being. “Once we’re all on the ship, you won’t
have me hovering around you anymore,” he’d said, grinning big, which made his
neck seem not so big….


He must have heard we were talking about him now: I saw his
head poke around the frame, saw his grin again. Then his head popped away
again.


And for the first time since this whole fiasco began, I
one-hundred-percent wanted to be back on Diamond, where I could take care of
myself without any outside interference, where I had more control of my own
life.


But first we had to go back to Earth, which we did the next
night.


And Tan and I weren’t in our room on the ship for even an
hour when James knocked on the door and told us we needed to do some work.


There were no UPG approved security areas on the ship or
anything, so James had commandeered the ship’s Communications room.


He made one of his people do a sweep around for bugs; then
he told the ship’s Communications technician to disconnect all the power to the
console panel. Once that guy had done that and left, James locked the door and
sat down on the console chair with his back to the big panel, crossing one of
his beige-panted legs over the other as he leaned back.


I sat opposite him, but Tan remained standing. Pressing his
shoulder to the wall on my right, he slowly leaned back, looking very relaxed.
Actually, both men looked very relaxed, but I didn’t feel at all relaxed.


While I was happy to leave Earth-Moon, so many questions had
so far remained unanswered. I hoped James—and Tan—had some answers now. Yet I
had a feeling that wasn’t exactly how this meeting would go….


“Well, Pia,” James began, “you scared the shit out of us,
but I, for one, am glad you’re all right.”


“Yeah, I’m sure you are when if I wasn’t, it would be no
skin off your ass. Give me a break.”


He lowered his head, but I saw his eyes move in an
exasperated way and his lips curl into a small smile. And then he said, “I’m
glad to see your sharp mouth is back to normal.”


To my surprise, I heard Tan laugh. But I just sort of
scowled at the room.


James glanced at Tan. “We couldn’t go over most everything
before, so I need to debrief both of you now, and then send some of the info
back to my people on the Moon.” He looked at me. “I need you to tell me exactly
what went on with Jericho.”


I did what he’d asked—well, I didn’t tell him everything to
do with me personally. I couldn’t, especially in front of Tan. I totally left
out about that night with Jericho and his brother….


Beneath my white shirt, I broke out into a sweat. Nothing
about the whole situation was easy for me to discuss, especially because I
really wasn’t free to discuss everything. I had to pick and choose which things
would be more important to discuss, and which of those would hurt me the least
to discuss and harm me the least over time.


The whole horrible incident with Jericho seemed to have
happened so fast, even though it had really been going on for weeks and had
been brewing for years on the nut’s end.


However, ever since the day he’d captured me, my memory had
been coming back more. And now I remembered how I’d thought I hit the jackpot
that night with the two brothers. Normally, that would have been true with
fucking two men at once. But, when both of the men were psychopaths, the word
“jackpot” wasn’t anywhere in the equation.


When James had first presented me with the ring-job, I’d
looked down at the file and immediately recognized “Martin,” whose real name
was thought to be Mark. James hadn’t intended that I would be the killer. But
then he’d seen my face, the recognition there, and then I realized I’d be the
best one to get Martin—could probably get the closest to him out of anyone
James had access to using.


Just like Jericho had remembered me well, so had Martin. So
the actual job on the Moon had wound up being easy.


However, just like my selective editing during today’s conference,
back then with the ring, I’d left out the information about my having been with
the second man—I hadn’t thought it relevant to anything, and, really, it hadn’t
been. I didn’t need to give the UPG knowledge of the one man in order to kill
the other man. But, I probably should have wondered that the two men had so
easily shared one woman; it was if they’d done it before, so they were probably
close to each other somehow….


Sitting in the room with both James and Tan, I left
everything at this: I explained that Jericho just wanted revenge for his
brother’s murder. That would have to be enough revelation, for both James and
Tan.


When I was done with my accounting of the events, James
asked Tan for his opinion on what he’d seen, which
hadn’t been much and was mostly from that night in the bar with Dylan.


“That woman near you in the video,” James suddenly said,
referring to the tits-out woman, “I knew she looked familiar. Just found out
before that she’s the daughter of someone important.”


Both my eyes and Tan’s shot to his.
“Who?” I asked fast.


James nodded just as fast. “Nothing
relevant to this case. She’s not involved. She’s just rebelling against
her identity. That might have been why she was so, um, over-the-top at the
place.” He laughed; apparently, he couldn’t help laughing. Neither could I, for
that matter. Tan just shook his head and rolled his eyes.


Then the mood in the room sobered up, and James turned to
me. “Do you think Jericho killed Dylan?”


I considered that a moment…then, shaking my head, I sighed.
“No. Half his head was blown off, and that wasn’t Jericho’s style. Now his
brother was another story….”


“We never knew Martin/Mark had a brother, or that he or
Jericho came from Keron. Well, what did we ever know about Jericho especially? Just bits and pieces of his existence.”


“It’s like you’ve said about the lack of info from Keron.
But, maybe you need to consider changing that and keeping an eye on the place,
considering that I’m not impressed with anyone I’ve met from there so far.”


James snorted a little. “Pia, I want to confirm that Jericho
did admit to being in the ring business, correct?”


I nodded. “Not in so many words did he say that, but, yeah,
he indicated he was in it.”


“Well, unfortunately, the question still remains: who is the
ring-leader of the re-emergence? I just haven’t determined that. Yet. But, I’m confident that your efforts will help us solve
this.”


I flushed. At least one really good thing might come out of
the fiasco….


James continued, “I’ve got people working on gauging the
exact structure of that, as well as figuring out Dylan’s case, which we’ve had
to literally steal from the Moon police.” His mouth twisted in an unpleasant
way and he flashed us a look. “He’s on this ship.”


Now I understood the discomfort in his face. “James,” I said
slowly, “do you think he was playing both sides somewhere, like on the
titanium?”


“Another thing I’ve yet to determine.”


“But,” Tan said on a frown, “I’m really confused here at
both your reactions. Jericho was watching Pia before he took her. So why
couldn’t it be him who killed Dylan?”


“Too sloppy, too stupid, probably too stoned,” I said.


“I don’t know,” Tan replied. “He almost succeeded over you.
I hate to say that, but it’s the goddamn truth, Pia.”


I felt my face redden, but before I could say anything, Tan
continued as he looked at James, “Dylan did find out about the ring, so that’s
a loose connection between him and Jericho.” Now Tan turned back to me. “And
just because Jericho took a hit of drugs in the room with you doesn’t mean he was
always stoned. He might have been more a seller than a user. Some people can do
hard drugs occasionally and still function for the most part. They can also be
in control of something then.”


“Tan,” James said now, “I don’t think he was in charge
because I think his part was just a side-one to the ring. His kind do the same thing repeatedly. They’ve got one note to
play, and his was drugs. He was responsible for the party-side to the first
ring. He probably supplied them with drug-junk whenever they had the ring
going.”


“Then that would mean the others involved are stoned
sometimes too,” said Tan. He seemed to not want to leave the topic…but now I
thought he had a point: sometimes even the dumbest and mentally unhealthiest
crooks just keep getting away with something simply because they keep getting
lucky….


I suddenly realized I’d said this out loud when I hadn’t
intended that.


“Well,” said James on a sigh, “if two out of three of us
think there might be something to this, then I’ll do further checking. It’s
certainly possible Jericho was the ring-leader this time—like brother,
like brother. And if that’s the case, Pia will have solved a lot more than she
realized.” He gave me a sort-of smile. Then the sort-of smile quickly faded.
“But,” he continued, “if it’s not him, maybe it’s
someone like him. That’s an angle I need to look into—like maybe drugs are
inherently tied in with all this.”


“Hang on a minute…” I said now, lifting my eyes to the
ceiling for an I’m-thinking instant. “I just realized
what was bothering me in the ring-file—there was something in an autopsy on one
of the kids. I mean, I’ve wondered how they kept the kids going under such
horrible physical circumstances. But maybe they got them hooked on something….
God, can this get anymore horrible….” I shut my eyes tight, my left hand gently
curling around my right wrist as if supporting it that way would make
everything that led to my injury disappear.


“I’m sorry, Pia,” I heard James say. “Maybe we shouldn’t
have done this yet. You’re still recovering. And it’s out of your hands now
anyway, unless you both want to change your minds about continuing working for
us….”


His face moved to mine first, then to Tan’s, but, in unison,
we just gave him a stony look back.


“All right. I can see how strongly you
both feel about this.” James’s mouth twisted a bit. “I’ll get in touch again
before you go if there’s anything new I can tell you as a wrap-up, but I can
only tell you more before I de-instate you. Or I can remove you from the roster
now. Your choice.”


“Do it now,” said Tan.


“For me too,” I added. “Like you said:
it’s out of my hands now, and that’s the way I prefer it.”


“Okay then, as soon as I get back into my office, I’ll put
you both on inactive. I’ve got someone else in mind to work the ring case more
anyway.”


“Who?” I asked.


“It doesn’t matter,” James said. “Or at least it shouldn’t
matter to you.”


 


*


 


The rest of the trip back to Earth seemed a superquick one, probably because I slept almost the whole
the time. I didn’t see James or his crowd again, and I was so damn glad to
leave not only them behind, but also the Earth-Moon.


When we reached New York Port, Tan also seemed so damn
glad—to have an opportunity to come back to the Earth again apparently.


I watched as his eyes quickly spotted Lanie then. And my
heart melted more than a little as he bent over and pulled the dog’s excitedly
shaking white body into a big hug.


 


*


 


We had to remain on Earth for a few days till the next
flight out for Diamond—well, there was an earlier flight, but it was one of
those basic ones on a not-luxury ship, and luxury was something I really needed
right now. I also needed to build up a bit more strength before going on a long
interplanetary flight.


And I wanted to delay our flying back for a third reason: so
Tan and I could see The Diamond Sphere together. He had once said how much he
wanted to see it, and this time would be our chance.


Shortly after we got to our new hotel room in that same
Earth hotel, the front desk gave me a message that Nell had just contacted the
place and wanted to talk with me.


It seemed like months since I’d last spoken to her; I went
straight to the Communications room to call her back.


I waited for a while to see if she would return the call…she
did. And seeing her round smiling face put a smile on my own face.


She was sitting in a Citadel Communications room, and she
came closer to the screen now. “Pia! I’m so happy to
see you!”


“Me too!”


“Tan left me a message that you’d be there—” She abruptly
stopped talking, and her face instantly fell; I watched her press a quick hand
to her stomach. “Pia—what on Diamond has happened—your jaw is bruised!”


 My hand flew to my face, not too hard because I still
had tenderness there—though, thankfully, it wasn’t a broken-jaw induced
tenderness. But I was glad Nell had seen me today rather than a few days
before—the swelling had lessened since.


I suddenly remembered my bruised, bandaged wrists. And as I
spoke now, I whipped my hand back down, hiding both my wrists below the screen.
“Nell, I’m fine. Really. So how are you?”


“What do you mean—how am I. I’m worried of course—about you.
I haven’t been able to find out shit—”


“Don’t worry—I’ll explain more when I see you again. Right
now, I’m kind of all talked-out about all the crap. We’re getting a flight out in
three days, so we’ll be back in a week.”


“Oh Pia, I have so much to tell you, especially that the
sentence finally came through—Ronin got thirty years!!!”


I had been so consumed by this latest insanity, I’d almost
forgotten about the old insanity. “Well, that’s certainly good news,” I said
now.


And then Nell explained that, as I’d suspected would happen,
Ronin hadn’t gotten a death penalty because he’d pled so readily to the lesser non-conspiracy
charge. And now I remembered how during my part of the trial, there had been no
talk of the video wherein he confessed, and the prosecutor had warned me
beforehand that he probably wouldn’t get life if a plea was made on the deal
that the judge wouldn’t allow the video in as evidence to the jury.


The judge must have viewed it before he’d agreed to dismiss
it, and I wondered if his having viewed it was why he’d dismissed it. He must
have seen that Ronin looked beat up, like he’d been forcibly coerced. All
along, I figured that would be a problem at the trial….


I felt the old burning anger inside me: Ronin’s sentence
really wasn’t long enough. He could possibly get paroled at some point, and I
didn’t even want to think about that.


But I also didn’t want to depress Nell by appearing anything
other than pleased. So I smiled as big a smile as I could muster up without
feeling like a total fake.


Then Nell said, “I also wanted to tell you that I accepted
that job for MSA that I told you about—I hope that’s okay?”


“Of course it is.”


“Oh Pia, Annie’s been making even more noises lately. I
think she keeps saying ‘Pee Pee’—for her Aunt Pia!”


“I certainly hope she is,” I said on a smile….


A little later, when I told Tan about the Ronin-news, he
said, “Well, that’s one chapter on the book of your past you can close now.”


“Yeah,” I replied. “I just hope I can close them all at some
point.”


 


*


 


For the rest of that day, I remained in the room. Then the
next day Tan and I decided to go on one brief, guided tour—brief because Tan
insisted I shouldn’t strain myself.


“This is nice,” I told him as we were walking beneath the
sunshine along a street toward where the tour would start. “I should almost die
more often so you’ll take me out and baby me like this every time.”


“That isn’t funny,” Tan said in a hard voice.


“Well, at this point, dark humor’s the only kind I have
left. I feel spent.”


“Will you…” he began, but then his mouth moved wordlessly,
as if he didn’t know how to say something.


“Spit it out,” I told him, bracing myself
for something bad, which he’d seemed on the verge of saying.


“Well, will you ever tell me more? Like what happened on
Earth-Moon the first time?”


I nodded at him, slowly. We were early for when the bus
would be picking us up for the tour, so now I walked toward that same park we’d
spoken in before we’d left for the Moon.


As I moved, I suddenly remembered Jericho’s
words about Martin’s having been shot. But how had Jericho known that?
Had someone seen what I’d done? Or maybe Jericho’s sleuthing had led him
to some information about the corpse? I didn’t know the answers to all that. I
hoped I’d never know, because if I ever did, it would probably mean I was on
trial for murder….


I stopped moving in a spot in the park where no one else was
around. Tan stepped closer to me and said, “I once asked you how you knew he
was dead. I’m still wondering about that.”


“Well, Tan,” I said, “I knew he was dead because I shot a
hole in his chest, brought him outside, and kicked him off the far side of the
moon.”


“Holy shit,” Tan said, running his hands through his hair. I
saw their shake. And I also saw his head turn away from me till I couldn’t see
whatever look was probably on his face. But then I wasn’t sure I wanted to see
it.


My voice shook when I spoke. “You’re thinking about those
skeletons of mine again.”


His head whipped back to me. “Wait a minute—Sanders are
strong but not that strong. You can’t just kick someone off there.”


I sighed. “In the mining colonies, there are these tubing
and barge systems into space, where excess dust from the mining’s sucked up and
taken away from the Moon. I kicked him into that tubing. The dust pumping did
the rest.”


He shook his head and his mouth was tight as he turned away
from me again.


It was very sunny that day, in the Earth way of sunny, where
everything seemed really bright and clear to your eyes. But that meant Tan’s
distaste was also really bright and clear—to my eyes.


I felt very depressed now as I spoke. “What the hell would
you have done? I don’t see how he didn’t deserve what he got.”


“Neither do I,” he said. “It just
troubles me that you were the one who did it. Or maybe a better word is that I
can’t fully understand it.”


“If you’d been through what I’d been through, seen all the
things I’d seen, you’d understand it.”


He was nodding now. “You’re probably right.” A hard sigh
burst from his shaking lips. “I’m sorry: I’m doing it again—sounding too
judgmental or something. I just worry a lot, like people can get tricked into
things. Like you with the UPG.”


I flashed him ironic eyes. “I think that by now the Jericho
situation should have shown you there was no tricking going on. The two of them
were the real sick deal.”


“But you didn’t know Jericho then and what he’d do later.
How could you be sure what they told you about Martin was true?”


Not for the first time, I wondered if Tan was bothered by
all this because he was also a man I’d slept with, and some part of him was
mistrustful toward me now, as if he was thinking: how much did I need to see
before I sold a guy I’d been involved with out—or snuffed the guy out? This was
why I’d buried so much of my involvement with Martin, even inside my own mind;
Tan’s reaction today was why I hated that he had to find out even an iota of it
all.


“Tan, I just know,” I said to him now. “When the job came
up, I did my own research. I saw something…a tape on the black market. I must
have had a bad feeling about what I was doing all along because I always tried
to verify everything on my own before I worked a job.” My eyes moved to his.
“Like I’ve told you, I’ve seen so much terrible stuff. The two brothers aren’t
the only horrible situations.”


I lowered my voice again, standing closer to him. I kept my
eyes away from his, staring off at a group of short fat trees with limbs that
touched each other, as if for support. “Things look black and white from the
outside, but sometimes you do things for others. Like the time a kid could have
been minus a mother if it wasn’t for me. I didn’t do this job alone. I was
undercover. There were two more with me. We were only supposed to get
information. But then they disappeared. I found them bound up, naked, bloody
and badly beaten up, and about to be executed by a bullet to the head. Instead,
I gave the guy a bullet to his head. When I untied them, they each took my gun
and shot him too. I like to think we all three killed him. I never asked what
he did to them while they were gone for two days, but it was clear that it was
something horrible. It broke them. Neither of them was the same after that.”


I dared a look at Tan’s eyes and found that they had been on
me; his lips were slightly open. And then he said, “I wish you’d always tell me
everything.”


“How many times have we been over this? You know I can’t
tell you everything. It’s something you’ve just got to accept. Like I’ve said to you: even normal people in normal relationships
don’t tell each other everything.”


“I’ve always wanted the other kind of relationship: the one
most people don’t have.”


“Maybe someday you’ll have it,” I said. “We’ll
have it,” I added.


“Who was it you saved? Can you tell me that…was it Molotov?”


“Yes,” I said fast, and I began walking again. “Let’s go on
the tour. Let’s forget all this now. I want to see the Earth more; I want you
to see the Earth more.”


“You know, I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to look up old
family members.”


I turned to him, watched his somber profile, which was
tilted down at the ground. “You never even indicated you wanted to,” I said
now.


He shrugged. “Didn’t think of it till this moment…. Eh, I
don’t even know them, so I’d probably feel too uncomfortable seeing them
anyway. I’m just a bit curious is all, about where I came from.”


“Aren’t we all,” I said. “I’m sure there will be other
times, other opportunities to come back.”


“Yes,” he said, nodding.


 


*


 


We were finally on the tour bus as it moved over roads, some
of them back roads that hadn’t been used much in a long time.


In the distance beyond the Domesticated edge, birds and
bigger land animals moved as if they didn’t notice us watching, because they
probably didn’t notice. They were too busy trying to survive in what should
have always been their normal way: within their own sphere, without human
interference—though that interference would always be there if only indirectly
in some areas, especially in places that had been so destroyed they’d probably
never recover enough to support much life. They were denuded, with hardpan
polluted soils. Big swathes of acreage—effectively gone from
the biosphere.


The bus passed near one of those and the driver narrated
some of the issues the place was now experiencing; he said both an above-ground
and below-ground clean-up were still going on, just like with that river Tan
and I had seen on the day we’d arrived.


But, unfortunately, not enough progress could be made in
this ruined spot, so this particular environmental overhaul was due to be
abandoned soon.


At this point in the tour, gloom seemed to coat the faces in
the bus, or at least it coated my vision. I felt tears in my eyes; then I felt
them slip down and over my mouth. Quickly I wiped there, but Tan must have
seen; his arm wrapped around my back, pulling me closer till my head lay
pressed against his shoulder. I hoped we’d leave this place and pass through
something more positive soon….


We did, about fifteen minutes later: a spot right on the
border between the Domesticated and Wild. We all had a sort of picnic there; we
munched on food while standing outside the bus.


And the warm Earth-Sun dancing on my hair made me feel a bit
better, like maybe, somehow, there would be better days ahead for not only me
but for the Earth too.


 


*


 


Late the next morning Tan said he wanted to go out and get
some more video of his one last look around and of Lanie. He asked me to come
with him, but I wasn’t up to it; the days had finally caught up with me, and my
limbs just did not want to move at even close to normal speed.


After he left, I ordered a sandwich from room service; then
once I’d eaten it, I lazed around on the couch in the room and began to doze….


A knock on the room’s outer door woke me. I sat up, rubbing
my eyes and sighing.


“Hang on a second!” I called. I thought of my case and gun
lying near the head of the bed, but then I decided against walking that far.


Half a bottle of tart fruit juice sat on the coffee table in
front of me, and now, hoping the tartness would wake me more, I took a quick
sip from the bottle, before slowly walking to the door.


I looked out the viewer hole, feeling a surprised jolt to
see James standing there.


When I opened the door, he walked in saying, “I came to say
goodbye.”


I nodded at him and closed the door; then I moved further
into the room to finally sit back on the couch.


“Where’s Tan?” he asked me then.


“Out.”


“Oh. I was hoping to say goodbye to him too.” He sounded a
bit disappointed, and I wondered if this were all an act. Everything that
happened next kind of confirmed my wondering….


“I’m sure you were,” I said, my voice very dry.


I watched him move over to the room’s wide window, watched
him pull the curtain aside more to let the Sun stream in. It fell onto his
face, making his profile glow. Briefly, he closed his eyes. “I mean it. You’d
have to be blind not to see you’re good together. I think you deserve that.”
His hand dropped the curtain. But he remained staring out the window. “You know
what my life’s been like for years and years?”


“Work. Your life is work.”


He nodded fast, glancing at me. “True. But I do have a bit
of free time. For a while I spent it running around from one woman to the next,
even one a week at one point. I could never find one like the woman I was
trying to replace.”


Uh-oh.


I shifted on the couch. Then I said fast, “Don’t do this.”


He seemed to fall silent, lost in his own world, before he
said, “You think I don’t hate what happened to your parents, huh? Well, I do
hate it. I’ve tried to make things work for you—to smooth them over, give you a
better, more cooperative image in front of any…bad elements.”


I heard something in his words, and then I made the mental
connection, my eyes widening, my back sitting up straighter. “It was you—you
told the news about me helping Diamond.” I should have known all along that Hu
hadn’t done that. Why would she have? There would be nothing in the telling for
her, and she hadn’t been in the business of helping me, no matter our brief
past alliance.


James’s nod was slow now, the blue eyes he turned on me
knowing. Then the knowing look faded and disgust replaced it. Slowly, he shook
his head, apparently at himself. “And it seems that very thing put you in
danger. Maybe he saw you that way—because of that. You said he told you about a
newsfeed….”


“Forget that. It’s over. You didn’t know. And it’s my
fault: I started a new life using an old name. And I didn’t keep a low-enough
profile in the new. I’ve behaved stupidly.”


“We’re only human,” James said. “Even if
some of us humans come from Diamond.” His eyes fell right on me again.
“You once said I have no heart. Do you still think that?”


“Well…maybe you’ve got a heart-seed sprouting in there now.”


He laughed, and it was something he really should have done
more often: he looked younger when he laughed.


His noisemaking finally died down and his gaze turned pensive.
“I think one of the secretaries at work has been eyeing me. Do you remember
her—Anita? Short, black hair?”


“Yeah, I remember her. She helped me and Tan with the
glasses.”


“Well, what do you think—would a woman go for me, especially
at work? I’m a little leery of approaching her. The one time I tried the
‘office-romance’ bit, it didn’t exactly work out.”


“I don’t know what to tell you. You need to find someone you
have more in common with. That just wasn’t me.”


“I know,” he said, surprising me again because I’d expected
him to say the opposite. “But,” he added now, “a
person doesn’t always go for the sensible partner.”


He was right. I just really, really wished he hadn’t been
talking about me. I had enough complication in my life right now, thanks!


I had been looking down at the floor. But now I heard his
sigh, his long sigh. “Well, this is it then—goodbye. I know I’ve bumped you
out, like you wanted. But I’ll be honest: I can’t promise I won’t ask you to do
another job.”


“And I can’t promise I’ll always refuse doing another job.”
I shook my head—at myself. “Christ, I am so fucked up.”


James laughed again, looking younger again. Then he sobered
up fast, and his eyes darkened. “I have something else to tell you: in the
Moon-place where J was staying, I found a naked picture of you.”


My stunned mouth fell open, and for a moment I couldn’t
breathe. This was something I didn’t remember at all…. “What?” I finally
croaked through the confused fog in my brain.


“You heard me. But don’t worry: I destroyed it right away. I
figured you wouldn’t want Tan to see it especially.”


His eyes remained on me in a strangely focused way, and I
wondered if the picture somehow showed what I hadn’t told him or anyone else
about that night with Jericho and Martin….


But I didn’t want to give away anything more to James, so I
didn’t indicate any worry over the photograph (at least verbally…). Instead, I
asked, “How do I know you didn’t keep it for yourself?”


“Who says I don’t have one already?” He was right. He did
have one—one I knew about but had since forgotten about until this moment. I
wondered what to think about that now; I wondered if I should demand the
picture back. But, if having it made him feel better because that was all he
had left of me, then I didn’t see any real harm in his keeping it.


There was a rather lengthy silence; then he finally moved
closer to me. “Say, listen, Pia: would Tan approve if I kiss you?”


Uh-oh again.


I almost shot off the couch. …But his face looked really
sad, and it was the kind of not-skin-deep sad look a person couldn’t really
fake, even as good a fake as James was.


So I said to him now, “Whether I’d approve is the
more important thing.”


“Well, would you? …Do you?”


I didn’t respond. But I must have approved to a certain
degree because his mouth came down toward me then and I didn’t pull back. I
didn’t return the kiss either, except his mouth was open and mine automatically
opened slightly too…but then it was over fast, and he was moving away from me.


“You’d better go,” I said.


“I know,” he replied. He was staring down at me.


And I suddenly felt bad that I’d never thanked him for
helping to save my life on the Moon. I thanked him now.


A small tired smile shifting over his mouth, he nodded and
said, “My pleasure. Just remember that if you’re ever over this way again,
don’t be a stranger.”


I snorted a bit. “You’re the second person to say that to me
lately.”


He flashed me curious blue eyes.


“Molotov was the first.”


He nodded again, faster this time. “Molotov is volatile.”


“Oh—you think?” I was laughing.


“You’ve got a lot of friends, Pia.”


“Well, considering all my goddamn enemies, I wouldn’t say a
LOT of friends. But I’ve got enough.”


He smiled down at me, saying, “Make sure you have a safe
trip back.”


Then he walked to the door and out of the room.


I remained on the couch. The Sun was pouring in, turning
everything a rich, golden color.


I thought of home, I thought of The Diamond Sphere, I
thought of the house Tan and I lived in together, I thought of all the colors
inside it, I thought of my friends, Nell’s smiling face, little Annie,
Roberto….


And then I felt most of the confusion I’d been living with
for weeks finally leave my body as a sort of peacefulness took its place. Life
was still dangerous, so was my past. But I had anchors now that kept me from
getting lost in the confusion of my past especially.


My most important anchor finally walked through the door,
calling, “Hey!” to me as he flashed me a warm smile beneath his beautifully
arched black brow. “How are you doing—feeling?”


“I’m fine. I’m just sitting here,” I said.


He walked over to me, and now I saw the warmth in his face
immediately die. “What is it, Pia? You look like something’s wrong. Your face
is so red.”


“Maybe it’s the Sun,” I said, when I knew it wasn’t. Tan
seemed to know it too: his dubious eyes stared down at me, as if ordering, Tell the truth.


“James was here,” I admitted now, sighing. “He came to say
goodbye.”


Tan’s hands latched onto his hips in his bright blue pants,
and his lips twitched nervously. “He was here while I wasn’t—what the fuck is
that? I haven’t been gone that long—he must have been waiting for me to leave!”


“Yeah, he was waiting outside so he could pounce on me once
he got me alone…. Please. He came to say goodbye to both of us. I believe that.
He showed up over an hour after you left.”


“Well, so then if he just said goodbye, why the fuck do you
look weird?”


“Tan, I’m going to be honest: he kissed me.”


“What—what?!?” His eyes frantically
bounced around like angry ping-pong balls, as if he wanted to punch every wall
in the room.


“Calm down,” I said.


“Calm down—what the fuck’s happened—”


“Nothing—nothing!”


“You don’t want to be with me anymore—is that it—”


My eyes lifted to his, and I slid to the edge of the couch,
shouting, “NO! You’re overreacting, goddammit.”


He seemed to calm down some, seemed to still. “Well, how do
you expect me to feel? I come home to my girlfriend telling me she made out
with her ex.”


“Again, you’re exaggerating. It was a two-second kiss. And
I’m still not at my best back to normal—I’m in air that just isn’t the best for
my body. I lost too much blood. My thinking isn’t at my peak. Neither is my
response time right now. He kissed me. I felt bad for him. As
hard as it’s been for me to get out of the system, it would be even harder for
him. He’s stuck. He can’t extricate himself and he’s got no life in
consequence. I can’t explain my behavior any better than that. You haven’t been
as deep inside, so you can’t see what I’m saying.”


“Great. That’s just great. So you and he understand
something together you and I never will.” He fell back onto the other end of
the couch, pushing his hands against his forehead, his elbows against his
knees.


I turned to him more. “Tan, do you think I want to hurt you?
Never! But there’s something else you’re not seeing: he could find out who
ordered my parents’ murders.”


His head shot up. “So you’d sleep with him for that!”


Quickly I slid toward him. “I never said that, goddammit.
I’m saying I can’t break off all ties with him. And I can’t keep him as
an enemy. I might need his help someday. There’s always a small chance the
information is there somewhere—shit, he might have it already! A couple of
times, I thought it seemed like he did…. But maybe the time for him to reveal
it hasn’t been right. I’ve waited this long to find out. I can wait longer.”


“And how do you know he won’t use that to keep you around
because he’s got the hots for you?”


I rolled my eyes till they landed on his angry face. “‘Keep me
around’? We’re layers and layers away. He’s got a life here; I’ve got a life
there. Do the math.”


“Okay, then back up a minute: you said his extricating
himself would be hard. Well, he’d never help you find your parents’ killers if
he was still tied to there, and it looks like he will be for forever.”


“There are ways to get people information without going
through the system.”


“Did he SAY he’d do this, or you’re just using this as an
excuse for your fickle lips?”


A laugh burst from my “fickle lips,” but I wasn’t feeling at
all humorous. “Okay, so, tell me something: all that time we spent around
Arlene, those days together, you never once felt anything, like you never once
undressed her with your eyes or anything, for old time’s sake?”


He didn’t respond, at least not with words. But his head did
turn away, far away. I suspected he was hiding his anti-poker face. “See what I
mean?” I said. “And you still need to deal with your jealousy.”


Now he looked at me. “Like you’ve never been jealous of me
and Arlene?”


“I have. You’re right. But I don’t consider myself at my
best then. Jealousy is mostly stupid. The thing in this case is: James had a
minute of a kiss from me, but you’ll have my kisses for the rest of your life.”


He didn’t seem to know what to say to that; his lips moved
but no sound came out…except for one of his sighs finally. He ran a hand
through his hair. “I wish we could go home already.”


“We can, whenever you want. I think I’m fine to fly today
even. But I thought we’d wait another day—that way, we’ll get out of the main
flume in time to see The Diamond Sphere in full brightness together. You said
you’ve always wanted to see it. Now you can see it with me—I mean if you still
want to.”


He was sighing again as he slid closer to me, finally
pulling me into his arms. “Goddammit, you’re still such a bad girl.”


“And you just love it,” I said, hearing him laugh into my
hair.


My right hand slid up and around to rub the familiar warm
nape of his neck beneath his soft, thick hair. “Where’d you go today? You never
said.”


A small sigh from him. “I had Chiso
take me down to the port. I played with a bunch of the dogs. It’s easier to
leave that way, not getting too close to one. I decided to spread the love
around.”


“I bet they adore you. Just like I do,” I said.


And his arms pressed around me tighter.


 


*


 


The next night we finally said goodbye to the dogs in the
port.


I watched Tan as he bent over and gave Lanie one last hug
and pet; he tried to hide his face from me and probably from everyone else
there. But when he stood again and just wouldn’t raise his face, I knew what
the problem was.


He finally let Lanie go fast, and we walked away. I threw an
arm around him then, squeezing him tight as we continued down the long hallway
toward where the ship waited.


 


*


 


Though this ship was a more expensive trip and was both
newer looking and nicer looking than the first ship we’d taken from Diamond,
this second trip didn’t seem any better.


I felt lonely this time compared to the last time; Tan
seemed very lost in his own thoughts, which he didn’t seem inclined to share,
and I soon found myself missing Eleanor’s company.


Unfortunately, no one like Eleanor talked to me this time;
the people on this ship just didn’t seem as friendly.


Fortunately though, this flight itinerary was more of an
express ride, with no side trips, and that meant Tan and I would get home
faster.


We also wound up reaching The Sphere faster than I’d
planned. But when we did, we were nevertheless ready for it.


We stood before the big view-screen wall in one of the
ship’s lounges. The wall was wide; the image seemed even wider. The ship had
just exited the main space flume to The Diamond Layer, and an infinite-looking
black lay spread out before us. My eyes latched onto the touch of fog-like
banana-yellow at the center, but almost instantly, the yellow expanded like a
big balloon about to encompass everything around it, including us.


At the center of the ballooning yellow sat the growing speck
of Diamond; it was shining a brilliant silver-white, as if it were the most
perfect star in the galaxy, and the four bodies seemingly orbiting it couldn’t
help being attracted to its perfection.


The image, the ship’s approach to it, its seeming approach
toward you—it was like something you’d seen in a nighttime dream that you never
thought would be a reality, but then suddenly there it is right in front of
you, your dream vision made substantial….


“Wow—I had no idea it was this incredible!” Tan said, his
mouth remaining slightly open afterward.


“There’s no substitute for experiencing things with your own
senses.” I slid my hand over his wrist, my fingers inside his, and they finally
closed around mine.


And then we stood there staring in silence till the yellow
glow began fading and the normal configuration of this part of space began to
take precedence.


“Since yesterday I’ve been thinking a lot about what’s
really been bothering me lately,” Tan said now, his eyes still on the view. But
his voice lowered when he spoke again, and he turned his head to me. “I don’t
want to upset you, but I need to say it: it’s the men—the men in your past. I
mean,” his voice really lowered now, “you fucked a child killer and that fake
James, and now you’re fucking me.”


My hand slipped from his, and at first I didn’t know what to
say; he’d kind of said everything, at least everything he knew. And I wasn’t
about to enlighten him on anything he didn’t know. Plus, I felt afraid that no
matter what I could say, it would be an error; it  just
wouldn’t make a difference to his opinion of me, of my past, of us.


But, if nothing else, I was always willing to take risks for
the things I thought were right, for the things I wanted. And I wanted Tan. I
wanted him more than I wanted anything or anyone.


I finally said to him now, “Tan, that
I’m with you says a lot. Don’t you see? You’re the lone diamond in the miles of
coal my past dealings with men have been.”


He lowered his head and nodded, and there was a sad smile on
his face.


I grabbed his hand again, gave it a tug. “Why do you think
you’re so special to me—that I care about you so much?”


“Well, I thought it was because of my big always-hard
penis.”


I laughed so hard, my chest hurt. He joined me, his louder
laughter echoing off the big wall before us.


A few heads in the room turned our way, but I only smiled
back at them.


Then I turned to Tan again. “You know, I’ve been thinking
too. I’m thinking that maybe I should just can MSA and see if I can join Nell
in her jewelry business.”


Tan laughed again now, even louder.


“All right,” I said, frowning, “I know it sounds
ridiculous….”


“You trade in wearing a gun for wearing pliers? You bet that
sounds ridiculous!”


“Well, at least I should change what I’m doing at MSA, maybe ONLY provide guards for businesses. If I keep doing
the same damn odd more-dangerous jobs, I feel like my past will keep
intersecting with my future, like I’m keeping my past alive then. At the least,
I’ve got a bunch of things to think about and rethink….” My voice trailed off
into a sigh.


“I’ll be here when you do that thinking,” Tan said then,
squeezing my left hand.


I tilted my left wrist to move it to a better angle—and as I
did that, I caught sight of the flesh-colored bandage there still.


That wrist was half-healed, was only a little sore compared
to my other wrist, which was quite sore.


But, occasionally, I felt a sharp, pointed pain in both my
wrists, as if they were reminding me of what I’d been through, making sure I
wouldn’t totally block those events as I’d totally blocked so many in my past.


I thought how unfortunate it was that you couldn’t have
everything in life: my moon-suit’s pants and boots had saved my ankles from
damage, but my suit had been unable to save my wrists.


However, though I had been beaten and broken, I had also
survived. And in the end, wasn’t survival everything?


My eyes had been on my wrists, but now I turned away from
them, raising my face to the vast image of space on the wall. There were dots
of bright color among the deep black, and those bright spots pulled me forward,
pulled me away from my past and toward the future.


And I knew then that just like my wrists would be all right
someday soon, so would I be all right.
















About F. P. Adriani



 

I have an academic background in engineering and science, and
a degree in space science in part. For years I worked as a scientific copy
editor for a nonfiction publishing house. I’ve been writing for over 26 years,
and in that time I’ve written 19 novels and many shorter works.


Diamond Deception is the third book in my Diamond
Universe. Diamond Sand is the first Pia Senda novel, and Diamond
Sphere is the second.


Other works in my Diamond Universe: Backflow, Hellscape,
Endland, Destinations And Captain’s Choice, and Lead
Me To Paradiso.



 




cover.jpeg
D&CEPTQN

/49

F P. Adriani





