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      To my dog Bear. He may not always point me in the right direction, but he always leads enthusiastically.
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      At first, there was no reason to think that a bullet fired from a gun was anything other than what it was: one murder in a city steeped in pain. One mercy in a world of malice. I should have avoided the case at all costs. It should have been obvious from the get-go that the job was bad news.

      Then again, maybe a job that reeked of lousy consequences didn’t seem so bad after a long string of jobs that just plain reeked.

      “Demarco,” I said by way of introduction outside the dingy door of the small apartment, “Jude Demarco. All things found, all things fixed.”

      Gregory Wells peered up at me from the open door of his Lower Fish District home. He was oldest man in the whole of Heavy Nicodemia and looked the part. His thick, blue-framed glasses made his eyes look like they might pop out of his head. “You’re not my regular plumber.”

      “Folks are complaining about the smell.” A vegetative rot wafted out of the man’s tiny apartment, competing even with the sour, slick smell of the Lower Fish District. “I work for dimes.”

      He stepped aside to let me in. “You can fix anything?”

      “Only if it’s broken.”

      “You’re not my regular plumber,” he repeated.

      He was right. I wasn’t.

      “Quite an accomplishment, being the oldest guy in the Heavies,” I said, picking my way through his cluttered apartment.

      I was a big guy and there was hardly a space where both my elbows could swing without knocking over a relic of Wells’s long life. His age was especially impressive considering he had even outlived almost everyone from the other beads of the station. Nicodemia’s Heavy bead had the lowest average lifespan. Both Haven, whose spin-simulated gravity was closest to that of Earth, and the Hallows, which featured luxurious lightness, boasted longer average lifespans by at least a decade.

      “All’s I had to do was wait,” Wells said.

      “You’re a patient guy?”

      “Not very.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m here.”

      The creases in the old man’s jawline deepened.

      It only took a few minutes to disconnect the trap under his sink. “What did you flush down here?” Black gunk slopped onto the floor as I pulled the plumbing apart.

      The raisin of a man peered at me over a handheld tablet computer. “I can wait for my regular guy.”

      “Regular guy’s going to take weeks.”

      “Not for me.”

      I dredged another clot of black sludge out of the fibersteel tube. The vegetable reek rolled out of the pipe. “Are these pistachio shells?”

      Wells peered over his tablet as another lump of shells clattered onto the floor. Plumbing wasn’t exactly my area of expertise, but it hardly ever got anyone killed. Investigator, medic, handyman. I’d take any job the residents of Nicodemia had to offer. Sometimes it even paid.

      I rapped the pipe on the floor one last time to verify that it was clear of debris. How long had he been stuffing shells down the sink? “Are pistachios the secret to longevity?” I asked.

      Wells said, “Burt always asks that, too.”

      “Burt?”

      “My regular guy.”

      “What do you tell him?”

      “I go on a long walk every day, and I avoid the bad districts.”

      “That’s a lot of districts.”

      “Depends on your definition of bad.”

      There was a knock on the door and Wells left me as I mucked out the rest of the pipes. I took a long, flexible wire and snaked it as deep as I could down into the black tube. Gray water opened pretty quickly into a larger pipe, so I knew from experience that there wasn’t far to go. As the final clump of shells came dislodged, I heard another voice at the door, too low for me to hear.

      “You’re not Burt,” Wells said.

      The voice mumbled. I started fitting the pipes back in place.

      “Demarco?” Wells spat my name like it was a curse. “Who the hell is Demarco?”

      This time, I heard the voice a little clearer. “He’s trouble in a trench coat.”

      I shoved the trap back in place and sat up. “Anders?”

      Wells blinked at me from the door. “Who the hell is Anders?”

      “He’s the guy you’re talking to,” I said.

      Behind him, Patrol Officer Second Rank Paul Anders stood in his blues, hat clutched to his chest in performative respect for the elderly. His face brightened when he saw me. “Demarco! Thank God.”

      “Wouldn’t be my first choice.”

      “Someone said you were in this building. I’ve been knocking on ever door.”

      I hauled myself to my feet and looked him right in the eyes. “Why is it never a friendly visit?”

      “Because you’re not that friendly.” Anders glanced back down the hall. “You know what I needed to go through to track you down today?”

      “All the bad districts?”

      “Heavy Nicodemia isn’t so bad,” Anders said. He was a beat cop and should have known better. A while ago, the crime lords had run into some trouble, and the bead had been scrambling to solidify its criminal identity. Was it a crime family town or a place of pure anarchy? Maybe it was somewhere in between. All I knew was that I dealt with the worst of it every day.

      I turned to Wells. “Five dimes is the usual for a job like this.”

      He narrowed his glassy eyes at me. “You aren’t the regular guy.”

      “I’m aware.”

      He looked down at the floor. “You’ve left a mess,” he said, finally.

      “I usually do,” I said.

      “That’s the truth,” said Anders with a crooked smile. Anders was the only cop I genuinely got along with in Heavy Nicodemia. He was also a decent man and almost what I might call a friend.

      I washed my hands in the sink. Wells’s towels all looked like they hadn’t been washed in the last decade, and maybe not the one before that, so I dried my hands by running them through my somewhat shaggy hair. “Dimes,” I said to Wells, feeling a little bad for charging the old man. “I gotta eat.”

      Wells disappeared into the apartment’s clutter.

      “If I’m so bad, why are you coming to me?” I asked Anders.

      “It’s a unique case,” Anders said. “Figured we’d get a unique perspective.”

      “We?”

      “I’m working under a fella named Smalley. Detective.”

      “That so?” He had my interest. Anders had wanted to be a detective since he joined the force. “Is this an official mentorship?”

      “More like an assistant position with no expectation of advancement.”

      “Sorry to hear it.”

      “You and me both.”

      Wells dropped three dimes—not five—into my open palm, without anything resembling an apology. Rather than protest, I let the old man shuffle me outside.

      “Level with me, Anders,” I said once we were on the street. “This Smalley guy know what he’s doing?”

      “Usually? Yes. This time? Not a clue.”

      “What’s so special about this case?”

      “I’d rather let him show you.” Something about this Smalley guy made Anders nervous, and I didn’t like it. “He said not to reveal too much. We’d like your take, and he doesn’t want to taint it with too much prejudice.” He said that last bit like it was a direct quote.

      I said, “You gotta give me something.”

      Anders sighed. He stood in the doorway looking up at me for a long time. He was tall for a native of the Heavies. They tended to grow short and burly from a combination of gravity and nutrition. He was clean-shaven and square-jawed, though, and if I had to take the measure of it, I might call him handsome. He didn’t deserve the hard time I gave him, but fair was fair and probably none of us deserved the hard times we got.

      Meanwhile, I was a monster towering over the residents on the street. It was a miracle I’d managed to maneuver around the tiny apartment to get old Wells’s plumbing under control. Times had been rough for handymen excommunicated from the Trinity AI.

      A gray haze had fallen over the bleak afternoon. The three beads of Nicodemia all had the same general layout. They were a spiral, wider in the center and pointed at the top and bottom. The beads spun around a great false star, absorbing heat and energy from a constant flow of power. Heavy Nicodemia was at the very end of a big chain, making its centrifugal gravity the most intense of the lot. Wells’s apartment was in the lower third of the spiral, and therefore one of the heaviest of the Heavies.

      “What’s the story?” I pulled a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of my tan trench coat and offered one to Anders. When he refused, I lit one with a slender lighter and watched the smoke drift upward into the yellow cone of light. “I need to know what I’m walking into.”

      “You really happy doing jobs like that?” Anders said, sticking his thumb out at Wells’s apartment building. The red fiberbrick rose into the gloomy night. The building might have been one of the originals from back when Nicodemia was a generation ship destined to distant stars.

      Now that we were here at the distant stars, the ship became a station. The poor and derelict Heavies became poorer. More derelict. Meanwhile, the wealth of the Hallows only grew.

      “There are dimes in plumbing,” I said.

      “The blue would take you,” he said. “You have the skills. All you need to do is reconcile with Trinity and you’d be a proper detective.”

      My laugh sounded more bitter than I intended. “If being a detective is so great, why does Smalley want my help?”

      Anders fixed me with that inscrutable gaze cops get when they know you’re up to no good, but they can’t prove it.

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it. I can go places you can’t and find things hidden from regular folks.” Being excommunicated had its advantages. Sure, Trinity wouldn’t open doors for me or turn on lights if I was the only one in the room, but it also wouldn’t hide uncomfortable truths from me. That, and people never expected to find someone walking in the dark. “But part of being the upstanding, loyal arm of the law means not hiring people like me.”

      “Unless it’s absolutely necessary,” said Anders.

      “Which is why I’m curious.”

      Nicodemia’s central spiral featured a trolley track, which rumbled with activity all hours of the day. Now, as gloom settled over the expanse above, a trolley rolled to a stop not far from where we stood. Anders motioned me to follow and waved it down. It waited for us, something it never would have done for an excommunicated fellow like myself.

      Once aboard, he said, “You remember a while back when that guy from Earth showed up with an Earth-style revolver and a handful of lead bullets? Remember how everybody freaked out?”

      “Lead bullets can cause real harm to the station.”

      “Which is why they’re not allowed, and when they show up, they disappear fast. That guy’s gun was confiscated and destroyed. Trinity absolutely freaked out until we verified that it was destroyed.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      Anders fixed me with a gaze more serious than I’d ever seen on his young face. “We’ve got a victim with a heart full of lead, Demarco.”

      “And Trinity’s freaking out?”

      “Not a single blip.” He held my gaze. Finally, after a few slow breaths, he blinked. “Trinity’s not tracking the weapon, not identifying the shooter, and not pushing the police to mobilize. Nothing.”

      I watched the bustle of Heavy Nicodemia’s gray afternoon as it hurtled through the emptiness of another day nestled among all the nothings it failed to fill. Hearts were broken. Livelihoods lost. The bent wailings of a sad guitar pierced the damp atmosphere, rising above the tops of buildings and falling deep beneath the fiberstone streets. Heavy Nicodemia didn’t sing the blues—it was the blues. Something about this bead resonated with the deep misery of the soul and refused to say that everything would be fine. It wouldn’t be fine.

      But life would move on anyway.

      That’s how we played the blues in Nicodemia.

      “I’ll help,” I said. “Can’t say it’ll do any good, but I’ll help.”
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      Anders led me straight to the center of Heavy Nicodemia’s great spiral, where the Cathedral of Saint Francis of Assisi towered above a bleak and abandoned yard. By the time we arrived, the light gray of the foggy afternoon had transitioned into the dark gray of the Nicodemia night. Lights like pinpricks dotted the exterior spires of the neogothic cathedral, and the entrance lay open like a tomb. Inside, a police-blue glow deepened the tone of the fiberoak pews.

      “A church job?” I said, hardly believing where he was taking me.

      “The victim was a technician,” said Anders as we stepped into the blue glow of the sanctuary. “He was called in to work on the church’s recycler.”

      “The one that’s used for funerals?”

      Before Anders could answer, a man in a cheap three-piece suit pushed his way through the double doors to the right of the sanctuary.

      “It’s about time,” the man proclaimed. His voice boomed in the resonant space. His thick mustache twitched under his narrow nose. He stuck out a huge hand with stubby fingers. “Smalley.”

      I shook the hand, more than a little taken aback by the man’s iron grip and three-pump power shake. “Demarco,” I said when he released me.

      “The kid says you know a thing or two about disappearing.” His eyes raked over me, then dismissed me as if I were as insignificant as a grain of sand on a trolley track. “I sent him out hours ago.”

      “Pretty impressive that he found me at all, if you think about it,” I said.

      He crinkled his nose at me. “Guy your size? Hard to believe anyone ever loses you.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if I’ve ever not been lost.”

      Smalley peered at me and his bushy eyebrows furrowed. “All he did is ask your sister.”

      “Clever.” My sister, Angel, didn’t always know where I was, but she had an uncanny ability to send trouble my way.

      Smalley grunted and motioned for me to follow. We left the sanctuary and moved into a room drowning in blue police lighting. There were a couple of uniforms standing around like they were tired of trying to look busy. In the far end of the room, the wall was dominated by a round bronze door. The recycler. It was closed at the moment, but during a funeral it would open to allow the casket and body to return to the station’s ecosystem.

      “The last good deed,” I muttered. A person’s final donation to the station was the one good deed they couldn’t avoid, like the opposite of original sin.

      “And the man who works on it.” With a sweep of his hand, Smalley gestured at the corpse in the center of the room. “Don’t mess up my crime scene.”

      The man lay in a dark pool of blood made black by the blue lights. He was a slender man with blond hair and round glasses. A flickering reflection from the bronze recycler door played across his angular features, transforming his gaunt features into something demonic. Without stepping any closer, I could see, just under the breast pocket of his coveralls, the bloody wound that was probably the killing blow. Another wound had pierced his shoulder. The name embroidered into the other side read, Rawls.

      I took a light from my pocket and shone a pure white across the scene. It didn’t reveal anything I wanted to see. Blood shone like a dark mirror in moonlight, and the man’s face showed the thin lines of scratches across the cheeks. I stepped a little closer.

      “There was a fight,” I said, “but not recent. Maybe a day old.”

      Smalley grunted. He held up a clear plastic envelope with a gray lump in it.

      I didn’t take the envelope but shone my light on the pitted surface. It looked like a tiny asteroid suspended in a sheen of its own ice. “Lead?” I said it as if it were a guess, even though Anders had spoiled the secret.

      “Found it there.” Smalley nodded to the bronze door.

      On closer inspection, I saw the bullet hole. The door wasn’t solid bronze. There may have been a sheen of real bronze over the molded fiber of the door. The texture of the imitation metal was cracked. Splinters spread across the floor several paces away from the door’s surface, plainly visible in my white light. The bullet had done some damage to the door, even after winging the victim.

      “Could have been worse,” Smalley said.

      “A man’s dead.”

      “Techs tell me that the big recyclers like this use a reinforced bladder of recycling fluid.” He knocked on one of the walls next to the chamber door. “Bullet hits anywhere from here to the end of the first pew, and we’ve got a fluid leak.”

      “Sounds wet.”

      “It’s the kind of wet that eats the floor, walls, and anyone made of organic material.”

      “Even as it is, it’ll need some serious repairs in here before the next funeral,” I said.

      Smalley said, “We tried the door. It’s not going to budge.”

      I drew the obvious conclusion. “So, you know the gun wasn’t recycled here.”

      “No way they could get in. No records of it happening. No evidence that the broken door was rammed shut after the murder.”

      “That’s a lot of damage for one bullet.”

      “Small caliber,” said Smalley. “Probably just a twenty-two. Clipped his shoulder.”

      A spray of blood peppered the floor, wall, and door. Far more spray than expected from the plastic or ceramic bullets common in Nicodemia. Those lighter bullets killed well enough, shredding organs and exploding flesh, but they didn’t punch like a lead bullet, even a small-caliber one. The big bronze door had been closed when a single shot was fired. That shot made its mark across the room like an abstract artist splattering a canvas.

      “Messy,” I said, still peering at the pattern of blood. Something about it drew me. It was a graphic display of the man’s soul violently leaving his body. “Any idea who Rawls was, other than a recycler technician?”

      “Just a cog in a machine. A nobody doing his nobody job.” There was a hint of irritation in Smalley’s voice.

      “Nobody is nobody, Smalley,” I said. “Your job ought to have taught you that.”

      “We’re all nobody, Demarco,” growled the detective.

      I took a step back. “Rawls arrived to run diagnostics on the recycler. Something was broken, and the church called in a maintenance request.” I looked to Smalley.

      He nodded a confirmation at my assumptions.

      I pointed at the open toolbox next to the body. “He started setting up his tools before opening the recycling chamber. Tools like these are specific to the trade, and when a guy like this works on a big job, he wants the whole array of tools spread out before him. It’s like he’s a surgeon and he doesn’t want to have to go digging around once he’s elbow-deep.”

      Anders poked his head in the room. “Dispatch says they have something.”

      Smalley kept his gaze focused on me. “Keep going.”

      “He wasn’t here very long,” I said. “His box is still mostly packed. You’ll want to check his time of death against the church’s Mass schedule. A gun like that’s going to make some noise, and even the most oblivious Catholic won’t be able to ignore that.”

      “Is that your professional opinion?”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “The gun’s not showing up on any records. Not through Customs, not through crime records, not on any video surveillance. It’s a ghost.”

      “Trinity will track it.”

      “Not this time.”

      “That’s why you think I can help?”

      The detective scoffed. “It was Anders’ idea. He thought you were good at this kind of thing.”

      “Am I?”

      “Passable.” Smalley’s mustache twitched. “Surveillance puts Rawls entering the church through the back door at the same time as the seven o’clock mass let out in the front. His timing is perfect, so he must have known the schedule.”

      “And his killer must have known his schedule.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “You still think this is random?”

      “It’s not been ruled out.” Smalley’s gruff voice was small.

      He couldn’t have truly believed that it was a random killing. More likely, he was clinging to the hope. The alternative was too ugly.

      Ugly and difficult. The blue had a reputation for laziness. I wondered if Smalley bucked the trend. It didn’t seem like it. The question was: why was I there?

      “The way I see it, the killer had to have been shooting from here.” I stepped into position and crouched down a little to indicate the correct angle. “Rawls was working on unpacking his toolbox. Heard a noise and stood up. Bang.” I pulled the trigger of a finger gun. “Rawls dies immediately. He collapses backward because the punch on a bullet like this is a kick to the chest. One of the bullets continues into the door, and the killer turns tail.”

      “How does that make it not random?” asked Smalley.

      “Because right here”—I stomped my foot—“is about a mile away from that door. If someone had stumbled in on Rawls, they could have easily left before he saw them. If he had something they wanted, why not just sneak up behind him, pop him on the head, and take it.” I reconsidered. “Or better yet, steal it from his toolbox as soon as he moved into the other room.”

      Smalley blinked. “It’s a stretch.”

      “It’s a fact.”

      He waved me away from the spot where the killer had been standing. “It’s a theory. We’ll consider it.” When he saw that I wasn’t to be mollified, he said, “Random violence is a lot more common than you think.”

      “No violence is random,” I said. “Not a murder, not a theft. Nothing.”

      “Not even the wreck of a shuttle?”

      The words hung in the air like rotten meat. My parents had been killed in the wreck of a ship called the Benevolent, and I’d been the one to cause it. At my command, the ship had spun off into the void, disconnected from Haven Nicodemia, where it was attempting to dock. It had been—and still was—the most shameful thing I’d ever done. Trinity had rewarded me for it—for prioritizing the safety of the station over the safety of my own family—by granting me the mixed blessing of excommunication. That wreck was the sin that ate away at my soul every hour of every day.

      Smalley’s dark eyes bored into the side of my head. “I guess we’ll find out more when the Benevolent’s orbit brings it back around.”

      My palms felt like cold fish. “Back around?”

      “Lot of secrets on that ship,” he said, coming closer. “That going to be a problem?”

      “You don’t need my help,” I said. “Anders says dispatch has a lead.”

      His mustache twitched. “You and I both know that won’t play out.”

      I swallowed the acid taste of my tongue. “It’s not a random killing.”

      “Then prove it.”

      I didn’t know what his game was or why he wanted me close. I didn’t know what dirt he thought he could pull up about the Benevolent. All I knew was that he was going to learn something about the wreck that I thought had been flung out into the farthest depths of space and lost forever. He knew I needed that the way a junkie needs to take one more hit before it all goes black.

      I took one last look at the crime scene and breathed in the reek of its consequence. This case could change everything. It could ruin everything.

      “I’ll find your killer,” I said. “And you’ll tell me what you learn about the wreck of the Benevolent.”
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      I stared at my own haunted eyes in the hazy mirror on one wall of the tiny storage space above my sister’s diner. Behind me, my giant dog Cain snored, taking up half of the tiny bed in my tiny room. I shrugged my coat onto my shoulders, and it hung from my bones like a tarp thrown over a bag of sticks. I wondered at how much mass I’d lost recently. Sleep had danced out of reach for most of the night.

      “Come on, Cain,” I growled. The dog’s eyes moved to watch me, but he didn’t move. “You want breakfast or what?”

      He moved. The dog wasn’t built for the Heavies. He’d been bred and trained in much lighter gravity, and while he’d adjusted just fine, he still struggled with motivation. Then again, didn’t we all?

      My stomach rumbled. Of the three dimes old man Wells had given me, I’d turned one into booze and paid the other two in tribute to the gods of gambling and fortune. Despite the distractions, Smalley’s words still echoed in the back of my skull, no matter how much I tried to drown them out.

      The wreck of the Benevolent was no accident. It was murder. It was the one case that broke me.

      Investigations over the years had turned up a few truths. First was that the ship had been tampered with. No ship in normal operation would have all its blast doors open. It just didn’t happen. The mode the ship needed to be in to make that happen was one that it entered only during manufacture and maintenance. If a proper lockdown had been functioning, the people in the ship wouldn’t have all been killed when I pulled that trigger.

      But I did pull that trigger. It was my hand that released the ship from dock and killed everyone aboard. Whether or not someone else had tampered with safety mechanisms, I told the ship to disconnect when the docking became dangerous for Nicodemia. Every technician and every pilot I spoke with swore that the call I made was correct. It potentially saved the city. All it cost me was my parents. It cost my sister the use of her legs.

      “Bright and early today,” said Angel as I pushed past her in the narrow door between the diner and the kitchen. She rolled in her wheelchair and dominated the whole diner with her presence.

      It took me a moment before I realized it was nearly noon. “The Benevolent’s orbit is bringing it close.”

      She fixed me with a stony gaze. “Leave it, Jude.”

      “Close enough that they’re planning an expedition.”

      My sister was the kind of woman who bent her will against the world, and more often than not the world blinked first. She owned a small diner in the lower quarter of Heavy Nicodemia, forgoing our heritage as descendants of the Hallows—a life that would be much easier with her disability—for a life in which she controlled her fate. Angel’s wife, Helen, was the only one who could keep her in check.

      “She’s right, Jude,” said Hellen, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You should leave this one.”

      “I’m planning on it.” A lie, but was it really a lie if there was no expectation of belief?

      Hellen handed me a breakfast sandwich. Wheat toast with a fried egg and some cheese. She kissed Angel on the cheek. “Good luck at the meeting today.” With that, she disappeared into the back room.

      “Meeting?” I said.

      She shrank a little. “I’m leading a neighborhood improvement group.”

      “Leading?”

      “It’s not my fault I’m outspoken.” She gripped the handles of her wheelchair. “I spoke up too much at the meetings and now they’ve elected me onto the board.”

      “That’s why I stay in the shadows.”

      She looked me straight in the eyes. “Just stay away from the Benevolent, okay, bro?”

      When I didn’t respond, Angel rolled back to refill coffee for her customers. When she was finished, she grudgingly plucked a cup from the rack and poured me a cup.

      “Thanks, sis,” I said and proceeded to devour my sandwich. It was heaven between two pieces of toast, and my stomach rumbled when it was finished. It would have to be enough, though. I felt bad enough taking even this from my sister.

      Anders entered the diner on the tail end of the lunch rush. “Good, you’re here.”

      “Is this another blue ambush?”

      “That wasn’t an ambush.” Anders had the decency to look like he didn’t believe his own words. “I still need your help.”

      “How’s the pay?”

      “I’ll buy you lunch.”

      I tipped my empty coffee cup to him. “I’ve got everything a monk could possibly want.”

      “Then help me out as a friend.”

      “Friends don’t ambush each other.”

      “That’s not true,” he said. “Hi, Angel.”

      “He’s scaring away my customers, officer,” my sister said. “You’re finally coming to clear him out of here?”

      “Only if he’ll come without a fight,” said Anders.

      “There’s always a first,” said Angel.

      I stretched my back, placed my fedora on my head, and followed Anders out into the streets.

      “Smalley said you were inclined to help,” Anders said.

      “That doesn’t sound like something I would say.”

      “We’re canvassing,” Anders said once we’d made our way upspiral a few blocks. “And I don’t know if you’ve heard this, but this uniform isn’t always welcome in some of these lower neighborhoods.”

      Anders used his exceptional Karma to acquire a cheese sandwich and a bag of chips. He offered them up to me and my mood improved with every bite. I washed them down with a bottle of lemon-flavored water.

      “Who’s our target?” I said.

      He handed me a list. It wasn’t a long one.

      “Liz Rawls,” the woman said in the doorway on the seventh floor of a dingy tenement. She wore a frumpy gray robe over a moth-eaten T-shirt, and her hair was wrapped up in a bandanna. She carried a curly-haired toddler on her hip. When she spoke, she spoke to me rather than to Anders. “Sure, I called it in when he didn’t come home. It worried me.”

      “When was that?” I asked.

      “About noon yesterday.”

      “How long had he been gone?” A door opened down the hall and an elderly woman peeked out at us.

      “Come on in, I guess,” Rawls said. She picked her way across the cluttered disaster of the apartment floor. “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, thank you,” Anders said. “We won’t take much of your time.”

      I shot him an annoyed look. In my line of work, it was never good to turn down an offer, even if the woman offering didn’t look like she had a lot to spare.

      “He was gone a lot,” she said. “Recyclers are busy work, you know? All the metals in them make it hard for the automated robots to do the necessary repairs.”

      “Is that so?” I asked.

      It was Anders who explained. “I looked this up. The heat required to work with the tempered alloys tends to degrade the fiber materials used to make the robots.”

      “Why not just make robots tougher?” I asked.

      “Then Grant would have been out a job.” Rawls waved a hand at the squalor of her apartment. “We wouldn’t be able to afford all this luxury.”

      “Were they short-staffed?” I asked, trying to get the conversation back on topic. “Is that why he had to work so much?”

      She said, “He was ambitious.”

      “I see.”

      “Look.” Rawls sat on the ratty sofa. “Grant didn’t have any enemies. He didn’t get involved in all the stuff going around. Nobody had it in for him, and I might have had some words with him, but there wasn’t anything that should have got him killed.”

      “And yet,” I said.

      “Yeah.” She drew a long breath. The toddler pushed away from her and wobbled a short distance over to a teetering stack of blocks. “I just…” Her voice cracked, but she pieced it back together again. “I just don’t think there’s anything I can say to help you guys find his killer. His whole life is within one floor of this tenement. Friends. Cousins. Coworkers. We’re all right here. The only time he left was to go to work. The recycler repair business might not be glamorous, but it didn’t exactly make you a lot of enemies.” Her shoulders shook. “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      I placed a hand on hers, unsure how much a ragged man like myself could ever manage to comfort someone like her. “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. “Really. We don’t deserve what we get sometimes.”

      It must have been the wrong thing to say because she wept on my shoulder for a good five minutes. When she finally finished, Anders plied her with a dozen standard interview questions, and we took our leave.

      “You think she’s holding back?” Anders asked as we moved to the next door in the long hall.

      “Not intentionally.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I knocked on the next door, which was promptly answered by a man in a stained button-down shirt and threadbare slippers. We spent the afternoon interviewing neighbors and forming the complete picture of the Rawls’s home life. Liz Rawls had been right. There were words exchanged. Some were harsh.

      Nothing that would get a man murdered.

      With every interview and with every question, we formed a picture-perfect image of a man who did what any man would. He raised his kid. He argued with his wife. He spent time with friends and too much time at work. In his spare time, he contributed to the sluggish community of the borderline impoverished people of his apartment building.

      “Maybe Smalley was right,” said Anders as we finished our last interview. “The guy is a nobody.”

      “Nobody’s a nobody,” I said. “And if it looks that way, then we need to dig deeper.”

      “There’s nothing there,” said Anders. “We’ve dug deeper. He’s a paint-by-numbers husband and father. What else is there to it?”

      “My father was paint-by-numbers too,” I said. “Then I learned that he was the linchpin in an art smuggling operation. We’re going to need help.”
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        * * *

      

      “Is this some kind of police ambush?” Retch asked as I dragged Anders into his well-guarded alley.

      “You know Anders,” I said. “He’s decent.”

      “In my experience, decent people are the ones who have the biggest problem with me.” Retch had grown in the past few months. He wasn’t only taller – from spending time in the lighter gravity of the Hallows – but his hormone treatments had helped him put on muscle and even a hint of facial hair. The Church, which I had to admit was packed with decent people, had a problem with trans boys like Retch, even when it pretended at ambivalence.

      “Decent’s not the same as good,” I said.

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Retch leaned against the fiberbrick wall. The angle of the alley against the false sun in the center of the station cast the whole area into permanent shadow, but a single streetlight lit him with its amber cone. He’d hacked off his hair recently, and the lazy spikes cast shadows over his face, making his quirky smile look crooked and strange. “You never visit anymore, Demarco.”

      “Your neighborhood scares me.”

      “Well, living in your sister’s diner was causing some problems with logistics.”

      When I first met Retch, he lived in a warehouse. Angel had sheltered him for a while until he got back on his feet, but he never much liked being tied down. He said he found it stifling.

      “This is a business visit,” I said.

      “Of course it is.”

      “Anders?” I motioned to the cop.

      Anders showed Retch a picture of Grant Rawls. “We’re wondering if you’ve seen this man around anywhere. Gambling. Sex. Drugs.”

      “The usual.” Retch took the photograph and peered at it in the amber light. The muscles of his neck twitched. “Not a bad-looking guy.”

      “Not a living one either,” I said. “And we’d very much like to know why.”

      “Check Trinity.” He offered the photo to me.

      I didn’t take it. “This was a church job.”

      “Most dangerous place in town.” Retch wasn’t wrong. Trinity respected the sanctity of the Church, which translated to minimal surveillance in any of the many churches, synagogues, and mosques throughout Nicodemia. Seeing that I wasn’t going to take the picture back, he stuffed it in his pocket. “Maybe I’ll ask around.”

      “It’d be a huge help,” I said.

      “We should talk about payment.”

      A muscle in my jaw twitched. I was usually able to lean on Retch’s kindness for minor help from his gang, but lately he was starting to charge me something closer to the usual rate. “I’m all out of dimes,” I said. “And Anders doesn’t deal in under-the-table currency.”

      Retch turned his dark gaze on Anders. “Maybe I’ll have to take payment in the form of a favor.” He stared at the cop through hooded eyes and took a lazy step forward. “Things are getting rough around the Heavies these days, Mr. Officer. Lot of bad people out there who might need a little attention.”

      “I’m not going to be your legal hitman,” said Anders.

      Retch took another step forward. For someone from the Heavies, he was lanky. The boy had turned into a tall and wiry teen, and he stood even taller than Anders. “I’m not saying I want to be the new crime boss,” he said. “But someone’s going to be. There’s a whole lot of favors you could do people by nudging things in the right direction.”

      I moved between Retch and Anders, palms out to keep Retch back. “Find out what you can, kid. I’ll make sure it’s worth your while.”

      He gave a hint of a shrug and leaned back against the wall. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      As we left, we passed the kids who made up the Screaming Jesus gang. They weren’t overt about the threat they posed, but these kids were the ones lost through the cracks of society. They were the shadows under the boot of an oppressive government, and they knew exactly what they could get away with.

      “Hey, Demarco,” Retch called before we had the chance to turn the corner.

      “Yeah?” I called back.

      “It was good seeing you again.”

      “You too, kid.” I tipped my hat at him. It was good seeing him. He might be a low-grade criminal and a top-notch troublemaker, but he was one of the few people I could trust in this big, busy city. To Anders, I said, “Where to now, boss?”

      “We eat,” said Anders.

      “Twice in one day?”

      “It’s a special occasion.” When he saw I wasn’t going to respond, he continued, “That tip we took yesterday? It’s a sensitive one.” He gazed up at the hazy sky, which was starting to hint at the warm tones of a setting sun. “I need you to do this one on your own.”

      “And where am I going?”

      “Haven,” he said. “I need you to talk to a guy.”

      “The criminal sort?”

      “Worse,” Anders said. “Antique dealer.”
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      Even a lousy lead like the one Anders gave me was enough to justify a trip up the chain. Haven Nicodemia had a different smell to it. Better coffee, thriving green spaces, and well-regulated eateries dominated the gentle wind circulating through the vast open spaces. My steps practically bounced in the lower gravity. If it weren’t for the rigid social structure and the scowls of the locals, I might have even considered Haven to be pleasant. It hardly even bothered me that I was wasting my time.

      The lead was the kind of tip that probably popped up every time anyone ever sniffed the powder-scorched scent of a lead bullet in any of the three beads of Nicodemia. The bullets were rare enough that one of the only legitimate places to find one was in the stock of the most eclectic and impressive antique shop in all of Nicodemia. Fortner Heirlooms was big enough to have its own gravity well—big enough to run by its own rules.

      “A bullet?” the woman behind the counter said with deadpan irritation. “Who’s asking?”

      “A concerned friend.”

      She barked a bitter laugh. “Kaegan Forner doesn’t have friends.”

      “Is he the boss?” I asked.

      “He’s not available at the moment.” The woman was a few years younger than me and as soft in the middle as she was hard in the eyes. Her brown hair was highlighted with the kind of ashy gray that nobody would ever describe as silver. “There’s no guns missing from our storage facility.”

      “You sure about that?”

      She flipped a switch and peered at the readout on a desk-mounted screen. “Yep.”

      “Mind if I take a look around?” My bones ached from the reduction in gravity, and my spine was still decompressing.

      She spread her arms wide to indicate the antique shop. “Be my guest, officer.”

      “Just a private contractor,” I muttered.

      Fortner Heirlooms was an antique shop nestled into the lower reaches of Haven Nicodemia. Like almost everything in Haven, the shop closed when the sun set, so I arrived as it opened with the day and the streets filled with the denizens of the busiest shopping district. Outside, clean air filled with yellow simulated sunlight, and people bustled to their busy jobs in the industry of the middle bead. Inside the shop, the space was eerily quiet, as if a forced and oppressive calm had descended over this little corner of existence. It was as if time had forgotten this little place.

      The impression might have been intentional. The antique shop featured artifacts from across the ages, from before mankind had left Earth to the more recent ages of humanity’s efforts to establish itself in a new solar system. A silver belt buckle from the American Civil War sat next to a box carved from actual wood containing a brass nozzle of some sort.

      “It was part of the first fire suppression system aboard a Trinity ship,” said the woman, now lingering at my elbow. “Later discarded in favor of the fibersteel equivalents.” She picked up the nozzle and tossed it to me. It was as big as her fist and heavy as a brick. “Fibersteel’s a tenth of the weight, but don’t you think there’s something impressive about this thing?”

      I hefted the piece and frowned. “This was for water?”

      “They never use water to put out fires in a station. Not even the original engineers were that dumb. The newer fire-retardant chemicals are extremely corrosive on brass, though. More foam than liquid. Fibersteel can handle the stuff, but the weight of the brass makes it easier to aim.” She took the nozzle from me and rapped it on the fiber resin case hard enough that I flinched. Then she held it up and showed me that it wasn’t scratched at all.

      “I’d be more worried about you breaking the case,” I said.

      “Fiber resin cures harder than fibersteel.” She put the nozzle down and picked up a long sword with a line of resin along the length of its blade. “Bonds permanently with steel, too, so it’s a good way to make display pieces out of dangerous objects.”

      “People collect this stuff?”

      She pursed her lips. “No so much as they used to.”

      “Tough times?”

      “Lots of good investments to prop up Dad’s business.”

      “Dad’s?” I asked.

      One wall of the antique shop was filled with weapons, but none of them were the projectile variety. I peered at the shining surface of a sword the length of my forearm. It looked like a sharp edge, but I didn’t bother trying to take it off the wall. It was tethered in place with a strap of fibersteel.

      Again, the shopkeeper hovered. “All the weapons are peace-locked.”

      “Even the guns?”

      “You see any guns here?” She plucked a butterfly knife from the rack and flicked it open. The sharp edge of the blade was blunted with a sheaf of resin.

      “There are kids in the Heavies with more dangerous weapons than that,” I said.

      With a snap of her wrist, she closed the knife. “My father has a deal with Trinity, and that deal requires that everything we sell stays safe.” She gestured at the door with the closed knife. “Which means we don’t really need a visit from people like you every time someone fires a weapon down in that squalor.”

      I bristled at her tone. “What did you say your name was?”

      She looked at me with a gaze so cold it hurt my lungs. “Anya.”

      “Anya, I’m not here to shake down your father’s legitimate business. I’m not even here to imply that your guns were used in some crime down the chain. All I want to do is learn a little about the weapons we’re dealing with. Maybe get a history lesson or something.”

      The bell over the door chimed and a man pushed his way in.

      “Blaize,” Anya sighed.

      Blaize bore a striking resemblance to his older sister, minus the gray in his brown hair and the fact that his body didn’t contain a single ounce of excess fat. He wore a tight red blazer that showed off his biceps. A pair of sunglasses that shone like spilled oil rested in the tousled nest of his hair.

      Blaize blinked at her for several seconds before tilting his head at me. “You’ll have to forgive my sister. She’s usually just in charge of paperwork and she’s mad because she’s not very good at it.”

      Anya scowled. “What my brother means to say is that I run this place, and he’s tired of being my little flunky.”

      “We’re all Dad’s little flunkies,” said another voice from the door. Behind Blaize, another Fortner sibling entered the small shop. The slender girl couldn’t have been a day over twenty, and she wore black like it was her own funeral. She was the waif of the group, practically disappearing when she leaned against the door frame.

      “Mia,” said Blaize without looking at her. “Be a good little flunky and go tell Pop I’ve got the shop under control.”

      Mia shot Blaize a look that I couldn’t quite interpret. It was something between fear and intense dislike. Respect, maybe. “Who’s the goon?”

      Blaize said, “Some cop from down the spiral.”

      Mia looked to her sister, but Anya didn’t respond.

      “Now,” said Blaize, shooting me a sickly salesman smile, “how can I help you, sir.”

      I towered over the man. He might have perfectly sculpted musculature, but I had mass and a whole lot of grit. “I’ve been helped,” I said. “The lady was just answering some questions for me.”

      Anya said, “I do need to get going.”

      “Maybe I should just talk to Kaegan,” I said.

      “Pop’s busy,” said Blaize.

      “Murder doesn’t clear his schedule?”

      Blaize’s jaw clenched. “If you have questions about something, I can help you.” He gestured at Anya. “She was just keeping the place open for me while I ran an errand.”

      “She doesn’t usually work here?”

      “Maybe she does.”

      The whole interaction was flicking the red flags in the back of my skull. “Problem is, I hear that this place has the biggest antique gun collection in all of Nicodemia, but I don’t see a single one on display.”

      Blaize guffawed. “You think we’d keep something like that out front?”

      “How many pieces do you have?”

      “Enough,” he said.

      “You ever fire them?”

      He didn’t blink. “There’s a maintenance routine.”

      “These guns work?” I said.

      “Functional antiques are worth more.”

      “So, you do sell them.”

      “Do you see any guns on display?”

      “Tell me about this maintenance routine?”

      “Once a year. Clean, shoot, clean. Keeps everything in good condition.”

      “Where?”

      “We have a vault.”

      Mia turned up her nose, “That place smells like grandpa.”

      Anya agreed with a nod and a wry expression.

      “It smells like history,” said Blaize. “Like freedom.”

      “Locked in a vault,” I said.

      Blaize narrowed his eyes at me. “It’s more like a display case inside a vault.”

      I was liking this family less and less with each passing second. “How about a tour?”

      “No,” said Anya and Mia simultaneously.

      “The contract says we have to let the police inspect everything whenever they ask.”

      “He’s not police,” Anya said. “Or so he claims.”

      Blaize strolled around the outer wall of the cluttered shop, running a hand on the shelves as if to check them for dust. “You’re not the blue. You’re not the inspector. You’re not Trinity.”

      I said, “I’m the man who watches the blue when they get out of line. It’s me who throws a wrench in the corrupt machines of politics. When nothing works in the wide broken world, I’m the guy who shows up and fixes it. Something’s broken in Nicodemia, and I don’t care if I have to tear the whole thing down to bare metal to figure out what. I’m ready with my wrench, kid, and you’re looking a whole lot like a bent gear.”

      His saccharine smile turned genuine for a split-second. “Maybe you and I ought to head over to the firing range.”
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      I hadn’t liked Blaize very much at first, but as I grew to know him on our walk across town, my dislike blossomed into genuine hate. We moved through the bustling streets of Haven Nicodemia, and the overconfident, blustering weightlifter fumbled every interaction with everyone he met.

      “Hey, honey!” Blaize called to a girl who couldn’t have been more than twenty.

      The girl crossed to the other side of the street. Somewhere, a busker played J. J. Cale’s “Call Me the Breeze,” and the piercing morning sunlight reminded me of a desperate need for caffeine.

      “Hurry up, old man.” Blaize bounced on his heels with impatience as I waited for the corner coffee shop owner to hand me a fresh brew.

      “You don’t drink coffee?” I asked.

      “I don’t put anything in my body that won’t make me better.”

      “It’s on him,” I said to the barista as she handed me the fiberboard cup.

      The barista frowned, but waved me away with the brew. My first sip burned my tongue, but coffee in Haven Nicodemia was a pleasure no matter what temperature. Something about the single G gravity made everything about brewing the perfect beverage that much better. It was one of the few things Haven had over the Hallows and one of the many that it had over the Heavies.

      Blaize bounced on the balls of his feet.

      “Fine, let’s go,” I said, unable to endure Blaize’s impatience. “Where’s this range of yours?”

      He winced. “We don’t talk about it out here.”

      “Then let’s not be out here.”

      He led me through the dark outer alleys of a lower Haven district. Tall office buildings stretched high above and suits outnumbered the casually dressed, two to one. This was a financial district if I had my guess, and the looks Blaize got as we passed told me he was recognized by the people here. Disliked but tolerated. A necessary evil.

      “Hey up top!” Blaize lifted an open palm to an awkward middle-aged man in a cerulean suit and matching tie.

      The man met the awkward high-five. Blaize followed the slap forward, stepped into the man’s personal space, and grasped his shoulder, dragging him along with us, even though it was the opposite direction from the way the man was hurrying.

      The man sputtered, “I’ll have your⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it, Oliver. Take a break sometimes, yeah?” Blaize jostled the man so hard I could hear his teeth clack. “I mean, get your payment in, but that’s not why I’m here today, okay, bud?”

      “Y-Yeah.”

      Blaize shoved the man away and laughed at how he stumbled. “Later!”

      “L-Later.” The man grasped his briefcase like it was a flotation device and scurried away.

      “Antiques must be big business around here,” I drolled.

      Blaize draped an arm around my shoulders. “Big business indeed.”

      I didn’t crumple like the man in the suit had, but I could feel Blaize’s strength. He wasn’t just showy muscle. The man was built like a pitbull, and he knew it. I took a sip of coffee, shrugged him off, and kept walking.

      The farther from the central spiral we went, the darker the streets became. The towers closed in around us and the sky loomed close as the flickering bright of the ceiling high above. Here in the outer reaches of the spiral city, the illusion of big open spaces gave way to the harsh practicality of the station we lived in. The crowds thinned until our footsteps echoed in a lonely drumbeat across the fiberstone cobblestones.

      Then, we reached the vault.

      It sat behind a gray fiberstone façade nestled between two drab office buildings. The place had an abandoned look. The door was a plain black slab. When Blaize approached, it didn’t open automatically. He opened a panel with a manual crank and gave it a twist. The door slid open, revealing a dimly lit room with white marble floors and four thick black columns. The far wall was dominated by a shining metal door. Next to that stood a man of medium height in a gray suit that almost acted as camouflage against the drab wall.

      “Huff!” cried Blaize. “What’s up, my man?”

      Huff was a pasty-white lump of a human being. His sausage fingers fiddled uncomfortably at his sides, and he peered at me through thin round glasses. “Your father wanted me
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