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Description


A nightclub on the moon, cyberpunk veterans, yakuza-style gangsters, and a jazz singer who learns how to kill with her voice, all while falling in love.


Travertine Garcia is out of funds, out of options, and her air tax is due in the morning; you live on the moon, you pay for air. You can't pay, you go looking for miracles, like the Bebop's legendary open microphone, netcast by its equally legendary owner, Joseph Bannister.

Bebop owner Joe "Glitch" Bannister is sleepwalking through his second life, tweaking the gang that wants payola and hacking for the Strike Force that put him back together after blowing him apart.

Until Travertine decimates the Open Mike, flatlines on his stage, and wakes him up. She's everything he didn't know he needed, a deep-dive performer with an ancient-tech interface who can't carry a tune outside the net. 

When the Blue Dragon gang kidnaps her while he's off chasing down a rumor about the Ganymede conflict that got him temporarily killed, Joe's ready to fight for the woman and the club; but it's going to take both of them to save the venerable stage and each other. 













Chapter 1

The Curse of the Blue Dragon


Joseph "Glitch" Bannister was standing in his kitchen sipping coffee, three floors above the front entrance of Club Bebop, when the Blue Dragon came to call. He knew they were Blue Dragon because he pulled security feed when Sprite, his building's AI, pinged that someone was trying to break in. Enforcers for the syndicate were difficult to miss, as they always wore dark gray leather trenches covered in iridescent blue scales.

Gaudy.

And they were trying the same heavy-handed tricks to break through his business's front door that the last set of Dragons had tried. And the one before that. He put down his mug to yawn and stretch out some of the muscles that inevitably kinked up during sleep.

Slow Learners went on the mental list of things he didn't like about Blue Dragon, right behind Easily Frustrated. One of the goons pulled out a projectile weapon, which caught his attention, halting him in mid-yawn. If the idiot fired it, Bebop wouldn't have any more difficulties with this particular gang, because the powers that ruled Luna City didn't like guns fired in the financial district. Something about geese and golden eggs. And while those powers included Blue Dragon, they also included factions that wouldn't hesitate to send every member of it out an airlock without pressure gear or oxygen. The moon's native environment was a stone bitch and people learned fast which airlocks to avoid.

Bebop sat on the fringe of the financial district for reasons that had nothing to do with money and everything to do with full-function net access at off-peak hours of the day or night. But it was, technically, in the financial district, where a projectile weapon was a Very Bad Idea.

The oldest of the blue-coated trio pulled the weapon away from the hothead and gave him a tongue-lashing in Mandarin, which was mildly interesting. The last set had spoken Japanese to each other. Outsourcing?

Glitch sipped and waited. Eventually they would have to talk to Sprite, and then he would know which of the chiefs to take out this time. It was a pain in the backdoor, but it didn't make him nervous. Dust, after the cluster on Ganymede nothing scared him, and very, very little made him nervous. Not all that much even interested him these days.

Papa goon followed up his lecture with a cuff to the ear, a token of affection among these types. Then he touched the palm pad. Finally, someone had exhibited brain cells. But then, they might have been more respectful if Glitch hadn't been tidy. If he'd left just a bit or two of evidence behind on the three previous occasions, perhaps the Blue Dragon could have pieced it together and decided to leave him alone. Or perhaps not. And leaving a calling card offended him on a deep enough level that sensors couldn't get there; sloppy work got the grunts killed and more than enough of them died no matter how good you were.

"Three representatives of Blue Dragon Master Chun wish to speak with you," Sprite dutifully reported.

"Unfortunately, I am unavailable," he said to the empty room. Sprite could pick up his thought patterns because his brain was never completely disconnected unless he concentrated on it. But humans spoke; AIs Sent most of the time, unless they had voice capability like Sprite. Glitch was all too aware that he was still human. Mostly. He had friends—soldiers who had been under his command—who were no more human than Sprite these days, so it had been important to give her a voice, even if her body was a building.

Sprite's hardcopy slot activated and Papa Goon slid something through it. From the scan, it was a standard business envelope containing one sheet of...paper. Actual paper, from Earth-grown cellulose pulp. Spendy little thing, which meant it came from high in the organization. Lovely. He might have to take out the entire syndicate, and only entropy knew what would fill its place in the Luna City ecosystem. 

Or Joseph Bannister, owner of Club Bebop, could cease to exist. He sighed, not excited by the prospect of relocating and creating a new persona. It was just so much work, and none of it was interesting. The bored sigh had pushed out of his lungs without asking permission, but there was nobody around to hear it so it didn't much matter.

Sprite deposited the envelope in his work room and thanked the goons for their gracious visit. Hothead goon made a vaguely threatening sexual gesture as they turned to leave.

Glitch finished his coffee and decided against another cup. He might as well find out how much they wanted this time so he could plan his response. It would require an accelerated plan, because tonight was the open mike netcast feed. The signal width would cover his activities nicely, but he'd need to ask someone for a favor.

Fortunately, he knew just the guy. And if he remembered correctly, Sasha already owed him a favor. Or his life. Glitch made it a policy not to remember which. Or if he was the one on the owing side this time.

* * *

Travertine Garcia looked four ways and bit her lip. It didn't appear that anyone was watching, but there were always hidden eyes. Always. She'd learned that the hard way half a lifetime ago, but she didn't have a choice. Not today. She stuck the stripped wire into the lock mechanism and twisted it...just...so, left, then right, then up—no, not quite, it needed one more try...the dumpster lid popped open and she slipped into it with a sigh of relief.

The business trash was never a good bet, because they automatically separated anything valuable. Middle class domestic units weren't automated, but the people were careful because they were charged a double disposal fee for trashing recyclables. Poor people like her didn't have anything recyclable to discard in the first place.  But the luxe blocs weren't automated and they weren't careful. They even trashed perfectly edible food, for pity's sake.

Pickings were better than usual, probably because someone had thrown a party. Mylar balloons, plastic containers, and plastic flatware. Foil serving dishes—some still with food in them, an extra bonus—low-end electronics. Two phones had found their way into the trash; they weren't worth much, but the information in them might interest a data dealer. And then there was the thing that looked like a gold-plated vibrator. That was going straight to a pawn shop; the novelty factor was worth enough for eight hours in a coffin hotel, with air and sanitary privileges included. Since she was planning to do the scariest thing she'd ever done in her life, it would be good to be rested and clean.

There was a distinct chill in the air when she stuck her nose through the door of the hourly coffin bloc after a shower and eight solid hours of sleep. It shouldn't have been possible in Luna City's sealed-crater environment, but Trav could feel cold. It raised goosebumps on her arms. Too bad she didn't have a choice about leaving the comfort of her shelter and going out into that cold. It had taken her longer to finish the arrangement than she'd planned and she only had enough lunies left for the entry fee. If she wanted to breathe tomorrow, she went out tonight.

She tightened the strap on her case and pushed out of the recessed entrance, shouldering through a crowd of fellow less-thans scouring the gutters for whatever they could find. She was at least smart enough to look in disposal units. Nothing of any value would be left on a Luna City street. 

But that didn't matter tonight. Her journey was sixteen blocks toward downtown and two long blocks lunar north, all on foot. She needed to focus on her story and on her songs, needed to focus on tonight and the performance—not the panic over what was going to happen tomorrow. She needed to make this work, because it might be her last chance. 

The guy at the door looked at her feet and then skimmed his way up. "You here for the mike?"

"I am," she allowed, following up with her name. She was also there because it wasn't on the street, because it was out of the phantom wind, and because she was out of options, but he didn't care about any of that.

"Sounds fake," he commented, using a sniff to punctuate. "Travertine. But that usually goes with a slinky number that don't cover much."

"My mother was a romantic geologist." She glanced down at her black suit, circa mid-C20. "Unfortunately, Travertine really is my name."

"Well, you're lucky number seven, Miz Travertine Garcia." He picked up a chip reader. "You can hang in the green room until your turn at the mike. Mr. Bannister always puts out snacks, but most are too nervous to eat anything."

She held out her wrist and let him deduct the entrance fee from her balance. The remainder, an appallingly small number, flashed briefly in display of his reader. 

Beyond the door was a dim hallway with a single open door to the right. She went in, found a seat as far from the other six early sign-ins as possible and closed her eyes to wait. At least until she smelled the free food. Her stomach fought with her nerves until a loud growl from its vicinity announced the winner. Trav followed her nose across the room to a stack of plates and a spread of edibles that went far beyond her idea of a snack. Well. Even in her worst-case scenario, she'd be thrown out an airlock with a full stomach.

* * *

Glitch stopped jiggling his leg when Sasha slid into the seat next to him.

"I got your message. Why am I here?"

He sat up and touched in an order for a double of Sasha's favorite scotch. "Three heavily muscled errand boys brought me a note with a blue dragon on the stationery. Real paper. Hand painted."

"How many claws?" Sasha shrugged at his raised eyebrow. "Paper can be stolen. The dragon has to be added after the note is written."

Glitch allowed himself to smile "Only you would know that."

Sasha shrugged again and took his drink off the serving cart that had glided over from the bar. "It means you're moving up the food chain if the number of claws goes up. The first demand had one claw, didn't it? How many claws on this one?"

Glitch jiggled his leg for several seconds, because Sasha didn't know about the intervening extortion attempts, nor did he know exactly how much of the Blue Dragon organization Glitch had destroyed in one fashion or another. "Four claws." Only the highest leader had the right to a five-clawed dragon, a custom that went back to ancient Japan.

Sasha's whistle was low. "So why am I here, again?"

"I need cover for my response."

Sasha sipped and grimaced his appreciation of the liquor. "Maybe if you left a calling card they wouldn't keep coming back." His lips twitched, but he didn't smile. He knew better, since he'd been through some of Hell in Glitch's company. 

"Right, deliberately create a connection between Joe Bannister and Glitch. And invite a Blue Dragon to rearrange my pretty new government-designed face? No, thank you."

"Come on, you've been pretty for almost six years now. You've got to be getting tired of it." Sasha paused, probably more for effect than because he needed that sip of scotch.  "And chicks dig scars."

He didn't try to stop the snort of laughter. He had plenty of scars, and didn't need any more. "I need you to record and upload contestants two through eight."

Sasha nodded, his eyes on the small stage. "Anybody good tonight?"

"Dunno. Open mikes are random number generators, and I haven't had time to do any research because of the Dragon situation. First signups are usually the desperate, looking to avoid loiter patrols. But once in a while there's a black swan, someone with talent who screws up all their courage and signs in before they lose it again." He shrugged. "You can't tell by looking at them. Be a lot easier if you could."

Sasha grunted for his reply. "Standard split." Meaning their standard, which was on the generous side of the range a netcaster could call standard. Sasha didn't need the lunies any more than Glitch did, but social rituals were important, except when they weren't.

"Of course."

The tone sounded, lighting changed, and the master of ceremonies stepped into the amplification field. Glitch leaned back into his headrest, relaxing as he strolled through his personal network to the Open Mike cluster of code modules, triggering the opening credits, pulling in the list of performers from the sign-in database, giving Sasha's input feeds all the correct clearances and handshakes. 

When he opened his eyes, the feed was live from his retinas and the discreet cameras planted through the room. Bebop's open mike was fairly popular, as a couple of big talents had been discovered that way over the decades. None of them since Glitch's tenure as owner, but the number of subscribers picking up the live feed in hope of another was enough to pay for the netcast. And that was just listeners Earthside of the Belt.

At the end of an excruciatingly bad blues-harp rendition of the classical Smoky Mountain Breakdown, he felt Sasha activate the handshakes. He shut his eyes before the MC started talking, handing off to Sasha's feed, then he stood and walked away.

"Happy hunting," he heard through the net as he hit the stairs.

Five minutes later, Glitch was cocooned in his black rig, the one he used for deep dives where he actually lost conscious control of his body. He penetrated the Blue Dragon defenses with a speed born from his milspec days as well as a fair amount of experience with this particular network. They hadn't changed anything more than a couple of passwords. Sloppy.

The list of personal black marks was getting long.

He started with the four-claw's net topography as he tried to decide exactly what sort of spanner to toss into their works. A fair amount of the architecture was devoted to accounting. Money was always a safe bet, but not always creative enough to get the message across. Because this time he was going to have to make it a message—the next step on the Dragon side would be a contract on his person and IRL combat wasn't his operational specialty.

 He found something much better than their bank accounts; a list of felonies going back several years, complete with who had ordered them, how much they had paid, dates they'd been carried out. Dumped but not shredded. Gaudy, sloppy, and slow learners. They were nothing if not consistent. He forwarded the list directly to the DA's office from the Dragon net ID attached to the recycle file. That kind of breach in a four-claw's system would give the organization more important things to think about than one small jazz bar that hadn't paid protection in five years.

He pulled out of Blue Dragon after making sure the document had exited their network and arrived in the Justice server, carefully zipping the defenses closed behind him and pulling his consciousness back to his body by a different route than he'd taken going in. Just because. Just in case. And it was protocol, after all, as well as personal habit.

He checked the Bebop feed while reorienting to biology—breathing, heartbeat, peristalsis, bile salts, thyroid, insulin production—he had to be aware of them and then they had to go back to automatic pilot. Sasha's netcast was better than his, the highs and lows a little crisper. And then he noticed the content.

Number Seven was one of the rarest of open mikers. She had a good face, she had the voice, she had original material, and she knew how to arrange for netdive performance. The performance togs were horrendous and she needed a few kilos more flesh to look healthy, but she had that Something that couldn't be defined. He checked views—it had already gone viral and she wasn't even done with the song. The number was well into megaviews territory and was still spinning up, almost too fast to see.

Sonofadoll. The revenue was going to pay the club's expenses for a year, even split with Sasha and Number Seven.

Then something in the background caught his attention; an old-tech network lead looped from the amp to the back of her neck. She was obviously Street, had never been able to get her net access upgraded from hardline. Probably a foster or a ward, because no parent let their kid get stuck with an ancient interface; it was like deliberately sending said kid to a crappy school. But the glassy expression signaled she was in deep and Street couldn't afford the kind of access time to learn immersion-dive safety. 

She was going to crash just as soon as she unplugged, because she didn't know to give mind and body time to reintegrate, or she wouldn't have gone deep onstage. All those functions humans don't normally have to think about were going to come crashing in on her and then they were going to stop.

"Shiesen." He got his mind out as quickly as he could and pelted down to the club, aware that he might crash himself, but counting on his experience to get her someplace safe before he followed her into dreamland.

He got to the edge of the stage for her last note, watched her surface, bow and fumble for the plug at the back of her neck, exactly as predicted. The audience went nuts, and he couldn't blame them. She was that good.

He had to restrain himself from interrupting the show—he was supposed to be netcasting it, after all, and showing up in his own visual range would violate several laws of physics—to stop her.

"Sasha, can you cover the rest of the night?" He Sent. Sometimes humans Sent, in emergencies. This counted.

"Absolutely. Tell me you've got another performance like that lined up anytime in the next month and I'll have your baby." Sasha sounded amused, but also amazed. Number Seven performances didn't happen more than once in a lifetime at an open mike.

But Glitch had bigger problems. If she collapsed while still on the feed, Bebop's reputation would take a gigantic hit. "You just saw hardline net access with a deep-dive performance," he pointed out with a sledgehammer. "She could flatline any time in the next six hours." Sure, Sasha already knew the risks, but the idiot was sitting there, still feeding the cast; he deserved the lecture. Glitch had to get her offstage to someplace she could recover.

"That would be unfortunate." Sasha sounded tense in spite of the mild phrasing. "I plan to make a lot of lunies off this lady. Take good care of her."

Number Seven stumbled toward the edge of the broadcast field and Glitch reached to pull her out of the feed. "Charlie," he barked at his MC, "announce she's getting the owner's special so the rest of the talent doesn't ditch. The Open Mike is still going."

"Got it, Mr. Bannister." 

Right on cue, Number Seven blinked up at him, mumbled, "I don't feel—" in a voice like whiskey wrapped in velvet, and dropped.

God damn it.














Chapter 2

Frying Pan, Meet Fire


He'd barely swung her into his arms when he realized she had completely vacated the premises—flat respiration, flat pulse, only the faintest of baseline brain activity—all of the classic symptoms. He had less than five minutes to get her onto life support or she wouldn't find her way back to functional, living neural tissue.

The closest immersion rig was in the Bebop office; it was bare-bones, but it would do the job. He was glad he'd had the foresight to insist on it, and to insist it have every possible interface installed, no matter how out of date.

He got her into the chair and searched for the rig's hardline leads with frantic speed, looking in three places before he found them, still in their original packaging. Halfway through getting them attached to the net access box she took a single deep breath, and he froze. Waiting. She let it out. Still waiting, because sometimes they stuttered.

She didn't inhale again for a count of twenty, so he slammed the leads home and carefully, gently plugged the opposite ends into the back of her neck. The skin was red around the dermaplastic, almost as if she'd been plugging and unplugging a lot in the past few days.

He stood back to wait again, realizing he was chewing his lip when he felt a sudden stab of pain and tasted metal. Someday he was going to have to work on the emotive suppression reflex, so he didn't keep getting surprised by his feelings when they manifested physically. But not now.

The rig came up in a flurry of indicator lights and immediately set her pulse and respiration to resting normal.

Glitch exhaled and felt the back of his neck relax. Number Seven wasn't going to die in his club. She would live and he was going to give her the chewing out of a lifetime, right before he taught her how to deep-dive in relative safety.

Her lips parted and he realized two more things—first of all, she was even skinnier than she'd appeared onstage, almost gaunt. Second, she didn't seem to own any decent clothing, because she was wearing a man's suit from a previous century, including ancient wingtips.

Where had she gotten classic Blues-man clothing on the moon? It had to be at least a hundred years old, maybe two hundred. Certainly the clothing predated humans living on the moon, maybe even humans landing on the moon. 

It made her look...waifish, if that was even a word. The suit didn't fit properly, and she had this air of world-weary innocence. As if she had no idea what the universe was going to throw at her next other than something bad, but she would carry on as well as she could. 

For reasons he didn't even want to think about trying to identify, he wanted to wrap her in something soft and fluffy and protect her from all of it. 

He pulled up her sign-in data as he watched her breathe and discovered her name: Travertine Garcia. Garcia was common enough, but Travertine? Wasn't that some kind of marble or something? It was a matter of a few milliseconds to access her official records—probably made shorter by "Travertine"—and discover that she had, indeed, been a ward of the state until her twenty-first birthday. Number Seven had been kicked into the street about the same time his face had been blown off in a mobile bunker on the glamorous resort world, AKA armpit of the Sol System, Ganymede. 

Interesting. Normally, wards were cut loose at eighteen; there was no mention of why they'd held onto her for another three years. Of course, they hadn't used that extra time to give her any extra education or training, since she only had a secondary school record. She must have learned to write and arrange music on her own. It couldn't have been easy.

"You, Number Seven, are a very unusual person."

She sighed and her eyes started moving. A good sign.

"But you need to be a little more careful with that brain, Miz Garcia. You only get issued one, you know." He resisted the urge to smooth her dark hair away from her face.

A mumble. It almost sounded like an apology. Even mostly unconscious, she was polite.

"Hey, we're taking a break in here for someone to set up some equipment. How's the songbird?" Sasha sounded vaguely bored.

"Resting. Hasn't woken up yet, but it looks like she's breathing on her own."

"So. Is she really a stray?" Something in the vocal tones reproduced through the net was a little too casual. Sasha was up to something.

"It looks like it." Glitch had found nothing to indicate she had any living family on the moon, nor anything to indicate she was gainfully employed.

"You gonna keep her? Strays are kind of your thing." Amusement bubbled into Sasha's voice now. Either he was match-making, or he was setting Glitch up for some humiliation of epic proportions. Either way, Glitch wasn't going along for the ride.

"I'm going to keep her overnight, just in case. In the morning she's going to have more lunies that she's probably ever seen before, since the inner system feed was headed for trillion at near-light before the end of the song. She'll be able to set up housekeeping wherever she likes." He felt a pang of something in his chest, sharp and kind of empty, as he said the last. Probably because Sasha was right, he did have an affinity for picking up strays. Like his bartender, and his emcee, and Sasha himself, once upon a time. There was nothing wrong with finding a place to belong. He had found an empty place and then populated it with people of his choosing. People he liked, people who had particular talents and fit well into his world. The person relearning how to breathe in his office was interesting, and would probably make a good addition to his synthetic family.

"Excellent. I'll be there at 0800 for breakfast and an introduction."

"Excellent. I'll tell Sprite not to let you in." He knew he was lying, and knew Sasha knew he was lying. He said it anyway.

Sasha snorted, and then his presence was gone.

He prowled the room for what felt like hours before she stirred and mumbled a few nonsense syllables. A quick check proved that less than five minutes had passed, which was approximately normal for decompression time after a deep dive.

She would want water. He always, always came out of it thirsty. He dug into his stash for a full water bottle. He hadn't even had time to set it next to her when her eyes fluttered and opened, going to rapid blinks because he hadn't dimmed the lights.

"Glad to have you back among the living, Contestant Number Seven."

"Uhmm." Those gray eyes darted to his face, to various points around the room, to his hands, one holding the water and the other now in his pants pocket because he couldn't figure out what else to do with it, then back to his face. She squinted, as if something about him caused pain. That wasn't the usual reaction to his face. "Where am I?"

"Club Bebop manager's office." He didn't smile, because smiling only made things worse. Women were almost hypnotized by a polite smile from his current face. Annoying.

"Who...are you?"

One corner of his mouth tried to make a break for it, but he fought it back to a minor twitch. Everything about her reaction was textbook, right down to the order of the questions. "I'm Joe Bannister. The owner and manager of Club Bebop."

Her squint deepened. "Have we met before?"

"Sort of." He shrugged. "I caught you when you collapsed and got you to life support."

"Life support? What?" The squint disappeared, but now she was blinking again, and she pulled her hands away from the armrests as if she thought they might electrocute her.

"You performed in complete net immersion, although I'd bet a month's cover charges that you've never done it before. Immersive dives require recovery time for autonomous nerves and subconsciousness to become reacquainted."

"I'm sorry, but I have no idea what you're talking about. I've never performed before at all in front of people." He'd frightened her, if the size of her eyes was anything to go by. And she had started that curling-into-a-ball thing women did when they were anxious.

"Thank you for making my point." He opened the water and picked up her hand to wrap her fingers around it. "You stopped breathing. It happens when you just unplug and try to walk away from a deep dive. Drink."

At least she understood how to follow orders.

"I feel much better now," she said when she'd downed half the bottle. "I should let you get back to your show." After several seconds of hunting for a place to put the bottle, she offered it back to him.

Glitch set it on the desk. "Do you live alone?"

She paused in the middle of pulling the leads from her neck. "Excuse me?" Once they were detached, she carefully coiled them and set them on the indicator deck.

"You've crashed once. Sometimes it can boomerang back after a couple of hours, and it's better if you're not alone when it happens."

"I see." She bit her lip as her eyes darted around the room again. More classic anxiety, but thinking hard at the same time.

"No," he said, just as she inhaled to offer a plausible lie. "Nobody in a coffin stack is going to help you if you crash again, and it doesn't matter if you're awake or asleep. You're spending the night here. I know what to do if it happens again. Not many other people in Luna City would even know what it was."

More lip chewing, now with a defensive hunch to her shoulders. "I don't think that would be a good idea, Mister Bannister."

"Call me Joe."

"I'm not comfortable with the direction this conversation is taking." She stood, wobbled, found her balance. "How do I get back to the waiting room?"

His head started to throb, a sign that he was repressing anger. He tamped it down a little harder; she was scared enough already and yelling at her wouldn't make that better. "What's the disconnect, here? I know you don't have anywhere better to go."

She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. "I am not a prostitute."

It was such a complete non-sequitur that it took him a moment to parse the meaning out of her sentence. Then he couldn't stop himself from laughing. "No, you're not," he got out when he got himself back under control. "I've never seen a sex worker dressed...like that."

"Exactly. I sing. I write songs. I don't do...other things."

"Do you sleep?"

"Of course I do." She folded her arms, which made her look like a little girl playing dress-up tycoon. "I woke up shortly before I signed in for the open mike contest."

"And before that?"

She stared at him, looking mulish. "Is that really any of your business?"

"It is for the next twenty-four hours. I will not have Club Bebop's name associated with a net-dive bends case. It's bad for business."

"It wouldn't be great for my reputation, either." Her eyes had narrowed for that particular piece of logic.

"Yes, but you wouldn't be around to care," he pointed out. He wasn't sure why he was still sparring with her, except that it was fun. She'd made him laugh out loud.

She unbent enough to rub her forehead. "Look, I don't like people doing favors for me. There's always some kind of price and I don't see the listing for this one."

"This isn't a favor. This is self-preservation." It was true, as far as it went.

They waited each other out in silence for almost a minute. She broke first, as he'd known she would, because he knew she really didn't have anywhere else to go, and she didn't have anyone she could trust to watch her back.

"All right. Twenty-four hours. That's all."

"You're not a captive, Garcia. You just need observation."

"I need lunies." She froze for a second, then sighed, resigned. "I take it that I'm kicked out of the competition."

"Sort of. I had to announce you were getting a special award so that the rest of the talent pool didn't bolt." He shook his head slowly. "Nobody else could compete with your performance."

She squinted again. "It was all right? I wasn't sure about using something original."

"You don't remember it, do you?"

"It's...a little fuzzy." Her eyes slid away from his face. She was a terrible liar, which was as refreshing as the rest of her.

"It's on the feed. I'll let you watch it when you wake up."

"I told you, I'm not tired."

He grinned at her, because he couldn't help it. "You will be. Soon." He opened the office door and led the way to the green room. "Let's get your stuff and then find you a decent bed."

Only three people were in the green room, which meant some of the talent had ditched in spite of Charlie's announcement. At this point it didn't matter; word of mouth would make this one of the best Bebop Open Mike netcasts of the year. He'd probably be getting residual views for a decade. If he was still Joe Bannister in a decade, but that was a different issue for a different time and he resented the thought intruding into the problem he was working on here and now. 

Here and now, Travertine Garcia had just made Joe Bannister's tenure as Bebop owner part of the legend.

She rubbed the back of her neck before she bent over to pick up the bag she had tucked into a corner under a chair. From the size, it probably contained everything she owned, which wasn't much. And the skin around the dermaplast of her plugs was more irritated-looking than it had been earlier.

"You should get a doctor to look at your interface," he commented when she had collected everything.

"I should get a real interface instead of this ancient foster-kid thing." But she raised her hand to rub at it again. "It's too slow and it itches if I work too long."

Heat from the wires was breaking down her skin, most likely. But it could be something worse, too. "I know a good bio-engineer. I could probably get you an appointment."

"Great, can you also get me a credit line?" Her words showed a wry sense of humor that matched his. "Where are we going?"

It struck him that she had no idea how good she really was. She had no idea how much she was already worth, and how much that would accelerate with just one or two more netcasts. And this was definitely not the right time to give her a clue, because the shock could cause a boomerang all by itself.

"Up two levels. My quarters." He smiled at her to distract her. "I have a personal full-immersion rig up there."

She shook her head slowly. "Two rigs? That seems like a waste of perfectly good lunies."

He opened the stairwell door before he said the obvious. He seemed to be doing that a lot tonight. "You're alive because I wasted perfectly good money on full-immersion life support in the office." He glanced over his shoulder to catch her expression as she processed it.

She only looked grim, as if her continued existence might not be such a wonderful thing. That was a world view in severe need of correction.














Chapter 3

More Money than You Can Imagine


Trav woke slowly, a luxury because the coffins yanked a person out of sleep with a loud buzzer, and the loiter patrols were worse. She was warm, which was a luxury, because it meant she hadn't slept in a common area. 

She was naked. That was bizarre. 

And she wasn't alone. That was terrifying. There was no pain and no strange numbness, so rape or an organ theft was unlikely. But that was only one of the many, many bad things that could have happened to her. One of the many bad things she'd seen happen to other people in the poorest parts of Luna City.

Except...the situation was all wrong for something bad to have happened. She wouldn't have awakened in a bed—more likely in a cell. Maybe on a gurney, but most likely on regolith street. And she would have been alone, probably bruised and bleeding, not warm and comfortable. And...

"Good, you're awake."

She opened her eyes and saw the most beautiful male face in the Solar System looking back at her. Her luck had always been weird, but she'd never ended up in the clutches of a body-mod freak before.

"It's a reconstruction from a combat injury," he said. "I forgot to mention that last night."

"What?" was the best she could muster. 

"The face. Standard VA issue, one of about three models. The way the bone regrew and the soft tissue went on...turned into this."

Without thinking, she reached out to touch his cheek. A muscle twitched under her fingertip, but he didn't flinch. "How long ago?"

"The Ganymede dispute." Which made it six or seven years, depending on which part of the asteroid miner uprising he'd been in. Those perfect lips stretched into a faint smile. "You're interesting. That's not the normal first question."

"Oh. I was just thinking that you might be able to get used to seeing a different face in the mirror if enough time had passed." In her experience, with enough time a person could get used to just about anything.

He shrugged. "You do and you don't. Some of the guys in the bunker with me had to get full prosthetic bodies, so I was lucky. But enough about me." He sat up, forcing her to clutch the sheet to her chest to keep herself covered. "Why didn't you mention you've never done immersive performance before when you signed in?" He moved across the room to pull something off a wall hook. A robe.

"I didn't know it was an option." She watched him shrug it on, somehow fascinated by the faint scar that formed a Y over his torso. It was like the incision on Pesto's body after the shooting, but that had been from an autopsy, the social worker said. This man had been autopsied? But he was alive.

"You didn't know...." He turned around to stare at her. "You didn't know you were allowed to do it or you didn't know it was possible?"

"Of course I knew it was possible." She turned her back to him to hide the blush that was rising up her cheeks in a wave of heat and clutched the sheet a little tighter. "I didn't know the stage rig allowed it. I thought it was very expensive, only the military and big corporations could afford the trunk lines. At least that's what I've always been told."

He didn't say anything.

Trav's face got even hotter. She hated feeling like she was missing something, but she wasn't going to ask. Why open her mouth and confirm it?

"You stopped breathing in your sleep." Something hit her back with the soft splat of cloth. "Twice. And that was after you came back from the stage collapse. You don't just unplug when you deep dive like that."

"I'll keep that in mind if it ever comes up again."

Three stomps and he yanked her shoulder back as he loomed over her, gorgeous and furious. "You could have died, Travertine Garcia. From a purely technical point of view, you did die—several times. This is serious."

"What does it matter? I used my last lunies to enter, and now I have pretty much nothing. I can't even pay a day's worth of air tax right now."

He raked a hand through his hair—thick, medium brown and eminently rumple-worthy—and stared at her. "You thumbed the open mike agreement, didn't you?"

"Of course." They wouldn't have let her in, let her get off the street, if she hadn't.

He leaned in to stare at her eye-to-eye. His were dark blue, and she couldn't help wondering if they were his real eyes or replacements. "Then check your account," he murmured from six centimeters away, his voice somehow both menacing and caressing. 

"I need a terminal." She glared up at him for forcing her to admit—again—how inadequate she was, how ill-equipped to function in Luna City society. Thanks to Luna City's government, but nobody ever stopped to consider that part.

"If you'd care to get dressed, there's one on the other side of the room." His eyes flicked to the top of the sheet, then back to hers. "If you'd rather not dress first, I don't mind."

Just like that, with a few words, he managed to thicken the air between them, fill it with some mysterious force that had roots in both electricity and biology, pulling her lips closer to his.

But she knew that this was as real as his face. She'd been seduced by its promise before and had lived to regret it. 

"I'll dress." She forced it through her lips by sheer bitterness and will.

He blinked, looking confused, then backed away. And where he wouldn't look away from her direct gaze before, now he couldn't meet it. What was going on here? Did she really want to know? Probably not, because getting caught up in human stuff invariably stole her focus away from survival. But also probably yes, because his generosity might be the only thing keeping her alive right now. 

After a bit of fumbling, she found the robe he'd thrown at her and managed to get arms through sleeves and the sash tied while surveying the room. Definitely a rich person's place. It had free-standing furniture. The terminal was in multiple pieces and the colors all matched.

Make that a very rich person's room, because it had more than one door, and there was no sign of clothing, which meant a closet. Speaking of clothes....

"Where are my clothes? My...stuff?" Every single thing she could lay claim to in this world or any other was missing, gone like the time she had spent unconscious. She had lost everything before, so she couldn't muster a lot of panic.

"Don't worry, your bag is in my study and your clothes are being cleaned and pressed."

Trav bit her lip and nodded, then forced herself to ask the obvious question. "Why are you being nice to me?"

"Check your account." He pulled the chair away from the work surface. "You'll see."

She logged in and had to bite her lip again while she typed her password. He probably had a logger routine going for backup and was now in possession of her most personal secret. You could tell a lot from a person's passwords and she wasn't sure she wanted this man knowing that much about her.

Finally the main account came up and she felt her jaw go slack but couldn't do anything about it. There were too many digits—enough that the display automatically added a space between the thousand and hundred places. It was almost a long enough number to need two spaces; there had never been that many lunies in her account. "There must be some mistake."

"One or two more performances like that and I'll be able to retire," he commented over her shoulder. "You could retire now, if you invest that carefully. And that's just the live receipts from the inner system. The stuff beyond the belt usually trickles in over several weeks."

She looked up at him. "I don't understand. I didn't win the contest—I don't remember winning anything. And this is much, much more than the prize." It had been advertised as 500 lunies, an absolute fortune for performing one song. Five hundred didn't need a space in it.

"This is your cut of the netcast proceeds."  He pointed to the deposit line. "See? It's transferred from Club Bebop." Then he frowned, but it didn't make much difference to the perfection of his face. "The owner's special hasn't shown up. I must have forgotten." He blinked slowly, or possibly shut his eyes for a fraction of a second, then refreshed the screen. A new line showed a deposit of five hundred. The balance was an even larger number.

It didn't seem real. She couldn't put a value to a number that large. "I...Can I get my interface upgraded?"

"Yes." He sighed. "We spoke about this last night, but I'm not surprised you don't remember.  I made an appointment with my bio-engineer while you were asleep, so that's already on the list. You can afford state-of-the-art upgrades every couple of years forever. What else would you like?"

"A permanent place to live." She looked down at herself. "The coffins don't allow you to keep very much."

"I think that could be arranged." He leaned over her shoulder and refreshed the screen again. The ridiculous number got even bigger. "Yeah, I thought the belter scripts might be starting to show."

Travertine put a hand to her stomach, which had begun to twist itself into a knot. "This can't be right. It's a mistake and the Bebop owner is going to want this back. I didn't win. I didn't even finish out the open mike." She stood up fast and hard—hard enough to tip over the chair. "I need to get my clothes and get out of here. I can't...I can't breathe."

The air chimed. There was a definite chord emanating from the entire room. A minor fourth, to be precise, which sounded sinister.

"Dammit, not now," he growled. "You, sit down and bend over like you're trying to kiss your ass goodbye." He picked up the chair and shoved her into it, pulling her shoulders forward until she was forced to do as he'd said.

"Representatives of the Blue Dragon syndicate are attempting to break through the main patronage door of Club Bebop," a vaguely female voice intoned from the same place the chime had originated. It must have been a break-in alarm, and the voice had to belong to the building AI. Travertine had heard dozens of the emotionless warnings over the last few years, telling her to leave the building's perimeter or Luna City street patrol would be alerted. 

If she was still in the Bebop building, the man with the perfect face had to be Joseph Bannister, the club's owner. No wonder he liked to stay in the shadows. He'd have women hanging off of him if he didn't.

"I don't have time for them. Lock it down, Sprite."

Vague thuds sounded from somewhere below the room, accompanied by vibrations probably transmitted through the walls. "Locking down," Sprite-the-AI reported.

"All right. Thanks." The pressure left the back of her neck as she heard him take a deep breath and let it out slowly. "What kind of weirdo names a helpless baby Travertine, anyway?"

She sat up, noticed she wasn't gulping for air anymore and thought about lying to him. But it wasn't worth making something up. "A geologist."

"Huh? What does—" 

"My mother was a geologist. Travertine was her favorite kind of rock. A limestone that polishes like marble."

He started to laugh, almost too hard to talk.  "That's perfect. I have to live with this face, you have to live with that name."

"You're the owner of the Bebop, aren't you? Mister Joseph Bannister?"

"Yeah, that's still me." His smile looked a little forced. "But I'd rather you called me Joe. My grandfather was Mister Bannister."

"Why are Blue Dragons trying to break into your club?"

"Because the gang controls every other piece of entertainment real estate in Luna City and they want this one too. I think the grand Dragon finds it personally offensive that I don't allow gambling. I know he finds it personally offensive that I don't pay protection."

"Why don't you pay protection?" Everyone paid it who had anything worth losing. It wasn't any more expensive than air-leak insurance.

"Because there's nothing they can do to me that hasn't already been done." He looked around the room. "And it's so much fun to poke them when they try to poke me."

The room chimed again. "Members of the Blue Dragon tong are attempting to set fire to the facade of Club Bebop."

"Well, that's just stupid," popped out of Trav's mouth before she could stop it.

Joseph Bannister—she had slept next to Joseph Bannister—raised one perfect male eyebrow in inquiry.

"The most common, most available building material on the entire moon is regolith. How are they going to burn non-carbonaceous rock?"

"I guess your mother really was a geologist," he said after a few seconds. "How did she die?" He gestured in the vague direction of her neck. "She must have, or you wouldn't have that ancient foster-kid interface."

"Dumb load came in too hot at the Callisto processing station." She cleared her throat. "They figured out later it had been sabotaged."

He nodded. "You were what, ten?"

"Not quite." She looked at her hands. "It was about three weeks before my birthday."

He nodded. "That accounts for the interface. Would you like a shower before we fix that? And food. You definitely need to eat more."

"You mean now?" She looked up, not quite able to keep the astonishment off her face. "There are syndicate thugs trying to burn down your club."

"Yes, the building made of non-burning rock." He wandered over to the bathroom door. "The city patrol will take care of them."

"But you ordered a lock down. We're stuck here. Aren't we?"

"You think I'd move in here without an escape route and then piss off Blue Dragon?" He shook his head. "I'm crazy, but I'm not suicidal."

She stopped, suddenly cold. "I have no idea. I don't know you, Ster Bannister. I don't travel in your sort of circles." She rubbed her arms to try to get the goosebumps to go back down. It was true, she didn't know him, or anyone like him. People like Joseph Bannister were outlines, glamorous pix on the media blogs going to gala openings, not real flesh-and-blood people with real scars and real histories who treated her as an equal.

"Well, you're going to need to get to know me, because you're traveling in those circles now." He pointed to the display that still showed her account balance. It had auto-refreshed and the number was even bigger. That second space was imminent if it kept growing at this rate; she was about to have a million lunies in her account. "I don't think you have to worry about your air tax today. Or ever, really."

"Why not?"

"Because last night was the first time I've slept more than an hour at a stretch since Ganymede. If having you under the same roof can make me sleep, I'll be your slave." He stepped into the bathroom and opened a cupboard. "The melodrama downstairs will be over long before we're ready to leave, unless you're allergic to hot water."

That got her away from the workstation. "You have a water shower?"

He paused in the act of putting towels on a small counter. "You know, your life pretty much defines the term 'underprivileged.'"

She folded her arms. "I have a hardwire interface. I could short something out if I let water pound on it."

"There is that." He went back into the cupboard, rummaging at the very back of it, which muffled his voice. "Luckily I have something to seal that so it won't get wet." After some more rustling noises, he pulled out a small plastic box that looked like it had bandages in it. "Do you want to me to put it on for you?"

Just the thought of him touching the back of her neck sent a shiver down her spine. "No, I can do it myself."

"All right." He handed the box to her. "While you're doing that, I'll find you something to wear from this century. Dieter wouldn't let you in his office in that suit."

She looked down at the bandage box. "What's wrong with my suit? It's the best clothing I own. A real Earth antique."

He made a noise that forced her to look up. It had almost sounded like a snort. "It still exists because it's a piece of rust. It doesn't fit you and there are holes in it. And it's not like you can't afford something better. Did you notice your account balance?"

"Oh no, I didn't log out." She dropped the box and ran back to the terminal. It took a moment to find the command and then it was safely closed, at least until he used his recording of her password and emptied it.

"Hey, what do you want for breakfast?" he called from the bathroom door. "I'm more of a coffee guy first thing in the morning, but you need to eat."

 She glared at him, because he didn't listen. "I'm not hungry."

He smiled wide enough to show molars and she felt a strange pull toward him. He seemed to smile at her whenever he wanted her to agree to something and more often than not, she found herself doing what he wanted. Was he smiling deliberately?

"Seven, I didn't say you were hungry. I said you need to eat. So what sounds less repulsive than anything else?"

Lobster en croute with baby carrots and asparagus. She'd heard of it once on a cooking cast and everyone seemed to think it was glorious and incredibly expensive. She had always wanted to taste it. But not when she'd eaten only eight or nine hours ago. "Not green, it's too greasy."

He blinked and the smile faded slightly. "You eat green algae, on its own?"

Okay sometimes he listened, but he didn't pay attention. She straightened her spine and stared directly into his eyes. "When I can afford it, yes I do. Do you have a problem with that?"

He swallowed and the smile faded completely. "No, but I don't think I have any algae, green or otherwise. I ate enough of the stuff in the strike force; I'm not eating it again."

Something he'd said earlier clicked. "Is it real coffee? I've never had real coffee."

He sighed. "Coffee it is, but you have to have it with milk and sugar."

She smiled at him because she had won, for once. "That sounds wonderful."

He blinked and took half a step toward her then visibly stopped himself. "You'd better get into that shower."














Chapter 4

Sins of Government Employees


Glitch took her to Joe Bannister's private bio-engineer—as opposed to the government engineer who saw to the combat mods. He confirmed the appointment while Travertine was in the shower, trying not to think about the size of her eyes when she realized she was supposed to wash with soap and water.

Damn but that kid had been dusted over in her lifetime. She should have been a few years out of college, about to move up from an entry-level job in a company with cartel connections. Starting to get serious about a yakuza-tattoo-free boyfriend named Hiro or Chad, who thought her name was adorable. But no, her mother had to die in a mining accident that was no accident. And she hadn't mentioned a father, so chances were that he'd been a miner on leave someplace and Mom had had a very good time.

But today was different. For the first time in at least five years, Glitch had slept instead of drifting Luna City's net in pseudo-meditation. And Travertine had the funds necessary for catching up on all the things she should have already done over the years.

"Twenty-six."

He pulled his attention back to the attractive tech taking Travertine's medical history. She didn't look surprised, but given her profession she'd probably heard it all. "Address?" she continued with no vocal inflection.

"Club Bebop tower," he answered as his Lucky Number Seven hesitated.

She stiffened and shot him a look of almost pure panic before she forced it back down.  He glared back at her. Do you have a better answer? She didn't, because she pulled her top lip down with her teeth and refused to look at him again.

The tech hesitated a moment, too, sensing a change in the atmosphere.  "It might change once she gets settled, but right now Miz Garcia is staying with me." He shrugged, as if it wasn't a major departure from his normal monkish existence. "At least until the new interface is in place and functional." At least until she was trained in its use for immersive net dives. Or at least until he could think of another reason, if Sasha was correct. Sasha had a bad habit of knowing him better than he knew himself. And she had made him sleep.

"It is advised to have someone stay with the patient for the first week or so," the tech allowed. "And given your extensive work, Ster Bannister, you'll know exactly what symptoms to watch out for."

"Rest assured, I'll raise the dead if she runs half a degree of fever." He smiled at the excuse to keep her for a week and watched both women glaze over for a moment.

Damn face. 

He looked at the faux window's transmitted view of Buenos Aires and tuned them out again. Travertine still didn't look her age. It might have something to do with the fact that she was far too skinny; she didn't have much in the way of curves. But living on the streets of Luna City was difficult, and calories weren't easy to come by without currency. 

The tech gave him a strange look when he got up to follow Travertine into the work bay. Too bad. He'd found her, she was leaving with him, and he was going to be present when Dieter examined her. Okay, he hadn't actually found her; she had walked into his club and blown away his audience, but she was still a stray person and he had started feeding her, if you could call cream and sugar food. He'd even given her a nickname: Seven, because that had been her number in the sign-in database.

Sasha had been right, the rusted sonofadoll. And she still had the mutant talent of making him sleep.

The whole "stray" business hadn't come back to him until he heard her singing in the shower. Travertine Garcia couldn't carry a tune unless she was plugged in. She was as broken and wrong as he was. She was one of the most gifted musicians he'd ever heard, and she was at least partially tone deaf. She had the perfect cover.

Just like his. Who would ever believe the notorious semi-government hacker Glitch was dyslexic Joe Bannister, who couldn't read a two-digit number the same way twice? God had a sick sense of humor, but at least He, or She come to think of it, had gotten Seven to the Bebop when Glitch was in charge.

Dieter fussed over the spinal wiring on her old interface, taking a series of images in various EM frequencies, then declared it all had to come out before the new interface could be installed.

"Too much metal dere." Dieter pressed on the jacks hard enough to make her wince. "Copper. And bad connections. Gott, they soldered to axons, the butchers." He poked it from another angle and she actually chirped in distress.

"Easy on that," Glitch warned. "Those old sockets are huge. You paralyze her and we're going to have words, Dieter." Or he would tear his bioengineer limb from limb.

"Und I luff you too, Yoseph." But he took his hands away from her spine and shook his head. "I can give you some nanos to speed the healing process, but the organic zircuitry won't bond to dee solder. Or the copper wiring. When did you get ziss interface?"

"Fifteen years ago, when I started secondary school."

"Must haff been a ward of des Staates." Dieter's accent waxed and waned, usually according to the account balance of his patient, but he rarely lapsed into German unless he was actually over-torqued about something. "Alte technik. Schlechte verarbeitung. Fucking idioten."

"Is something wrong?" Travertine sounded worried.

"Nein." Dieter stopped and took a deep breath through his nose. "Such poor workmanship offends me, that's all. You're fine, but it's no thanks to whomever installed this interface. It will be good for you to get it out of here."

Glitch noted the complete absence of accent and stiffened without meaning to.

"However, we will have to cut a little for the removal. My technician will prep you while I have a word with Joseph."

He didn't want to leave the room, but Dieter had his shoulder in a death grip. Fortunately, Dieter stopped short of the door. "Glitch," he Sent on a more secure frequency than Glitch had known Dieter could access, "somebody did paralyze her when they did that hack job. The part of her cord the sockets are welded to is synthetic, and it's starting to break down. I need to get the crap out of her body and regrow the nerve fibers before my nanites can build the new interface."

"Is that going to take a long time?" he Sent back, since Dieter was treating it as an emergency. "And what happened to your accent?"

"It will take at least a week to fix the old damage, then probably another week before her new interface will grow in, even with viral enhancement." Dieter's lips compressed. "And you knew the accent was cosmetic. Right now you need skills, not ambiance."

"I never needed ambiance." Glitch raised an eyebrow. "Look at the face. I am ambiance."

Dieter snorted. "And I am very highly skilled. You are a bright young man to bring your lover to the best."

"She's not my lover." Yet. Because he almost felt as if he was lying with that statement.

"Then you're not as bright as I thought you were. Or else you're deliberately being slow, which might be very bright indeed." Dieter turned around and stepped back to where the chair had morphed into a table that cradled Travertine's face so that the nape of her neck was exposed. "Zee sterile field is in place?"

"Yes, Dieter."

"Zen I think vee begin." He stepped over to a three-dee field and picked up a stylus.

Glitch watched Dieter expertly slice the sockets out of Travertine's spine without ever coming within half a meter of her. He had to swallow every few minutes to try to get his heart back down into his chest cavity, because it felt like it was trying to crawl up his throat.

Finally, the skin was glued back together and he could exhale. Dieter peeled the cover off a patch at least three centimeters across and placed it on her back just below the nape of her neck. "This will regrow any axons damaged in removing the wires—they were very large wires, much too big for a twelve year old. And if there was any scarring, it should fix that, too. That way the new interface will have good surfaces to attach itself to." He nodded agreement with himself.

"That's it?" She tried to reach back and touch her neck, but Dieter batted her hands away. "I have a new interface?"

"Nein. Right now, and for the next week, you will have no interface. Then you will come back and I will install the new interface."

"No interface?" She sounded as panicked as Glitch had felt when Dieter told him about the synthetic section of her spinal cord. "None at all? How will I work?"

"You vill take a vacation. Let Joseph pamper you for a week." Dieter shrugged. "He works too much himself. It will be good for both of you."

"Actually," Glitch heard himself say, "I'm going to teach you a new skill that you're going find extremely useful." He folded his arms and let his lips curve in a half smile. "You're about to learn how to shop."

Her jaw dropped hard enough to make her lips form a perfect O. Dieter laughed.

"But first I'm going to feed you, really feed you—you're too blasted skinny." He raked his eyes down her form and then back up, mostly for effect because he knew down to the millimeter what she looked like. And felt like. "There's going to be haircut in there somewhere, too."

It might have been too much, because she folded her hands together so hard the knuckles were white and she was staring at them fixedly, all the while trying to turn her lower lip into hamburger.

"Fraulein, as your bio-engineer, I can find no fault with this plan." Dieter paused, obviously for effect. "However, I might stipulate a minimum of vigorous physical activity while the spinal cord is refurbishing."

Refurbishing. Such an innocuous term for "overdo it and you could have a machine breathing for you tomorrow." 

Glitch resisted the temptation to rake a hand through his hair, because he didn't want her to know how irritated he was, with a side of terror. Somehow, anything bad happening to Travertine wasn't acceptable, even though he'd known she existed for less than twenty-four hours.  That caterwauling in the shower had changed something in ways he wasn't able to define yet, but he was going to take care of her while he worked on it.

She looked up at him finally and he started to fall into those enormous gray eyes again. Damn. She almost looked like an anime porn heroine.

"How are you going to teach me to shop if I have no interface?" She looked from him to Dieter. "How am I going to pay for the treatment I just received?"

Glitch could hear the panicked edge creeping back into her voice, but Dieter waved his hand in a don't-worry-about-it motion. "You've already been billed for zee treatment. And you don't need an interface for
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