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International Orbital Terradome Alpha. I call it home. Most call it Iota. It’s one of the oldest Lunar Colonies and serves as a launch platform for the Martian Space Train Express and the local Space Buses that stop at every way station between Earth and Mars and anywhere else in the solar system. Its also a Launch for a Cruise Ship outfits that still maintain a fleet of nostalgic Solar Sailers that offers cruises to resort and casino colonies scattered about the inner planets.

On Earth places like Iota are called cities. Out here in space land they’re called Stations, but no matter what they are called as they grow things happen, prosperity, poverty, slums, and the most natural element of Humanity, Hybridians and AIs, crime, and corruption.

The cops and special ops investigators take care of that about the same way as they always have, the best they can and to be honest, things haven’t changed much since the pre, New Era days when guys like Sam Spade and Mike Hammer plied their trade, in the private sector. 

Here in the New Era, 230, the private sector is filled up with guys like me, Travis Lock, Private Investigator, third generation. I occupy the same office abode cubical my grandfather bought when he first opened Lock investigations. I hang out in the same bar, Randy’s Nostalgeria Bistro that opened about the same time and Randy’s Grandson and I get along like our Gps and parents did, tab tolerant.

It was Lowlight on the station, a time when most were catching up on their shut eye or, like me, out nursing libations, or good old earth brewed beer. I am partial to one called Old Blue, that’s still made from the ancient recipe it started with.

That’s where I was, at my usual place at the bar, sipping my beer out of an antique crystal beer mug when my wristcom vibrated. I tapped it to answer and a text message read, “I require your services. Please come to your office immediately.”

“Who’d be showing up at my office at 4 am?” I said out loud and Razor, the AI bartender gave me a grin, as only an AI can mimic and said, “Someone whose desperate for a Hackshaw. Maybe you’ll get paid and settle up your tab.”

“Maybe, but I did that last month.” I replied and downed the last of my beer. “Tab it Razor.” I chuckled teasingly and headed for my office.

I hopped in a bubblecab and said, unit 1107-C. An electronic voice announced the fee, and I touched my wristcom to the scanner.

“Eta, twelve minutes.” The EV announced and sped off, navigating the station thoroughfares better than any biocabbie could hope to do. It dropped me off in 11 minutes since there was no other traffic on its route. “Thanks.” I said as I exited the bubblecab and laughed at myself for thanking a machine. It said, “Welcome.” and sped away.

My unit is so old, being one of the first additions to the original, that it still required a key to unlock the door. I keep meaning to upgraded to optical but have never gotten around to it.

I put the key in the slot and turned it. The electric lock buzzed and clicked, and the door slid open slowly. As I stepped through, I felt a presence behind me and a voice said, “Thanks for being so quick Mr. Lock.” It was a voice made out of gravel and iron filings and about as AI as you could get.

I tapped the light switch illuminating the reception part of my office.

Ida. My holosecretary flickered on, activated by the motion sensor. “Hey Boss. You’re early.” She greeted.

The door of my private office slid open and Jake, my AI leg man came through. “Ah Boss. Yah gotta shadow.” He said secretively.

“I know.” I answered, then turned around on one heel and put my hand on the AI’s chest. It looked human. It felt human, but I could hear the faint hiss all AI’s make.

The AI smirked and took two steps to the left giving way to another visitor. The real client, a short round character dressed up in an old-world gangster costume, cigar in hand and a ring box in his hand.

The outer door hissed shut and locked.

“No guns Boss.” Ida announced. “One hip knife, clipped.”

“I see you don’t take chances Lock.” The client noted.

“Not when it comes to strangers calling me in the middle of the night.” I replied then said, “I want your name before we talk anymore.”

“Harrod, Jessop Harrod.”

“Never heard of you.” I replied, then, “Ida. Look it up.” I said casually.

“Already on it Boss.”

Jake had worked himself around so that he was standing beside his counterpart and behind the client.

Ida’s image disappeared.

We stood around in silence for several minutes, waiting. Then Ida reappeared in a shimmer and a flash.

“Got it Boss. He’s a good guy by the looks of it. Runs an antique shop in the Serenity Colony on the moon.”

“Zanzibar Ancient Collectibles.” Harrod offered. “I would have told you that.”

“Okay. Whats the job?” Jake cut in.

Harrod handed me the ring box, reluctant to let it go even to me.

I opened it and I could feel my eyes nearly pop out of my head.

Ida scanned it and whistled. “The Widow’s Kiss!” she named the gem I was now holding in my hand. “A lot of people have died trying to get their hands on this. There are people who want it for their conspiracy.”

Opals aren’t rare on Mars. There’s craters full of them, but the Widow’s Kiss is different. This one was at least three hundred years old, that meaning it was found three hundred years ago in a small crater a few miles from the Los Amarillo colony, which was a prospectors bane, a Casino Colony. A lot of the old colonies were Casinos and Resorts to tap into the mega-revenue Mars offered in those early days.

“It is the rarest opal in the solar system Lock.” Harrod announced. The Widow’s Kiss. It is one of the few translucent opals and the only one with a fossilized ten-legged Martian version of a black widow spider, complete with two red marks on its back. 

“I am sending it back to Mars. If I weren’t so old, I would take it myself, but I am old, too old to transport something this valuable if things got hard, which I have to tell you there is a good chance it will. There are plenty of people out there who would go to great lengths to acquire the ‘Lady’.

“So, you picked me to take the risk. Why?” I replied.

“You’ve got a reputation Travis Lock. You are in the history books as a major player in the discovery of the Caverns of Truth and later, bringing down the water tanker raiders”

“I only had a small part in that. I turned over my information to the authorities and they did the rest” I interrupted.

“You took out the leader in a one on one.” Harrod reflected.

I shrugged my shoulders, but remembered the scene, right out of the ancient American old west, a gun fight at high noon, only with lasers instead of six shooters.

“Personally, I don’t see what the big fuss is all about. How did this become one of the most valuable trinkets in the solar system?”

I tossed the thing up in the air and caught it in the ring box then popped the lid back on it. Harrods old peepers nearly bulged out like a human in open Martian atmosphere. “I didn’t expect such a cavalier attitude from some one with your reputation. “Maybe I should look elsewhere?” he croaked disappointedly.

“Nah. You’ve come to the right place Harrod.” Jake buzzed. 

Harrod didn’t turn around but his AI shot a glance his way. AIs don’t usually speak their mind like Jake does. My old man programed him to be a lot more than an automaton and he had grown considerable since, becoming one of the sentient ones and recognized as a free agent. He could have left me a long time ago to join others like himself, but one of the things he grew in his matrix was loyalty.

“You let you servants speak for you.” Harrod groaned.

“He’s sentient and I’d pick him over most humans to stand by me.” I shot back.

Harrod smiled and nodded his head and replied, “So everything I have heard about you rings with truth. Will you take my little treasure to Mars?”

I led Harrod into the inner office, leaving his AI in the care of Jake. I could hear Jake already trying to convert his counterpart to the Free AI Association.

I pointed at the client chair and sat down in my own behind the desk. My office looks like it manifested right out of Spade’s Maltese Falcon.

“Why are you giving it up?” I interrogated. “People usually don’t give up things that could buy you your own moon.”

“Like I said. I am getting old and I don’t have anyone to leave it to, so I am sending it to back where it came from. 

Los Amarillo is putting up a life-sized bronze of the man who found the Widow’s Kiss 300 years ago. I figured the actual gem would be fitting. They can mold it into the fingers of the statue with it being held up against the sun. With an appropriate theft scanner installed of course.”

“It’ll cost you 3 million E-coins, Solar, not Earth.” I told him, “and expenses. I’ll have to higher an extra man to watch my back. Jake’s good but even he can only be in one place at a time.”

Harrod tapped something out on his wristcom. A minute later mine beeped. Five million Solar E-coins had been transferred to my account. He hadn’t used Zip-coin, that gave his case a certain honest validity to it. Only people hiding things use Zs because they can’t be traced and aren’t legal tender on earth.

I didn’t argue. It was going to cost me at least a million and a half to higher the protection I wanted, Ash a Hybridian once a monster creep named Wesh. We had dealings in a case called the Albatross Affair. He was still a force to be reckoned with, that I had come to trust, but now...well...sometimes it’s hard to determine what’s good or bad. Mostly, a lot like me, he comes out clean... for a Merc.

I asked, “Who is my contact?”

“The Co-Ordinator of the project. His name is Carrington, Adair Carrington. His family has been on Mars since the first pioneers after the Darktime. He is legit and, as I understand it, he is directly related to the prospector who found the Widow’s Kiss, Marvin Carrington.”

“Okay. That’s good to know. If all goes well, I can transport the gem and deliver it. I will travel aboard the Martian Express Space Train with Jake and Ash.” I announced. 

Jake and Harrods AI came in and stood quietly off to the side.

“That sounds risky.” Harrod replied nervously.

“Not as risky as making the run in a private vehicle.” Jake interjected. “Ash and I couldn’t be of much help if we were all crammed into one place and attacked.”

Jessop Harrod looked at Jake and nodded. “Makes sense, but I would like to send my own agent with you, as an extra protection. My AI. He is voice sensitive and will respond to any one of your three when I program him.”

Jake
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