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  Introduction

  


  When I was invited to interview for an editorial position with Angry Robot in late 2008, part of the process was to edit a piece of science fiction prose. The chapter that I was given was from Colin’s first book with Angry Robot – Winter Song. It was the first work of his that I’d read, and that single chapter convinced me that I should seek out more of his work.


  But it was the convention scene that bookmarked our friendship.


  I joined Angry Robot the first week of 2009, and attended my first convention as part of my publishing duties 3 months later. It was April 10th and I was at EasterCon in Bradford, West Yorkshire. It was one of those venues that has a central convention centre, though the hotels are dotted around the city, so a regular shuttle bus was provided by the convention organisers. I boarded the bus and sat across the aisle from Colin, though I didn’t yet know him. He leaned across to me, and said, “Lee, right?” He’d recognized me from my photograph on the Angry Robot website. He was like that. He liked people, and he was always happy to introduce himself with a smile and a handshake. And why not?


  We hit it off right away. It was impossible to not like Colin – he was a talented writer, no doubt, but he was also nice, he was friendly – and here’s the kicker – he was genuine. He not only loved his writing, he appeared to love everything, and everyone, and I don’t recall ever seeing him without a twinkle in his eye and a smile on his face. The only times I ever saw him even the slightest bit cross was when he was frustrated about an injustice of some sort, but even then there was his eternal optimism, shining through – it’ll all work out in the end. Over the coming years I looked forward to our occasional phone chats, and to catching up with him again at conventions. He was one of those people who instantly cleared the gloom out of any space he occupied.


  I heard about his death a few hours after I arrived in Reno, Nevada for the World Science Fiction Convention in August 2011. (Writing that last sentence just gave me a shock. Until I’d put those two dates together, it simply hadn’t occurred to me that I’d only known him for a little under two and a half years – he had become such an important fixture in such a short space of time.) He died of a stroke at the stupidly young age of 50. I simply couldn’t conceive of the death of a man who always had so much life in him, and with so much optimism for the future. Of everyone I knew, Colin was the one with the most life in his life.


  All of which makes Damage Time a surprising piece of work. It’s a dystopian science fiction thriller about the collapse of western government and the rise of corporate control. It’s as dark a tale as you could hope for in a work of detective noir, and I still find it amazing that a mind as light and as abundantly optimistic as Colin’s could have created it. But Colin was a surprising man. I feel honoured to have worked with him professionally, and I feel privileged to have known him socially. In Winter Song and Damage Time, Colin Harvey showed himself to be a great writer. Given a few more years he would probably have started carving out a reputation of being one of our Great Writers.


  So, turn the page, and prepare yourself for a fast ride. Detective Pete Shah is waiting for you, and he might need some help…


  — Lee Harris

  York, August 2015


  


  I

  


  Less than ten hours before the dead woman’s body was pulled from the icy clutches of the East River, Detective Pete Shah sat watching hockey. Each time the New York Rangers surged forward in search of the goal that would take them into the Stanley Cup final, Shah stood up, his feet on the cross-struts of his stool’s legs, making him six inches taller. “Come on,” he growled, deep in his throat, ignoring his drink. “Come oooooon!” As the attack fizzled out, Shah slammed his palm down onto the antique stainless-steel bar in time with several hundred other fans. “Dammit!”


  The bar reeked of unwashed bodies and stale sweat. Its walls were lined with flock wallpaper and faux-mahogany smart surfacing that ate gum or any other material that didn’t move for more than sixty seconds. “That guy oughtta watch out,” the drinker queuing behind Shah’s stool nodded at a man resting his palm on the wallpaper. “People lean on it too long, it absorbs them.”


  “Urban myth,” Shah muttered. No one ever knew anyone it had happened to. In any event, the wallpaper was almost hidden by rows and columns of sports pictures, from antique black and white prints from the early twen-cen of men in ludicrously cut hockey uniforms, through color to the latest 3D of Kuntsler smacking a Red Sox pitcher almost out of the stadium. Most of the bar’s largely blue-collar clientele had, like Shah, come straight from the office, shop or worksite.


  Leaning on the bar, Shah sipped at a carbonated water and, sighing, shredded a toasted bagel while trying to ignore the grumbling of his stomach. It was dry, of course, and had no more flavor than the cardboard packaging that it had been served in that bore Matty’s logo. He’d spent most of his daily pittance, so to buy the coffee and meatballs whose aroma drifted by would eat into tomorrow’s pay. Unlike most of the kids who were raising a rumpus around him, he had neither the time nor the energy to supplement his calories by taking second and third jobs, so had to get by on the twenty-two hundred a day he earned. That the kids burned off all the calories they earned wouldn’t occur to them, but it turned up one corner of his lips.


  To take his mind off his hunger and the cardboardy bagel, he wiggled his butt to stop the stool’s central ridge from giving him hemorrhoids and dreamed of punching out the windbag on the next stool.


  Shah had wanted to watch without constant interruptions from social networkers and work calls, so he’d switched his eyepiece off. The guy next to him also stared at the screen, but kept talking – so his piece was switched on. He’d kept up a steady stream of snide comments about “East Coast putzers” all evening, until Shah wanted to slap his fat face and smash his – no doubt – fifty kilocalorie eyepiece. It looked like half a pair of antique spectacles from his left ear to the bridge of his nose, with a bud spiraling into his eardrum.


  The game resumed, and in the last seconds of normal time, the Rangers’ attack foundered, and the Islanders countered. Shah saw the Rangers’ defense-men look up at the clock as they entered damage time, the limbo between normal and overtime, and a hundred-twenty 3D screens and several hundred eyepieces showed the momentary lapse, and Jari Kaarinen jamming the puck into the net.


  Kaarinen’s arms went up in sync with the other players’, and as Shah closed his eyes in despair, the klaxon sounded, counterpointing groans from the other Rangers fans. Mixed with the groans were cheers from the few Islanders in the corner, who were watching the game in the enemy territory of Manhattan.


  Karl behind the bar shook his head sadly so that the beads in his hair danced. “Bad enough to lose,” he sympathized. “But to lose to the second best team in New York?” Shah had heard that Karl lived in Queens, and was sure that the barman made equally scathing comments about the Rangers to the Islanders fans.


  “Third,” Shah corrected him. “Rangers, Rangers Reserves, then the Islanders.” It was a feeble joke that couldn’t conceal his disappointment. The Rangers were out for another year.


  “Shee-it,” someone snarled behind him. “If they hadna chalked off Page’s goal, it wouldna gone to overtime anyways. We was robbed by the bastards that decided referees could add a little,” he lapsed into a soprano whine, “damage time.”


  Damage time, allowing the referees to add a few last seconds in their own judgment for any missed stop-clocks by the timekeepers, had proven a hugely controversial amendment, which had the NHL accountants rubbing their fat little hands with glee. Controversy was good for the box office, and Allah knew the NHL needed good box office.


  “Don’t matter anyway.” The windbag half-turned on his stool. His little exec carry-case leaned up against its base. “The Senators’ll kick the Islanders’ asses in the final.”


  Tension made the sudden silence almost crackle.


  Shah surreptitiously clicked his eyepiece online. YOU HAVE FIVE NEW MESSAGES, his eyepiece said via the insert into his ear. They would only be ads. “Delete all,” Shah whispered and flipped out his badge.


  NYPD hadn’t used badges for a generation – Shah had bought his online from a Chinese vendor. He’d bid the calorie equivalent of seven hundred new yuan, almost a year’s salary, but it bore the name of an Officer P Shah from the 1970s, so Shah thought it worth it, even though it was so heavy it sometimes felt as if he was carrying a brick in his pocket.


  The other men’s eyepieces would have identified Shah – his eyepiece was sending out the identifier of an off-duty cop, but the movement of flipping open the shield stopped the drunken local from lowering his forehead into the windbag’s face and he glowered at Shah.


  Shah stared at the windbag: Jean Drake. Shah’s eyepiece ran Drake’s data. Canadian, Shah read. No priors, a typical ten kilocalorie a day exec who thinks that ’cause he pays Supertax, the sun shines out his ass.


  Shah knew the other man. Owais Klass was a tattooed construction worker who, unlike Drake, had plenty of priors, most involving alcohol and violence. His tool-belt carried laser bradawl and sonic hammer, and more traditional tools like a monkey-wrench and screwdriver. Shah didn’t want to think what any one of those could do to Windbag’s skull. Nor the paperwork accruing from it.


  Klass was smeared with dry sweat and dust, and his eyes were glazed with too much drink while his nose-ring swayed in time with his body. “Why don’t you…” he slurred, “rack off back to where you belong, scumbag?”


  Drake blanched. He would be no match for Klass, so Shah interrupted, “Hey, Owais, easy.”


  At one-eighty-three Shah was nowhere near as big as Klass, but his badge might make him a mite taller in the construction worker’s mind. Or it might make him a better target. Only one way to find out.


  “Come on, bud,” Shah said. “Bad enough to lose to them,” he jerked his thumb at the cavorting Islanders fans in the corner, “without a night in the cells for assault. Mr Otta-wah here will buy you a drink as an apology for mouthing off.”


  Otta-wah opened his mouth to protest and Shah, who had nudged his way between them, thrust his face into the other man’s rippling jowls. “Don’t even think about it,” Shah growled. “I’ve just had my retirement age raised today. A month away from getting my clock, and now I got another five years to do. Third time the bastards have screwed me. So right now I don’t give a shit if Owais rips your frigging arm off and beats you to death with it. Get me?”


  Otta-wah nodded. “Good.” Shah chuckled mirthlessly and pointed at Otta-wah’s maroon sleeve. “At least the blood wouldn’t show on your suit.” He added, “Now, just buy him the drink and frack off. Yeah?”


  “In this weather?” Otta-wah pointed at the window. The threatened tropical storm had passed Baltimore, and was headed their way. The rain that had been a drizzle thirty minutes earlier was bouncing ten centimeters off the pavement, and taxi-pods threaded their way between lake-sized puddles. The inevitable steam surged out from beneath a manhole cover, although it was nothing like the plumes Shah remembered from childhood.


  “Cab or hearse, Ottawah. Your choice. You got five minutes. Mouth shut ‘cept for ordering. Got it?”


  Otta-wah nodded again. “What’ll it be?” He croaked.


  “JD and coke. Large,” Owais said. Shah stifled a snigger. The calorie count on that would be high enough to tip Otta-wah into a purchase surcharge. Then again, the guy was fat enough that he probably ate five thousand calories a day, on top of what he bought his friends and family, so he could obviously afford it.


  At Otta-wah’s questioning eyebrow, Shah said, “Pepsi. Thanks.”


  “Least I can do.” Otta-wah looked away, avoiding eye contact.


  “You don’t wanna proper drink, bud – ah, officer?” Owais said.


  Shah shook his head. “Pepsi’s fine. It’s sweet enough to rot your teeth, so I couldn’t never normally afford it.” He didn’t mention that he was a Muslim, even halfway to being a lapsed one. In theory all Americans were brothers, but some New Yorkers had long memories and drunks like Owais were volatile.


  Owais took his glass and melted away like the ice would in the tumbler of Pepsi that Karl dumped onto the bar. “Thanks.” Shah lifted his glass to Otta-wah. “Now. The nearest subway’s a block away. Yeah?”


  Otta-wah took his card back from Karl, picked up his carry-case, and left with his chin as high as he could manage. Shah plonked himself back down on ‘his’ stool, drained his glass of water, and munched on some bagel. He stared at his Pepsi, watching the bubbles rise, and sipped it, holding the sweet liquid on his tongue.


  “That was neat.” Karl took the empty water glass. “I thought it was all going to face-off back then.” Shah grunted. Karl added, “Bad day?”


  Shah nodded a fraction but said nothing. He glimpsed a flash of maroon slide back onto the stool that Otta-wah had just vacated. He stared at his glass. If the jerk really couldn’t take the hint, Shah wasn’t going to protect him. Even if it meant a ton of paperwork.


  Karl had retreated to the washer, empty glasses in hand. “Same again?” he called.


  But instead of Otta-wah, a woman answered, “Water. Still. And whatever Officer Shah’s drinking.”


  Shah looked up, half-smiled. “Hi.” On the stool next to him, the maroon chador unfolded and a pair of very long legs stepped out of it; Shah had been fooled by the color into not looking. Assumptions that if you caught a rookie making at work, you’d rip ‘em a new windpipe.


  The chador’s wearer stood up and smiled down at Shah. While she shook her blonde curls loose, a ripple of silence spread outwards as the men around them noted her presence. “Get you a drink, Officer? A proper one?” She folded the chador in half, allowing the fabric’s electrostatic coating to shiver off the last droplets, then folded it again and again as delicately and precisely as a master of origami with a paper sculpture, until it was smaller than a handkerchief.


  Its color faded when she put it into a transparent holder. A mood suit, Shah realized. Normally they took their cues from their wearer’s emotions; if she could control it – and he couldn’t believe that its maroon tint, identical to Otta-wah’s, was coincidence – then she must be very good at channeling her emotions.


  Shah shook his head. “No thanks, Aurora.”


  “Come on,” she urged. “I’ve still got the remains of that cee-note burning a hole in my pocket.” She leaned close and whispered, “I told that doorman standing behind us like a graven idol that I was your guest. Don’t make me look even more a fool than I looked earlier on today.”


  “A graven idol, huh?” Shah raised an eyebrow. “I’d never have pegged Stevie as idle, graven or not.”


  “You wouldn’t?” Aurora grinned. “I think he looks very graven, especially when he folds those big arms like that.”


  Shah swiveled, beckoned the doorman. “Put her entrance fee on my tab, Stevie.”


  “Sure.” Stevie bowed to Aurora, who tilted her head almost imperceptibly in return, then returned to the door.


  Shah ran his eyes over the almost non-existent dress. “You got pockets in that?”


  She was half a head taller than him even without the seven centimeter stilettos she teetered on, and the body-belt that barely covered her from breast to crotch only accentuated her skinniness. Aurora locked eyes with his, then looked down. He followed her gaze to where she ostentatiously took several bills from her cleavage. “Harcourt says I’ll get my new ID card in the mail tomorrow morning. So I thought I’d celebrate by getting rid of this.” She looked around. “I thought it’d be busier. Isn’t there a game tonight?”


  “Was. We lost in damage time.”


  Her lips formed an “oh.”


  “Why don’t they go straight to extra time? Why damage time as well?”


  Shah shrugged. “Someone said it comes from brown-outs knocking the official clocks off-kilter, so they added a little on. Or that some official toured Europe, got the idea from some other sports. Thought a little unpredictability would spice things up.”


  Karl approached and seeing the notes Aurora proffered, his face darkened. “This isn’t a laundry,” Karl grated. “ID-supported cards only.”


  For the first time since they had met, Aurora’s composure deserted her. Her mouth opened and worked, but no words came out. She shook her head in bewilderment. “My card was stolen,” she implored. “I’m not trying to launder anything.”


  “Better drink somewhere else, then,” Karl closed his mouth so firmly his lips almost disappeared between sentences. “We aren’t running that kinda place. Card or nothing.”


  Shah proffered his card. “Allow me. Get the lady what she wants, Karl.”


  “Water,” Aurora said.


  Shah knew she’d been planning something more expensive than the cheapest drink on the house. “Make it carbonated, at least,” he pleaded. Karl’s eyebrows lifted, but he went to fetch it. Shah stage-whispered, “He’s OK, generally, but if he takes against someone, he really takes against ’em. Comprendez-vous?”


  “Oh, yes.” Aurora’s voice was barely a gasp. “Je comprend very, very much. The French for his kind of guy is jackass, I think.” She shut her eyes, bit her bottom lip. She looked down at the water pooling around her shoes, where the electrostatic coating had shivered it off. Finally she said, “Sorry. Your pay can’t run to subsidizing clueless companions.”


  “Hey, it’s OK. Don’t worry about it.”


  “No. I hate owing people anything. I thought I’d pay you back the loan. Instead you end up bailing me out for the second time.” She shook her head. “Bastard of a day.”


  “Tell me about it.” Shah waggled his now empty glass at Karl.


  


  II

  


  The sun beats down. When you spit, it sizzles on the rocks. The sole time you were caught out in it, it fried your skull until you were sure that you could feel the waves of ultraviolet beating down on you in time to the throbbing of your brain. Never again.


  The landscape across to the horizon is sere with occasional dots of green where the saguaros stand as mute sentries to the deep desert. The solitary blight on the beauty is the disused CAP pipeline that used to vampire the water from the Colorado River to fuel the nuclear power plant, both now abandoned since Mexico effectively bought back the south-west. You’re surprised at how much you remember; you thought that you’d slept through Lancaster’s history lessons, but clearly that wasn’t the case.


  A breeze lighter than a spirit’s kiss carries the scent of rosemary, fighting for dominance with a spicy waft of thyme. A lizard skittering across the road away from the half-buried cistern breaks the silence. The lizard is tiny, whereas the cistern that your family uses to catch the rain is an old five thousand gallon gas tanker relined and resealed, now painted with Hopi Indian designs. Two of its four compartments are filled with gray water in various stages of leaching for use on the garden. Another holds the rainwater for drinking.


  Some of that rainwater is run-off from raised patios and paths that separate sunken planting areas filled with dragon fruit and immigrant fruits – tomatoes, eggplants, and squash. Out the back from where you hear a couple of hens squabble are the bigger plants, nopal cactus and mesquite, as well as oranges, figs and pomegranates,. The hens alone – with you – have decided not to siesta today.


  For as you shelter beneath the vase-like branches of a Chinese Pistache, picking a sliver of its peeling bark away and gaze around the undulating series of Indian terraces and basins that form the family’s yard with a melancholic surge of pride, you know the truth.


  Though your parents and grandparents have spent the last forty years perfecting the system – selecting, breeding and refining the plants, covering much of the garden with black gauze cloth to reduce evapotranspiration by a third, optimizing the pipes running from the roof to the tank, even reshaping the road – it’s not enough. There is only so much water that can be wrung from the land, and the family has one thirst too many. The twins aren’t old enough to go, so you must.


  Tomorrow.


  At first light you’ll take your cycle and scoot over to Gran Tamales, and catch the daily bus from there to Tucson.


  


  III

  


  Six hours before the almost-fight with Owais and the windbag, Shah sighed and closed the feed.


  “Anything?” Marietetski said. The light glistened off his shaven scalp, which was so black it looked blue.


  “Maybe,” Shah tried to suppress an ache at leaving those searing blue skies behind for the sooty rain of New York. “The memory’s from Arizona, and it’s a boy, which fits our amnesiac. It’s fresh too, no softening of the images like you’d expect with old memories – no imprinting what we’d have liked to have happen, over what did.”


  “Arizona would fit the soil type taken from the vic’s fingernails,” Marietetski said. “He’s got Hopi tattoos on his forearm. Did you say that there was a cistern with Hopi style designs?”


  “Yep,” Shah said, running thumb and forefinger down an invisible beard on either side of his mouth. “I think we’ve got enough to farm it out to Nuevo Mexico. ’Bout time they started running decent ID files on their new citizens, isn’t it? They wanna buy the state, they should take responsibility for their new citizens.”


  Marietetski’s laugh was more of a grunt. “Too busy building their new border,” he said. “Besides, most people want to go the other way nowadays. Maybe their Missing Persons people can turn up some long lost relatives here? Had to be a reason he ended up in New York.”


  “I think they aren’t too bothered about talking to any of the Displaced about whether any of their relatives are missing,” Shah said. “Besides, if that memory was him, and his family couldn’t support the kid while he was fit – that was why he left – what chance will there be of their taking back a vegetable? The bastards that did this – ripping almost all his memories and posting them, for what, for a few calories?”


  “Easy, easy,” Marietetski said, patting his shoulder before walking away.


  Shah hunched over his desk, surrounded by meter-high mountains of clear plastic folders, each bulging with paper. Around him, the ten by ten meter square room was packed with desks at which uniformed and plain-clothed men and women sat and worked quietly.


  “Doodling?” Captain van Doorn’s quiet voice cut through what noise there was.


  “The psych analysts like to call them thought representation graphics,” Shah said without looking up. The thoughts they represented were primeval – anger, sadness, fear – but his voice was level.


  “I’ve heard you say you grew up calling them doodles. You going to clear some of these?” Van Doorn slapped his hand on one of the miniature mountain ranges on the desk.


  Shah stared up at the seamed face. “Better we don’t have ‘em at all. Heaven knows, we shouldn’t save the last of our trees if it means we can’t find a file for two seconds.”


  “That’s right,” van Doorn said, ignoring Shah’s sarcasm.


  Shah continued as if van Doorn hadn’t spoken, “My old man used to talk ’bout how a hundred years ago the futurologists claimed there’d be paperless offices. Hah. Turn of the Millennium they gengineered parasites, auditors, who made everyone afraid about everything. They scared our bosses ’bout seventeen different types of backups all crashing at once and how if we couldn’t find a tiny piece of paper, that It’d send us all to hell; that they reckon it’s better we spend our time shuffling papers than catching perps.”


  “You finished ranting, dinosaur?” Van Doorn added, “Paper isn’t made from trees anymore. Everyone knows that.”


  He didn’t wait for an answer, so Shah had to settle for glaring at his broad back and muttering, “Yeah, pseudo-yeast. I know that’s where it comes from, helmet-head.” He tore a corner off and chewed it, then spat it out. “Don’t taste any better than it ever did, though.” He stood up, and placing one hand on the top of the nearest pile to hold it in place, pushed the bottom six inches of the pile off his desk and into the garbage can.


  Shah returned to his doodles. His stylo gouged deep holes in the scrap “paper” that he used up faster than anyone else in the office.


  “Got you a coffee.” Marietetski placed the cardboard cup with its steaming inky contents beside his pad. “NoCal OK?”


  “Thanks,” Shah said without looking up. Then he straightened, for even the thirty-seven calories of the murky sewage would go onto Marietetski’s account, and count toward his young partner’s government-approved fifteen hundred-calorie basic allowance. “NoCal’s just fine. Thanks for remembering it.” Kids of Marietetski’s age had long ago had any kind of sweet tooth ripped from them by a world of shortages.


  Marietetski shrugged. He had as many cases as Shah, but far fewer folders, and they were anorexic by comparison. He picked up a particularly thin folder and replaced one piece of paper with another. “Couldn’t have you spitting coffee all over me.” When Shah didn’t rise to his provocation, he added, “Bitch, huh?”


  “I got nine-hundred-ninety-seven ongoing cases.” Shah poked the stylo savagely through the ‘paper.’ “You know, I know most of them lead back to a single source. Arson, burglary, petty theft, prostitution, memory-ripping; their common denominator’s called Kotian. And can we prove it?”


  He glared at the windows, which for all their self-cleaning implants, seemed to accumulate grime in the way New York’s windows had always picked it up. Then he turned that glare on Marietetski. He said three words: “Five more weeks.”


  Marietetski made a what-can-I-say gesture.


  “Five more fricking weeks and I could have, should have, been sleeping late, strolling down to Manny’s for breakfast, then working out how I was going to spend all of that free time that retirees earn.” The words spilled from him now, a white-hot lava flow of accumulated resentment and frustration. “Van Doorn just comes out with ‘SuperAnn Fund Deficit’ like it’s a traffic report. No frickin ’sorry, we’re raising the retirement age by another five years, and you’ve got to work till you drop’.”


  He stopped abruptly. Took deep breaths, and visualized a beach, waves breaking on tropical golden sands. Gradually, his heart-rate slowed, and he opened his eyes. Marietetski’s patrician features were carefully blank, composed into their usual impassive mask. Only his eyes gave him away. But instead of their usual distant contempt, Shah had caught a flicker of sympathy.


  Then Marietetski grinned. “Walk down to Manny’s? You’d die of boredom in a month with no Kotian to bitch about!”


  “I’m a dino, all right,” Shah said. “I arrest perps, not make up shit about why our cleanup rate for hour-old crimes has dropped from seventeen-point-three percent, to seventeen-point-two.”


  “Huh, Triceratops, it’s up to seventeen-point-five. Climbed point-three of a base point over that bust of Jeffrey’s yesterday. The perp owned up to eight more dockets.”


  “Well, hallelujah,” Shah raised his cup in a mock-salute. “It might even get us off the bottom of the league, but hijo, I got to tell you, while you’re yoked to me, you aren’t going to get that Cop of the Month award.”


  Marietetski shrugged. “Who wants to go to the Micronesian Enclave anyways? I went there on my honeymoon. And Beijing? Big deal. No, I’m just happy being a dino-sitter.”


  The sheer outlandishness of the claim made Shah burst out laughing, and his partner grinned.


  Both men sipped at their coffee, staring into space. Then Shah strolled across to the recycler, and stared out of the window at Ellis Island and the radioactive stump that was all that was left of the Statute of Liberty, bathed in the watery sunshine that separated several bands of showers.


  A woman’s voice called from the partition separating the front of desk from the office. “Excuse me… sir? Sir, you there with the dark gray suit? Could you help me… please?”


  Shah looked over. It had been on the tip of his tongue to tell her to talk to Hampson, who was staffing the front desk. Then he saw the line of people, and let out a low whistle, before double taking on the woman herself. Shah turned to see Marietetski’s raised eyebrows, and caught his partner’s nod toward the desk. He noticed that almost all of the men had stopped working to stare, and that Marietetski was grinning. “Your treat,” the young man mouthed.


  “What’s the problem, ma’am?” Shah said. Hampson hadn’t even looked over, but was trying to calm a couple of irate Chinese down.


  “I’ve lost my ID – or it’s been lifted,” the woman said in an accent that smacked of money. She was jaw-droppingly beautiful. Probably – Shah guessed – cosmetically enhanced, and any of her clothes probably cost more than what he made in a month. She glanced round at the people around her as if she had awoken in the midst of a pack of hungry feral dogs. She looked close to tears. “I’ve been waiting for almost an hour and this, ah, gentleman,” she nodded at Hampson, “well, he’s clearly very busy, but I don’t even have enough credit for a glass of water. Please?” Her voice rose on the last word, but she subsided at Shah’s outstretched hand, palm down in a stay calm gesture.


  “It’s OK, Ma’am” Shah said. “I’ll get you a glass of water. You just have a seat, and take a few deep breaths, and I’ll be back in a few seconds.” On the way to the cooler, Shah passed Hampson and hissed in the duty officer’s ear, “What the hell’s going on? She’s been waiting an hour.”


  “No she hasn’t,” Hampson said without taking his eyes off the Chinese tourist, nor allowing his fixed smile to waver as he answered the Mandarin tirade in a loud, slow voice. “I understand your frustration, sir, but until we can get an interpreter – and we can’t get one for another hour – we’re just going to have to try one another.”


  Shah reached the water cooler. “Fine looking woman,” Detective Stickel said. The vertical line between her eyebrows deepened. “Course you’d help just as much if it were a guy, wouldn’t you?”


  Shah filled two cups. “Course I would. Good Samaritan and all.”


  “A what?” Stickel’s head retreated an inch, as it often did when she was surprised.


  “Read your Bible,” Shah said.


  This time Stickel’s head recoiled a full three inches, and her eyebrows shot up. “You? Telling me to read that old book-thing? Ha, that’s a good one!”


  Does she know I’m a Mussulman-boy? Shah wondered. Is that what she means by the “you?” He kept his face deadpan though, letting none of his thoughts show. “Oh, I’ll quote any old bit of religion.” Shah raised one cup. “L’chaim!” He tossed it down and refilled it, slowly, all to irritate the waiting Stickel who was a royal pain in the ass. “See, Hebrew too! I’m covering all the bases, just in case God turns out be real, and he’s affiliated.”


  “Yeah,” Stickel said to his retreating back, then removing any doubt. “Salaam.”


  As Shah passed again, cups of water in hand, Hampson turned from the Chinese tirade for a moment. “Can ya take care of her? Please?”


  Shah almost said, “Loss of ID – while it’s serious – only needs the counter-sig of one of the duty officers.” But it had already been a long day, and he had five more years of long days. “Ah, fuck it,” he muttered, and kicked open the partition door. “Ma’am?” he said. “Follow me to one of the interview rooms. We’ll sort this out now.”


  “Thank you,” she said, her voice wavering momentarily.


  Shah waited, then walked alongside her, listening to the clack of her heels on the floor tiles, breathing in her faint perfume and studying her out of the corner of his eye. Tumbling blonde hair, tip-tilted nose almost too perfect, and he’d already noticed the wide but rosebud mouth and cornflower-blue eyes. That she was half a head taller than him in her heels was all that marred her perfection – and oddly enough, that made her human.


  “That a mark on your temple?” He said when he sensed that she was about to make a smartass comment about him looking her over.


  “This?” She pointed at the faint pink scarring on her skin, but didn’t touch it, which impressed him more. “Where they caught me when they lifted my eyepiece.” She grimaced. “I am such an idiot. You hear stories about the street gangs mugging people for their pieces, but you never think it’ll happen to you. They left my purse, which only makes it more galling.”


  Shah held the door to the interview suite open for her. “Thank you.” She shot him a dazzling smile, and he stood in the doorway collecting his thoughts and enjoying watching the play of her ass beneath her expensive skirt.


  He strode in and waved to the visitor’s chair. “Take a seat Miz…” and wondered idly whether everyone knew and shared Marietetski’s pity over his bad news; anything to stop staring.


  “Debonis.” She sat and crossed an elegant leg. He guessed that just her pointed-toed stilettos cost a few thousand bucks, or duty-free rupees, as seemed more likely. “Aurora Debonis. The little bastards skinned me while I was out shopping.”


  She held up a tiny paper tote bag, no doubt containing her equally tiny but expensive purchases. “My friends all work the dayshift, so there was no one I could call. I thought that I might as well report it straight away. And see if I could beg the cab fare to a friend’s place. Please don’t suggest the subway.”


  Shah bridled, but then laughed silently at himself. Of course she wouldn’t want to ride the subway; you might be OK, but her clothes would scream target louder than a damn siren.


  “I’ll just call up some details,” Shah said. “Social security number?”


  She rattled off a string of digits which Shah repeated, the tiny sensors in the eyepiece picking up the movements in his jaw, although, as often happened, the numbers that appeared in front of his vision included an incorrect “five” instead of the correct nine. He repeated the number, mentally cursing, and this time the number came up true. While his eyepiece responded, he took a retinal scan. Within seconds, her face stared back at him from his lens. No criminal record, he noted. “You’re a–” he almost said hooker, but suspecting that it would be inappropriate, changed it to, “companion?”


  “I am.” The crispness of her answer endorsed his guess. “All licenses and taxes paid up. Does my profession change anything? Perhaps you’d have left me waiting where I was?”


  Shah tried to keep his face straight, and gave up, allowing a small smile to creep across it. “Not a darn thing, Ma’am. As long as you’re legal, I’ve got no issues at all.” Many of his colleagues were still old-fashioned enough that they would have left her in the line, but the thought of ducking his outstandings to help a hooker made him feel as if he’d really flipped the Mayor the bird. He checked his eyepiece and checked the whistle that he almost made. “You live in Llewellyn? Business must be good – think I should change careers?”


  She took in his rumpled suit, the faded coffee stain on his tie that wouldn’t come out, and his mournful face and grinned back. “You’d clean up in no time, officer. I think the house next door’s for sale.”


  Shah grunted. “How many millions?”


  Aurora made a moue. “You know the old saying – if you have to ask…?”


  “You can’t afford it. Yep.”


  “Do you foresee a problem with issuing a replacement card?”


  “No more than you would expect from the FBI,” he said with a smile that she didn’t return this time. “I’ll call the attorney you have listed as your contact.” He rattled the number off to the meeting-phone that sat on the desk. Moments later an androgynous voice echoed round the room: “Harcourt and Robinson; how may we help you?”


  “I’d like to speak to Stephen Harcourt, please,” Shah said. “I’m Officer Pervez Shah of the NYPD, calling about Ms Aurora Debonis.”


  Faster than any human could have managed, a fractionally more masculine voice said, “Officer Shah? This is Stephen Harcourt. What’s this about Ms Debonis?”


  “I have a lady with me who’s been mugged and lost her ID,” Shah said. “If I turn the cam on her, and she says a few words, can you provisionally confirm her ID pending DNA verification? It’ll only cut a day or two off her waiting time for a replacement ID, but every little bit helps.” Shah swiveled the cam.


  “Of course,” Harcourt said. “Hello, Aurora.”


  “Hello Stephen, yes, it’s me. That’ll teach me to be casual in NYC, won’t it?”


  “I’ll need you to answer some security questions. You have a memory copied to me for identification. What is it?”


  “A tennis tournament I played in when I was fifteen. I won when my opponent back-handed into the net.”


  “Great. Please provide the police officer with a DNA swab.”


  Shah took a tiny scraping from the inside of her cheek and inserted it into the analyzer. After a few second’s delay Harcourt said, “I provisionally confirm the voiceprint as Ms Aurora Debonis,” and repeated her social security number. “Thank you, officer.”


  The line went dead, saving Shah the job of wondering about the etiquette of how to say goodbye to an AI on the Micronesian fleet. He called the DHS number, recited the coded instructions, and hung up. “They’re not good with routine requests – too many emergencies – and making you sweat a couple of days gives them time to nose through your trash. But you should have it in a few days.”


  “Oh.” She sat blinking through the implications. “That means no travel, no–”


  “Shopping. Yeah,” he said sympathetically, standing up. “I can loan you cash to buy food, maybe at a corner Mashriq. I’ll call you a cab, and put it on my card.”


  “Thank you,” she said. “I’ve been worried sick,” she explained with a little laugh, her eyes glinting.” I walked all the way here.” She showed him blistered heels, and echoed his thoughts. “And in these shoes!”


  He walked her down to the pickup point. Although it was six floors down; he had the native New Yorker’s aversion to riding in elevators since continual brown-outs had started with power rationing and multi-sourcing of energy, and waited with her for one of the rare and hideously expensive little yellow pods. She turned, as she climbed in. “You’ve been a great help. Thanks.”


  “My pleasure.”


  “See you soon, I hope.” She flashed him a smile. He was sure it was purely professional, but was still surprised at its warmth.


  “Who knows?” He smiled back.


  


  IV

  


  “When you said ‘see you soon’ I didn’t think you meant this soon,” Shah said.


  Aurora smiled.


  “Can I get you something else?” Karl shouted over the background noise of the bar. At Shah’s enquiring look, Aurora shook her head. “I’ve had enough for now.” She glanced him a momentary smile he almost missed. “To drink.”


  “Ah.” Shah kept his voice carefully neutral. He had found over the years when lost for words that ‘ah’ was a good expression. He also found it useful sometimes to stay silent, and let the silence squeeze the next answer from the other person. If Aurora had shown any signs of wanting to leave he might have said more, but she looked as if she was settled.


  The lengthening silence repaid his faith. Aurora stared at the counter and said, “You know–” and stopped. She looked up at him. “You’re not making this easy.” Her nervous little smile robbed the words of any rebuke.


  “Making what easy?” He knew now where the conversation was going, but he wasn’t sure why.


  “I was going to repay you with your own cash,” she said.” If I can’t do that, I have only one thing that I can offer. But normally, I don’t have to work quite so hard to sell it.”


  “Well,” he said, nodding slowly, gravely, to show his sympathy.” That must be very difficult for you. Having to work quite so hard at whatever it is that I’m not making easy.”


  Her laugh was an explosion of air that ended as abruptly as it started. “You’re very funny,” she said, tone belying her words. “Are you fully partnered, or just as slow as you make out?”


  “Partnered? Yeah, I have one, though she’s mostly on a different shift from me. We overlap slightly, occasionally.”


  “Ah.” She tilted her head back, and her little smile suggested she was deliberately mocking his earlier non-commitment. “So… complicated, huh?”


  He laughed staccato, betraying a slight attack of nerves. “If we lived out in the boonies, it wouldn’t be an issue. Everyone’s reverted back to working daylight time only, to save on the power bills.”


  “Not everywhere. We live shifts in Llewellyn.” She ran her finger around the rim of her glass and studied him. “Stop changing the subject, Officer Shah. Is your name Persian, by the way?”


  That she recognized its ethnicity warmed him inside. “It is. And I’m not changing it so much as trying to work out what the subject is.” He looked straight into her eyes, and held her gaze until she looked away. “I’m an old man–”


  “Middle-aged.”


  “I’m an old man,” he insisted. “I’m not young enough, or ruggedly-handsome enough in an old-man kind of way to be remotely attractive to a woman like you. Nor rich enough to afford your rates.”


  “Do you know,” she snapped, “that’s the first sweeping generalization you’ve made since we met?”


  She tapped her finger on the bar, and he guessed it was to help her think of what to say next. “Why do you think my clients come to me?” she asked, flushing slightly. “Apart from the obvious.”


  He puffed his cheeks out. “Dunno.”


  “Good answer,” she said sarcastically. “There’s as many reasons as clients. Some come for sex, no two ways about it. Others book me for a massage. Sometimes they’d rather talk – they just need someone to unload onto, because they’re lonely, or they have friends, but they think those friends aren’t interested in their problems.” She stared at him and tipped the dregs of her glass down her throat, but when he reached out to signal Karl, she put her hand on his arm. “And you think you know why I want to go back to your place!”


  “Sorry.” Shah held his hands up in surrender.


  Aurora took a deep breath, then grinned. “Even whores have feelings,” adding quickly, “not that I consider myself a whore.” She leaned closer to him and whispered in his ear. “There’s one other reason.”


  “Yes?”


  Aurora straightened so that the gap between them was again a meter or so. She tipped the salt shaker up and sprinkled grains of sand on the counter, and licking her finger, dabbed it on the micro-mountain she’d made. Then she sucked her finger and when she’d finished said – not loudly but clear enough to carry, “I like to fuck.”


  Shah sat, his face burning and thought, It’s so quiet in here they must all be able to hear my heart racing. “Oh.”


  “Oh,” Aurora echoed, her face straight, but he could hear the not quite suppressed laughter in her voice. “I’m here, you’re here. I like you. Do we really need to complicate it with our motives?” She sprayed perfume from a tiny atomizer and held out her wrist. “Like it?”


  It wasn’t strong, but the perfume seemed to poke him between the eyes. Wow, must be some powerful pheromones in that. “Yeah, very nice.”


  Aurora stood up. “Come on. Let’s go back to my place.”


  Shah stood too. “I’m not going all the way to Llewellyn tonight. My place is three blocks away.”


  Aurora took his hand and led him to the doorway. Shah felt every pair of eyes in the place tracking him. One of the construction workers grinned at him, and Shah winked. He couldn’t ever remember feeling so good, or so young.


  Outside the rain had slackened off and was barely worthy of the name any longer. Men and women still strained between the shafts of their harnesses as they hauled their cabs along, while the clop of a few horse-drawn hansoms echoed along the street, interspersed with the beeping horns of the even rarer yellow cabs. One chugged past, bloated hydrogen bag on its roof now almost empty and drooping, spilling over the sides of the roof onto the tops of the windows.


  Aurora took his arm and led Shah to the curb. “Nah, it’s OK,” he said, suddenly feeling very lethargic, and determined for some reason to fight it. “We’ll walk to my place. Three blocks.”


  “Let’s get a cab,” Aurora said. “I’ve a town house a mile or two away.”


  Shah took a great lungful of air and with a huge effort hauled himself upright. It was the hardest thing he’d ever had to do, though not quite as hard as what he did next. Somehow it seemed important, though he couldn’t quite fathom why. “No,” he said. “I have to go to work tomorrow. Not until late, but I have to work. My place – or nowhere. Sorry, Aurora, but that’s the deal. And I can’t afford cab fares.”


  “Then let’s compromise. If they’ll take this c-note of yours, we’ll see whether it’ll carry us to your place. OK?”


  “OK,” Shah sighed.


  He was acutely aware of her hip pressing into his as they sat scrunched close together in the back of the pedicab, the fragrance of her perfume tickling his nose, and the warmth of her breath on the side of his neck.


  The cabbie, a muscle-bound giant who probably ate every calorie he got in fares just to stay alive, grunted with exertion.


  “See.” Aurora sprayed her wrist again, “I said we should get a cab.”


  “But that note of yours wouldn’t have got us to your place, even the one in town.” Instead he’d run his credit down that little bit more. He shifted slightly, hoping she wouldn’t feel how much he wanted her, but she ran her hand over his erection, stopping his breath. “We could always go on to my place afterwards,” she crooned. “I’ve got something that’ll keep you going all night, my fine stallion.” She nibbled his ear.


  “We’re here,” he croaked, running his card through the cab’s scanner, and hearing the clunk of the doors unlocking as it successfully validated the payment.


  She held onto his arm as they ran through the rain to the lobby, stopping to wipe their feet on the mat. “We’ll break our necks on the floor if we’re not careful,” he explained.


  “It doesn’t absorb the water?” Aurora sounded shocked.


  He sniggered. “The landlord would put another thousand a month on the rent if it did.”


  Too tired to walk, they took the elevator for once. He caught her chewing her lip slightly as she straightened her hair in the mirror. He looked up at her, and touched her arm. “Leslyn and Doug will be asleep.” He added, “But they have their own room.”


  “Leslyn switches?”


  “Yeah – our shifts intersect once a month or so.”


  “Doug’s fully hetero, then?”


  “Both of us are.” He smiled slightly. “Our generation weren’t quite as, um, flexible as yours. It’s Leslyn and me, or Leslyn and Doug.” He added, “Do you know, I had only one set of parents.” He laughed at her shocked look. “They called it a nuclear family.”


  “They were toxic?” She leaned her shoulder into his.


  “Boom boom,” he said, adding an equally ancient punch line.


  She seemed to understand for she said, “It’s the way I tell ‘em,’ a line almost as old as her previous joke.


  “Hard as it may be for a young lady like you to believe,” he said straight-faced,” but it worked perfectly well for thousands of years.”


  “Yeah,” she drawled as the elevator juddered to a halt on fifty-four, “but we don’t live on raw meat nowadays, or club each other unconscious as a pick-up line.”


  “It only broke down in the end because so many people worked all around the clock, and partnerships split up all the time. It was pressure that broke it, not inherent flaws in the idea.”


  She shuddered theatrically. “Imagine it – only one set of parents, and just blood-brothers and sisters.”


  They emerged from the elevator into the thickly-carpeted corridor. “Hush now,” he said. “This is a respectable building.”


  She snorted.” You just want the last word. No one in New York goes to bed before 3am.”


  



  Shah awoke muddled, the room swimming. An image, of him naked and her head moving down his torso, past his waist–


  –the thunderous pounding that had dragged him from sleep resumed, and a male voice shouted something that Shah didn’t catch. The room seemed to wobble and waver.


  “Wha– Aurora?” Shah peered blank-eyed, head tilting one way then another, to offset the wobbling of the room.


  The door crashed in and a man’s voice shouted, “NYPD! Flat on your face! I said flat – NOW!”


  

  V

  


  The Assistant Medical Examiner looked as crappy as Harper felt. Maybe he got his ass hauled out of bed at some unearthly hour as well, Harper thought sourly.


  More likely the kid had spent the night sleeping on one of the slabs – he was probably only a couple of years out of college. No one with any seniority would work the early shift on a Saturday morning in this bleach-tainted icebox.


  The AME had ginger hair long enough to curl slightly and a patchy attempt at a beard. He pulled out a tray on which lay a shrouded body, his breath streaming on the chill late April air. “She was pulled from the East River down by Pier 18.”


  Harper nodded. He knew the broad details, but there was always the chance that his earlier briefing from the 19 1/2 Pitt St. Murder Squad had omitted or distorted some vital point. The AME continued, “DNA traces match the records for a woman named Aurora Debonis, DOB October 23rd, 2023. Registered profession companion–”


  “A hooker?” Bennett was instantly silent at Harper’s warning frown.


  The AME took a few seconds to visibly pull together the torn skeins of his thoughts; “The height of 1.89 meters, and weight of 64 kilos matches the identity, though it’s hard to be sure since the face is smashed to a pulp, and the perp damaged her eyes enough to preclude a retinal match. The cuts have the pattern of something hard, and I’ve sent some traces of carat gold off to the crime lab.” He added, “We’re sure it’s her. But we need formal ID though it’s proving hard to find surviving family. Parents killed in a car crash when she was seventeen. No siblings.”


  “We’ll keep looking,” Bennett said.


  “Cause of death?” Harper said, keen to keep the briefing on track.


  “We can exclude death by drowning,” the AME said. “No fine white froth or foam in the airways or exuding from the mouth. The absence of water in the stomach suggests death prior to submersion.”


  “So she was dead before she hit the water?” Bennett said. A rumpled, weary-looking man, he was at the opposite end of his career from his partner, and it showed. The younger cop – Harper hadn’t caught his name – looked almost gleefully enthusiastic.


  “That’s what I said.”


  Bennett soothed, “Just being sure, Doc. Like to hazard a guess to the cause of death?”


  The AME frowned. “Broken hyloid indicates that she was strangled. Lack of traces beneath her nails, she didn’t put up a fight. If I can separate out the marks from beating against moored boats and the pier I may – just may – be able to confirm whether she was conscious when she died. But I doubt it. I think that she was strangled then dumped in the river.”


  Bennett shook his head. “All this for a hooker.” Bennett didn’t just mean the gathering for the prelim findings, but Harper’s presence as well.


  The AME snapped, “Ms Debonis had a Batchelor’s Degree in Psychology, and a Masters in Asiatic studies–”


  “A what?” Bennett barked.


  “Asiatic Studies,” the AME repeated. “It’s a mix of massage, philosophy, acupuncture, eastern religions and several martial arts.”


  “You mean she was studying Pan-Islamist and Pan-Asian shit?” Harper could almost see Bennett’s pointy little nose quivering at the thought of a political motive.


  Yeah, wouldn’t you just love to palm it over onto the FBI, bud? Harper thought. “How long has she been in the water?” Harper said. The younger cop frowned at the interruption, but Bennett looked unperturbed. Nothing perturbed Bennett, Harper guessed.


  The AME said, “We think she went in sometime about five this morning, but water makes it hard to tell. Death was up to an hour earlier.”


  Harper motioned Bennett away with his head, and the old cop followed him, the younger one in tow. “I’ll take this one on now,” Harper said.


  “But–” the young one said.


  Bennett stopped him with a gesture. “No use complaining. The AME confirmed her ID within two hours of her being found. We traced her movements last night via a cab her doorman called for her, to Manny’s Sports Bar. The bar-help weren’t very happy being routed out at first light, but tough. When he said that someone matching her description in the bar was with a cop, it becomes an IA affair.” Bennett looked even more tired than usual. “I’ve known Pete Shah longer than you been breathing, and he’s a good man. Do what you have to do. He may be innocent.”


  “Let me get this right…” Harper stopped. “Her eyepiece – where is it?”


  “We can’t find one,” younger cop said. “When we checked on the files, she reported it missing yesterday. Shah filed the report, a replacement was on order.”


  Harper frowned. “Is that usual? A plain clothes filing a missing piece report?” Any little fact could be crucial, one way or the other. He hoped that Shah was innocent, but experience told him otherwise.


  “Unusual,” Bennett allowed. “But not unheard of.”


  “OK.” Harper let out a long sigh. “You’ve brought him in already?”


  Bennett nodded. “Soon as the barman confirmed they left together. We’re questioning the cabbies who were on-shift early this morning, but you know how it is – there are thousands who might’ve been there, and interviewing them will take time. Shah was due on shift about now, but we thought it better not to wait. Same time we called you in, we sent in a SWAT team who rousted him out ten minutes ago.”


  “That was nice for him,” Harper said dryly.


  

  Walking from the Medical Center to One Police Plaza would take too long, Harper decided, so he rode the subway. Normally he would have pedaled himself a discount aboard one of the cycles in the carriages, but he told himself that today’s token gesture in off-setting consumption was secondary to the job. He didn’t want to arrive sweating, to grill a senior cop. Even if that seniority were age rather than rank.


  He frowned. What kind of cop is the lowest rank of plain-clothes at – what, retirement age? He called up Shah’s records on his eyepiece, and whistled silently. Yesterday he was told his retirements been deferred? So what was this, rage?


  He counseled himself against making too many assumptions. As the last known person to see her alive, of course Shah was prime suspect, but he wasn’t automatically guilty. The girl might have met someone else on her way home, and ended up in the river at their hands. But Harper replayed Bennett’s interview with the barman, uploaded via Bennett’s eyepiece, and the barman had stressed how friendly they’d seemed when they left the bar. “The old guy – Shah – he staggered once, when he stood up. You know, like old guys do sometimes when they get to their feet. She put her arm around him, and they left that way.”


  As Harper climbed the steps up from the station, Bennett called. “We just found an eyepiece down by the river near the ferry terminal – right where we predicted the body went in.” Modeling the river currents wasn’t always a completely exact science, but it seemed to have paid off on this occasion.


  “Is it Shah’s?”


  “Serial number on the frame matches. But it’s been trodden on pretty bad. It’ll take the CSU a couple of hours to reconstruct it. They’ve already taken it over to 1PP.”


  “What about the spousal interviews?”


  Bennett had told Harper as he left the morgue that detectives were interviewing Shah’s wife and co-husband. “They share her, apparently,” Bennett had said. “She ain’t much to look at, but she must have something to get them both to go halves.”


  “Still ongoing,” Bennett said. “Anything else you need from us?”


  Harper thought for a few seconds. He didn’t mind using Bennett to do the legwork, but it was now clearly an IA case – until Shah could be charged or excluded. “No. Not until those interviews are filed. But thanks. I appreciate it.”


  “No problem.” Bennett cut the line.


  Harper could guess what Bennett was saying to his partner when he ended the call, but he tried to put it out of his mind. He considered himself a decent, hardworking cop. He didn’t see why his manner should be held against him, nor his reluctance to mix with people who might be colleagues one day and suspects the next. The first and only time Harper complained about the regular cop’s slurs, his supervisor had only shrugged and said, “You should grow a thicker skin, or get out and mix with them.” But that wasn’t Harper’s style. He’d heard the nicknames: The Monk and The Robot were the only two he could tell his wife about.


  It was a short walk to Police Plaza and the late April sunshine crept between the buildings, lifting Harper’s spirits as he strolled.


  One of the few pleasant side-effects of the Dieback – when the downward curve of the effects of antibiotics on viruses crossed with the upward curve of international travel –was that New York wasn’t as crowded as in his youth. But even on a Saturday morning the streets were thronged with people on their way to a late start, out shopping in Chinatown, or just breakfasting. New York, thought Harper with a surge of local pride. Still nowhere like it – even if the world is going to hell in a handcart, he mentally added as he skidded on something squidgy beneath his shoe.


  He sniffed at the waft of stir-fry hanging on the breeze – soy, garlic, ginger and coriander, and debated whether to stop and snatch breakfast, but decided against it. If he didn’t eat, he wouldn’t have to exercise, thus saving calories.


  As he was fighting his hunger, he heard a drone, and the weekly UN patrol flew overhead on its way out of the city down to Washington, the copters’ blades clattering, almost ultrasonic in the morning air. The pretzel man nearest him muttered, “Freakin’ you-enn! They should stuff off back to Beijing and Mumbai, and take their meters and kilograms with ’em! We don’t need ’em here!” He spat on the sidewalk, and Harper, his appetite suddenly gone, turned and walked on.


  Too soon he was climbing the steps to the ugly monolith that housed as many of the NYPD’s centralized departments as they could cram into it before protests stopped further expansion a generation before.


  Harper submitted to the retinal scans, fingerprints, DNA traces, and random memory download identifications – sometimes he could reach the ninth floor with no memory of going through them – and headed for his office. As he left the elevator, the downloaded interviews arrived, and he watched them while walking to his office – using his free eye to keep him from stumbling into anything.


  The interviews yielded nothing. Neither Leslyn Calea-Shah-McCoy nor Doug McCoy had seen or heard anything. They’d been asleep when the third member of their household brought home his latest friend.


  Harper didn’t believe a word of their wide-eyed innocence.


  Powell was waiting for him there, Harper’s slouching bear-like supervisor perched on the edge of his desk, foot swinging idly. “Morning,” Powell said, apparently blasé about IA lodging one of NYPD’s finest in an interview room along the corridor.


  Harper wasn’t fooled for a moment. “I’m dropping everything else. I figure complaints from Joe Public can wait while a capital crime’s investigated.”


  Powell nodded assent and while he tried to look as unconcerned as ever, Harper noted the slight lifting of the other man’s shoulders. “You need anything, you tell me,” Powell said. “I’ll have Wong handle the media briefing. We’ll
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