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For my sister Melanie, my number one fan.


CROWELL

1 I watched with some amusement as Alex Richards hurriedly put on his pants, barely staying vertical, while the girl he’d been having sex with took her time. In her late twenties, the girl had to be fifteen years younger than Richards. She had a markedly different attitude about the whole adultery thing, simply draping her blouse strategically on her upper torso as she lay on a heavy blanket on the concrete floor.

I looked away. It was hard to see in the low light anyway, although my antique digital camera still had an excellent low-light sensor and an extremely high ISO rating. The old digitals had about reached their peak in the late 2030s. I was lucky to find this one. 

It was one o’clock in the morning. The abandoned warehouse on Seattle’s waterfront smelled of stale fish and salt, and for all its space, I felt claustrophobic amidst the crates, concrete columns, and scattered debris. My head hurt, and it might have been from the smell, or it might have been because it had been a while since I’d had a good shot of Temonus whiskey.

I dangled my camera from its strap, swinging it slightly, as if to remind Richards I had the goods on him, that his wife would finally get the answers she’d hired me to find. He looked at it as if he thought my antique digital camera was a joke. 

Easy duty, really. I got to stay on Earth, I didn’t have to deal with aliens, good or bad, I didn’t have to answer to the Network Intelligence Office, and I didn’t have to come into contact with imposters and body doubles. 

Richards cinched up his jeans. Thin, almost scrawny, he looked down at the girl on the blanket, who still made no move to get dressed. Well, I hadn’t been investigating her, and Liz Richards hadn’t wanted any names. Just high-resolution photos and a confrontation with him. Yes, a confrontation. She assured me he was an asshole, and someone who avoided conflict. Weak and wimpy.

“So Liz hired you?”

“Slapped the cash right down on my desk,” I said. 

“Paid you in full, said bait the son of a bitch and rub it in his face, didn’t she?”

“Son of a bitch wasn’t exactly what she said.”

“Yeah, I can imagine. When?”

“Just yesterday, near the Eighth Avenue Apartments, where you two live. She knew about this warehouse.” 

Richards had just pulled on his green T-shirt. “We used to come here back before—”

He broke off, and I knew he’d been about to say before most everything moved off world, to the other colonies in the Union. She’d filled me in about his dreams to move to Helkunntanas, of all places, and start his own business. It had never happened, and he’d become disgruntled and sullen.

“Not very smart,” I said, “coming back here with your girl.”

The girl on the carpet moved a bit, up on one elbow, her blouse slipping a little. She pulled at the fabric and repositioned it, releasing a slight odor of lilac perfume.

“So you’re a private detective,” Richards said. 

It was almost a question, with quaver of surprise in his voice. As if he expected me to be something else. I didn’t like him one bit. “Private as they get around here.”

I was who I was. Dave Crowell, man of intrigue and mystery, part-time savior of the Union, and still no big cover story on the flashroll mags. 

“You must get bored, if this is what you do to make a buck.”

“My clients keep me company.”

“And your secretary, no doubt.”

He was fishing for something, but I couldn’t imagine what. “Can’t afford one. If I don’t have clients, I talk to my mom.”

He picked his belt off the concrete. When he straightened, he had a faraway gaze. Then he raised an eyebrow, and his pupils did a to-and-fro thing. An odd tic that seemed almost familiar. 

“Your mother,” he said. “Really.”

“She lives in Montana, but I can still talk to her.” I really didn’t like this guy, and not just because of what his wife had told me. He was slick. And condescending. And, yes, he was an asshole.

I did have a partner, and I did talk to him. Tonight, I’d left him standing guard at the warehouse exit. But I didn’t mention him.

I spent a moment thinking about my backup. Given that Richards’ wife had called him weak and wimpy, I let my guard down and played with him. “I assure you the camera’s good. Seriously, look at it.” I held it out to him and he glanced at it a moment. It’s not like he knew how to use an old antique. He wouldn’t know how to delete the files, and he couldn’t escape the warehouse, so the hell with it.  

In the space of a breath, however, he grabbed it and ran into the darkened warehouse.

“God damn it.” I headed after him. 

He’d run the wrong way, toward the back of the giant warehouse, so I’d be able to reel him in like a big fish. A slippery but stupid fish. He was fast, though. Now a shadow in the distance, he disappeared behind some large cargo containers, his footsteps echoing as he ran.

When I reached the containers, he had totally vanished. I heard nothing but my own breathing. He must have stopped and hidden behind the containers to wait me out.

I leaned against a graffiti-marked concrete column. Only one overhead florescent light worked, but it flickered like a strobe. I squinted in the direction I’d seen Richards go. The only exit was behind me, guarded, so at length I would corner him and retrieve both my camera and my proof. It would be lovely not to have to give Liz Richards her money back. 

I chose a lot of cheating spouse cases. They beat missing-persons cases, which were nearly impossible to solve. These days, missing persons were missing because they’d fled to one of the other seven worlds of the Union, totally out of my jurisdiction. These days, I didn’t deal with Union-threatening plots from aliens conspiring from places unknown. I avoided all mention of the Ultras, the aliens who, a year ago, had threatened the Union of Worlds. 

Well, there was a special cocktail created in their honor. For a short time, I had ordered nothing but Ultras. They came in a special glass. You got two drinks in that glass, separated in the middle by a thin membrane that dissolved after you’d quaffed the first half. Novelty shit. A sort of self-imposed punishment, maybe. 

Oh, and I worked with an alien, but that was different. When I had my camera back, things would be better. 

Movement caught my eye. A flash of something—a chance glint of light off my camera?—near the high back windows, close to more stacked cargo containers. He was an unfaithful husband—I didn’t need stealth, and I didn’t fear for my life.

“Come on, Richards,” I said, moving forward. “You’re not getting out of here with my camera.” 

He was not in front of the containers, so I whipped around behind them, hoping to surprise him, and I ran headlong into a wall.

The giant formidable wall barely grunted as I rebounded and landed hard on the concrete floor. A massive torso and an angular head bent down and looked at me with a menacing grin.

He couldn’t help the menacing grin, owing to the fact that he always looked menacing.

“Forno,” I said, shaking my head.

“Crowell,” my alien partner growled.

I ignored the Helk’s offered hand and stood. As a Second Clan Helk, Tem Forno wasn’t the biggest, but the difference between First and Second Clan didn’t matter much to humans. Many humans with attitudes less than favorable, liked to call them Hulks.

Forno wore a gray overcoat that had once belonged to my old partner Alan Brindos. The Helk version of him anyway.

“You’re supposed to be guarding the front door,” I said. “What’re you doing back here?”

“I got lonely.” Forno towered over me. 

“Hulks don’t get lonely.”

“No?” He scratched his head, the only part of him free of fur. “Okay, so, the girl? She left the warehouse—no clothes on.” 

“Where’s Mr. Richards, Forno?”

“Not in this warehouse anymore.”

I would have to give Liz Richards her money back—minus the retainer—if I didn’t produce a visual of Alex’s unfaithfulness. 

“How’d he get by you?” I asked.

Forno looked hurt. “You really think he could get by me?”

“Through the only door,” I said, pointing that way.

“If you don’t count the side door.”

“What side door?”

“The one on the side.”

I stared up at him. “Please just tell me.”

“Relax, I scooped it out earlier. It’s a separate room attached to the warehouse.”

Maybe my eyes were adjusting to the light. I could see the side door now, not too far away. “Scoped, Forno. You scoped it out.”

“I’m just messing with you. No other exit from that small room. Nothing but some crates in there. He went in a few minutes ago, and can’t have come back out without going by me. I can understand how you missed it.”

I looked back the way I’d been chasing Richards earlier and frowned. “You sure? I’d been following him this way.”

“Saw him clear as morning.”

“You didn’t just go in there and drag him out?”

“What for? Figured you had all the photos you needed.”

“He has my camera.”

“How’d that happen?”

I glanced away. “Never mind.”

“So Network Intelligence gave you those nice shock capacitors in your fingers, but they didn’t give you a retinal camera? I thought those were standard-issue for agents. I wouldn’t trust those old digitals, myself.”

“No retinal cameras for borrowed hounds,” I said. “And I didn’t want the caps. They made me install them.”

“And now you don’t even charge them up.”

I glared at him. “And you don’t wear your rygsa earring anymore. So?”

I no longer worked for the NIO. I was happy doing private jobs, even if I had to do them without my old partner: the one I’d killed—out of necessity—to stop an alien invasion. 

I was going to say that someone had to pay the bills. Working on our own without the NIO tracking us did that—when work was steady. But Forno didn’t really need the money I paid him. He had plenty of credits from his life on Helkunntanas, thanks to a short undercover career with their intelligence agency—the Kenn—and from his often suspect dealings with underworld contacts. 

Forno cocked his head toward the side door. “Richards?”

I nodded, and Forno led the way in that old overcoat past shipping containers and pallets. I hadn’t thought about Alan Brindos for a long while, not wanting to remember the details of his death. The Ultras had transformed Brindos into an exact copy of the Helk terrorist, Terl Plenko. Long story.

“Mr. Richards!” Forno called into the side room. 

I stopped, unable to peek around my own personal Helk. 

He moved, and I entered a room a quarter of the size of the main warehouse. High windows and high ceilings also dominated. “Stay at this door, please? So you can see the main warehouse.”

“Nice to walk around in these buildings without ducking my head,” Forno said, raising his arms high. “Ceilings almost as tall as my old place on Helkunntanas. Maybe you should’ve opened an office in one of these instead of that old artist studio.”

I ignored him and scanned the room. Not many florescent lights worked in here, the room darker, but I could see most of the room at a glance. To be honest, I was surprised any of the lights worked at all, or that electricity still flowed. Dozens of clustered rectangular crates, stacked about five high, occupied the middle of the room. Nothing else was in here.

“Those don’t look anything like the containers in the main room,” Forno said from his place at the door.

“Mr. Richards?” I said impatiently. “There’s no need to draw this out any longer. Pictures or no, your wife will be contacting you.” More likely, her lawyer would be contacting him.

No answer. The silence unnerved me, and I looked back and found Forno’s shadow. 

“You have your blaster?” he asked.

In answer, I pulled it from my coat pocket and stepped nearer the boxes. “Forget the door and come in here. If he’s gone, he’s gone. We’ll figure that out later.” 

Concern wrinkled the leathery skin of Forno’s face, and he lumbered to the first stack and knocked on it. “Wooden.”

I knocked on a crate too. “They sound hollow—could be empty, but I don’t know.”

“You don’t think—”

I no longer cared about Mr. Richards. “Top one.” 

He nodded, turned, and easily lifted the top crate from the nearest stack. He didn’t even grunt as he set it on the floor. Pausing, he squinted back at me. 

I waved my blaster at the crate, giving him the go-ahead. 

Forno wrenched off the lid, which clattered to the floor. He looked up, relief in his eyes. 

“Empty?” I guessed.

“Empty.”

I swallowed, mouth dry, my head still pounding. “Okay. The rest of the stack.” 

Soon, Forno had all five containers opened, and all of them were empty. I frowned, but in the overall scheme of things, a cache of empty crates in a warehouse didn’t mean something was amiss. Most of the large cargo containers in the main warehouse were probably empty too, or filled with things forgotten, useless to a city port that had long ago closed up shop. The remaining ports now housed drop shuttles that ferried humans up to Egret Station to make connections to the colony worlds through the jump slots. 

Worlds Apart, and Committed to Union. But a little less committed to Earth.

The other stacks clearly formed an uneven circle. I eased into the circle, and there, in the middle of the stacks, was a single crate. Forno came in behind me, and when I turned toward him, I stepped on one of his clubbed feet. Not that he noticed.

“Like the others?” he asked, in what passed for a Helk whisper. 

I braced myself, raised my blaster, and waited for Forno to lift the lid.

I had expected a body to be in this one, and indeed a body was in there. Forno slipped to the right to allow me a better look. Although dark, I easily made out some of the details of the body inside. It was definitely dead. A human male with short black hair, clad in jeans and a green T-shirt. 

“Alex Richards,” I said.

Forno snorted in my ear. “There’s no way, Dave. I saw him go in here. The dark’s messing with you.”

I reached in my pants pocket, found my mini pen light, turned it on, and shined it inside the crate at the corpse’s face. “It’s Richards, all right.” The hairs on the back of my neck bristled. 

But there was something not right about him. 

At the collar of the T-shirt, the pen light showed something dark. I leaned in, putting my face closer to Alex Richards.

“There’s writing,” I said.

“Maybe it’s pig latin.” Forno couldn’t see, and nudged me. “What’s it say?”

I used the pen light to pull down the collar of the T-shirt. The message was crisp and bold, a single word neatly written along his collar bone. It looked like blood.

I really hadn’t expected it. I’d hoped to avoid anything more like this for as long as I lived. There was an instant when I expected Richards to open his eyes, laugh, and call me the most gullible person who’d ever lived, but I’d seen enough during the past few years to know better. 

“Damn it,” Forno said, “what’s it say?”

The single word on Alex Richard’s collar bone really pissed me off. “Ultra,” I said.


CROWELL

2  It took the cops an hour to arrive at the warehouse. Not high on their priority list. They made me wait another hour before Earth Authority officer Lieutenant Jaymes Freelund interrogated me about Alex Richards. They didn’t find my digital camera. I spilled everything I knew about Richards, giving Freelund a detailed description of what had happened in the warehouse. 

Then they made me wait some more. It had to be closing in on morning. I glanced at my Rolex. Except—it wasn’t there. What? “My watch,” I mumbled. I’d received it as an award from the NIO and the government for my efforts against the Ultras and Terl Plenko. 

Had I put it on? Yes, of course I had. I rarely went anywhere without it. Antique that it was, having it with me seemed safer.

I stood, ready to go look for it. Had Richards taken it somehow? I couldn’t think of any other way it would’ve slipped from my wrist.

“Lieutenant Freelund will be here soon,” a uniformed Authority officer said to me. She smiled reassuringly. Her hair had a hard time looking natural under her cap. “Please remain here.”

“I’ve lost my watch. It’s very valuable.”

“Yes, Mr. Crowell. We’ll keep an eye out for it.”

“And my camera.”

“Yes, sir.”

I sat back down. I fretted about the watch, but considering what had just happened, it meant little. I tried to put it out of my mind.

Instead, I mulled over what I’d seen written on Alex Richards’ body. Filled with dread about the prospect of dealing with the whole mess again, I hoped it had all been some kind of prank. I really didn’t want to know why the word Ultra was written in blood on a man I’d been chasing minutes before he turned up dead.

Tem Forno had snuck out long before. His absence spared me from having Earth Authority hounds pitch me a bunch of shit about his involvement with anything related to the Ultras, even if he was my partner. This pervasive and misguided attitude—the same one that let the derogatory name “Hulk” proliferate—found its stride with Terl Plenko, the Helk leader of the defunct Movement of Worlds. Plenko was now dead—three times over. The NIO had vindicated the original Plenko, but humans’ distrust and fear of Helks tempered the positive reception Plenko had received on the other colony planets. This was particularly true on Ribon, the damaged planet slowly coming back to life after the Coral Moon disaster. Several habitation domes now existed in the ruins of Venasaille, where Plenko had lived.

Plenko was dead. Brindos was dead. All the known Ultras were dead. Even the alien copy of my old flame Cara Landry had self-destructed in an antimatter explosion on Heron Station above Aryell. She’d vanished completely, no trace of her after the detonation.

I had a notion, while sitting on an empty wooden crate, to call Dorie Senall, a friend deeply involved in the resettlement project. Although human, she’d been the wife of the original Terl Plenko. She’d worked on Ribon for the past year at the project headquarters. Dorie’s deep connection to Plenko had caused her great suffering, for she had lost her husband and her home, as well as nearly losing her life because of her RuBy addiction. She was clean now, and I wanted to see her, but money was tight. When I’d told her goodbye in my new Seattle office, I’d promised her I’d get to Ribon.

I was good at making promises. Not so good at keeping them. I thought of Cara Landry then, whose image often flashed into my head like an unwanted Net pop-up holo, reminding me of my own loss. My own stupidity. I had promised Cara I’d return to see her and, after a long absence, when I finally did . . . Well.

My guilt summoned the image of her neck, nearly severed, her head lolling to her chest as I held her. Perhaps she had been the woman I loved. Perhaps— 

Cara Landry had been my enemy. 

Perhaps seeing Dorie Senall now would chase away some of the physicalness of those memories. Like I said about all this: long story.

Lieutenant Freelund appeared before me. He held out a cup of coffee.

“Don’t suppose you have a bit of the blue poison,” I muttered, rubbing the stubble on my jaw. 

“Do I look like I can afford Temonus whiskey?” Freelund said, regret in his voice. “I’d do better going out on my own like you did.”

I took the coffee, even though I disliked the strong odor and didn’t much care for it. For whatever reason, Forno liked the stuff. “At least your paydays are regular.”

He glanced over at the crate with Richards’ body still in it. Freelund was a big man, tall and stocky, his hair buzz cut, his ears big for his head. He had a thin moustache, and he’d just stuffed his hands in the pockets of his long blue coat.

“You know how long he’s been dead?” I asked.

“Not me. Seems relatively fresh, though. The coroner’s looked at him, but I don’t know if she knows yet. They’ll be taking him to the county morgue soon.”

I nodded. “Can I go home?” 

“NIO’s coming in on this one,” Freelund said quickly, without looking at me. I stared up at him until he did look. His eyes narrowed. “You expected it, right?” 

“Can I go home?” 

“You can, but you have to stay there.”

“The NIO will come to me,” I guessed.

“Lucky you.”

The word stabbed me. Lucky—it’s what my mom called my dad when I was a kid. I’d rarely heard her call him Lawrence. Once, I asked her how he’d got the nickname, but all she’d ever said was that it was just a handle that stuck. She couldn’t remember, or didn’t offer, the specifics. My mom, now on her own in Montana; she’d dealt with the aftermath of his disappearance alone, and continued to ignore my pleas to join me in Seattle. Or to move somewhere less remote. Warmer. I needed to see her soon and talk about Dad.

Lucky Lawrence, not so lucky. Unless he counted disappearing on us when I was sixteen a lucky thing, victim of a drowning accident, body never found.

“Tell me something,” Freelund said. He waited while I forced some coffee down. His brown eyes looked almost black in the low light. “You got up close with a few of the Ultras. What’re they like?”

“You never saw one?”

As earlier, when I’d heard the regret in his voice, I sensed a similar melancholy in the way he shook his head. “Naw. Just the copies. The Thin Men, you know.”

I knew. The Thin Men had become directionless without the guidance of the Ultras. Most of them—men and women—had peacefully given themselves up to Authority personnel, and most had suffered through a long, arduous process of comfortable incarceration, followed by relocation to designated settlements scattered among the planets of the Union. I was reminded of the tent city on Aryell, where we’d found the army of RuBy addicts waiting to be copied for the secret Ultra army. I shuddered, remembering how many of those poor souls had perished after we’d discovered the takeover plot and they’d had to come off the drug.

“Still rounding them up?” I asked.

“Wait. Who’s asking the questions here?”

I shrugged and gave him an answer. “They look like us.” Freelund narrowed his dark eyes, and I added, “But they moved—slower. More deliberately. Like they weren’t used to the form. Trying out their new bodies, not really comfortable, maybe even hating it.”

Oh yeah: and the coldness. The dead, glassy eyes, the emotionless looks, and the silence. The silence of Cara’s expression had frightened me, as if I were alone in the dark; the silence roared now in my memory, a deafening presence.

“But,” Freelund said, “you never saw their true form.” 

It was a statement; as an officer of the Authority, he knew that much. We had no knowledge of the Ultras’ true form. No knowledge of where they’d come from. We knew only about the Thin Men—the copies—and their alien human handlers.

“To answer your question,” Freelund said, “we’ve found about a dozen of the copies who didn’t turn themselves in. I’ve heard that overall, including those that came peacefully, fewer than a hundred, Union-wide, mostly found on Temonus, did so. There’s even a facility on Ribon, under a smaller dome.”

“The Bubble. I’ve heard of it.”

“No doubt, many Thin Men have chosen to stay hidden. No one knows how many may remain.”

“They can’t do any harm—not without the Ultras,” I said, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. Not with that word on Richards’s collarbone. Freelund knew it too.

“For now.” The Lieutenant stood up, stretching, hands at the small of his back. “Okay, you’re done. Straight home, and stay put.”

“Yeah.” I also stood, the coffee cup still warm in my hand.

“She’ll be contacting you.”

“She?”

“Special Ops. She’s taking this one herself.”

“Jennifer Lisle?”

“Special Ops Director Lisle,” Freelund said. 

I’d worked with Lisle, when she’d been an NIO field agent, helping uncover the aliens. Discovery of Ultras in the upper echelon of the National Intelligence Organization, including its director, Timothy Nguyen, had given Jennifer Lisle and other agents a giant leap forward in their careers.

Lisle had been copied, too. In fact, my partner, Tem Forno, had killed her—the copy, I mean. Lisle had also been the agent who’d taken a stunner beam in the leg before witnessing Dorie Senall’s copy plummet from a hundred-story building.

“Oh.” Freelund dug in the pocket of his blue coat and pulled out my Rolex. 

My heart jumped in a good way. “Damn. Thank you.”

“Found it outside the warehouse. On the ground.”

“Outside? But Richards never ended up outside.”

Freelund shrugged.

It must’ve pulled off somehow when Richards yanked the camera from me. And I hadn’t noticed it. Freelund handed it to me, and I glanced at the time. Nearing five o’clock in the morning.

Freelund said, “Antique?”

Lifting my arm, I gave him a better look. “Hobby of mine. I’m a collector, old stuff, when I can find it. Or afford it.”

From his pocket, Freelund pulled his comm card, a slim piece of lightweight black metal covered with a flash membrane that connected him to Earth Authority: communication, time, news, Net. As an NIO agent, I’d had a code card, the fancy equivalent, juiced up with more features and ties to the Union than imaginable, but I no longer had it.

“I’ve never seen a timepiece like that.” Freelund fumbled with his comm card. “This seems almost inelegant compared to that beauty. You have to wind it?”

“Self-winding,” I said. 

He shook his head, unfamiliar with the idea. “Huh,” he said as I put it on. 

I couldn’t afford half the antiques and memorabilia I wanted, but the price was right in this case, since the watch had been a gift. “No luck finding my camera?” I asked.

“Nope.” Freelund redirected his gaze to the coffin yet again. “Damnedest thing.”

“I hope Lisle waits until tomorrow,” I said. “I’m going to bed.”

“Sure,” Freelund said. “She’ll stop here first, anyway.” One of the uniformed Authority cops walked up, and Freelund asked for more coffee. “How’s the perimeter?”

“Secure.” The cop was young, probably just out of training. “We’ve swept a two-mile radius on land and out into Puget Sound. Nothing unusual.”

“Expand your search another mile,” Freelund said. He looked back at me. “Go.”

I exited the side room of the warehouse, sending Forno a ping to let him know I was leaving. I thought about contacting him more directly, but he couldn’t help with anything now, and I just wanted to get away from the police lights, the warehouse smells, and this reminder of all that was bad with the Union. Well, no—all that was bad with me. 

Ultra. Just a single word.  

It shouldn’t have affected me so strongly, but as I walked the pier toward Alaskan Way, I could think of nothing else. That single world and the shit associated with it downloaded into my brain like a DataNet update. 

Still dark. Rain threatened as I headed south along the waterfront toward the old ferry terminal. From the terminal I’d have a short walk up the hill toward Western Avenue and my studio and office. 

A few people stumbled around at that early hour, most homeless, but a few early risers were hoping to score some RuBy, or the nasty human version of it, AmBer. Not that RuBy wasn’t nasty in its own way, but AmBer had blasted onto the market when the Union government outlawed RuBy last year on every world except Helkunntanas, where it was manufactured. AmBer lacked some of the essential ingredients RuBy had, found only on the Helk planet, particularly because of the hotter climate. So went the theory. Getting those ingredients to Earth was hard, if not impossible. AmBer mimicked the high of RuBy, but it was short-lived. AmBer was non-addictive, but had a worse physical effect on its user. Rot gut.

The world fuzzed out, and those night people dwindled to empty shells, like animals shuffling along aimlessly. I heard none of the city’s sounds, scented none of the salt water’s odor, and felt nothing in my trudging feet. But, inside, a plea for attention scoured me. 

This is wrong. 

Was it my imagination, or—what was that sound? I stopped. I might’ve believed Freelund had put a tail on me to make sure I made it home, but the prickling of my nape did not stem from a sense of being watched. 

I turned in a tight circle, peering into the dark. Nothing out there. Something. A pulsing. Almost metronomic, like a timer—a timer for something about to detonate. That was all the prompting I needed. I darted down Alaskan Way toward the abandoned ferry terminal, heading for Columbia Street, where I could turn up the hill to Western, and my studio. Shortly, the brown brick building of artist studios and offices came into sight. Now on a street that I knew well, I found myself slowing, secure in the relative safety of this familiar neighborhood. Walking fast, I focused on the front door of my building half a block away.

The pulsing continued—if anything, even more loudly.

“Shit.” 

I looked about and foraged through my pockets again. Just say it, Dave: Bomb. Silly thought, for I couldn’t imagine a bomb that could follow me down the waterfront and up the hill. 

Then I was spinning. My head felt as light as a balloon. I could not concentrate, even on the front of my building. I tried to turn its door into a point of reference, a jump slot beacon beckoning, but I began losing consciousness, even as my vision blurred. My whole body relaxed, as if I’d crawled into bed to crash. Sounds washed away into a muffled, unintelligible drone. 

Even that sound lost its rhythm and volume, until I thought maybe I no longer heard it. I jumped to conclusions. Was this what Alan Brindos had felt? Cara, Jennifer Lisle, and Joseph? Before they woke up to report having missed almost a full day of consciousness? Was all that weirdness starting again?

Dizzy, I lurched toward my building, but I didn’t get far. My eyes ached, my heart raced, my muscles relaxed, and I fell to the pavement, flat on my back.

I lay there, looking at the overcast sky, colored and textured like yellowed tinfoil. It seemed as if a nightmarish eternity stretched out before me. Thunder rumbled as I fought to remain conscious, then a dark shape appeared above me, peering down, blocking my view of the sky. 

More thunder. A shadow hand reached for me, long fingers outstretched. In the spaces between those fingers, I tried to make out a face, something distinguishing. 

Instead, in my ear, I heard a soft, low whisper that sounded like Memorese, but the words were lost.

The rain came down.

I slept.


FORNO

3 You had to wonder about humans, Tem Forno thought, as he looked down at the body of his partner Dave Crowell, now flat on his back outside the agency office building, and he lay at the top of the three steps leading up to the main entrance. It was early morning, sun barely up. Not that he could actually see the sun.

Humans rarely heeded their surroundings. Took more sleep than they needed. Passed out so easily. In the morning air, Forno shivered. The planet was too cold for him. 

Perhaps he should’ve been concerned for Crowell’s current state of consciousness, particularly after seeing Alex Richards dead in a warehouse not far from here. How long had he been out cold? Couldn’t have been that long. Crowell had pinged Forno after he left the warehouse, done talking to Authority.

Forno knew humans better than most Helks. He spoke the language, understood many of its subtleties, and didn’t care what other Helks thought. 

Crowell looked inconsequential, stretched out, arms and legs seeming to reach for something. Crowell exercised, was a big human, in his thirties, relatively young, but still. Humans were small. Fragile. Incredibly slow. Even First Clan Helks, with all their bulk, could run circles around the fastest human. 

Crowell was an interesting human. Forno wouldn’t be working for him otherwise. Smart enough, if a bit naïve. So, yeah. Maybe Forno should figure out why Crowell was on his back in an unnatural pose like roadkill, wet from the evening’s rain. Didn’t expect to see this on his daily walk to the Crowell Agency offices. Well, office. Okay, half an office, stuck in front of Crowell’s living quarters, still separated by a stupid plywood wall. 

He nudged Crowell with his foot. That’s all he meant to do, anyway. Crowell grunted as the kick nearly turned him over onto his stomach.

A car turned onto Western Avenue from Columbia. Unusual enough for an actual car to come down the road, but then it slowed down when the driver saw Forno. Forno glared at the driver’s side window, and the car sped off.

Crowell groaned. Flattened himself on his back again, one arm over his eyes. 

“Early morning nap?” Forno said. “Getting some fresh air?”

Still covering his eyes, Crowell mumbled, “My beauty sleep.”

“You better keep resting then.”

Crowell peeked through the crook in his elbow. Then he moved his arm and stared up into the gray sky. It was, of course, almost always a gray sky. And cold. Always cold. Forno pulled his overcoat tighter around him.

“I was lying here thinking about advertising for a partner who can protect me from evil bad things,” Crowell said.

Forno grinned. “Let me know if you find one. It’s too damn cold on this planet anyway.”

“And too damn hot on your planet, so we’re even.” With some more grumbling and groaning, Crowell rose to a sitting position, his back against the door. “What time is it?”

“Six.” Forno glared down at him. “So what happened?” 

Crowell shook his head. “A strange sound following me, like a countdown. Then lightheadedness.”

“Then you passed out. You didn’t see anyone? No one smacked your lights out?”

“Punched my lights out,” Crowell said.

Got him again. “Yeah, I know.”

“I did see something,” Crowell said. “After I fell, looking down at me, real close. Said something.”

“What?”

“It wasn’t in English.”

“Typical.” Forno reached out to help Crowell up. 

Crowell eyed the long, furry arm with distrust. “I like my arms in their sockets.”

“Helk’s breath, Crowell,” Forno said. “I won’t pull. Grab it for leverage.”

Getting his legs under him, Crowell seized the arm, and Forno left his arm outstretched like a chin-up bar. 

“Thanks.” Crowell got to his feet and brushed himself off.

“You recognize the language?” Forno asked him.

“Memorese.” 

“A Memor?”

“Maybe, but I couldn’t make out the actual body.”

“Male? Female?”

“Couldn’t tell. It was whispered.”

“Probably an insult. You speak Memorese?”

“Nope.” 

Who had done this to Crowell? Left him lying there. Didn’t even steal the Rolex. Turning his head to the street, Forno checked for cars parked nearby to see if anyone was staked out in one of them. As usual, just a couple of rusted, worthless vehicles occupied spaces on Western Avenue. 

When Forno looked up, Crowell had already slipped through the building’s entrance.

Humans might be weak, but they could move with stealth and purpose. Forno considered following him inside—maybe the assailant was waiting. Maybe it was a Memor hoping to insult his partner again. It would be warmer inside, but it might be better to guard the front of the building. Crowell could handle any trouble on the inside with his quick wit. And stealth.

He stood with his back against the building and daydreamed about Helk foods and spices. On some days, when deprived, a Helk’s brain could conjure up all seven senses and experience them as if they were really happening. It didn’t happen very often with Forno these days. Who could sense-dream a hot and juicy gabobilek when the brain cells were frozen? 

The gray sky got grayer. The buildings got older. A sign half off its chain creaked, announcing “Public Parking” in red-white-and-blue. The building across the street was the same number of stories as Crowell’s building—six—but looked a little better kept. Neither seemed a good choice for humans to live in. 

Forno felt almost guilty living a few blocks down on Madison, in a decent brick office building. It had a round entrance hall that stretched upward for three floors before a ceiling capped it off. No one ever entered it. No one bothered him. For a bed, he’d set up four mattresses in a rectangle, and another four on top of those. It was close enough—his feet hardly overlapped the edge. 

It was morning, but Crowell had kept him out too damn late. After an hour, Forno gave up and headed home. Later, barely comfortable on his bed, a ping returned him to his senses. He reached for his comm card. Cheap tech, but effective. He looked at the screen, rubbed some gunk off it, and read the message:

Get here. Now.

Crowell’s message surprised him. His partner should be asleep, so a ping now meant a new development. Forno was out the door and to Crowell’s in minutes. He picked his way up the stairwell’s steps until he reached the top floor. All the hallways smelled of old paint—unrecognizable solutions and chemicals—from the days when it had been a haven for artists. He felt his fur tighten at the thought of all those caustic liquids.

A Memor stood by Crowell’s desk, long orange hair cascading down her back. A flowing blue and white garment, a robe-cum-kimono, covered her from neck to toes.

Crowell waved me forward. 

Forno grunted, which Crowell would take as a hello. He’d promised Crowell he’d do better at that sort of thing.

“My name is Terree,” the Memor said. Her voice had the soft warble of Memors when they spoke casually. 

Sitting very still at his desk, his face a little pale, Crowell nodded at the Memor, who sat in the chair reserved for clients. 

She was a female Memor. More rare than Helk women, only because most Memors, when they morphed—when nature haphazardly chose their intersexual assignment—usually became males during reproductive mating periods. Females were allowed only one name, not a surname, for they did not belong to any family or to any one male. A female Memor often had a tough life, bound in some cases to a host of male Memors.

Not having morphed male, this Terree had just one name. She seemed young enough, for a Memor, so perhaps, lacking the need to procreate, she had not yet had the chance to intersexually assign. 

He thought of Lorway, the Memor from the Science Consortium who’d helped the Ultras with the tech needed to build the Transcontinental Conduit.

“Jeha-la,” she said. “Hello, Mr. Crowell.” She turned to Forno. “Mr. Forno.”

“Just Forno. Not to be rude or anything, but you’re a Memor.”

Terree looked confused. “Yes?” 

“Sitting in this office the morning after my partner was accosted and rendered unconscious by someone speaking Memorese.” 

“Forno,” Crowell said.

“It wasn’t me,” Terree said.

“Do you know why a Memor would attack my partner?”

“Forno, stop,” Crowell said. “We’re not certain it was a Memor, just someone speaking the language.”

“In answer to your question,” she said, “I can think of why a Memor would attack Mr. Crowell.” 

Forno gave Terree his best ugly look, what Crowell said was always ugly. 

“I’d like to explain my problem,” Terree said, “and why I want to hire you. Both of you, and pay double the rate.” Her voice was soft and barely audible through her thick, pale lips.

Crowell eased back in his chair. Terree sat back down, and Forno sidestepped to the plywood wall and leaned back carefully, ignoring the huge chair he’d created from old lumber, mattresses, and pipes. 

“I want you to find someone,” she said.

Crowell said, “I’m not big on missing-persons cases.”

“But he is big on getting paid work,” Forno said, in case Crowell had forgotten. “No luck on the official level? Nothing Authority could do to help?”

“No.” She looked at her lap for a second.

“Why us?” Crowell asked. “Plenty of experts in the area could help you. I mean, how do you lose track of a Memor here?”

“You stand out almost as much as I do,” Forno said.

Terree smiled, pulling her orange hair in front of her, perhaps a nervous gesture. She stared at Forno so hard, for so long, he felt she might be reading his thoughts.

“Do you want the job or not?” she asked.

Forno looked to Crowell, unsure. 

“The missing person isn’t a Memor, is it?” Crowell asked.

“It is a Memor,” she said.

“Another female?” Forno said.

“Male,” she said.

“Bigger than a bun basket?” Forno asked.

Terree frowned at him. Wrong again.

Crowell, smirking at Forno, said, “He’s only doing that to make you think he’s an ignorant Helk, when he’s more human than some humans.”

“I am, therefore I think,” Forno said.

Crowell shook his head. “See what I mean?”  

Forno gave Crowell his most intense Watch it! look. 

“This Memor you’re looking for,” Crowell said. “He isn’t on Earth, is he?” 

The last thing Crowell wanted, Forno knew, was to go off planet, having put most of that Union and alien stuff behind him. With the discovery of Alex Richards’ body, and Crowell’s sleepy time on the street, Crowell might not have a choice.

“You’re right,” Terree said. “He’s not on Earth.”

Forno soon knew the truth; he knew because of the way she had stared at him so intently earlier. “He’s on Helkunntanas.”

“Yes.” Her voice barely a whisper, she continued to stare at Forno. “Or maybe he isn’t.”

“I love a good mystery,” Forno said. 

“Yeah, well,” Crowell said. “I’m not going to Helkunntanas. Excuse me.” He left the office area, walking through the makeshift door in the plywood to the living space behind it.

Clearly surprised by Crowell’s departure, Terree frowned at Forno. 

“He really doesn’t like my planet,” Forno told her, smiling. “It’s the heat.” 


CROWELL

4 Inside my studio, I flopped onto the king-sized bed I’d acquired from an empty room in the building. I stared at the stained, misshapen ceiling tiles, counting the little holes, expecting to hear the muted voices of Forno and the Memor discussing me. I half-expected Forno to barge in and ask me what the hell I was doing walking away from the possibility of good money.

No money the Memor offered would be worth slotting off planet, nor was any incentive in the known Union bright enough to make me even think about going to the mysterious Helks’ inhospitable planet. Memors be damned. Helks be damned.

Ultras be damned.

And yet: Recent events could not be explained. Once Forno had kicked me awake on the entryway to my building, I’d felt some remaining dizziness. Otherwise, no major effects from the—well, whatever it was that had been done to me. Only soreness from sleeping on the hard steps outside. In reality, I had plenty of energy and craved a big plate of bacon, eggs, and toast. 

I’d missed a workout, and I didn’t like missing my workout. Whenever I did, bad things happened.

What had happened to me? Going all fuzzy in my senses, especially my hearing. A sound following me. A person who might or might not have been a Memor rendering me unconscious. Or had he just happened upon the scene as I was passing out? Terree had said it wasn’t her.  

Then there was the warehouse. How had Alex Richards gone from alive to dead in a matter of minutes with the word Ultra spelled out on his body? Because of it, I now had to talk to Jennifer Lisle. Jennifer served only to remind me of Cara Landry’s Ultra persona, and my own Cara dead, killed by a copy of my dead partner.  

Images again. The Brindos double on Aryell had said something about Alan Brindos in the buffer. A viable copy. But the copy itself had turned out to be a lost soul turned on itself, warped mercilessly toward an insidious purpose I had supposedly helped quell. 

The Brindos copy had been genuinely angry. During those tense moments at the ski resort, it hadn’t occurred to me to ponder his resentment. Resentment was what I knew. The copy’s resentment had seeped into me over the past year, and I’d tried living with it. Immersing myself in the business, I’d tried to escape the memories tying me to the Ultras like a thin, strong wire I could not break.

Through the high window of my room, the sun inched toward noon. No sounds came from the office half, and I wondered what Forno and the Memor were doing, if not talking. The plywood wall was hardly soundproof. Perhaps sometime during my reverie, Forno had led her outside into the hallway. Maybe she’d just left.

Part of me hoped Terree gave up and walked away. I grumbled about Memors sucking all the memories from my head, even though no one believed they could, and forced myself out of the bed. At the door I listened, and yes, they were still there, talking in such hushed tones that I felt I was missing something important and should just open the door and go in. 

Closing my eyes, I waited for a wave of vertigo to wash away—some belated side effects from my sidewalk sleep. My dizziness was brief, though.

When I opened the door, they stopped talking. 

Forno hovered near my desk. Terree still sat in my client chair. Some of my earlier vertigo threatened.

“You okay?” Forno asked. “You change your mind?”

I rubbed my eyes. The confusion seeping into my head did not sit well with me. Then my legs muscles faltered.

“Okay, that thing from last night is messing with you.” Forno reached me in three steps and guided me back to my desk chair.

A silence ensued. I stared at Terree, cursing myself for displaying weakness before her. Or Forno for that matter. Too much had happened since the warehouse. I couldn’t keep up. Terree’s face remained impassive, her lips clamped together, although a tic rippled above one cheekbone.

“Sorry,” I said. 

She lifted a hand to her blue robe’s collar and gently tugged it. A pleaseant scent came from her, and I wondered if it was Memor aromatherapy at work. The aliens were known to use these scents to calm those in close proximity to them. Terree seemed aware of my notice and smiled widely, those wide lips shivering with an almost sensual movement. 

“It’s okay,” she said. “I know you’ve been through a lot.” 

I nodded mechanically. Forno didn’t look at me, studying Terree instead, and he held his head cocked tensely to one side. He inched back to the plywood wall, his massive bulk more intimidating than usual. He didn’t trust the Memor, and I didn’t blame him. Stumbling upon a corpse, falling into a deep sleep, and a female Memor suspiciously hiring us to go to Helkunntanas to find another Memor. The word Ultra colored all of it, everything skewed. But somewhere, out among the Union’s planets, it must all come together. Or else go all to hell, fast.

“Tell yourself whatever you want,” Terree said, “but the details of this job should matter very much to you.”

“Why? Because I passed out? Because—” I paused, then managed with difficulty to say, “because of Ultras?” 

“Yes,” she said. “All of it. Or—maybe none of it.”

I waited. Waited for her to get to the details that mattered. 

But she only said, “Will you take the job?”

“What about the part where you were going to give me details?”

“You won’t agree first?”  

I laughed, and Forno did, too. 

“Agree first?” Forno said. “It’s business, Miss Terree—”

I waved him off. “Why take a job not knowing all the details?”

Terree leaned toward me, her orange hair spilling forward, her green eyes hard upon me. “All right. Once you hear the details, including what might have happened to you outside, there’s no going back. You’ll take the job.”

A chill snaked down my back as she produced a large, colorful card from her robe and placed it on my desk. 

“What’s that?” I scanned the card quickly. It pictured a knight in a chariot. Two horses pulling it. The knight holding something, a mirror or wand.

“It’s a Tarot card, Mr. Crowell. The only thing I have from my father. A souvenir from Earth that he gave me before his last trip. Before he disappeared.”

“This is supposed to mean something to me?”

Terree looked uncertain. “Hard to say. That card’s the Chariot.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I don’t know anything about Tarot cards.”

“I’ll leave it with you when you take the job.” 

I laughed. I already had all the details I needed to say no. A missing-persons case that would take me off Earth. Helkunntanas.

“Going to Helkunntanas is not automatic,” I said. “A big planet, mostly unknowable, and even Memors don’t go there unless they have to.”

“That will make it easier to spot the Memor I need you to find.”

“Restrictions make travel there for humans difficult. There’s paperwork and Union customs. Visas. I’d have to bribe a few officials.”

“Well,” she said, “it’s a good thing Tem Forno’s on your side.”

“Oh, so I’m a briber?” Forno asked.

“You should feel important,” I told him. “Is briber a word?”

“You’re asking me?”

Terree flipped her hair behind her. Tugged at her robe again. “I already said I’d pay double.”

More aromatherapy, probably. I felt an almost unnatural desire to accept her money. I eased back in the chair. Forno took up a lot of space next to the desk.

“You know what, Terree? You believe I won’t say no, but I can’t think of any reason to say yes.”

“My father,” she said.

“Father?”

“My father is missing.”

“Why should I hassle with the Helk planet to find him?” 

“Because he’s been gone for nineteen Memory cycles.”

“I’m guessing that’s a long time for someone living on Memory,” I said. “And you’re just now deciding to find him?”

“Yes.”

“Because?”

“Because I’ve only now figured out a vital connection to his disappearance.”

I waited. Forno took up even more space.

“My father, Greist Sahl-kla, disappeared the same day your father, Lawrence Crowell, disappeared.”

A rock dropped into the pit of my stomach. “He did?” 

“My father was an Envoy. A mediator. Because of his exceptional memory, he was a favorite among mediation hearings throughout the Union.”

I blinked. My dad had been an Envoy for a short time. Before he’d given it up and bought the Hammond Marina. Before he drowned on the lake, body never recovered.

“My father was on Earth,” Terree said. “After several weeks of hearings, including an important conference in Chicago, he gained a few days’ leave, and a group of Envoys took some time to get away.”

“To where?” 

“Montana. That’s what I was told. He never came back to the Chicago conference. He disappeared the same year, on the same day, that your father disappeared.”

“But why—?”

“Do you not know what your father did?” she asked, surprise in her voice.

I managed to say, “He owned a marina. The Hammond Marina on Flathead Lake. He worked there nearly every day. He was boating one day, and there was an accident on the north end of the lake, and he drowned. He was never found, but parts of that lake are so deep that—”

“He was an Envoy,” she interrupted. 

“I know. He was, but he gave it up. Mom said all the traveling around the Union was too much. He bought the marina.”

“He was an Envoy when my father disappeared.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your father knew my father.” She leaned forward and laid her hand on my arm. “Mr. Crowell, your father and mine were friends.”
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“Complex themes of interstellar noir resonate with mystery, danger,

and intrigue on every shore . . . A great ride!”

—Fran Wilde, author of Updraft
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