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      The train lay in the dank workshop like some huge dead animal. Bill Lett patted the engine’s side. It had been a bad month. Wellwright was going to want his money, and Lett had no way to earn it.

      In the dim space, sparks from Sally’s welding iron sprayed like half-hearted fireworks. Lett felt like he was getting too used to the cordite smell and the crackling sound. Seemed like every time they got her patched up, something else fell off.

      “Did you just stroke it?” Sally said, flipping her welding helmet up.

      The train’s axon engine stood thirty feet tall, and eighty long. Each of the cars had only slightly smaller dimensions. All of them painted in faded Union Pacific colors, patched in places with gray primer. The old railway company had abandoned the synaptic networks and gone back to short-run ground transportation. Lett had got the bundle cheap.

      Now he was paying for it.

      “I’m going to make the call,” he said.

      Sally muttered something inaudible.

      From outside the warehouse Lett heard the sound of an arriving train. The whoosh as it exited the network, followed by a series of diminishing thumps.

      Mojave was the local node. Cheaper transit costs and warehousing than downtown L.A. or Bakersfield. Lousy restaurants.

      “Do you think that’s a bad idea?” Lett walked towards her.

      “When was your last good idea?”

      He nodded. He could take that one on the chin. “We’re going to lose everything here,” he said.

      “Correction. You are going to lose everything. I can go work for Slimtrak or Carbide Cartons anytime.”

      She was right. Sally’s navigation had to be the best around. The synaptic network was a tricky thing to find your way through. She always shaved off minutes.

      “I’m going to call him,” Lett said.

      “You’re only going to get yourself in deeper trouble, you know that?”

      “Do you think that’s possible?” He looked up at the engine’s steep steel side. Oxidation had pitted the surface. Eventually the whole thing would rot to dust.

      “How about jail time?” she said. “That’s going to, what do they say, cramp your style?”

      “I’m calling.” He started climbing to the engine’s cab.
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      As the connection rang in his ear Lett looked over the consoles. He ran systems checks. Some of the screens flickered and glitched.

      “Bill Lett,” Mick said in his ear. “I have been sitting right here waiting for your call.”

      “Sure you have.”

      “I swear, it’s all I’ve been doing all day. I got that new console from Google and I’ve been playing Killitaire all morning. Filtered out all my other calls. This is some game, let me tell you.”

      “Okay.”

      Mick laughed. “Another time. Maybe when you’re back, you can come out and play sometime. We can knock back some Buds and bulk up on Doritos. I’ll send the plane to pick you up.”

      Mick lived in an elevated reed scaffold house at the edge of the Joshua Tree. A long way from any nodes. He flew a private atmosphere jet to get around.

      “So,” Lett said. “Why am I calling?”

      “Need you to go to Melbourne.”

      “What’s in Melbourne?”

      “A pick-up.”

      “And that’s all you’re going to say?”

      “Bill, Bill. Don’t make me ask someone else. I know you have problems with Mr Wellwright’s organization. I might even be able to help out with that. It’s just money, right. You didn’t do something with his daughter or anything?”

      “Melbourne, Australia?” Lett said.

      Mick didn’t reply.

      “Can I get expenses up-front?” Lett said.

      He could practically hear Mick smiling through the connection. “You bet. I’ll send someone over.”

      “Thanks. When do we leave?”

      “Go now.”

      Lett was about to argue when he saw light from the door at the far end of the warehouse.

      Mick’s ‘someone’.

      “All right,” Lett said. “We’re underway.”
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      “What do you mean, Australia?” Sally said when Lett dropped to the ground. “This thing’s not going anywhere. I need another week at⁠—”

      “Who’s this?” the new arrival said. He was a taut man, a little shorter than Lett’s five-eight, but lean. “Is this woman your nav?”

      “Sally Nicholson,” she said. “And you are?”

      “Busy. What do you need? Fuel? Avionics?” He turned looking over the train. “Another whole unit?”

      “This one will do fine,” Sally said. She turned to Lett. “Who is this guy?”

      “Mick’s man.”

      Before Sally could ask again, Lett went on.

      “Need some synaptic capacitors, that’s for real. Otherwise⁠—”

      “Some? Specifics please.”

      “Ninety six,” Sally said.

      Lett thought that sounded kind of high.

      “Your train takes sixty. Total. You’ll only need the engine and one car. I’ll get you ten. What else?”

      “One car?” Sally said. “It’s not worth running with⁠—”

      “What else?” He scowled now. Lett thought the man looked well-practiced at that.

      “The economy of running the train,” Sally said. “You need at least⁠—”

      “Shut her up, will you?” the man said to Lett. “We need to leave now. We’re already held up because your piece of junk train is short on syncaps. What else is it short on?”

      Lett saw movement at the door again. A little forklift carting a tray of the synaptic capacitors.

      “We need an avionics set.”

      “And the rest,” Sally said. “The couplings need new⁠—”

      “For this run,” Lett said, “that’s about all we’re going  to need.”

      “But—”

      “Go unhook the other cars. Then help the truck load in the new syncaps.”

      Sally bit her lip. As if she was considering walking out. “How much are we getting paid here?” she said.

      Not enough, Lett thought.

      “You’ll be taken care of,” Mick’s man said. “From what I hear Mick’s practically going to make you family.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Sally said. But she went off towards the back end of the first car.
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      The avionics array came and twenty minutes later they were in the synaptic threshold. The train rattled up along the cracked Mojave tarmac before lofting through the entry.

      Mick’s man looked positively scared.

      “Did he have to come?” Sally said. She made coffee in the cabin’s kitchenette. Lett felt like a good slug himself.

      “Make me one too please,” he said.

      “I’ve got to navigate.”

      She didn’t have any real navigation to do until they were a long way through. The artificial altered space swirl was easy enough in broad strokes. The ship would simply find the thickest pathway through to Australia. As they drew closer she would need to find the axon branches to take them to Melbourne.

      “Yeah, you do,” he said. “And yeah, he had to come. Didn’t you?”

      The man managed a nod.

      The threshold wavered up at them like some vertical whirlpool.

      “These new avionics are nice,” Sally said. “Can we keep them?” She sat at her console and tapped through the steady screen, calling up the current synaptic mapping.

      The man didn’t reply.

      “You want a coffee?” Lett said.

      “Sheesh,” Sally said. “He doesn’t need to be more wired. Give him a sedative.”

      The desert vanished as the train swept into the network. The translucent walls shimmered and pulsed, red and pink and yellow.

      The man’s hand swung out, grappling for something to hold. Lett took his wrist and guided him to one of the jumpseats
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