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THE ULTRA LONG GOODBYE







“Swenson’s innovative blend of classic noir and science fiction rises to a perfect, twisty-turny crescendo to complete his trilogy.”

— Beth Cato, author of A Thousand Recipes for Revenge




“Swenson delivers a fast-paced story full of plot twists. A fascinating read.”

— Brenda Cooper, author of Edge of Dark







Praise for The Ultra Thin Man




“This splendidly lively SF debut alternates between the narrations of Alan Brindos and Dave Crowell, two irreverent gumshoes who work for the Network Intelligence Organization of the eight-world Union in the year 2113. Swenson provides Shakespearean riffs on identity as Brindos is transformed and becomes a target for the NIO . . . Pig Latin, an exotic drug, a comic strip, and a retractable penis add colorful detail to a showdown that puts love and sacrifice at the heart of the self.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review 




“The thriller pacing carries the story along until the structure of the conspiracy becomes clear . . . All in all, an entertaining piece of storytelling.”

—Booklist




“The Ultra Thin Man races like a bullet train from one adrenalin-arousing development to the next . . . Exciting, inventive, and explosive.”

—Nancy Kress, author of Yesterday’s Kin




“Swenson keeps the pages turning in this slick, clever noir novel. Wonderful world-building, a terrific read, and an auspicious debut.”

—Robert J. Sawyer, author of Flashforward




“Patrick Swenson charts a twisty journey through a futuristic landscape of aliens, detectives, murder, political intrigue, grand space opera, and unforgettable characters. It’s great fun. Turn the first page and you’ll forget where you are.”

—Jack Skillingstead, author of The Chaos Function




“Swenson’s [novel is] informed by a Chandlerersque sensibility, with its short, crisp sentences and snappy one-liners. It’s truly a terrific read.”

—John Dodds, Adventures in Sci-Fi Publishing




“A sprightly SF thriller . . . fans of future noir should enjoy the ride.”

—The Hamilton Spectator




“Action, mystery, and furry aliens . . . what more could I ask for in a book?  . . . I burned through The Ultra Thin Man at light speed and can’t wait for the next installment. This SF noir thriller is storytelling at its best.”

—Kristene Perron, co-author of Warp World




“Interstellar conspiracy, enigmatic aliens, bizarre drugs, body-morphing technology, ‘Thin Men,’ and the fate of the Union . . . just a few of the elements that make The Ultra Thin Man awesomeyay. I just love this stuff.”

—Patrick Heffernan, Mysterious Galaxy







Praise for The Ultra Big Sleep







“Swenson’s future-noir story of alien invasion is deep, vast, and fast. Full of high stakes, unexpected twists, and a truly evil force or two, The Ultra Big Sleep is a great read.”

—Brenda Cooper, author of Edge of Dark




“The Ultra Big Sleep combines ultra big worldbuilding with an ultra fast plot. Sleep will be the last thing on your mind. An impressive sequel.”

—Ted Kosmatka, author of The Flicker Men




“Pick up The Ultra Big Sleep and hold on to your molecules; they’re about to be shaken and stirred in ways you can never imagine: a light-speed, stand-alone noir follow-up to Swenson’s admirable debut novel, The Ultra Thin Man.”

—Michael Bishop, author of Brittle Innings




“Swenson’s thrilling sequel blends future sci-fi with the grit of a noir detective tale. Lost love, fine whiskey, quantum travel, alien conspiracies—The Ultra Big Sleep has it all.”

—Beth Cato, author of The Clockwork Dagger




“Patrick Swenson’s deft touch with complex themes of interstellar noir resonate in The Ultra Big Sleep. With mystery, danger, and intrigue on every shore . . .  A great ride!”

—Fran Wilde, author of Updraft
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CROWELL




1 The client met me in my office on Western Avenue, in downtown Seattle, just blocks away from the pier. My partner and I had opened my business right after the first Ultra scare, and in the quiet rundown atmosphere of the decaying city, we managed to eke out a living.

The office was about the size of a small kitchen, and in one corner was a sink, small fridge, and microwave. My living quarters lurked behind a plywood wall I’d put up temporarily when I moved in. 

“Dave Crowell,” I said, when he sat down at my desk. I extended my hand and he shook it.

“My name’s Morgan.”

He was a big man, wide in the shoulders, seemingly all muscle, and taller than me by a good six inches. He had close-cropped brown hair. A hint of gray ran through it. He wore a nice suit, a three-piece, but it didn’t cover up the fact that he was built like a jump slot mechanic. Seriously. You had to have some heft and power to manipulate slot beams and wheels.

He wasn’t bigger than my alien partner Tem Forno, of course, who was hiding on the other side of the plywood wall. Forno was a Second Clan Helk, and I didn’t like him scaring away potential customers. I had a feeling, though, that this guy wouldn’t blink at the presence of a Helk. But it often worked better to keep my trump card tucked up my sleeve.

“Morgan. Is that a first name or a last name?” I asked.

“Just Morgan.”

“I’ll need more than that if I take on your case.”

“Seriously, it’s just Morgan. My legal name. You can look it up when you need to. I’ll give you my residence, identification, and all that.”

“Okay, Just Morgan. Go on.”

He pulled at the vest of his suit, trying to get comfortable in my less-than-comfortable chair. “I need you to find someone for me,” he said.

“And do what?”

“Bring him death,” he said.

I stared at him, surprised. “I’m sorry?”

He shrugged. “You’ll do what you need to do, and then I want him back here. It doesn’t matter how you do it, or what condition he’s in when you do.”

“Use whatever means necessary, is that it?”

“That’s it.”

“You have a general idea about where I should look? And don’t you fucking dare say ‘The Union.’”

“You don’t want to know who?”

“Not yet. Where?”

“Barnard’s Star.”

The hardest colony to get to, naturally. That is, other than the alien world of Helkuntannas, which took an arm, a leg, a special visa, and more red tape than it took to wrap up a clan of Helks to get to. My survival skill of saying “no” to jobs off world kicked into gear, and I said, “No.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t—”

“—do off world jobs, I know.” He pointed an index finger at me. “But this one’s different.”

“No.”

“Your most famous cases have been off world, Mr. Crowell.”

“I find it a lot easier to stay alive when I keep myself at home.”

“I will make it worth your while.”

“That’s what they all say.”

He pointed again. “But this one’s different.”

“Will you stop saying that?” I leaned back and rubbed my eyes. “You don’t even know my fees. Retainer, expenses, cost per day—”

“And off world fees.”

“—cost per jump-slot station, TWT fares, VIP class. You have enough for all that?”

“Is this where your Helk partner comes in from behind the wall there and starts making me look small?”

So Morgan knew about Tem Forno. Good for him. Regardless of Morgan’s size, Forno would make him look small. “He had a hard night bashing heads. He’s taking a nap.”

“I can give you information. As a means of payment.”

“Not a chance.”

“You’re the only person for this job, and the only person who could use this information.”

“Information doesn’t pay the bills, Morgan.”

“Then I’ll cover all the costs, too.”

“No, I can’t—wait. You will?”

He nodded.

That made me pause. Morgan was slick, and I didn’t just mean his dapper suit and imposing presence. He was pushing all the right buttons. Except for the off-world button.

“You want to know the information?” Morgan asked.

“I assume you don’t mean all of it, or I wouldn’t be motivated to find your missing person.” 

“You assume correctly.”

“Spill.”

“Are you in?”

“Not until I hear some of the information.”

A wisp of a smile crossed Morgan’s face. “Only fair.” He reached into his inside suit pocket and pulled out an object.

A card. Not just any card, but a Tarot card. He placed it on my desk with a snap, as if he’d dealt the last card of an important poker hand.

It was The Fool.

I widened my eyes. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

Morgan sat back and said nothing. He crossed his arms, not an easy feat in his fancy suit.

“Really nice,” I said. I opened my desk drawer and pulled out a stack of cards from the same Tarot deck. I was not as deliberate as Morgan had been and slapped the whole thing on the desk. The backs of these cards featured two hemispheres of planets top and bottom, thin stylized lines connecting them like wires, the color palette a deep purple. “I’ve got about thirty cards of my own. How does yours help me?”

He shrugged. “Well, for starters, you don’t have this one.”

“How do you know?”

“Because there’s only one deck like this one, as I’m sure you and Tem Forno have figured out by now. If I have this card, you don’t. You’ve been actively looking for these, with a purpose in mind.”

I had been, and his card did indeed match my own deck. How much should I tell Morgan? I could sum it up briefly and explain how my dad had gone missing when I was sixteen; that I’d found out after all these years where he was; that the means to get to him had been lost forever. Okay, not a nutshell. A complicated cornucopia of space and time, alternate universes, matter and antimatter. He’d been stuck with the Ultras—a dying breed of aliens living in an antimatter universe. The Ultras had tried to invade our own universe to extend their lives. A portal of sorts had helped them do this, but it was now destroyed, and the universes were nowhere close to one another.

Yeah, it sounded unbelievable whenever I thought about it. It didn’t end there, though. It’d all started with body morphing and secret conspiracies, and ended with sleep, phases of memory, and quantum travel.

Complicated. The death of a best friend, a former partner, figured into the weariness I’d come to know.

And then there was the Tarot card in the possession of an alien client, Terree—a Memor who had undergone an intersexual assignment and morphed male—given to him by his dad, Greist Sahl-kla, who’d been involved in the whole thing. A card that had offered unknowable questions and promised impossible answers.

The Chariot.

Terree had given me the card in much the same way Morgan now offered The Fool. There was no way to get to my dad, according to known science, but thinking there might be significance to this card, I tasked Forno to find the rest of the deck. And he did find a whole bunch of it. We did. Except—there were 78 cards in this Tarot deck, and we only had twenty.

“Who are you, really?” I asked Morgan.

He leaned forward again and put both elbows on my desk. “I’m retired.”

“Retired what?”

“Envoy.”

“You’re an Envoy?” That was interesting. A year ago, I’d found out my dad was a full-time Envoy before he disappeared. Terree’s father Greist had also been an Envoy.

“Retired,” he said. He pointed to The Fool on my desk. “You don’t need too many more cards. You only need the Major Arcana, and a couple more.”

“What?”

“Major Arcana. Twenty-one picture cards, all numbered, except for The Fool, which is unnumbered.” 

I rolled my eyes. “Jesus, I know what they are. But I need a couple more cards . . . to do what?”

Once again, he leaned back. He spread his hands in a gesture that said he’d given me all he was going to give me about that.

“But I have to find this guy on Barnard’s,” I said.

He nodded.

“And kill him.”

“Not exactly.”

“How do I not exactly kill him?”

“You bring him a Tarot card.”

“Which one? A poisoned one or something?”

“One you don’t have yet, but you will.”

“Which one?”

“Death.”

Well, shit. That made sense. I was wavering, and he knew it. I wanted him to get rid of the smug smile on his face. “If I take this on, I’m taking Tem Forno with me. That’s extra expense.”

“Of course. Believe me, you’ll need him.”

“He’s going to check you out in every way possible first. Your information, your claims—everything about your story before I commit to the job.”

“Whatever he can find.”

I looked at The Fool more closely. From my view, he was upside down because Morgan had set it there that way. In that position, it signified reluctance. The fool was dressed in bright clothes, like a harlequin, and carried a stick on his back with his possessions. A white rose was in one hand and a white dog by his side as they approached the edge of a cliff. I’d researched this card and all the others. I knew more about Tarot than I wanted to know, to be honest. 

The fool’s journey.

The Fool was the protagonist of the story. I guess that was me. It meant I was about to abandon every commitment I had and ignore every excuse I had made, make a leap of faith, and begin anew the search for truth, wherever it took me. A search for my dad.

I picked up the card and turned it upright. I frowned. “I bring Death to this person. But you want him back. Why?” 

“I made a promise.”

“Promise to whom?”

He didn’t offer up a name.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll need to know as much as I can about this person I’m bringing back.”

“There’s very little known, in some respects. He’s a mystery. A secret. You know more about him than I do. You know how to find out more about him, too.”

“Who is he? Do I know him?”

His smile widened. “Oh, you know him.”

“Have I met him?”

“That’s a very interesting question with no easy answer. Yes. And no.”

“Shit.”

Morgan reached into a jacket pocket—an outer one this time—and withdrew a crumpled photo. You didn’t see too many of those anymore, unless they were antiques, or someone was as nostalgic as I was about our lost past. He put it on my desk in the same spot The Fool had been, but he spun it around toward me.

The portrait was a little dark, but I could see perfectly that he was a Helk. My heart skipped a beat as I shot a pained look at Morgan. “What the fuck! Are you serious?”

He nodded.

The Helk in the photograph showed no discernable emotion, but I believed his face was mocking me. Challenging me.




The next evening, I waited for Forno out on the old ferry terminal, darkness shrouding Elliot Bay, and the few weak lights from one of the taller buildings did little to improve my mood, even if I did have an antique flask in my hand. In my other hand was Morgan’s old photo of a familiar face that also didn’t fill me with cheer.

Continuing the search for my dad had become a possibility. Too bad he was in a different universe traveling away from ours at cosmic speeds. The information Morgan had given me suggested I might end up figuring something out about it and lead me in his direction.

Also, shit would likely blow up in my face, maybe rip a hole in our universe, and risk the destruction of the Union of Worlds.

Well. I’d been there before.

Seattle, 2115, first world of the Union, now a backwater, since the seven colonies offered new thrills and chills to humans and aliens alike. This migration to the stars made it difficult to keep my detective agency afloat.

Seattle had never felt as quiet as it did during the Fourth of July in 2115. Occasionally, some cheap mortar firework sputtered in the night sky, but it wasn’t anything to oooh and ahhh about. During better days, nonstop pyrotechnics would’ve made the city look like a war zone. 

Those days were long gone.

The holiday hadn’t travelled well, either. Fireworks, flags, and parades didn’t follow colonists to the colony worlds, where the idea of independence was quite meaningless. Well, okay. There’d been that incident on Temonus, but I preferred not to remember those days.

A firework thumped and a thin trail snaked upward above the deserted Smith Tower. Oh, the anticipation. There was a light retort at the top of its trajectory and a handful of weak green and red balls appeared fitfully, floated for a few seconds, then disappeared.

“Oooh,” I said.

I tipped the flask to my mouth and took a long sip of an expensive brandy I’d managed to procure thanks to friends in high places. It was pretty stupid to drink a fine brandy like that from a flask. It should be sipped from a real brandy glass, but who else besides me even knew about that in this day and age? Mention Helk ale or the blue poison, however, and folks couldn’t shell out enough money for that experience.

The most important thing about a VS fine brandy from France was to enjoy it. Savor it. Even cherish it. I didn’t have a fine library or a crackling fire to sit in front of in an overstuffed leather chair. There wasn’t a piano bar down the street I could hang out in and misquote Casablanca, another relic from our past that most people would have no knowledge of. Just nostalgists like myself. “Play it again, Sam.” Sip from the brandy glass. Relight my cigar. At best I might be able to power up a stupid neon holostick.

Technology was not concerned with the finer things. It wasn’t concerned about nostalgia. In much the same way, the Union didn’t concern itself with much of anything related to Earth. At least in Seattle, a polite infrastructure remained to make life comfortable. Well, mostly comfortable.

I was older now. A little less spring in my step. I mean, granted, only a year had passed after the defeat of the Ultras and the destruction of the portal between our universes, but I came back from it aged, a side effect of quantum travel. A plus to the side effect was that I could get a senior discount at Zola’s. 

Where was Forno?

He was supposed to check out Morgan’s personal information. Because Forno was a Helk, he was good at scaring information out of people. I wanted to know if the guy was telling the truth about the job he wanted us to take on. It was a job I hadn’t wanted to take on, because lo and behold, it would take me off planet, but he’d promised he would make it worth my while. Famous last words.

I took out the photo the client had handed me yesterday during our meeting at my office and stared at it.

“Crowell?”

I came out of my reverie on the ferry dock. The night had darkened considerably. Tem Forno had called my name and I didn’t like that I hadn’t heard him approach. It wasn’t like a Second Clan Helk could creep.

“Everything checks out,” Forno said. In the dark, his leathery face was as featureless as Morgan’s photo. It wasn’t like there were any bright fireworks displays to light up the bay. “I mean, we’ll need to follow up on some things, but basically, the Morganism is legit. Retired Envoy, no black marks, long career.”

“Morganism? Jesus, Forno.”

“You like it? Me too. That’s what I’m calling him from here on out. So do you want to do it? Shall we get this show on the highway?”

“On the road, Forno.”

“Oops.”

I looked at the photo in my hand, at the image of a First Clan Helk that had become famous and infamous all at the same time.

“Yeah, let’s do it,” I said. “Let’s go find him.” 

Of course it was him:

Terl Plenko.


CROWELL




2 This was where it got interesting.

Morgan had asked us to bring a Tarot card, which we didn’t even have, to a far-away colony, to someone who’d long been thought dead, including all the copies of him. Yeah, the body morphing thing: instigated by the Ultras in a clever secret invasion to create hybrids so that the dying Ultras could live in our universe in human bodies. Didn’t I already say it was complicated?

Terl Plenko had gained notoriety as the leader of the interstellar terrorist network known as the Movement. Evil terrorist Plenko turned out to be a copy of the original, however. My old partner Alan Brindos unwillingly became another Plenko and paid the ultimate price for it. But that was another story, and a painful one.

What about the original Plenko, though? The one who’d died in the Rock Dome on Coral Moon? Coral was destroyed, causing colony planet Ribon to become uninhabitable. That was just it. He died.

“Was it ever proven?” Forno asked me, scanning the DataNet on his comm card.

It was the next morning, and we were sitting in Zola’s, a café a few blocks from my office that doubled as a hangout for data-heads and the like. Actually it was called Zola II, but very few patrons called it that. Louise Nichols, the new owner, was doing her best to revive it after it had shut down three years ago. Alan Brindos and I used to eat at the old Zola’s, back when we worked our first detective agency, before the contract work with the Network Intelligence Organization. Before the Ultra scare. I’d even been here before that, sitting with my partner Shirley McCoy during my tenure with Seattle Authority. Not much had changed about the place, except the name, and maybe the French fries, which weren’t quite as good.

“Was what proven?” I asked.

“That Plenko died.”

“Hard to look into that when the whole moon is gone,” I said.

“Good point.”

The staff at Zola’s liked Tem Forno. Sure, he stood out like a sore, well—Helk—but he had developed a taste for coffee. He drank a lot of coffee. Zola’s was full service, and I didn’t drink coffee. I sipped at my preferred blue poison, Temonus whiskey. It clashed with the French fries, but what did I care? I was having a drink at 10:00 in the morning.

Forno somehow looked smaller in here, another reason why he was so welcome in Zola’s. We sat at a back table, and he always took the low-rider chair, and he slouched a little, his bulk somewhat hidden in his overcoat, which once belonged to Terl Plenko, and then to Alan Brindos. He smiled a lot more, too, and gave customers the idea that even Helks could be friendly.

“Did you find anything on the DataNet?” I asked.

“Not really.”

I fumed inside, not happy with his nonchalance. “What about your famed underworld contacts?”

“I’m still recovering from the last time you had me use them.”

Our waiter, Ian, passed by. I asked for more Ranch dressing.

Forno grimaced. “Don’t you ever get tired of French fries?”

“There aren’t many Earth delicacies left.”

“Please don’t spend all of the Morganism’s expense money on French fries.”  

I popped a fry and gazed out toward the front of the café. Several data-heads laughed as they lost themselves in their immersion specs. I ignored them. If Louise wanted help, she’d give me a sign and I’d send Forno to scare them. With a Helk around, I didn’t get the chance to show off my own muscles these days. Damn it.

“It doesn’t make sense,” I said. “I can understand how Morgan’s pockets can be so deep, having been an Envoy—”   

“And retired.”

“—but that line of work, helping mediate interstellar squabbles, doesn’t put him in Terl Plenko’s path, real or copied.”

“You are so wrong, I’m surprised you can live with yourself.”

I tried to ignore that, but my impatience won out. “What do you mean?”

“Envoys travel the Union. They get around. Your dad? And Greist? Both Envoys, and see where that got them. Plenko. Ultras. Right in the thin of things.”

“Thick of—goddamn it, why do you do your stupid-Helk act when there’s no one around to appreciate it?”

“Because it upsets you.” Forno straightened a little bit in his chair and came about a foot closer to the ceiling. “Look, the Morganism knows something about your dad. He has to.”

“Why? Because he knows—or thinks—that Plenko is alive? Because he had a Tarot card we were missing, and mentioned another?”

“Because he said he promised someone he’d bring Plenko back.”

“What does that prove?”

Forno chugged the rest of his coffee, his third cup, which had only been brought to him five minutes earlier. He used the menu inset into the table to order another one, his finger skimming across the flashpaper. “What do you remember about the Rock Dome and what happened there?” he asked.

“You’re not answering my question.”

“‘Answer a question with a question and you’ll be a wise Helk,’” Forno said, quoting a Helk aphorism. “Humor me.”

Ian brought me more Ranch. I thought back two years ago, when I’d sent Brindos to Temonus to look for Plenko. It happened after seeing a holovid of an ill-fated attempt to gain information from a Movement sympathizer.

Dorie Senall. She’d fallen 100 floors to her death in the city of Venasaille rather than give the NIO any clue about Plenko. She’d done so willingly because she’d been a copy. The real Dorie Senall, who was still alive, had been married to the real Plenko. They had gone to Coral Moon to tour the Rock Dome.

I humored Forno with that story. “When Coral blew, Dorie escaped,” I finished, “but Plenko was lost at the Rock Dome, and didn’t get off that moon.”

“What else did she say about that time?”

“Lost while they were there touring or some such. Left the area with a be-right-back to her, and never returned.”

“You went to visit her last year after the Ultra shit went down,” Forno said. “On Ribon, in one of the new reclamation domes.”

I nodded, but I didn’t like where this was going. Dorie and I based our friendship on the few interactions we’d had over the past few years. We were friends, but distant as colony worlds. Close enough, he guessed, if you counted the jump slot possibilities. “If anyone knows anything about Terl Plenko,” I said, “it’s Dorie Senall.”

“Last year, you had a TWT voucher, and free passage, thanks to a gift from the Kenn. Is it any easier getting visas to Ribon these days?”

“Maybe a little.” I wondered if it was Dorie who Morgan promised about finding him. The question was: if that was true, would she risk having him brought to her? He might have enemies. She’d be better off going to wherever he was hiding.

Ian brought Forno’s coffee. “Here you are, Mr. Forno.”

Forno beamed. “Ah, thank you, young Earthling,” he said, perpetuating his benevolent alien act. Humble and appreciative of all the finer things Earth had to offer. Which wasn’t much.

“Well,” I said as he gulped down half the cup, “we know someone who can help.”

“You mean NIO Assistant Director Jennifer Lisle.”

I nodded.

“She’s not still mad at you for the incident last month with the RuBy bust, is she?”

“Almost everyone is mad at me. NIO, Seattle Authority—”

“Because that was priceless.” He paused. “The shipment that got away, I mean.”

“Shut up, Forno. How was I supposed to know Jennifer had them staked out?”

“If you ask her for visas to Ribon, you’ll want to get the visas for Barnard’s Star, too. If, that is, you’re willing to take this job.”

“We promised Morgan we’d tell him later today.”

“What’re we telling him?”

It was insane, of course. I recalled Dorie Senall’s words to me when I hinted I still had a desire to look for my dad. If alive, he was in another universe. Moving away from us. Closed to our kind amid our miniscule understanding of the truth of it. I’d given in to her practicality. An alternate universe made of antimatter? How could I possibly get there? Or my dad get back here? By magic?

But. Was that what these Tarot cards were for? The fact that Morgan had acknowledged the cards, however, and even gave us one of his own, suggested there was something important about them that extended beyond fortune telling. And bringing in his trump card, the once-thought-dead Terl fucking Plenko?

Jesus. Insanity breeds insanity, they say. At least I thought that’s what was said. Sometimes I confused old sayings and well-meaning nostalgia with wishful thinking.

Forno was waiting for an answer. I ate my last French fry and wiped my hands on my own jacket. I felt my blaster tucked in there. “Do you think we should tell Morgan yes?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Yes, why? Because he’s given new hope?”

“What kind of hope would that be?”

Once again, I fought back an angry retort. It wasn’t fair of me. Forno had weathered his own storms on Helkuntannas. Lost people, too. He understood loss just as much as hope.

For a full fifteen seconds, we just stared at each other. I guessed we should accept the job. “There’s an old saying, Forno. ‘Hope is not a strategy.’”

“Do you believe that?”

“Not really,” I said. My expectations for finding my dad weren’t just a feeling. Any time I thought about my dad, I felt that those expectations could influence a positive outcome. “You get what you expect,” I continued. “If you don’t have hope, even the most brilliant plan is doomed from the start.”

Forno seemed to find this statement true. He grinned. “So?”

“Looks like we’re working for Morgan.”

“The Morganism.”

“I’m not calling him—”

“A retired Envoy who’s been around. He breathes, functions, and has a mind of his own.” He grinned. “See? Morganism.”

“Shut up, Forno.”




I pinged Jennifer Lisle at NIO headquarters in Chicago after we left Zola’s. An automated message looped me to her answering service.

“Regarding what, sir?” a man’s voice said.

“Travel visas.”

“I’m sorry, Assistant Director Lisle doesn’t handle that sort of thing—”

“Just tell her Dave Crowell called with an urgent message. She’ll want to call me back.” At least I hoped so. In my mind I saw the RuBy bust downtown near the old Authority building go down in flames when I showed myself and tipped off the sniffers. I’m sure she wasn’t still angry about that.

Forno disappeared somewhere, and I went for a run. Forty minutes later, I entered my preferred workout “gym” near my place and spent another forty minutes lifting. It was possible Morgan’s size and hefty build had prompted me to work harder.

Later that day, back at my desk, I awaited word from Jennifer. I was a little miffed she hadn’t called right away. Maybe she was still upset. Morgan had checked in too, but I had to put him off for a while longer. I picked up The Fool, Morgan’s Tarot card, and looked at it closely. Of course, I’d looked closely at all the cards Forno and I had found, but I couldn’t place any extra significance to them, other than that they were in remarkably good shape for being as old as they were. One thing we hadn’t done yet was hire someone to analyze and test them. We couldn’t begin to appraise the value of the cards, since it wasn’t even a complete set. I didn’t want to draw any attention to them in case anyone other than me was out there looking for them.

If there was any significance to The Fool, it was the symbolic meaning: that whole reluctant journey thing. Seems I was destined to start one. That is, if Jennifer Lisle ever called me back.

I shivered, equally surprised and relieved that she’d contacted me. I’d already decided to go see Dorie, and now here she was, contacting me with an urgent matter. Dorie, the widow of Terl Plenko. There was a real possibility she wasn’t a widow after all. It didn’t seem likely, but if what Morgan had said was true, I had to believe my fool’s journey had indeed begun.

My comm card beeped a few minutes after I read Dorie’s message, and belief turned to certainty. NIO Assistant Director Jennifer Lisle was on the line.

Well, now. Looked like I had a good reason to go to Ribon.

“Hi, Jennifer,” I said cheerfully. “Thanks for calling me back.”

“The answer is no, Crowell,” she said.


SENALL


3 At the start of the first Ultra scare, when Coral Moon had blown up and its fragments intersected with the colony world of Ribon, the planet was decimated, and very few colonists were evacuated in time. Dorie Senall involved herself in the reclamation project, and soon took over the day-to-day operations building the New Venasaille Dome. Life was near impossible outside the dome, but colonists had trickled back. A lot of things had happened since then.

Becoming governor was one of them.

Dorie Senall had no reason to believe the newest reclamation dome, simply christened West Dome, would join the New Venasaille Dome in voting the Union Party line when the colonists settled in, and the dome’s infrastructure allowed for regular council meetings. But she’d been wrong before. The north dome, New Coral, favored the Separatist Party and elected past assistant governor of New Venasaille, Tom Sakson, as its new leader. It wasn’t long before Tom started a lot of noise about New Coral becoming self-governing, wanting nothing to do with any other domes.

She should’ve seen this coming during the six months he worked for her when the reclamation project started on Ribon. He’d taken many trips to New Coral on her behalf when her job dug fingernails into her, and she couldn’t leave her office in the Brindos Building. He’d taken liberties with his given agendas and met with those very men and women—as well as a few Memors and Helks—who would later help him get a toehold there. Dorie had never expected to rise much higher in Ribon politics, but those who believed in her said she was a natural at it.

But she was still learning.

She’d learned a little from Terl when he dabbled in politics before everything went to hell with the Ultras. So when she was voted in as governor of New Venasaille, and the Brindos Building became the dome’s seat of power, she rarely left, except to tour the progress of the East Dome, which was still under construction. The East Dome had a long way to go before it considered colony resettlement, let alone its politics. When New Coral became operational and the number of colonists increased enough to run a provincial government, Sakson resigned from New Venasaille and took a few of his cronies with him to New Coral.

Which is why it worried her when the new assistant governor of New Venasaille, Aditya Thakur, came into her office with news from Sakson’s camp in New Coral. Thakur was younger than Dorie by five years and had lived on Ribon before the crisis. He’d been one of the lucky ones to get out but returned to help rebuild the colony. He came onto her staff as an energetic but inexperienced assistant, and quickly rose in the ranks until elected assistant governor. That kind of speedy advancement happened in a rebuilding community with limited space. Limited space, fewer citizens. He turned out to be perfect for the job, however, and she relied heavily on him.

And what about me? she wondered. Perfect for the job? Or was she just someone flailing along, someone around New Venasaille at the right time, her heart in the right place? When elected governor, it surprised her. True, the voting bloc was small, but it meant a lot to her.

She hadn’t had thoughts like these until recently.

Dorie stared out the office window at New Venasaille, the dome’s arch showing a bright yellow sheen today. Several flitter drones left the Operations Building across the street and headed toward the far end of the settlement, no doubt to facilitate the ever-present need to inspect dome infrastructure. She recalled a recent problem with the West End recyclers—“End” being a relative term.

“Tell me, Adi,” she said when Aditya Thakur cleared his throat for the second time.

“Yes, ma’am.” His voice was strained, although he had a soft high voice to begin with.

“I assume it’s bad if you took the time to come here instead of sending it to my card.” Dorie turned toward him. The man had jet black hair, cut short to his scalp. He wasn’t a big man, barely taller than her, but he had an imposing presence she liked when he was out campaigning. He looked extra sharp in his black suit and tie. “What’s Tom up to?”

“He’s called a special session of Congress and cites a charter mandate that allows him provincial jurisdiction.”

Dorie almost wished for the days she was simply an artist’s wife, although she didn’t long for her RuBy-hazed days of irresponsibility. She figured, someday, Sakson would use it against her. “We know what that means,” she said.

He tapped his comm card and scanned it. “He’s calling for a vote to keep New Coral separate from the Ribon government. In two days. Joint assembly. To be held in New Coral’s dome.”

“Damn it, what’s his fucking hurry?” she yelled. She wished Sakson was in front of her now. She’d kick him in the shins. She closed her eyes, trying to control her thoughts. “Analysis?”

“Of the possible outcome?”

“Of anything.” She shook her head. “Sorry. Yes. Does he have the votes? He may want to be his own dome, and he has all the support he needs there, but can he carry enough councilors here?”

“He has his sympathizers.”

“I know.”

“Many of them will jump domes if the vote carries.”

“Good for them.”

“Good only if we can replace them with Union Party members. What if a vote comes up here in the future? Could we see New Venasaille turning Separatist? West Dome? East Dome? What if we all become our own governments on Ribon?”

“Would that be so bad?” She surprised herself by asking that question. Was she softening her stance?

“It doesn’t make a lot of sense,” he said. “Not with four domes so close together. Relatively speaking of course.”

“It’ll confuse the hell out of the Union government on Earth. ‘What are we going to do about Ribon?’” She hadn’t been too happy with President Richard Nguyen’s hands-off attitude regarding the colonies. It seemed to her his concern should be on high alert, post-Ultra scares. “They’ve asked that question before.”

“I can schedule a press conference. You can take a stand. Feeds go out to both domes. You have a few provincial councilors attached to West Dome who get to vote, too, even if they can’t yet occupy their own dome.”

She waved a hand. “Yes, of course. Do it. I’m sorry you must be both assistant governor and sometimes errand boy.”

“And the bearer of bad news.”

She sat down at her desk and tapped the DataNet terminal. “You’re right. Stop doing that.”

Thakur grinned. “Anything else? Coffee? Tea? Something stronger? You look tired. Distracted. Anything else going on I should know about?”

Yes, there is. “No, I’m fine. Tea, please. Have Ross do it. You have work to do. I want to be at the podium tomorrow, first thing. Invite all the media, give The Observer and Dome News Daily front row seats, and make sure Sakson doesn’t block anything. It would be like him to do it and claim ignorance.”

“Will do.”

“Thanks, Adi.”

Aditya Thakur gave a little wave and left her office. When her door closed, she looked at the door where he’d disappeared. As fast as Adi had climbed the ranks, maybe it would be better if he had her position instead. He was a quick learner and had a presence about him that made people turn their heads. Maybe she’d done enough here. Maybe she should move on.

As soon as she thought it, though, she knew she couldn’t. There was so much more to do. She would feel more confident, she was sure, when the next two domes were built, and more colonists arrived. She had promised herself, and others. There was no better way for her to honor the memory of her love, Terl Plenko. He would have appreciated her commitment to bring Ribon to importance again.

Thinking about Terl also made her think of Dave Crowell. They’d been linked from the start, and in more ways than one, during both Ultra scares. Dave had seen her new life, briefly, on his visit here a year ago. I’m doing something good here, she’d told him. I’m not the wild girl you first met. Certainly, she wasn’t the imposter Dorie Senall that had run with the Movement and the false Plenko.

I couldn’t have wished her a better death than a 100-floor dive from a tall building.

Dave Crowell had believed in her from the start, unsurprised at her good turn here at New Venasaille. He had done more good for the Union than almost anyone, twice saving it from the Ultras. There were only so many times one man could save the Union, but if a third time came, she was sure Dave would be there. Reluctant, maybe, but in the end, he’d be drawn in, particularly if it threatened someone he cared about.

The Ultras were gone, however, as was their universe. As was his dad, the one person Dave barely remembered, but most wished he could see again. The one human he knew who was lost in that Ultra universe. The dad she’d told him he had to forget.

It’s over. You can’t possibly get to him.

Her secretary Ross brought her tea. Dorie sipped at it, thought about the press conference, about Sakson and New Coral, and decided she couldn’t deal with any of it until she had her lunch. She left the office and sat down in the cafeteria, tea in hand. Once there, she felt better and transcribed her speech through her comm card. She would hit Sakson hard. She’d appeal to the voters to stand firm and keep Ribon united.

As she finished, a message pinged her card, surprising her. It was Warden Max Rydell asking if she could come to the Bubble as soon as possible.

The Bubble was a small dome ten miles from New Venasaille. Ironically, amid all the fuss with the Separatists and their agenda, the Bubble was self-sustaining, and Dorie was completely fine with that. No colonists lived there. In fact, only a couple dozen citizens lived there. Their jobs were to work the facility contained within the Bubble and its population of more than thirty Thin Men. It was a research center.

It was a prison.

After the second Ultra scare, Union officials decided a facility to house Thin Men on Ribon made a lot of sense. Take the most notable Thin Men and test them, prod them, and—well, who knew whatever else they did to them. That wasn’t her department or, frankly, her concern. The only worry she had was the facility’s proximity to New Venasaille. The idea was to further isolate these Ultra-created copies. Change the landscape. Change the control. See if that offered up any other clues about the process that made them. If, by chance, Thin Men escaped the facility, they wouldn’t get far outside the Bubble. But you never knew.

“Why do you need me?” she asked Rydell, annoyed that her lunch had been interrupted. She had only now sat down with her tea and hoped to eat something. Everyone on staff, and even some from New Coral, knew she expressly refused to take calls or answer pings during her lunch hour. That included Max Rydell. The VERY URGENT label made her pick up the coded call. She read the message abstract before hitting accept.

“Someone is asking for you,” the warden said.

“Your staff?”

“A subject.”

In the Bubble, Thin Men were known as subjects, not inmates. Subjects as in “test subjects.” That was her guess, anyway. “Who is it?”

“She asked me not to say, but hoped during her rest period you might visit.”

She. “You allow that? Withholding a subject’s name?”

“In this case, yes.”

“What is it about?”

“She didn’t say that either.”

The warden didn’t add anything else. It wasn’t up for debate, even if the governor of the dome was on the line, everything coming from the top of intelligence circles throughout the Union. “When is her rest period?”

“It started fifteen minutes ago. There’s a two-hour window.”

Shit. If she agreed, she’d have to cut her own lunch short, get to the shuttles, and work her way through the Shell and the domelock. At least she could bypass Shell security checks and get to the outer skin without delay. There’d be security checks on the other end, however, and restrictions on what she could bring with her into the subject block.

“Okay,” she said after a brief pause. “I’ll be there. I’ll want more information about the—subject—when I arrive.”

“Certainly. Not like I haven’t got anything else to do. At least it alleviates the boredom of this job a little.”

She broke the connection and stared at her tea. Councilor Jamey Rosas passed by with his cafeteria tray full of something that smelled delicious. They nodded at each other. So much for lunch.


The short ten-minute flight from New Venasaille to the Bubble was uneventful. There wasn’t much to look at but the planet’s ruined lifeless surface. As expected, the wait at the Bubble’s domelock took longer than at New Venasaille. Dorie passed through the security ring, and once they tagged her with the Bubble’s visitor card and made sure she had nothing else with her other than what she was wearing, an attendant led her through the facility to the subject block. The Thin Man’s rest period was nearly over; she wouldn’t have but fifteen minutes with the subject.

Warden Rydell waited at the last security door.

“Max,” she said with a forced smile.

“Governor Senall, good to see you.”

He started cycling through the DNA lock on the security door. It immediately made her think of Terl, who’d been a DNA lock expert. It was one of the things that had got him in trouble in the first place. She saw Terl stamped all over the design of this door. When it was open, Rydell handed her a new card.

“What’s this?”

“Ident of your Thin Man.”

She glanced down but didn’t open it. The dark flashpaper did nothing in inert mode when she rubbed her thumb thoughtfully over the surface.

“You wanted more information,” he said. “Are you going to look at it?”

She stared at the card a little longer, then shook her head. Standing there at the door, thinking about Terl and his DNA locks, she decided not to brief herself on the subject, figuring it didn’t matter who it was. It was a Thin Man. What else did she need to know at this point? She felt more comfortable shielding herself from the knowledge, creating distance between the Thin Man and her, like the buffer zone between the Bubble and New Venasaille. Close by, but hard to get to unless invited.

Rydell shrugged, then extended his arm through the door. “Off you go, then. Room 15 on the end, right-hand side.”

Room, not cell.

In the few years since coming back to Ribon, she had never been in the subject area. She’d been to the Bubble’s admin areas, but never here. Never wanted to examine Thin Men. Never wanted anything to do with that process. Now here she was, striding purposefully down a well-lit hallway to talk with one of them. Blinders on, staring straight down the hallway. Just get it over with.

She was surprised to find the door to Room 15 open. When she took time to scan the hallway, she saw several other doors open. They weren’t locked in? The doors were not barred and had no communication system she could see for visitors wishing to converse with a subject without entering its space. She didn’t see anyone inside the rooms. Still out during their rest periods, apparently.

“I’m not a prisoner,” the voice in the room said.

Dorie
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