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      “Is this a good idea?” Heloise said.

      “My therapist thinks so,” said Nico. “And it’s the perfect night to try it.”

      “You’ve been apart from Mr Bear only shifts at a time. This is for an entire night.”

      “I’ll have Virtual Bear.” Nico finished buttoning her white dress shirt, tucked the ends into her short, pleated black skirt, and then donned a simple, gladiator-style black leather harness that strapped across her chest. She pressed a button on it. Bear, her soft-bodied, inanimate stuffed animal, popped up as a hologram snug against her side.

      Nico rose on tiptoes and pecked Heloise on the lips. “Thank you for creating him for me.”

      “If it doesn’t work out, we have no way of getting real Bear to you.”

      “You’re supposed to be encouraging.” Nico raised the points of her shirt’s collar and presented her chin.

      “Aye, encouraging,” Shayla called from the living area.

      “I can’t believe you support this,” Heloise yelled. She placed Nico’s black tie around her neck and folded it into a half-Windsor knot. “Trapped in a spacetime bubble for hotel renovations. Why did they pick you for this skeleton crew?”

      Nico shrugged and wriggled a toe. With her black leggings adjusted, she stepped into her boots. “I’m still new, and it gives senior staff a break.”

      “You could have said, ‘no,’” Heloise muttered.

      “Not to double-pay. Now I can buy you and Shayla presents.” At Heloise’s reluctant grin, she added, “It’s a night with hardly any work involved. And—” She and Heloise moved from the bedroom for the living area, where Shayla lounged on the couch. Her stuffed plush animal, the real Mr Bear, sat perched on the couch’s back. Shayla turned to make him wave.

      Nico waved back. “With Bear here and Virtual Bear with me inside the bubble, I won’t feel disconnected from you both once I’m cut off from Darqueworld.”

      Heloise opened her mouth to say something, then shut it.

      Nico smiled. “Yes. I know the hologram doesn’t work that way. Humour me.”

      She rounded the couch and into Shayla’s hot embrace. Shayla smelled of creamy sweet peach, bergamot, and oak moss.

      “Oh, love.” Shayla squeezed. “Dinnae worry. Weird engineers ken what they’re doon’.”

      “That’s not what your hug says,” Heloise said.

      “I’m glad you’re staying the night,” Nico said to Shayla.

      “I might eat her before the end of the night.” Heloise lifted a lip to snarl, revealing a fang.

      “Ya promise?” Shayla tossed to her.

      Nico quickly kissed Shayla.

      It was a successful distraction. Once the kiss ended, she picked up real Bear and hugged him too. Watch over them.

      “Well.” Heloise’s tone was begrudging when Nico returned to her. She exchanged Nico’s black blazer for Bear. “At least this spacetime bubble keeps you inside and out of trouble.”

      “You say that like you want me in one all the time,” pouted Nico.

      “Now that’s an idea.”

      Nico leaned in to inhale Heloise’s sophisticated hyacinth and jasmine scent.

      Mmm, Chasse Geraud Soeurs.

      She kissed Heloise good night.

      “Don’t fight,” she called over her shoulder and climbed the steps for the entryway. Heloise held Bear and watched her.

      Shayla softly leered from the couch. “I dinnae call it fightin’.”

      “It’s molesting,” said Heloise.

      “With a big, bad beastie like you?”

      “That’s Mrs Bad Beastie.”

      The doors hissed shut on her lovers’ banter.
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        * * *

      

      She departed on the Five train from Heloise’s ritzy upper quarter and watched Merope’s golden, afternoon light shimmer on the aqua-blue waters of Again NewYork’s bay. The train descended underground on its approach to Jifk spaceport, and at the first stop, newly processed chrono-immigrants carrying Immigration’s Welcome to Again NewYork bags boarded.

      A friendly youth hostel holo-ad announced, “offering respite and renewal for visitors to the Merope system and Darqueworld. Come stay at the YOBA.”

      The immigrants’ faces—some dazed, others determined—reminded Nico of when she’d resembled the former on her own inexplicable arrival from late twentieth century Earth. Her amnesia of how she’d ended up in the Merope nebula had not helped.

      My face was more shell-shocked than dazed, she thought to Virtual Bear.

      Heloise had arrived earlier, but from Old Earth’s twenty-first century, and with a confident trust of their new planet’s wonders that Nico still grappled with.

      “Hypnotika® by One Mind,” another holo-ad delivered in sympathetic tones. “Giving you back your day life by ending your heliophobia.”

      Nico turned to the train’s doors. She disembarked at the next stop to wound through spaceport passengers and sightseers for the elevated walkway tubes above, bathed in sunlight.

      Travelling to the luxury hotel circle via the spaceport’s moving walkways never tired her. With optimal viewing of the sparkling ocean, she could also watch the strange spaceships that lifted from Jifk to soar for the stratosphere. Like her first experience on the walkways only months before, she marvelled at being on a planet 400 light years from Old Earth.

      “Again NewYork Dining Tours offers culinary adventures at the city’s most beloved chrono-transplanted restaurants,” a holo-ad greeted. “Join us for a flambéed breakfast at groovy Diane’s, satisfying coffee and pie at Hoo & Horn Automat, and rare, roasted beast at the Pea & Cock’s nightly Victorian feast.”

      The walk’s tube veered, and Nico turned from the view to spy what caused the detour. A construction holo-sign obscured the path ahead that led to a certain hotel.

      The Sycamore Sue Lodge is currently undergoing chrono-renovations, the holo-sign said. Access will resume at 0700am. We apologise for the inconvenience.

      Her mini-Id, Toto, chimed in her skirt’s pocket with the sound assigned to Heloise, and she pulled it out to answer the holo-call. Heloise popped into view.

      “Baby, are you there yet?” Heloise said.

      “You can track me by my Id.” Nico's tone was mild. “So, yes.”

      “I can’t know where you are once the seal goes into effect,” Heloise said.

      “Virtual Bear and I will be okay.”

      “And Real Bear will be too.” Heloise lifted him into view and kissed his head. “We’ll wait up for you.”

      Nico lifted a brow. “All night?”

      “I’ll teach Shayla pinocle.” Heloise grinned.

      “Is that a sex game?” Shayla yelled out of view.

      Heloise snatched the witch into her arms, her fangs bared and eyes shining with an unnatural light. Shayla shrieked with mirth when Heloise lifted her chin to expose her throat.

      Nico’s dead stomach dropped.

      “Heloise,” she managed to say. “You’re so….”

      “Yer out of reach now, Niky.” Shayla’s eyes sparkled. “How frustratin’ that is for an auld beastie. Hurry back, love, before she deaths me.”

      “That’s little deaths. It’s French.” Heloise glanced up from Shayla’s neck, and her vampire’s aspect fled. “Is something wrong?”

      “No-no,” Nico assured at her lovers’s concerned gazes. “That was hot.”

      “Nico,” said Heloise.

      “It’s okay.” Nico kissed her fingers and touched the holo. “I’ll see you both in the morning.”

      She cut the connection before either could say more.

      Glancing up, she realised she’d missed her detoured stop and ran with vampiric speed back up the moving walkway.

      “We’re so lucky,” Nico told Virtual Bear as she exited the tube. “Too lucky.”

      She was on a strange planet in a strange city with a job and two lovers. That was more good fortune than any murdered girl should have.
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        * * *

      

      Nico followed the curving, downward path of a spiral hotel’s restaurants, shops, and cascading pools to ground level. There, paradisal gardens gave way to a sedate, broad street across which sat the towering, green and brown Sycamore Sue Lodge, fortified by stony, courtyard walls.

      She paused to study the air around the hotel, spotting nothing that might hint at the pending warping of their reality—not that she knew how a time-space bubble worked. She’d witnessed the results of chrono-renovations all over Again NewYork, like the cobblestoned streets of the Victorian quarter—where one would find succulent, roasted beast. However, to her keen scrutiny, nothing had yet manifested around the hotel to inspire caution. She strolled on to pass beneath the colossal wood archway carved with the lodge’s name and into the oval courtyard.

      The Sycamore Sue, a timbered building resting on a foundation of hewn rock, could be mistaken for the hunting lodge of modestly sized forest giants with a fondness for stained glass accents and decorative wood carvings. Despite the eighteen-foot high, carved front doors of the Sue’s iconic entrance, giants had nothing to do with the lodge’s mythology. Built to honour the Old Earth warrioress, Sycamore Sue, tall tales of a weird Wild West was the hotel’s inspiration, plus Sue’s mythical spacefaring adventures with her First American and Viking companions.

      Toto pinged, signalling a call from Heloise.

      Nico hesitated, a finger in the holo-interface, then messaged: Talk soon. Going in now.

      She followed the drive to the underground parking complex, where she descended within.

      The garage’s valet booth, with no attendant behind the window, appeared empty. As she passed it for the elevator, she glanced around and decided that Mr Bello, the hotel manager, would have forgiven her brazenly entering through the lodge’s front doors instead. Guests and their vehicles were very absent. Only a row of hotel buggies were present, plus Mr Bello’s pert conveyance—and one shiny Old Earth car sitting in security’s parking spot.

      Andy Zibikowski, her parking valet jacket laid aside, lovingly polished the candy-red hood of her two-toned, ’56 Dash Rambler. On Old Earth, she’d driven the car off a cliff and into a departing star chariot’s cargo-hold that brought her and her grandmother to Darqueworld. Nico admired the pink and grey sport shirt Andy wore which complemented her pleated gabardine slacks. Crossdressing was neither subversive nor rebellious among Darquekind, but the vintage tomboy look, complete with a handsome side-part haircut, was still a statement Nico admired.

      “Are you going to move that car?” Her tone was light. “Can’t let Mr Bello see you parked in the top level, even if the garage will be empty tonight.”

      “Hey.” Andy glanced up in surprise. “Why are you coming in for this sorry shift? Shouldn’t you be out there, catching a pedophile?”

      Nico halted. “I told you, no more betting pools.”

      Andy raised her hands. “Word from the bird. No one’s taking odds on your alleged activities.”

      “‘Alleged’ is right,” Nico retorted.

      “Can’t make bets anyway if you’re here and not out there being the Midnight Terror.”

      Nico paused at the mention of the Golden Age, comic book vigilante. “Golden Age” to her, but not to Andy, a chrono-refugee from Old Earth’s 50s era. It was also the last era Heloise lived before she became a vampire.

      “Say hello to the tall, dark dreamboat for me,” Andy called as Nico entered the elevator.

      “That’s Mrs tall, dark dreamboat.” She grinned until her face hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Nico slipped on her black blazer and was fastening the buttons when the elevator’s polished doors opened. She straightened the fit, tucked a dark lock of hair behind an ear, and then brushed a cuff over the shiny, brass nameplate pinned at her breast: Nico and Bear.

      Schooling her grey-eyed gaze into a pleasant, noncommittal regard, she strolled out into the massive 6-storey hall that was the lobby of the Sycamore Sue.

      Not that there were any guests to encounter who might need her professional attention. The tall space was warmly coloured by massive wooden beams, carved tree trunk columns, and rustic natural stone. But the galleries above and the hall proper itself were strangely bereft of activity save for the softly playing Western-themed muzak and the sounds of a few echoing footsteps, hers included. She crossed the carpeted islands with their empty couches, paused to straighten a woven blanket thrown over a fat armchair, and resumed heading for the thirty-foot long reception counter of dark, carved wood beneath the giant elk antlers.

      Shonzee Blue Rock, mother of two and sufferer of none, exuded calm authority behind the long front desk. Premature grey already peppered her pompadour’s braids, though she was no older than Nico, who was thirty-three (her death age plus her vampire age). But Nico had noticed that psionics tended to have white-streaked hair, perhaps signifying exposure to knowledge they’d never wanted to know.

      Slipping behind the counter, she walked the distance of six work stations to take a post next to Shonzee and log into her station’s holo-interface.

      Shonzee raised a brow. “I can’t believe they asked you to come in.”

      “Bloody hell, nice to see you too, Shonzee. Are you being rude because I’m the only Other-being on tonight’s shift? I don’t bite.”

      “You’re the only Other-being on the entire staff list,” Shonzee said. “And we know your brain knows not to bite us. But once we’re all shut in behind a bubble, will your instincts know?” She summoned a holo-interface from her Id ring and typed in it.

      “What are you doing?” Nico gazed suspiciously.

      “Telling Dina that if Mr Bello hasn’t authorised tranquillisers to put you down during an emergency, she better request it.”

      Nico glanced over to the empty concierge counter across the great hall. Concierge controlled the medical supplies, including Other-being graded tranquillisers for excitable vampires. Beyond concierge’s desk, Dina Nylund, round-faced and honey-haired, stepped out from one of the guest elevators. The concierge clerk glanced up from reading her Id ring’s holo interface, smiled cheerily towards Shonzee and Nico, and waved.

      Dina, who had adventure-guided for Xeno-Safari Bob’s Wild Leviathan tours in the veldt outside Again NewYork’s walls, also knew how to operate a tranquilliser rifle.

      “You’re being so sanguivoriphobic,” Nico said to Shonzee. “I like it.”
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        * * *

      

      Toto pinged while she was reviewing the night’s staff list, signalling a message from Heloise, and Nico pulled him out to read it.

      Hello, doll, it said.

      Hello, Mrs Allen, she typed and sent bat animations.

      H: How are things on the junior shift?

      Nico: Not so junior. Shonzee and Dina are here.

      H: An alpha shift? Love it. Behave.

      Nico: Yes, mummy.

      H: Did I scare you earlier?

      A shiver ran up her spine. Heloise’s fangs pressed against Shayla’s skin; bigger and deadlier than the ones that had killed her.

      No, she typed. It was hot.

      She added: Working now. Virtual Bear and I are good. I’ll see you soon. And sent heart animations.

      She pulled a paper notepad near and doodled fangs and pistols until Shonzee glanced over. Rousing herself, she returned her attention to the list on her holo interface.

      She said, “we have only eight kitchen staff, but twelve security hosts?”

      “Maybe they’re here for you,” Shonzee said.

      “Ha-ha. I’m serious."

      “Yeah, it’s a lot,” Shonzee admitted. “But you know how Mr Yee is.”

      She did know. A discreet survey of the huge lobby did not reveal the head of security, though she didn’t doubt Yee lurked behind a column. Particularly when right then⁠—

      A curious-looking guest stepped through the giant entrance doors with Mr Bello.

      She said, “is that…?”

      “Yep,” answered Shonzee. “An engineer.”

      A weird matter engineer, she thought in awe to Virtual Bear, and pretended to work in her station’s holo interface while eavesdropping with vampiric hearing on the perambulating pair.

      “The adventure park and lake lodges grew from this very hotel.” Mr Bello gestured to the vast lobby. “But this beautiful building remains the heart of the Sycamore Sue.”

      They’ve just returned from a buggy tour of the grounds. Such personal attention from a hotel manager meant⁠—

      Nico summoned the VIP list. The names given were titles: Engineer One, Engineer Two, and so on until Engineer Eight.

      Also listed were four junior engineers. Instead of VIP suites, all were assigned standard rooms on the fourth floor gallery, but with their primary location listed as: Ballroom 1 & 2.

      Which makes up more than half of the fourth floor.

      She studied the engineer walking the great hall. If they were representative of their peers, it was hard to imagine them enjoying a conventional room with a bed and bath. A spaceship seemed more their style.

      At four feet of height, the little engineer was a soft-bellied silhouette with slender limbs and fingers. In one gloved hand they grasped a giant, red lollipop shaped like a wildcat’s head—a signature sweet sold in the gift shops. Glyphs glowed in the circuitry patterns of their dark green bodysuit and ran up to a cylindrical helmet that reminded Nico of antique, deep sea diving outfits.

      The helmet was large enough to rest on Green’s shoulders, and to her disappointment, their opaque faceplate did not project emotion-icons, which she thought would have been helpful.

      Green moved slowly and delicately, a diver walking the sea floor, and gazed about the spacious lobby with the fascination of an explorer. When their regard slowly swept the reception desk, Nico politely stood still. If her lack of body heat registered on the engineer’s bio-sensors, they gave no reaction. Green next turned their attention to the inert, giant hearth.

      Nico thought it a shame that the fireside storytellers—specifically the singing cowboy—were not on hand that night to regale Green with an engaging tale.

      Mr Bello pointed to the mural three stories above. The stirring wall painting depicted a lasso-wielding African woman in Old West garb astride a giant, leaping mountain lion. Armed Vikings and First American warriors flanked the charging pair.

      “And there’s Sycamore Sue herself with her true friend, the giant mountain cat, Toothy. She escaped slavery to become the champion of the goddess, Sky Woman, and after many a wild and weird adventure, a space explorer. It was Sycamore Sue who led First American Nations and lost Vikings to Darqueworld.”

      Mr Bello then launched into a telling of one of Sue’s well-known Weird West yarns. With his small, waxed moustaches and dapper, silk waistcoat, Mr Bello had a magician’s charm and flair. He pointed out the artefacts displayed on the walls—including an intricately patterned robe of power on loan from the Gitxsan Nation—and introduced his guest to the colourful Sycamore pantheon the items represented.

      Since the engineer was of Darquekind, they wouldn’t know to question how Sycamore Sue and her trusty Toothy made indigenous friends from the Gulf Stream waters to the redwood forests of Old Earth’s wild North America. In truth, some First American nations linked with the Sycamore Sue’s ever expanding universe had likely never encountered the legendary warrioress. But their lucrative licensing agreements grew the sagas and fanbases, and that made everyone happy.

      Green brought the wildcat lolly near their faceplate. A glowing, lime-green light radiated that engulfed the confection. When the radiance faded, one ear of the cat’s head was missing like a bite had been taken.

      Very cool, she thought to Virtual Bear.

      “Were you here when the engineers checked in?” she asked Shonzee.

      “I wasn’t, but I noticed all the Johnnycakes had been handed out.” Her co-worker worked calmly in her holo-interface. “Can you send up more from below?”

      “I’ll be happy to.” Nico logged out of her station and departed down the length of the front desk for the back of the great hall.

      “Don’t do a perimeter check,” Shonzee yelled.

      “I’m going to do a perimeter check,” Nico called back.

      She keyed the pad of the hidden side door leading into the employee stairwell. Slipping in, she leapt the railing to drop one storey down for the landing below.
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        * * *

      

      Nico dodged custodian bots briskly polishing the concrete floors of the underground service level and patted the head of the maintenance bot patching a wall dent. It appeared to be facilities’ night to cut loose while guests and most of the staff were away. Even a plumber-bot walked the snaking pipes above with its spidery legs, and she wondered if its activation had anything to do with the spacetime bubble the hotel would soon find itself in.

      How does that even work? she thought to Virtual Bear. Us being cut off from Darqueworld?

      She set aside the thought as she keyed her code to the storage room directly below the reception desk. Once inside, she grabbed twenty fresh Johnnycakes in their stasis seal and loaded them into the supplies lift. Souvenir Sycamore Sue paper pads, pens, and pencils followed for chrono-immigrants and off-worlders who loved tactile, archaic writing items.

      Dumbwaiter then sent above, she departed deeper into the service level’s territory.

      She walked by the service elevator and glanced into the brightly lit break room
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