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​Chapter 1: The Crime Scene
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Thursday, March 22, 2181, 9:00 pm

“I’m the only one who touched the body other than the killer,” Nick Bries told the investigator. “I felt for a pulse. That was it.”

“Did you attempt CPR?” Chief Investigator Takata asked. She looked up at Bries from where she crouched beside the body on the ancient wood-plank floor of a bar called “The Port Hole.” Her accent carried the broad, flat A of the Boston Isles.

Nick shook his head, ruffling espresso-colored hair. “He didn’t have a pulse and wasn’t breathing. It didn’t even occur to me."

Takata gave a short nod. The tight bun of salt-and-pepper hair at the nape of her neck barely moved. “Lopes,” she called over her shoulder to one of the officers corralling patrons and taking statements, “Get Mr. Bries’s retina and ID.” Her dark eyes flicked from Lopes to Bries again. “Grab a seat. I’ll have some more questions when I’m done here.” Bystanders, she thought in frustration. You never knew whether they’d help or just stand by.

She took one last look at the body, a male in his mid-twenties, by her guess. He couldn’t be much older than her son. Red hair. Dark blue pants, work boots, gray tee under a light blue jacket. Both the shirt and jacket bore a small circle of blood. She made him about 5’10”, with a lean build. The faint scent of aftershave mingled with the odor of death.

Fortin, the med tech, spoke up next. “Everett Halse, Chief. He’d have been twenty-seven next month. Apparent cause of death looks like a stab wound...likely a long, thin blade. Depth’s consistent with possible lung or heart involvement, but we’ll know for sure at autopsy.” The tech indicated the stab wound with a laser measuring device. “Two point five mims—millimeters—wide, about eight mims long. Not a lot of blood on the floor,” he gestured with the laser on the wood plank floor near Halse’s body. “Looks like they took the blade with them.” 

After the tech finished his report, Takata rose and went to speak to the bartender. As she passed the entrance, she noted uniforms posted at the front, keeping the taped area clear and the crowd in place.

“Five” VonEllakis stood behind the bar. She’d seen him multiple times before when she’d stopped in for drinks. At the moment, his jaw was tight as he held an ice pack against the back of his head.

“Five, can you tell me what happened?” She motioned him down the bar, away from the techs and onlookers, to a spot where things were quieter, and pulled out her comm to take notes.

Five shook his head, winced, and set the ice pack down on the edge of the bar. “Things were fine,” he told her. “Joint was hopping—mostly the usual crowd. The lights went out, I heard a thud, so I went looking for my comm to put some light on the situation, but I couldn’t find it under the bar. While I was looking for that, I cut my hand on something sharp—dunno what—it was dark.” He gestured toward his left hand, which was crudely wrapped in a gauze bandage. Blood was already seeping from beneath.

“Got it. What time did the lights go out?”

“About...8:30? 8:45?”

“What happened next?” Takata prompted with a wave of her stylus.

“I went for the breaker box in the supply room. I guess I was about halfway there when I got hit in the back of the head and fell. By the time I got up and flipped the breaker to get the lights back on, whoever hit me was gone. I could hear the noise out front—a lot of gasping and some shouts. I went back to the bar, and Nick told me the man was dead. That’s when we called you guys.” 

“When you fell, did you see anything? Hear anything?”

“I heard the back door open and close, but I didn’t see anything, sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” Takata told him. “Any idea how long you were down?” Lights out, one man stabbed in a crowd, the bartender dropped in the back room—and a door moving in the dark—smelled more like a planned job than a bar fight gone bad.

“I never lost consciousness, just saw a lot of stars. I couldn’t have been down for more than a minute. Just long enough to shake loose a few cobwebs and pick up a headache.”

“Show me where you were when you got hit.”

She followed him to the back room behind the bar. One narrow section of the bar flipped up to allow access behind. They used this room for storage: mostly liquor bottles and kitchen supplies. There were two large chillers for perishable items. The sealed concrete floor was clean and clear of obstacles. A small niche in the wall to the left held a mop, broom, and other cleaning supplies. There were two large pillars that went floor-to-ceiling. Behind those were the power areas. A door to the left led to the stairs going up to Five’s apartment. The back door was directly opposite the entrance to the bar. The security bar on the back door was mostly to stop people from coming in that way rather than exiting. It was an emergency exit, after all. It also locked from the outside.

Five pointed to the spot next to one of the pillars. “Got dropped there,” he said. Takata tagged the crime scene unit to come back and do a sweep.

“Listen, uh,” Five added. “I live upstairs. Am I going to need to find someplace else to crash tonight?” He followed her back out of the back room, splitting course to go behind the bar while she went to the front.

“At least tonight, yeah,” Takata answered, nodding. “Let the techs work.” She led him back to the bar area.

He gingerly touched the back of his head and winced again. 

“Should have that lump checked out,” Takata advised as she picked the ice pack up from the bar and gave it back to him. 

“Yeah, I will,” Five promised and made a gesture that he’d have the hand looked at as well.

Takata glanced up as she made her notes. “Good.” She paused before turning away. “It’s a cold one tonight. Let me know if you need help with housing. I’m gonna catch up with Mr. Bries. You’re good to go. If you think of anything else, you know how to find me.”

Five nodded. “I’ll crash with Nico tonight,” he said with the confidence only an old friend would have.

“Okay, great. Feel better, Five.”

***************
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TAKATA RETURNED TO Nick, who had taken a seat at one of the tables. Like the bar itself, the stools connected to the underside with a hinge to prevent throwing. This wasn’t their first encounter by far. Nick had been in a couple of scrapes since he came to town, but he’d always been up front about what happened, even when it was his own fault. 

“Hey.” Nick inclined his head to her. Today, he was clean-shaven. His facial hair was usually scruff and came and went with the tides. His eyes were so dark brown that they could almost be called black, and his skin was tan from working outside. He stood about six feet tall and had a solid frame. He was, as always, dressed in all black.

“Mr. Bries.” Takata nodded and slid into the booth opposite Nick. “Okay.” She scrolled through her notes in a manner that suggested nothing but business. “You said you checked Mr. Halse’s pulse. So you were nearby when he fell?”

“A body between,” Nick explained. “Was chatting up this cute little shop owner. Shit, I don’t think I got her name. Dammit.” He looked around for any sign of the stunning woman he’d been talking with.

“There’s a good chance she’s still here.” Takata brought him back to the subject. “Run it down for me step by step. What happened?”

“All right,” Nick drawled in his North New England accent. “So, we pulled ten boats in twelve hours.”

She nodded. You didn’t live on the Isles and not know the dock lingo. “A lot of dray.” A typical day would be closer to eight boats. The dockers would be tired, irritable, and looking to relax.

“Right. Most of the day crew came after work. I bought a round for the house. Xander Susu—new to our shift—I invited him along to get to know the crew, the hangouts...you know. He was next to me, and I was talking to this shop owner...tiny thing, long straight brown hair, pretty brown eyes. So we’re talking, and the lights go out. My comm was on the bar and I went for it to get a light on and I heard an ‘uh’ sound, then a thud.”

“Can you point out Xander?” He would be next on her list of interviews.

Nick scanned the crowd. “I don’t see him, and he’d be easy to spot. Bright red hair, like really bright. From a bottle.”

“Okay. What time do you think you got in?” Takata’s fingers flew through her notes, and she shot a message to Officer Salih to track down Susu. “You said the little shopkeeper and...Xander Susu were with you when the lights went out. Who was on which side?”

“We got here between six thirty and seven,” Nick said. “Some came straight from work; some went to change. I came straight up. Got here about six twenty, give or take. Uh...” Nick thought about who was where. “Xander was on my left, a step or so back. Think he’s got eyes on Mickey, the other bartender. Victim was on the other side of Xander and some other guy I didn’t know. Little pretty girl was on my right. And directionally, that would be with us facing the bar.”

“And you heard Mr. Halse make a sound and fall after the lights went out?” 

Nick nodded. “Yes, seconds after the lights went out. It was really quick.” Nick stretched and rubbed his eyes. It had been a long day, and he was starting to get tired. “For once, I can honestly say I had nothing to do with it.” He looked at the investigator when she just shook her head. “Lights from comms started coming on. There were the usual snide comments: ‘lights are out,' ‘someone get the lights on’...like those. Little woman must have hopped up on the bar. She prob’ly would’ve gotten stepped on if she hadn’t. I didn’t actually see the body until Five got the lights back on. I went to check his pulse and got zip. Told Five that he was dead and Five called you guys.”

Takata nodded as she absorbed the description. “About how long were the lights out, you think?”

“Less than five minutes,” Nick admitted. “Everything went down super quick.” Nick paused and stopped to think about everything that had happened in a few short minutes. “There were a few people at the bar that I didn’t know.”

Takata leaned in a little. “Take your time. Did you notice anything different after the lights came back on? Mr. Halse was on the floor. The woman you were talking with was up on the bar. Anything else?”

Nick started to shake his head again, then stopped. “Uh, a guy that was sitting in that booth with the priest.” He pointed to a booth against the wall. “He was under the table, curled up in a ball.” He shrugged. “Everyone pretty much stayed put—just the general step back from the guy on the floor when the lights came back on. Nobody left. Nobody came in.”

She looked around. “Is he still here?”

Nick nodded his head toward the long-haired male still seated in the booth, flexing his hands. “That’s him: in the Army hoodie.”

Takata looked in the direction Nick indicated. The guy in the priest’s collar was easy to spot. He sat opposite a dark-haired man who, despite his muscular build, looked like he was trying very hard to go unnoticed.

“Okay, thanks, Nick.” She stood. “Check in if you remember anything. Oh, and Five’s going to stay with you until we clear the back.”

Nick nodded in confirmation. “Yeah, figured as much.”

She approached the booth and immediately caught the hinky look in the brunette’s dark blue eyes. It was definitely fear, but not the flop sweat of the guilty. She kept her hands visible and her expression open. 

The priest rose automatically as she approached. 

“Just need to ask a few questions,” she told them. “You mind, Father...?”

“Trevor. Barnes, ma'am. I’ll be right at the bar.” Though he spoke to both Takata and his companion, he touched the man’s shoulder reassuringly.

Takata waited until Barnes had left the table, and took his seat. “Rough night,” she commiserated. “I’ll try to make this as brief as possible. I’m Chief Investigator Takata. You?”

“Stoica, Tobias,” he replied in a monotone, and handed over his ID. She noted his clipped speech and cool detachment. Even without the Army hoodie, she’d have clocked him as ex-military. She’d interrogated or shared beers with enough of them to know the type. It had worn hard on this one.

“I didn’t see anything,” Tobias added quietly, even before she prompted him. “When the lights went out, I went under the table.” He kept his hands flat on the table, mostly to make sure they weren’t shaking visibly. 

The investigator’s dark brown eyes flickered understanding. She gave a slow nod and showed him an ID photo from her comm. “Recognize this guy?”

Tobias looked at the image, then shook his head. “No, sorry. I don’t recognize him. But I don’t know a lot of people.” Tobias absently chewed on his upper lip. 

“How about the name? Everett Halse ring a bell?”

Tobias shook his head. “No,” he admitted. “I manage the theater over on Sycamore; I don’t see a lot of names unless they’re on a marquee.”

“Okay.” The investigator’s gaze cut toward Trevor, who stood out of earshot, but within Tobias’s eyeline as well as hers. Lopes was already getting his statement. 

Her gaze flicked back to Tobias. “So you didn’t see anything, and you didn’t know the deceased. Can you tell me what time you got here?”

Tobias had to stop and think. A frown burrowed across his brow. “Six...ish?” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Between six and six thirty.” He looked over at Trevor and picked up a thousand-yard stare. 

Takata made some notes, then tapped the table with her stylus to get his attention. “You come in here a lot?”

It took Tobias a long minute to come out of his stare. “I’m sorry, what?” 

“Here, to this bar. Do you come here a lot?” 

“That would depend on your definition of ‘a lot,’” Tobias countered. His voice had a slightly irritated tone to it. “Maybe couple times a week. Usually sit over there.” He gestured with a jerk of his head to where he usually sat at one end of the bar. “I don’t talk to anyone...except the bartender. I don’t bother anyone. I drink. I go home.” He looked the investigator in the eyes. “Anything else I can’t help you with?”

Though she recognized the challenge, Takata didn’t blink, just made a few more notes. “No, we’re done. Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Stoica.” She stopped the recorder and picked up her pad, slid out of the booth, and went on to the next interview.

***************
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9:27 PM

Tobias breathed a sigh of relief. He hadn’t panicked, or even zoned out for too long. Now that he was done, Tobias wondered if he could just sneak out of The Port Hole, hop on his motorcycle and disappear. He cut another glance to see if Trevor was still watching him.

Once the investigator moved on, Trevor rejoined him at the table. “You doing okay?” He nudged Tobias’s water closer.

Tobias picked up the water glass and swirled it a little before he took a drink. “No,” he admitted. “I’m not.”

“We won’t have any privacy to talk here. How about if you stay at mine tonight?” the priest offered. “It’s a work in progress, but I’ve got two mattresses, sheets, pillows...” he trailed off.

Tobias got lost in thought again as he considered the offer. On the one hand, it’d be awesome to reconnect with Trevor; they hadn’t seen each other since they were eighteen. They’d kept in touch, but as was often the case, contact grew less frequent and further between. On the other hand, if he had a nightmare, he’d tip his hand that he was far more messed up in the head than he wanted his friend to have to deal with. 

“Sure,” Tobias said. “But I need to run by my place first, grab a change of clothes and feed the monster.” He offered Trevor his comm. “Mind putting your number in?”

Tobias didn’t have ten numbers on his phone. Just a couple of people from work, and a couple of restaurants that delivered. Nothing for healthcare. Not even his sister. 

“I’m sorry...monster?” Trevor asked as he typed.

“Yeah, monster, doubling as a pet.” Tobias smirked. “He’s a little eating machine.”

“What kind of animal is it?” Trevor passed the phone back.

“Rabbit.” He shrugged. “They thought it’d be...therapeutic for me to take care of something.” Tobias pocketed his comm without looking at it.

“Is it?” Trevor smiled. He could already guess the answer.

Tobias looked his friend in his blue eyes. “Oh yeah,” he said sarcastically. “I’m the poster child for sanity.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Afraid to get on a motorcycle with me?”

“Terrified,” Trevor deadpanned as he sent his address to Tobias’s comm. “Officer Lopes has my statement. Let’s go.” 

Tobias got up and headed for the door, knowing his friend was right behind him. It was a slight relief to have someone watching his six once more.
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​Chapter 2: Catching Up
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Friday, March 23, 2181, 01:10 am

Trevor tugged a drop cloth off a couch and gestured to Tobias. “Grab a seat. You want water, milk, beer, soda, or coffee?”

Tobias considered his options. “Coffee,” he decided. He was still uptight about the evening and didn’t think drinking more alcohol would end well. He’d already decided he wasn’t staying over. He’d come with Trevor to talk, calm down, and then go home on his own terms. If he tried to relax on his own, he’d either have a flashback or a nightmare. Neither option was appealing.

“Coffee,” Trevor agreed. He headed into the kitchen and clattered around with the machine.

The dark green sitting room still smelled of fresh paint, and set off the dark woods of a fireplace mantel flanked by built-in shelves. The couch was old, but the cushions were a comfortable nubby plaid that picked up the green of the walls. A pair of armchairs sat nearby. They’d once been the same shade of buff, but time and sunlight had faded them so they complemented rather than matched. A well-worn Bible rested on an antique end table.

“This place has potential,” Tobias observed. He was still walking around, looking at everything and unconsciously taking notes of exits.

“I love a Craftsman,” Trevor called from the kitchen. “And there’s so few of them left. The built-ins sold me on the place.”

Tobias looked around, poking his fingertip along shelves and the fireplace mantle. “Does give it character,” he admitted. “This place must be ancient.”

“1917,” Trevor carried coffee in thick white mugs. “And far enough inland I don’t have to worry about sea rise for 100 years or so. Just keep updating the storm-proofing.”

“By then, you can hoist it up on some pontoons,” Tobias joked. If the seas rose much further, Tobias figured more than one building might consider pontoons. So much had already been lost to the waters: old buildings that had succumbed to the seas were now homes for fish.

“By then it’ll be someone else’s house,” Trevor chuckled.

Tobias took the mug of coffee from him and finally took a seat on the couch. “So, spill. What’ve you been up to?”

“Moving, mostly.” Trevor settled into the armchair facing the door and sipped. “Getting ready to start a new Army posting at the VA on Monday. Chaplain/counselor.”

Tobias cringed just a bit. He knew about the Chaplain thing; Trevor’s father had been a priest and Trevor had followed in his path. The counselor thing was fairly new. Tobias wasn’t entirely sure just how much of his own past as a POW that Trevor knew. They had kept in touch when they initially went their separate directions out of school, but Tobias hadn’t been in contact with anyone he knew since his discharge from the military. “Tell me you didn’t hunt me down just to psychoanalyze me.” 

“Okay, I won’t tell you,” he agreed. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” Tobias dragged out the phrase slowly. He didn’t feel like going into his own issues with his friend; they’d just reconnected. “Wild night, huh?”

Trevor took the hint. “Wild is a good word. You doing okay?”

A truck downshifted somewhere outside, a low rumble through the old walls. Tobias’s  shoulders twitched before he caught himself and focused back on Trevor. “I’m doing okay,” he said, and it was true only in the broadest sense. He ran his fingers through his hair and shoved it out of his eyes, where it promptly returned. “It’s been a couple of years since I’ve had to deal with crap like this.”

“And it was never this clean,” Trevor shook his head.

“That’s very true.” Every single death that Tobias had dealt with in his life had been messy. “What do you think about what happened tonight?” 

Trevor set his coffee aside and flexed his fingers. “It’s a tragedy. I don’t know why people do that kind of thing.”

“From what I overheard, nobody knew the guy. It just happened out of the blue.” Tobias put his cup down and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.

“Which makes even less sense.”

“Trev, have you ever known a tragic situation to make sense?” Tobias pointed out.

“It’s my job to at least try to make sense of it—see the bigger picture. But honestly, no,” Trevor admitted.

Tobias supposed in some way Trevor’s faith led him to some sort of explanation. In his own thoughts, the whole evening had been one giant cluster of chaos.

“I never stopped asking why, but some things are just...senseless.” Trevor smiled sadly.

“And here I quit asking why some time ago,” Tobias chuckled at the irony. He found himself admitting there were times that ignorance was actually bliss. Asking himself why things happened usually gave him a headache; the answers to those questions were usually so pointless that it wasn’t worth knowing.

“There’s something to be said for both options,” Trevor nodded.

“I suppose so,” Tobias admitted somewhat reluctantly. The two fell into silence and thousand-yard stares.

“Young guy,” Tobias mused after a bit, looking at Trevor again. “Heard them say he was up here looking for work...no family.”

Trevor grimaced in sympathy. “I don’t know if that makes it better or worse.” He decided to check in with the coroner and see if he could help with arrangements.

“Yeah,” Tobias agreed. His own parents had died not long after he’d graduated; Trevor and his parents were a huge help to him during that time. “How’re your folks doing?”

“It’s been awhile,” Trevor said, and picked up his coffee again to give himself something to do with his hands. “I was keeping up with Mom for awhile. You know.” He shrugged. Trevor’s father had been vehemently opposed to his joining the military. Chaplains had become combat-enabled over the last seventy-five years, and his father held that God and guns don’t mix. The two hadn’t spoken since. “How about you? Do you talk to Alina?”

Tobias shook his head. “Nah. I’m sure my sister’s got her hands full. She’s married. Two kids, last I heard.”

“Good for her,” Trevor lit up at the news. He decided to hold off on asking why Tobias wouldn’t contact them. She was the only one of his family left. “Boys? Girls? One of each?”

“Girls, I believe,” Tobias said as he tested his memory on the latest news from his sister. “The oldest is a girl. Pretty sure the younger one is also, but not positive.” He felt a twinge, either guilt or discomfort. He didn’t want to burden his sister with his problems, so he hadn’t contacted her. He especially didn’t want pity or duty. Most of all, he didn’t want to talk about it. 

“Know what I’ve craved for the past couple years?” Tobias smiled. “Your Mom’s mac and cheese. She had those crumbles on top and baked it brown and gooey.”

Trevor smiled again at the memory, and the pivot. “Heavens that was good. I’ve tried, but I never got it quite right.”

“Yeah, that and my Mom’s cozonac. One of these centuries, I’m going to tackle that,” Tobias said defiantly. One of the few childhood things that he truly missed was the sweet yeast bread his mother had made for holidays and special occasions. He had yet to find a place that could make it like he remembered.

Trevor sighed at the memory. He could practically hear Tobe’s mother calling them to dinner in Romanian. “Oh, yes. I want to be there when you do.”

“Mom was so proud of you; you were just a little guy, but you could sure pack the food away.” He smiled at the memory. He and Trevor once ate an entire loaf by themselves.

“Food was love in her house.” Trevor agreed. “I miss them.” He looked at Tobias, knowing his friend’s loss was much worse.

Tobias nodded. “Me too,” he admitted. His parents had both passed away right after he had graduated school, but before he’d entered the service. 

“So what’s this thing with the priesthood?” he asked. “What’re the rules? Are you celibate? Tell me you’re not celibate.”

“You first,” Trevor said, color rising in his cheeks. He covered it with a sip of coffee.

Tobias huffed a laugh. “You know I’m not,” he said. “Haven’t been since way before...” He let that topic die. “It’s been a while.”

“Same,” Trevor admitted. “Since Layla broke off the engagement. And for the record, my father’s a priest, Tobe. You know we’re not celibate.”

“She’s an idiot,” Tobias pointed at Trevor. “Her loss.”

“She wanted to be a priest’s wife, not an army wife,” Trevor shrugged. “Stability and community, and yeah, status. But she found it. She’s married to a minister. Methodist.”

Tobias shrugged. He wanted to say ‘good for her,’ but he just wasn’t feeling it. He fingered the wedding band on his own finger.

“Is there a story behind that?” Trevor nodded at the ring.

Tobias shrugged, then nodded. “Not much. Half my staff is female and under twenty-one. My assistant manager is nineteen, female. So this slows the opposite sex down. They see the ring and take a step back. They assume ‘married’ means safe and not worth the effort, and I get to be left alone.”

Trevor nodded. “And it’s easy enough to take off again when you decide you want to start dating.”

“Exactly,” Tobias agreed. That had been his plan all along—it gave him options. He still kept a lot of his military mindset: plan your strategy, figure out all your options, and have at least two exit plans. 

“Who were you talking to before I got to the bar? She was pretty.” Trevor could see Tobias was starting to brood.

“My neighbor, Carly,” Tobias sipped the coffee and felt the warmth go down his throat. “She goes there sometimes. I usually just hang out alone and drink. Sometimes I watch them shoot stick.”

“It looked like you were having a conversation.”

Tobias shrugged. “As much as I converse with anyone,” he said. “I’ve only been here a few months myself. As usual, I’m about six months ahead of you.” He chuckled at the notion. Growing up, he always seemed to be about six steps ahead of Trevor.

Trevor smirked. “That sounds about right. But I caught up.”

“You always did,” he said. “Buying a home...sounds like you’re here for a while.”

“Renting.”

“You’re renting this place?” Tobias looked around again in appreciation. Single homes were a lot harder to come by for rent along the coastline. “Nice. I’m renting too. Got a place over on Madison. Third floor. One bedroom that I’m using to craft.”

“How do you like it?”

“It’s big enough for me,” he admitted. “View’s not bad. You know me; if it fits in a duffle, it’ll move.”

“Same,” Trevor agreed. “A change of clothes, toothbrush, Bible, and I’m ready for anything.”

“The rabbit’s the biggest pain in the ass,” Tobias admitted. “His hutch comes apart and I can lay it flat for transport, but he needs to travel in a carrier, and he’s really not a fan.”

“Hard to move him on a motorcycle, I’d guess.”

Tobias nodded and tried unsuccessfully again to shove his hair out of his eyes. “When I moved in, I rented a sidecar. It wasn’t ideal. If I move again, I’ll call for a regular ride to move him.”

“Makes sense. You have plans to move?”

“Not for a while. I got a job I like. Got a friend in town.” He gave Trevor a smirk. “This town has potential. Plus, I get free drinks most of the time.”

“Sounds like a good deal,” Trevor stretched out his legs. 

“So, what else have you been up to?”

“Mostly just moving,” Trevor said. “Painting,” he gestured around, satisfied with the color on the walls.

Tobias nodded. He hadn’t done a thing in his own apartment except haul the mattress from the bedroom to the living area. “So you’re working just up the road a few blocks, right?”

Trevor nodded. “That’s right. And you’re at the theater?”

Tobias confirmed with a nod. “North part of the island.”

“Anything good showing?”

Tobias shrugged. “West Coast is putting them out again.” 

“I haven’t been to a movie theater in years. Just personal screens. What’s yours like?”

“It’s...interesting. It’s on this huge screen, so even though you know you’re sitting there, you do get immersed in the story. Some of the stories we show are better than others,” Tobias admitted. “But for their day, they were considered a blockbuster...which I think was when people lined up to see them. Definitely different from VR.”

“That sounds really interesting,” Trevor said. He leaned back, trying to picture it. “I don’t do a lot of VR, but I’ve seen vids on-screen. Did they build new, or rehab an old one?”

“It’s old,” Tobias nodded. As technology had developed, everything in the entertainment industry had become interactive. When technology started to collapse in the mid 21st century - the “techpocalypse,” as some called it - entertainment almost went with it. There were new shows coming out, but not nearly as frequently. The management company had located a large collection of ancient vids which they now ran, usually in 2D, sometimes in 3D on a large screen. People would come in and just sit and watch. It was similar to home vid, only on a far grander scale.

“I’m going to check it out,” Trevor decided. “What’s playing?”

“Something about heroes saving the planet,” Tobias shrugged. He knew what was playing and the running time, but it was just temporary clutter in his brain that he had to remember for the duration of the show's run.

“Who couldn’t go for that?” Trevor asked. “What do they save it from? War? Plague? Natural disaster?”

“Aliens, I think,” Tobias tried to remember.

“Aliens?” Trevor laughed. “Okay, that’s definitely escapism.”

Tobias nodded. "I've had repeat customers. Some of them just needed a second viewing to catch what they missed when they got up."

“Will it still be there Saturday?”

Tobias nodded. “Yeah. We run two to four weeks, depending on attendance.”

“Great. I’ll plan for Saturday. How’s two o’clock?”

“Second show is...fifteen twenty-five,” Tobias said, drawing on his memory. 

“Oh...right, I guess it would have to be scheduled. Didn’t even think of that. Sure. Fifteen twenty-five.”

“First and O,” Tobias told him the address. “Not far from the park.”

“I’ve seen it,” Trevor realized with a nod.

“Screen goes all the way up and curves around. You’re reclined back. It’s pretty intense for non-interactive.”

“I’ll look forward to seeing that,” Trevor said.

Tobias picked up his comm, and sent a ticket to Trevor’s comm.

“Thanks. You didn’t have to do that,” Trevor noted the holo alert.

“I haven’t seen you in a while. Least I can do,” Tobias admitted. “Besides,” he added with a smirk. “I know the manager.”

Trevor chuckled.

“He’s kind of an ass, but he has a charm to him. Sometimes.”

“I heard that, too,” Trevor joked. “Still like baseball?”

Tobias nodded. “Baseball, football. I don’t play anymore, though.”

“I was thinking about starting a team at the VA once I get settled in.”

“You could play,” Tobias told his friend. In school, Trevor had been smaller than most of their classmates. Somewhere in the last few years, the man hit a growth spurt that would make any athlete jealous.

“Anyone who wants to can play. Staff, vets, patients with a clear from their doc.”

Tobias smirked. “I don’t run anymore,” he said to Trevor, only half-joking. “If you ever see me run, keep up cause something’s gonna blow.”

Trevor laughed. “If you want to play, there’ll be a spot on the team for you,” he said simply.

“Noted,” Tobias replied with a nod. He hadn’t given much thought to playing any organized sport anymore. “Well, if I played baseball and hit home runs every at bat, I wouldn’t have to run the bases; I could walk,” he admitted, only half-joking.

“We can accommodate that,” Trevor assured with a smile. “Tobe, plenty of people at the VA will need accommodations to play. We’re open to everybody.”

Tobias nodded at that. He sometimes forgot about the other vets from the Unified Regions who were in similar situations to his. “Can I ask you a question?” Something had been tugging at the back of Tobias’s mind since his friend had reestablished contact.

“Sure.” Trevor set his mug down.

“When did you get so damn outgoing?” He studied his old friend curiously. “Did I miss a letter or twelve?” Trevor had always been the little guy who seemed to have two left feet. Suddenly, their roles seemed reversed. 

“Outgoing?”

“Starting a sports team,” Tobias pointed out. “The chaplain thing...I get that. You never struck me as the...what the hell is the word I’m looking for?”

“Extrovert?”

“Among other things,” Tobias laughed. During their childhood, Trevor had never been too busy fighting perceived injustice to make friends.

“College and seminary got me out of my shell. Then, being in the Army, I like being part of a team. But you had a big part in it.”

“Me?” Tobias arched a curious eyebrow. “What the hell did I do?”

“When I was that scrawny little kid, and you were an athlete, you wouldn’t play unless the other kids included me. Now I won’t play unless everyone can.”

Tobias mulled Trevor’s comment over in his mind. Trevor had been his best friend growing up; the first person he’d met in a new country that accepted him for him. They’d been inseparable. Trevor helped him with the language; Tobias included him in everything he did. Tobias had always been a head taller than Trevor all through school. Somewhere in the past few years, Trevor had caught up. “Yeah, I did,” he admitted.

“Yeah, you did,” Trevor parroted him with a smile. “And I like baseball, and now I want to pass it on.”

Tobias finished his coffee and set the mug down.

“Refill?” Trevor asked.

“Nah. I should get going.” He’d made that call the minute they left the Port Hole; saying it out loud just caught Trevor up.

Trevor stood with him. “You know I’m not going to let you leave until we’ve settled on when we're getting together next. Beer after you get off work Saturday,” Trevor said. “Same place?”

Tobias paused. "I'm closing Saturday.” 

“What time is that?”

“Last show breaks at twenty-three oh five,” he said. He was so used to the twenty-four hour clock that it carried over into his civilian life. “Another fifteen to throw everyone out, clean and shut down. Port Hole closes at two,” he added. Five had needed to throw him out more than once.

“I’ll meet you at twenty-three thirty,” Trevor nodded. “An hour and a half’s enough time for a beer.”

Tobias nodded. “Sounds good,” he said.

As he swung his leg over the bike and took off toward home, he missed Trevor watching from the window. Despite the night’s tragedy, he was glad he’d finally found his friend. 

***************
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FRIDAY, MARCH 23, 2181, 02:30 am

Nick’s trailer was about the size of an antique yellow transport bus, minus the engine. A double-wide bed filled the far end, with just enough room to squeeze down one side. A narrow ledge over the headboard held his comm and whatever else he didn’t want to lose in the sheets. The middle held a shower barely wide enough for one man, a sink, a single-burner stove, and a chiller big enough for a few days’ food. Opposite, a bench with storage underneath doubled as seating and a spare bed, with a small table that folded flat against the wall. Almost everything did at least two jobs. It was tiny, and it suited Nick just fine. 

Five was sprawled out on the sofa. He was now wearing a pair of dark gray lounge pants and a turquoise t-shirt that had been loaned to him. His clothing from the bar was bloodstained, and the police had him change so that they could have his clothing analyzed. He wasn’t worried; all the blood on his clothing was his own, but they had to check everything and he understood that. His left hand was now bandaged neatly, and he had given up on the ice pack after leaving the medical center. Nick was doing his best to play host. “Beer?”

“Better not,” Five told him. “Liquor and concussion don’t mix well. You got any cold water?”

Nick went into the chiller and passed Five a sleeve. He took a beer for himself. “Crazy night, huh?”

“Compared to some,” Five agreed. He nodded as he considered the events of the evening and compared them to the rest of his life. “Cracked the top ten,” he finally decided.

“Cracked your skull,” Nick teased as he leaned back against the sink. “I was practically standing right next to the guy.” He took a pull off the beer sleeve. “Could’ve just as easily been me.”

“Anyone who wants you dead will take you on face to face,” Five told him. “Except your old man and his brother.”

“Cheap shot,” Nick pointed at him, but let the comment go. “But yeah. I didn’t know the guy; did you?”

Five shook his head. He was grateful that moving his head no longer came with a sharp twinge of pain. “No, I’d never seen him before,” he admitted. “And for the most part, I know everyone who comes into the bar. He was new.”

“Yeah, you and your memory,” Nick grumbled. He and Five
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