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      When I’m dead and gone to the great beyond, somebody at my funeral, as my body slides through the chrome maw of the great recycler, will say, “Jude Demarco was a nobody, but he was the best damn private detective Nicodemia ever had from Heavies to Hallow. He was a bulldog who tracked down every lead and never let go until he grasped the bloody truth in his jaws. That man would never stop till he saw the way things really were, even if it got someone hurt. Even if it got someone killed. There was something we could all admire in Demarco, same as there was always something to hate. He found the good in people, even if deep down he always believed that that same good would eventually lose out against greed and vice.”

      More likely, though, when I’m dead and gone, they’ll just say, “Jude Demarco was a nobody” and leave it at that.

      I sat alone with these dark thoughts and a glass of cheap bourbon, drowning one in the other while the shadows of my unlit office swallowed me whole. An old blues tune played on my music rig, the guitar solo taking its own sweet eternity chasing away the loneliness of the empty room. It wasn’t a nice office by any means, but I’d squatted in worse. It had the prerequisite desk and uncomfortable chair. There was a stained red sofa, which was where I did a fair amount of my sleeping. Through the glass storefront, the pulsing life of the spinning space station of Nicodemia rose and fell and passed me by. A sign affixed to the window read: Demarco: Detective. Medic. Handyman. All things found. All things fixed.

      At least, the sign was supposed to be in my window. With a sigh, I crossed the room, picked it up from the floor, and propped it where it could be seen. A new crack ran right down its center, but I didn’t bother with it. Just one of the dangers of setting up shop in an abandoned storefront. Nothing was permanent.

      While I stood in my darkened office, the lights outside shifted, turning the mirrored surface into a window. A seedy man with a thin mustache spotted me and flinched. This lower segment of the station-city, where the simulated gravity was strong enough to make bones ache and joints burn, wasn’t exactly the friendliest neighborhood. Unlike the other two beads of the station, Heavy Nicodemia’s attitude was a glower and a clenched fist.

      I glowered. I clenched my fist. I took another swig of bourbon.

      Outside, black shadows pooled against static gray stone in the dim light of false stars. Down in the Heavies, shadows of nighttime marked a drop in the quality of clientele, but not the quantity. The bustle and swell of crowds through the lower district dragged on long after the false skies grew black. The city breathed deep of recycled air all night long and never, ever rested.

      As I settled back into my lousy chair, a delivery boy entered, rolling right into the shop on a battered skateboard. He had a wisp of white-blond hair and thick-rimmed glasses that made his face look tiny under the wide expanses of smudged glass.

      “It’s a job for you,” said the kid, offering a slender tab of white datasheet.

      “Legit?”

      He shrugged. “Nick said, ‘Dump it on Demarco.’”

      Nick Sully. I could always rely on Nick to bring me lousy jobs, but at least they were jobs. “Why won’t the client come down here?”

      “Fella’s too fancy to go asking around for some excommunicated medic.”

      “Medic?” I looked down at the datasheet. It was rare anyone came looking for my skills as a medical tech. Rarer still that they tried to do it discreetly. Trinity, the station’s AI, handled the medical needs of its people with the help of trained, registered medics.

      The kid let the room fill all the way up with awkward silence. Finally, I tossed him a dime, and he rolled on his way.

      The guitar solo finally finished, so I gathered the disparate parts of my music rig. The device was my only valuable possession, and it fit in the pocket of my trench coat with room to spare. After fetching my fedora from the garbage can, I stepped out of the office, not bothering to lock the door. Above, the darkened sky was dotted with sharp pinpricks of light. I let my eyes unfocus and felt a visceral instinct settle deep in my soul. I’d never been on a planet. Even though the Trinity generation ships had long since found their destination solar system, most folks still stayed on ship. No reason to go planetside, where colonies were as harsh and unforgiving as the worst parts of old Earth.

      “It’s funny how you all stare at that fake sky,” said a woman down the street. Her accent drawled in a way I couldn’t quite place. “It’s like you’ve never seen the real thing.”

      “Who’s to say what’s real?” I said.

      The woman’s glasses caught the false starlight like a shattered mirror. Hair the color of communion wafers stuck out at odd angles, chopped like it’d angered the wrong kind of barber. Her long indigo coat almost touched the fiberstone cobbles, and one eyebrow arched dangerously high to contrast the narrow cigarette dangling helplessly from the suicide cliff of her lip.

      I produced a thin lighter and obligingly offered flame.

      “It’s a nice city you have here,” she said through a fresh haze of clove and spice.

      “I hadn’t noticed.”

      She gestured at a noodle cart someone had set up in front of the local noodle restaurant. The respective owners had started an argument that I wasn’t sure both would walk away from. “It’s colorful,” she said.

      I cast her a dubious look. She had a bit too much fashion to walk the lower shopping district, and the sparkle in her blue eyes said she knew it. It wasn’t any of my business, but I couldn’t let her blunder through the worst of the city unaware. “Hallow Nicodemia might be more to your tastes. The gravity down here in the Heavies is hard on the knees and worse on the temper.”

      She bobbed up and down a little with a sideways grin on her angular face. She wore sky-blue high heels that looked like they might surrender to gravity at any second. “Is it true they made three copies of the same city?”

      “Heavy, Haven, and the Hallows. Is this your first time on a Trinity ship?”

      “I’ve dealt with religious fanatics before.”

      “Most of us don’t exactly qualify.”

      She looked up at the hazy sky. “You just live in someone else’s paradise?”

      Heavy Nicodemia was nobody’s idea of paradise, but she could probably smell that all the way from the fisheries down below. The argument between the noodle vendors was getting so heated it was drawing a crowd.

      As the woman watched the drama, a hint of amusement curled her lips. “My boss brought us to Nicodemia straight from Earth. Didn’t even bother to stop at the planets.”

      Earth was five-years away for even the fastest ships. “Fresh off a long freeze, then?”

      “You could say that.” She held her cigarette between two immaculately decorated fingernails. The amber paint on her pointer finger caught the starlight with an iridescent sheen in the shape of an intricate Celtic cross.

      When the noodle shop owner threw his first punch, I gestured for the woman to follow and she reluctantly complied. I took her across to the station’s central hollow a few blocks away and crossed the trolley tracks to a railing overlooking the whole inner spiral of the city. The central throughway sloped up from a point far below, rising far above. We were just below the widest part of the spiral that made up the city, and high above, misty clouds blotted out the highest of the false stars. Everywhere, the bustle of the city swelled like a disturbed anthill.

      Across the inner space, a cacophony rose from the crowded streets. Police lights flashed: just the blue in pursuit of their quarry. Above, fast transports shattered the stillness of the night sky.

      I said, “Heavy Nicodemia isn’t the kind of place a person wanders alone, miss.”

      “I’ve been worse places.” She dropped her cigarette and ground it out with the toe of one shoe.

      “Trinity doesn’t care much for litterers.”

      “The ship?”

      “Trinity is the AI that manages the ship. Its three-part mandate is ‘Body, soul, community.’” Every school-age kid learned the history of Trinity and the Catholic missionaries who designed it.

      “It’s the god your ancestors built.”

      The comment hit a little close to home. “Don’t let the wrong people hear you say that.”

      “Are you the wrong people?”

      “I’ve been known to be.”

      “And which one is littering?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Does littering violate body, soul, or community?”

      I scratched the stubble on my chin. “Is there a reason you’re here, ma’am?”

      The woman backed away from the ledge, a smile on her ruby-red lips. “My name is Charlotte. Charlotte Beck.”

      “Demarco,” I said reflexively.

      “I work for Violet Ruiz.”

      People only name-drop for two reasons: to impress a potential contact or to get the measure of someone based on their recognition. I wasn’t impressed by the name Violet Ruiz, seeing as how I had never heard it before, and if Charlotte Beck wanted to measure me based on who I knew, then she wasn’t going to be particularly impressed. She watched me with those piercing blues.

      “It’s been a pleasure, Beck,” I said, sweeping off my hat and giving a slight bow. “But a fella’s got to get some work done if he wants a decent meal.” With that, I hopped the spiral trolley as it passed, letting it sweep me upward and away.

      As I left, she said, “Maybe I’ll see you around, Jude Demarco.”

      It took me a whole half-turn of the station to realize she’d used my whole name—I had only told her my last—and by then she was a spec of color against the gray background of the city.

      Heavy Nicodemia was a city of saints and sinners. Nights lumbered forward through thick gloom. The hundred miles of steel cord that spun us around the artificial star had spun as long as anyone’s ancient great-grandmother could remember. Folks breathed the slick atmosphere of this bead as if it were the only city in all existence. To them, it was. A city was a city, after all, and no matter if that thriving metropolis was a blight on a green planet or, like this city, a pit in the gut of a once-majestic generation ship, it would live its own life. It would have a personality all its own.

      Sinners, saints—we were all the same in Nicodemia.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      I hopped off the trolley where its track veered into a little residential neighborhood on the opposite side of the big spiral. Securing my hat on my head, I pulled my long coat close and walked the long road up into the seething mass of the city. The air grew heavy and wet, and the cool air tasted like the start of rain. Upward, along the central spiral, neon nightlife throbbed like the frantic pulse of a city that forgot how to sleep. The fastest path ran up the center of the spiral, and I took that until the crowds of revelers became too much.

      All three cities of Nicodemia were beads along a single strand. Each bead was narrow at the top and bottom with a wide, bulging middle like a child’s top. The address in my pocket led me to a location on the lower arc of the spiral, not far south of the gaudy jewel called the Cathedral of Saint Francis of Assisi, which marked the city’s midpoint. Outside that central spiral stretched the fat belly of the city proper, where trouble lived and breathed every hour of every day. Unlike the other beads on the chain, Heavy Nicodemia’s inner spiral teemed with humanity. Tiny booths pressed together like pixels on a high-def screen, and people ran and shouted as if there was something to get excited about.

      There wasn’t, and there likely never would be.

      Music in my earpieces drowned out the city’s endless chatter. My rig was loaded with ancient tunes from long before Nicodemia and her sister ships left Earth. When the Travelers converted their ships into permanent residences, music was their connection to the long-lost soil of their homeland. Johnny Lee Hooker filled my world with the blues, along with Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf. All the chaos of this tin can city dropped away into the endless void of space as Buddy Guy’s “Whiskey, Beer & Wine” shook the contents of my skull.

      The address the kid had given me was in a neighborhood called the Rook—a better part of town if such a thing existed this close to the raw stink of the fisheries. When I got there, I spent a long time looking at the front door to the client’s apartment building. Two shrubs with big fat leaves flanked the red double door. From twenty feet away, it was unclear whether the shrubs were fake. Closer up, the fraudulent foliage was even less obvious.

      My knife was almost out to check the plants when a stocky man in a suit keyed his way through the red door. I followed close knowing he would ignore me. The man took the elevator, but I took the stairs. An elevator wouldn’t take an excommunicated man such as myself anywhere he wanted to go.

      Because Trinity, the AI that ran the ship from Hallow to Heavies, wouldn’t acknowledge my existence. It wouldn’t turn on the lights if I was the only one in the room. It wouldn’t steer a vehicle around me if I stood in the street. Terminals didn’t respond to my touch. Few people knew how many excommunicated souls there were in Nicodemia, because, well, there was no record of us.

      As situations go, excommunication was a teaspoon of freedom lumped in with a truckload of pain-in-the-ass. It was an odd system, and the full reasoning behind Trinity’s use of excommunication made little sense to me. Was ignoring people supposed to bring them back into the fold? Starve them? It was punishment without explanation, and anyone who could fix it had died long ago.

      In tall buildings, being excommunicated made for the fantastic cardio workout that I absolutely did not want. I made a mental note to check what floor potential new clients were on before agreeing to meet them. Anything above the third floor was probably not worth it. McCay lived on the fourth.

      “Mr. McCay?” I said when he answered the knock at his flat. The fibersteel door frame gleamed in the too-bright light of the apartment hallway.

      “Dr. McCay,” the man said. The fat of his bonus chins wobbled as he looked me up and down. He stood taller than most, a giant by local measures, and his dark skin was blotchy in the harsh light. He’d probably never met someone who stood a head taller than him.

      “Word is you need help.”

      He straightened the lapels of his suit, swallowed a lump in his throat, and motioned for me to step inside. “My usual guy⁠—”

      “You have a guy?” I cut him off. “Nobody said you have a guy.” Last thing I wanted was to step on someone else’s turf. I moved to leave, but he grabbed my sleeve.

      “Hear me out,” he said. Something about the puppy-dog plea in his eyes kept me from shrugging him off.

      Paintings adorned the iron-gray walls like posters in a prison cell. Little hints of wealth dotted the room, from a vase made of real glass to a taupe sofa whose only hint of use was a single slightly askew pillow. The carpet was the kind of off-white that looked like it had never been stepped on. I stepped on it.

      He led me farther into his house, letting me into what appeared to be either a cluttered study or an abandoned storage closet.

      Unlike the well-kept living room, McCay’s office looked like the dumping ground for a particularly messy gang of anarchist accountants. Binders overflowed with papers. Books cluttered the shelves that lined all four walls. The doorway was the only clear spot on the floor, which otherwise hid under mountains of discarded trinkets. Soccer balls, broken trophies, and a single glove hinted at sports in McCay’s past. Based on the evidence, he’d been a goalie.

      Back under the desk, almost out of sight, sat a single safe with its door wide open. Inside sat a box of plasti-ceramic bullets and a pistol to fire them. This was a plastic model designed to pass through detection scanners. The crimson barrel had a word etched into the side of it in curly gold letters: Forsaken.

      “Interesting hardware,” I said.

      “We can talk in here without Trinity picking it up,” he said.

      This job was getting both sketchier and a whole lot more interesting. “Gun safes typically work better if you close them,” I said.

      McCay rushed past me to kick the safe closed, but he didn’t engage the lock, which struck me as odd. The only people who left their guns unlocked were the paranoid and the sloppy. McCay seemed like a careful man, cluttered office notwithstanding. What was he afraid of?

      “You’re a Traveler, aren’t you?” McCay blurted it out and then had the decency to look appalled at himself. “Descended from, I mean.”

      “You could say that.”

      “So, you’ll understand. I have some Traveler blood, but it’s been a long time since my parents brought me down here to the Heavies. They fell on hard times, you see.”

      “It happens to the best of us.” And the worst.

      It would have been a brutal transition for McCay’s family. Travelers were the people who originally voyaged from Earth to the Paradise System. The first Travelers were chosen for their ability to metabolize efficiently, live long lives, and foster a stubborn tenacity on a ship for years without going crazy. The fast metabolism allowed them to pack on weight before enduring long hibernation cycles. Several generations passed with them alternating periods of wakefulness and hibernation, extending their lives for hundreds of years each. More often than not, those first generations were also lazy people, but I like to think that wasn’t a genetic trait. The whole story stank of eugenics enough already. The original Travelers sacrificed their lives for the journey. Their children never had a choice.

      Once the ship arrived, they had access to fresh resources, but the system proved much harder to terraform than anticipated. As immigrants from homeworld Earth arrived on faster and faster ships, the Travelers tightened their control over Hallow Nicodemia, taking the most luxurious bead as their own. They fashioned themselves into the ruling elite, with the immigrants as their servant class.

      McCay was right about me. Both my parents were descended from Travelers. Most anyone could see it in my heavy stature, but the more observant noticed it in my patient demeanor and quiet stubborn streak. He was wrong about me wanting to ever go back to the Hallows.

      “It stinks as bad up there as it does down here. Take my advice: forget about moving back up the chain.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      I continued, “That’s what this is about, right? You think you have a way to get back in good with the upper crust. Maybe a little deal going on the side or a friend of a friend who says he can get you in.”

      “It’s a job opportunity.”

      “Sure. They need doctors up the Hallows as much as we need them down here. But, see, here’s the thing. You’ve spent most of your life in the Heavies. Yeah, I can tell. The gravity here makes a person hard. Me, I’ve spent years down here and I can feel it in my bones every morning. You’re not like that. Your body isn’t accustomed to the lighter gravity up above. Sure, you felt great when you went to visit on vacation, but that wouldn’t last.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      He was right. I didn’t. “It’s your life, either way. I’m just saying that whatever you got going on here probably isn’t worth giving up for whatever you stand to gain up there.”

      McCay really seemed to consider that. His lips tightened as the thoughts churned around in his head. “I still have to try. For my kids.”

      “You have kids?”

      “No.”

      I sighed. Men and their ambitions. “What do you need a handyman for?”

      “I need my medicine.”

      “You’re a doctor.”

      “Word is you had medical credentials.”

      “You’ve got medical credentials. Just write yourself a prescription.” I knew full well it wouldn’t be that easy.

      “It’s not that easy.”

      Damn. “You want this off the books. You’re talking about stealing the meds.”

      “I can just record that they’re going to someone else.”

      “Like I said, stealing.”

      His shoulders visibly tensed. “Who is it stealing from? Trinity can print more and it’s not like anyone is going to miss it.”

      When a medical technician dispensed meds, Trinity tracked where they went and what they were used for. The data got factored into a thousand equations in a thousand subroutines that kept the ship stable. I didn’t explain this to McCay. All I said was, “Body. Soul. Community.” The three competing optimizations of the ship AI.

      McCay deflated like a stuck balloon. “My other guy had no trouble with this.”

      “So go back to him.”

      “He died a while back. New guy I found flaked out on me.”

      “Why didn’t your new guy stock you up before he left?”

      After a long pause, McCay said, “He did. It disappeared.”

      Odd that he didn’t say it was stolen. A prickle of curiosity brushed the back of my neck. “When?”

      “Last week. I usually need to take my meds every day to keep everything normal.” He looked up at me, genuine pleading in his eyes. “It’s a form of sickle cell.”

      A genetic disease. No wonder he didn’t want it in the record. “You’ve been getting meds under the table your whole life.”

      He nodded. “Lester was always reliable, but he died a couple years ago. I found a new guy, but when I tried to contact him this week he wasn’t around. He’s nowhere. I’m having a flare, and—” he choked on the words. The poor sap was desperate, so he’d reached out. “It hurts so much.”

      “There’s gene editing.”

      His cold eyes told me what he was going to say before he said it. “Not God’s will.”

      “You don’t seem like the religious type.”

      “I am when the Church makes the rules about who Trinity lets move up the chain.”

      He endured a chronic condition and the only reason he wasn’t seeking help was that he wanted to trick the ship’s AI into giving him Traveler status for children he didn’t even have. I wasn’t lying when I said he was better off down here where the gravity pulled half again as much as Earth normal. He was a medically trained doctor in a place that desperately needed his skills. The apartment was nice, even if I didn’t necessarily like his choice of decor.

      But, “disappeared” hooked me. Heavy Nicodemia was a closed system, or nearly so. Nothing disappeared. Ever. Anything lost could be found. Anything wronged could be made right.

      I closed my eyes and drew a long breath, feeling McCay’s penetrating, pleading gaze. He wanted me to order him some new meds. That job didn’t interest me at all.

      But this? Figuring out how something could disappear so easily? Finding someone capable of the feat?

      “All right,” I said. “Show me.”
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      “Show me again.”

      He held out his reader to me. A grainy, tone-flattened picture of a much neater version of his office flickered to life. This was night vision surveillance, courtesy of the all-seeing eyes of Trinity. On the desk sat a single bottle of pills. He advanced the feed one frame, then another.

      “Each frame is ten seconds?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” He advanced another frame. The pills disappeared.

      Disappeared.

      They didn’t fall. The desk couldn’t have shaken them loose to be buried in the clutter. Any disturbance would have dislodged the precarious book tower.

      But where did they go?

      No, that wasn’t the important part. It didn’t matter where they went or how. It didn’t even matter who took them. “Why these pills?” I muttered under my breath. To McCay, I said, “I thought this room was off Trinity’s grid.”

      “Only when it needs to be for my privacy.” McCay cleared his throat.

      “So, right now?”

      “I’m in here.” He sounded annoyed.

      “Bring up the video of this room. Most recent capture.”

      He pressed some buttons on his console, and scratchy video of a dark room came up.

      The video continued, its timestamp showing roughly the moment that I knocked on McCay’s door. Then, it continued. The room stayed empty. “This is right now,” he said.

      The video didn’t show us in the room. “Why aren’t we there?”

      “Lester changed the local logic override so that it edits us out.” Then he corrected himself. “It edits me out.”

      His local hack of the surveillance system didn’t need to edit me out. Trinity did that all on its own.

      I picked up a stack of papers and moved them to the other side of the desk. McCay tensed. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll put everything back.” It was a lie. If he hadn’t wanted me touching his things, he shouldn’t have asked for my help.

      “This isn’t the kind of help I was looking for,” he said.

      Right. “Leave the room,” I said, “and hand me your screen.”

      “It won’t work,” he said. “You’re thinking the pills were stolen while I was in the room, and I can tell you I wasn’t here.”

      “You ever sleep in here? Work a late night and maybe doze off reading the latest medical reports?”

      His chins wobbled at the affront. “Never.”

      I took the screen from him and ushered him out the door. “Humor me. I want to see what it does.”

      It wasn’t often I had my hands on a live feed of Trinity’s video stream. As far as I knew, Trinity didn’t see me, but I rarely got a glimpse of how it worked. As soon as the door closed, I was plunged into darkness. Several seconds later, the stack of papers I’d moved disappeared from one place on his desk and reappeared in the other. Just like the pills had done.

      I was not in the video at all. Trinity’s system edited me out on the fly. It was a fancy bit of computing that I didn’t exactly understand. It might as well have been the smoke and mirrors of a cheap stage magician.

      McCay’s hack looped in recent footage of the empty room. It wasn’t as fancy as editing a person out of a video on the fly, but it got the job done. Just for kicks, I picked up the stack of papers and watched for the movement on the screen. Sure enough, the papers levitated, then dropped down where I put them.

      The image on the screen felt uncanny, like one of those animations of characters who didn’t quite mimic real humans. Something was off.

      I set the screen on the desk face down and waited for my eyes to adjust to the dark. In the pitch black, the room felt like a vast cavern, as if it stretched on forever into the void of space. I spread my arms and closed my eyes, imagining what it might be like to drift in the nothing.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw the light under the desk.

      Why would anyone take McCay’s meds? They were prescribed for an exceedingly rare genetic disorder, and it would have been clear that he had it since childhood. His parents had opted to illegally acquire medication for him. There were even gene therapies available for a more permanent fix. For what? He would never find acceptance in the Hallows. Not in a way he wanted. So, why would anyone bother to steal a med that was available for free?

      Tentatively, I crouched down and felt my way over to the soft glow. I felt past the scattered papers, most of which were not present in McCay’s disappearing pill video.

      Or, they weren’t scattered, anyway. The floor had been clear in those images. McCay must have torn the place apart looking for his pills. Given the pain that sickle cell patients endure, I had no doubt he was desperate.

      Maybe he took painkillers too. Meds to help with pain mixed with the meds to help normalize his blood cells. A more extensive DNA adjustment might have been a more stable fix, but he couldn’t get that without Trinity recording the preexisting genetic flaw.

      Painkillers were worth stealing. That might be the why. If McCay’s handyman mixed several drugs in the same pill, it might make for a tiny addictive cocktail. If that was the case, then McCay had something with some street value. Plenty of thugs would take questionably sourced pills if they were in enough pain.

      I took off my hat and ran my fingers through my hair. Pain pills. A ten-second disappearance job. A cluttered office in the middle of a decent neighborhood. Something still didn’t fit.

      Pushing papers aside, I pressed my face close to the crack in the floor. An access tunnel? A vent? I couldn’t tell. The line ran along a square the size of a large pizza box. My fingernails couldn’t pry it open, so I slid a penknife along the edge.

      It popped open, and I saw that it was an access panel to a maintenance shaft. Trinity’s repair bots would work their way through this tunnel to fix broken wiring when needed. It wasn’t big enough for a person, at least not a giant like me.

      The light came from farther down the shaft. I reached in, extending as far as I could go. My hand closed on something small, and I worked it loose from where it had snagged on a wiring bracket. A spot on the object glowed from some kind of iridescent paint. I knew what it was from the heft, the shape, the slurry of memories it drudged up. Still, I needed a better look at it.

      I pulled my lighter from my pocket and clicked it on. My eyes quickly adjusted to the faint glow.

      A cross necklace glinted in the flame’s flickering light. It held a screaming Jesus, but I couldn’t tell if he was supposed to be angry or terrified. I stuffed it in a coat pocket and picked up the floor panel. Wires ran along its length, with contact plates installed along one side. So that’s why there had been a gap in the floor. But who could have installed this?

      Poking my head down into the hole again, I took a close look at the hardware. If it tied into the room’s surveillance, maybe removing the floor panel would shut off the camera. Maybe this is how McCay’s previous handyman had overridden Trinity’s systems.

      No, that wasn’t right. This was something else. I shook my head. It would be impossible to tell without an expert hacker and a full disassembly of the tampered goods. Something told me McCay wouldn’t be keen on a fully destructive investigation.

      That left quite a few questions. I placed the panel back where I found it and scattered some papers over it. McCay didn’t need to know about this just yet. There were still too many questions and too many people I needed to speak with.

      I tapped lightly on the door and McCay opened it.

      “Well?”

      I pushed past him. “I’ll take the job,” I said.

      “You will?” The high pitch of his voice betrayed his disbelief.

      “I need to talk to some people, starting with anyone who’s ever been in this apartment.”

      He followed me to his door. “Now, hold on. Nobody I’ve had in here would have done it. You saw the video, and that happened in the middle of the night. I didn’t have anyone over.”

      Something in his expression told me he was telling the truth, but it didn’t matter. “Someone knows you’re on those meds, and someone thought you’d be an easy target. Now listen, I’ve got no reason to think you’re into something bad here, but if I’m going to help you, you’ve got to play it straight with me. Who’s your new handyman?”

      The man held my gaze for a frozen minute before relenting. “My handyman is a guy that I only know as Rick, but he split. You won’t find him around.”

      “Any girlfriends who might have been in here?”

      He blinked rapidly, like I’d slapped him. “No, not like that.”

      “Like what, then?”

      “They don’t come here. My reputation, you understand.”

      For a man who cared so much about reputation, he sure seemed willing to stuff more skeletons in his closet. “I’m not making any promises.”

      I left, and several minutes later I was out in the streets, flanked by the towering structures, boxed in by the unrelenting sky. The air had cooled considerably in the time I’d been inside, but nothing held back the heat burning on the back of my neck. A heat I knew all too well.

      Someone was following me.
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      A clinging mist formed in the night air, caressed by a guitar bending a blues note nearly to the point of breaking. A sharp ache in my stomach reminded me I’d taken a fool’s job, and like a fool, I’d neglected to ask for payment up front.

      The narrow alleys among the tenements kept me in the city’s gray shadow, but that prickle at the back of my neck persisted like the lyrics of a half-remembered song. I picked my way downspiral with no real destination in mind. I needed a fast turnaround on this job. A chat with the other handyman, Rick, would shed some light on the subject, but if McCay was right, he was a shadow in the darkness.

      By all reasonable estimates, McCay’s case was dead right from the start. An investigator needed options, and there simply weren’t any good ones here. I’d need a look at the schematics for McCay’s building. That vent was big enough for a bot. Maybe a drone as big as half a person if it was built skinny enough. There were machines designed to travel those maintenance tunnels, but Trinity restricted access to them. I could track down the few locals with access to that kind of tech. Maybe figure out what the other end of that duct looked like.

      The blue-red of police had converged on a point across the spiral high above. Closer, the stone buildings caught the noise of men shouting and bounced it back like an angry bark.

      Gunshots cracked like bones being broken. Angry shouts turned into furious screams. Guns were rare in Nicodemia, but not rare enough.

      I pressed my hat down on my head, steeled myself against the cold rain, and soldiered on. Another crack of a faraway pistol echoed in the brick canyons like the reverb of a well-amped guitar. Securing my earpieces in place, I shut out the world with a heavy dose of trombone and pity.

      Avoid trouble; keep moving. Head down; feet forward. That’s the way to survive Heavy Nicodemia. If someone was following me after McCay’s apartment, then that person couldn’t keep my tail if I moved fast enough through the dark streets. Lights followed every citizen of the city. Trinity made sure that nobody moved in darkness, even in the deepest night. I stepped into the light of a pair of darkly dressed women and felt like a fish in a bowl. Someone out there was sizing me up, and the farther I walked, the surer I was of it. In the dark again, I was safe. I cast a glance behind me as I rounded the next corner, trying to glimpse whoever might be following me—the ghost in the streets.

      And I rounded the corner, right into trouble.

      Two groups stood on either side of a toppled hotdog cart. The vendor lay next to his cart bleeding from a hole in his leg. Dark blood spread across rain-slick pavement, and the whole mess mixed with a pile of spilled hotdogs. It was a damn shame and enough to spoil my appetite. I could have faded back into the dark. For a hitched breath, nobody in the intersection noticed me. One step back and I’d be gone.

      That would mean leaving the poor vendor to his fate, though, and something about that settled poorly on my empty gut.

      I took my earpieces out, and the blues faded away.

      A man, clearly the leader of the three men on his side, stepped forward. He stood taller than most and dressed in black suspenders over a white linen shirt that clung to him in the rain. He had a pencil-thin mustache and couldn’t have been much past his mid-twenties. The man was unarmed, but he acted like he had all the power in Nicodemia at his fingertips.

      “Tell Jerome this is my turf now,” he said in a quiet voice.

      The hotdog vendor quietly wept and clutched at his wounded leg.

      On the other side, half a dozen men fought for the chance to not be in charge. One guy finally lost. Sam Wash, an angry lump of a young thug if I’ve ever seen one. The muscles of his thick neck twitched. “Saint Jerome’s not going to settle for that, Lauder.” His hand inched across his chest toward his suit coat pocket. “This block is under his protection.”

      “And if your hand moves any closer to that gun of yours, you’re going to lose it,” Lauder said, slick as hell.

      Wash tensed. His body language said he was going to go for it, and it didn’t take a genius to see that he wouldn’t walk away if he did.

      “This is more guns than I’ve seen in the past year,” I said, stepping forward and holding an open palm to each man. Past decade, really. Guns were such a rarity in Nicodemia that even the ceramic-shooting plastic garbage these goons were wielding warranted a big red circle on the calendar. “Exciting times.”

      The muscles in Wash’s neck twitched. An empty smile flashed across his lips. “Demarco.” I couldn’t tell if he was disgusted at me or relieved. Probably both. “We need to chat once I’m done taking care of the riffraff.”

      “Let’s just all walk away,” I said, mostly to Lauder. “No need for trouble tonight.”

      The vendor started to drag himself away from his cart like a captain abandoning his sinking ship. He left a streak of blood across the slick stones. So much for not needing any trouble.

      “So, you’re one of Jerome’s men?” Lauder asked me.

      “I’m my own.” It was a perfectly valid position, though there might have been some alternate views on the subject, depending on who was asked. “What you have here is a nice little group of friends, but it’s not going to do you any good once you have the big man’s attention.”

      Lauder’s hesitant smile managed to pull his thin lips away from his teeth for half a long second. “You think I don’t want that fucker’s attention?”

      “I think you’ll regret it once you have it.”

      He shook his head slowly. “You don’t want to be part of this, Mr. Demarco.”

      “Here I am anyway.”

      Lauder held my gaze long enough for me to grow a shadow of a beard. At last, he dipped his chin almost imperceptibly and the men behind him relaxed. He took two long strides to me and stuck out a hand.

      I looked at it like it was day-old fish.

      “You should work for me,” he said, not withdrawing the proffered hand. “The winds are changing in the Heavies.”

      “But no matter where they blow, it always seems to smell the same.”

      A quick smile spread across his face. He reached up and plucked the fedora from my head. “You don’t see too many of these around.”

      “Keeps the rain off my head.”

      Lauder tried the hat on. He turned to his men and modeled it for them, then turned to Wash and his boys. When he didn’t get a smile from any of them, he put on a pout and handed back my hat. “Seems the boys prefer a naked head.” He slicked his wet hair back. “And the precipitation’s good for my look.”

      The rain smelled like chlorine now and fell in fat drops. “Seems these streets are in need of a good cleaning,” I said. “You’d best get indoors.”

      Lauder held my gaze again for a long breath. He was sizing me up, and I wondered what he saw. A man past his prime? An investigator too big for his own ego? A potential rival?

      He made an open-handed gesture of “whatever” and backed away. Soon I was left with Wash’s goons and a wounded hotdog vendor.

      “Saint Jerome wants a talk with you, Demarco,” Wash said.

      “He knows where my office is.”

      Wash gripped my arm with his big, beefy fingers. His sleeve slipped back to reveal a tapestry of intertwined tattoos, prominently featuring a bloody cross. “I’m taking you to him right now.”

      “I’m on a job.”

      “Fuck your job,” He pulled me close, his brow tight in a pleading expression. “I need this, my man. I’ll owe you one.”

      “Wash.”

      “You don’t know what it’s like.” He gave me a tug, but he must have forgotten how big I was. Even a solidly built Heavy like him couldn’t drag me wherever he wanted. When I didn’t move, he hissed, “I need this, man.”

      I took hold of his fist and peeled off his grip. With a shove, I sent him stumbling away.

      Wash scowled at me while his boys laughed at his impotence. By the furious press of his lips, I knew I’d humiliated him a little too much. Not a smart move.

      He said, “I’ll tell the boss where your loyalties are.”

      “You don’t know the first thing about loyalty,” I said.

      “No, but I know about survival.”

      My mind raced, looking for a graceful way out. My gaze settled on the hotdog vendor. “Give me some time, Wash. I need to get this guy situated.”

      The gears clicked as Wash figured out that he’d won. “Come by my place in Dockside when you’re ready.”

      He backed away, fixing me with a dark glare. He wanted to drag me back to his boss like a prize, but he knew I wouldn’t go quietly. What confused me was why he even cared. Wash was young—fresh out of school, by the look of him—but he wasn’t the sort to have done much schooling. Wash was the kind of unambitious lunk who avoided conflict whenever he could. If they were all like that, maybe there wouldn’t be so much need for me.

      But they weren’t, and there was.

      It was only after he left that I realized the symbol in his tattoo resembled the screaming Jesus in my pocket. I was going to need to honor the offer to visit him in Dockside.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the vendor once Wash and his boys were gone. I helped him to the shelter of an overhang to get him out of the rain.

      “Those assholes,” he said. “Those fucking assholes.”

      “Seems a protection fee doesn’t buy what it used to, huh?”

      “You should have let them shoot each other.”

      “No need for that. Not today.” Once he was out of the rain, I took a look at his leg. “Clean wound,” I said as if that made it hurt less. He was lucky the plasti-ceramic bullet hadn’t shattered. “You’ll want stitches, but I can give it a quick seal for now.”

      “You a medical tech or something?”

      “It’s complicated.” I took out a couple of skin patches and slapped one on the entry wound, the other on the exit. “Those will hold for a couple hours.”

      He stood gingerly. It must have hurt like hell, but he limped to his cart. I helped him stand it up, and he was able to roll it a short distance. Without looking back at me, he said, “Thank you.”

      It was more than I usually get for my efforts.

      Music back on, I let the city dissolve into a bluesy haze. The song had continued without me, and when I put the earpieces back in, I was shunted directly into the end of a long trombone solo. It was a somber piece, but one tinged with a sharp optimism. It made my heart ache.

      The vendor took another step forward and his whole body shuddered. I felt his pain right down to the marrow of my bones. Cold, wet, bloody—all that was nothing compared to what he felt inside at that moment. His shudder was the sensation men get when they’re faced with the fact that their world is full of snakes. It’s the heavy, gut-wrenching sense of betrayal in that moment when the slick underbelly of the world has finally revealed itself.

      My song ended, so I stopped the rig and took out both earpieces.

      “Come on,” I said, taking the cart from him. “I know a place you can get off your feet for a few.”
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      “You can’t keep dragging every poor sod you meet here,” my sister hissed through clenched teeth. Angel was a head shorter than me, but she was my older sister, and I’d never shaken the impression that she could kick my ass even after the accident confined her to a wheelchair.

      The wreck of the Benevolent had killed our parents and destroyed our otherwise pleasant teenage lives. It had taken Angel’s ability to walk. To this day, every time I visited my sister, a twisting lump of guilt roiled in my gut. She sat across from me at an accessible booth with a cleaning rag in one hand and a scowl standing the lines of her brow on end.

      Her wife, Helen, peeked in from the kitchen as if trying to gauge whether there’d be violence. When she saw me, she gave a polite nod and disappeared.

      I said, “He needed a hand.”

      “So, take him to a church.”

      She was probably right, but the Angel’s Diner sign outside was off and any food she had left that late at night was probably going into the recycler anyway. Only a person who wanted to get smacked would mention that fact to my sister.

      “You’ve got stock going to waste, and this is good for your Karma,” I said.

      She cuffed me upside the head. It stung worse than it had any right to.

      “He’s not bad looking,” she said. “What’s this guy’s name?”

      “He never said,” I admitted, “and you know I’m not interested.”

      “Right,” she said. “How’s that working out? Meet any nice ladies recently?”

      The image of Charlotte Beck’s sideways grin flashed in front of me. “No such luck.”

      Angel sighed. “You really didn’t get this fella’s name?” Her raised voice carried through the diner. “I thought Dad taught you better manners than that.”

      “There’s a lot Dad didn’t teach us.” For example, he hadn’t taught us how to manage the family fortune or even where it came from. “They never thought we would need to exist without them.”

      “Maybe it’s about time we start learning on our own,” she said.

      I gestured at the diner. “Seems like you’re managing just fine.”

      “That we wasn’t inclusive.”

      “And it was singular.” This was why I tried not to visit very often.

      The hotdog vendor sat in the corner booth with a blank-eyed stare. Even from across the half-dozen booths, I could see that he wasn’t listening, and he probably wasn’t going to talk. Angel rolled away from the booth and rounded the counter.

      “It wasn’t right to just leave him. He lost half his stock to those goons, Angel.”

      “You brought him so that I’d feed you both,” she drolled.

      “Maybe.” Absolutely.

      “I’ve lost half my stock to my leech of a brother who keeps dropping in.” She spoke as she rolled around the counter. A display stood at the corner with the remains of an apple pie. Angel always managed to procure fancy food in a bead that dealt mostly in fish and mushrooms. She had done well for herself, putting together a decent place to stop for a bite. “When are you going to get a job, Jude?”

      I gave her a dry look. She knew my situation. The meaning of her words was clear. When was I going to seek reconciliation? When would I rejoin society and beg forgiveness for what I had done?

      “I’m not ready,” I whispered quiet enough that I didn’t think she could hear.

      Angel brought a plate around, paused in front of me long enough so I could smell the rich gravy she’d slathered all over an open-faced salmon sandwich, and then brought it to the hotdog vendor. He stared at it blankly for several long seconds before smiling and thanking her. She shot me a dirty look as she passed me on her way back behind the counter.

      “I’m on a case,” I said.

      She slid into the booth across from me, leaning forward with her elbows on the table and her palms supporting her chin. “Tell me all about it, bro.”

      “Someone’s stealing meds.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Why? Meds are free.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Does it pay?”

      “Not everything’s about money, sis.”

      “It is if you don’t have any Karma, Jude.” She poked me in the chest. “I won’t have any, either, if I keep having to feed your excommunicated ass. Just reconcile, already.” There. She said it.

      I drew a deep breath. We’d been over this same argument a dozen times and I didn’t have the energy to go over it again. Instead, I stood, placed my hat on my head, and said, “Thank you for feeding the guy. He should be able to get home on his own.”

      With that, I pushed through the glass door into the night. The rain had stopped, leaving a cloying mist clinging to cool streets. Far away, the red and blue of the police still pulsed warnings into the thick haze.

      The door opened behind me. At first, I thought it might be Angel, out to apologize, but it wasn’t. Of course, it wasn’t.

      Helen handed me a paper package. Her mousy face was hidden behind a pair of large round glasses, but I saw the sympathy there. The white plastic gloves she wore stood in sharp contrast to her brown skin. “I heard what you said back there.”

      “She doesn’t know what she’s asking of me.”

      “You’re a decent man, Jude Demarco. Angel knows it.”

      Strong evidence spoke against that. “You think I should reconcile too?”

      “I don’t care about your status with Trinity.” Her hand rested gently on my elbow. “You’d be welcomed back, you know. She would give you a job at the diner if you asked.”

      Helen was a Catholic with a capital C, just like my sister. Maybe just like me. I didn’t know anymore. She was Christian through and through, descended from a long line of half-hearted zealots. Unlike Helen, my sister and I came from a family assured of its righteousness by the esteemed virtue of wealth. It’s hard to imagine anything going bad in the afterlife when your whole life is so damned blessed. When things finally went sour for our family, her faith adjusted to the change. Mine didn’t.

      High above, a blaze of white light cut through the haze. Searchlights pierced the mist. More signs of trouble in Nicodemia. Same old, same old.

      “Even if Trinity lets me back into the system, I’d still be hungry.”

      Helen shook her head. “You never have to be hungry, Jude.”

      I opened the paper package. “Mushroom sandwich?”

      “Portobello and mustard.” She waggled her gloved hands. “Freshly chopped peppers.”

      One of my favorites. Helen had a knack for that kind of thing. I took a bite, my hunger getting the best of me. Through the mouthful, I said, “You know anything about a new gang rolling around these parts?”

      She crossed her arms. “Is this about that job you told my wife about?”

      “Maybe.” I took another bite. The sandwich was a little slice of heaven, and I’d never enjoyed anything more. “If the meds had painkillers mixed in, then the new gang might have taken them to help with some off-books surgery.”

      Helen didn’t look convinced, but she’d spent her whole life on the right side of the law. It was hard for her to imagine anyone operating in the dark, especially in a city where the AI watched everyone all the time to track their deeds, both good and bad, in the form of a currency called Karma.

      But there would always be those willing to break rules. There would always be people willing to hurt others for fun or profit.

      “Rumor around the diner is that the new guy’s name is Frank Lauder. He’s a hotshot, and nobody thinks he’ll be around for long, soon as Saint Jerome bothers to take care of him.” Helen’s eyes followed the spotlight slashing through darkness far across the city. “I don’t know. I never figured out why Saint Jerome got a pass on everything he’s done.”

      “Body, soul, community,” I said. “Trinity’s an AI designed by Catholics for their long journey across the stars.”

      “Don’t give me that shit. The Saint doesn’t serve any of those things.”

      “Maybe he serves a necessary function of the community. The only one around here who doesn’t do that is me.”

      “Says the guy who saved a hotdog vendor from certain doom.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “What would happen to our souls if we ran out of hotdogs.”

      Behind us, the hotdog vendor picked that moment to leave the diner. He still limped, but he gathered his cart without too much trouble. He gave me a nod as he walked past, and I tipped my hat to him. He’d be fine. And once he got back on his feet, maybe I could depend on his charity for a meal or two. The kindness of those who owe a favor beats the kindness of strangers any day—and it all beats the hell out of the kindness of family.

      I finished the last few bites of sandwich. “Thanks, Helen,” I said, unable to confer the depth of the gratitude that I really felt. “You know I’ll pay you back.”

      “No need,” Helen said, slapping me on the back. “Just don’t give your sister too hard a time.”

      “No promises.”

      “And stay out of trouble.”

      I stepped into the misty night, sure now where my next visit needed to be. The cross I’d picked up under McCay’s floor felt heavy in my pocket, and if anyone knew where it came from, it would be the Saint.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      I may have told Helen that Saint Jerome was a necessary component of a functioning community, but there’s a big difference between repeating the twisted tenets of an ancient religion and swallowing them whole. Jerome was a wart on the ass of society and about as essential as an eel in a vat of tuna. Fear of his gangsters made parents keep their children indoors. Maybe his iron fist and vicious territorial tendencies kept crime from running rampant, but the cost of organized crime was the wellbeing of everybody in the lower bead of Nicodemia. Jerome was the slug in the garden that kept the lettuce from growing too tall. Neither God nor machine could possibly see a benefit in keeping the gangster boss in power, but there he was, a testament to the imperfections of the powers that be.

      Dockside was a misnomer for the district of the lower Heavies that held the fisheries. Sure, there were docks. It was all docks down in the pitted bottom of the station. There, the gravity was heaviest, making every breath a pull through gritted teeth. Every step was a marathon. This was Jerome’s territory, more than anywhere else, but as I walked the streets, his thugs never stepped out to greet me. Nothing lit up the foggy Dockside night.

      I was alone but for the fish in their pools.

      The fiberoak grid splayed out across the pits where fish of various varieties splashed slick and dark in the night. Tuna, salmon, carp. Every fish had its use in the station, and every single one of them stank its own kind of ugly. I’d visited Dockside plenty of times, but that fish rot stench hit with an aching newness every single time.

      There, in the small hours of the morning, with the air heavy with fish and fog, a person could almost feel alone, even with all the world on his shoulders.

      A blue light flickered through heavy fog. I headed for it, ignoring the slosh of the fisheries on either side. Out there, in the cold docks, a person could fall into the open water and his body might be lost for days before anyone bothered to dredge him up. Those black waters swallowed sin and sinner alike, and to feed the fish was almost a kind of redemption. It helped the station, anyway. In a closed system like Nicodemia, death was a person’s last good deed.

      The solid click of a small firearm told me I was no longer alone.

      I raised my hands into the air. “I’m here to talk, Wash,” I said, letting a small fraction of my weariness slide into my voice.

      After a long pause, Wash responded from the fog. “There’s been a change of plans.”

      I said, “Tell me about that tattoo of yours.” The screaming Jesus necklace sat like lead in my breast pocket.

      He stepped closer through the gloom, his silhouette looming between rippling ponds. “What’s it like working for Lauder?”

      “Come on, I…” I took a step back. “What?”

      “I got to thinking,” he said, “nobody ignores the Saint unless they’ve got the backing of a rival, but that’s not going to save you.” He raised an arm, but there wasn’t a weapon in it. I wondered who had the gun I’d heard. Wash’s jerky movements betrayed the fear behind his aggression. Fear of what, I wasn’t sure. Maybe he was afraid I would humiliate him again.

      “Like I said before,” I said, “I don’t work for anyone.”

      “You’re here to ambush us.”

      I looked around, double-checking the army I hadn’t brought. “How exactly do you think ambushes work?”

      The twitchy smile didn’t settle well on his soft features. He made a faint whistling noise through his teeth. “You tell Lauder we’re not falling for it. Not this time. You’re not going to see the Saint tonight, Demarco.”

      “I thought Jerome wanted to see me.”

      Wash ran his fingers through his hair and breathed a deep, noisy breath through his nose. “You switched sides.”

      Where was this coming from? “You can’t possibly believe that.”

      When Wash stepped close, an odor hit me above even the stench of the fisheries. Something raw and ripe, like the musk of an animal. Every muscle in his body shuddered with tension.

      “I just need a few answers,” I said, hands still raised. “That’s all.”

      Wash glanced to the side. Two of his buddies stepped forward from the mist on either side. That’s where the guns were. They both held blocky orange pistols with blue grips. Small caliber, but it wasn’t going to matter once the bullets started flying. I was surrounded. Oh. That’s how ambushes work.

      “Pretty clever,” I said to the guy on my left. “Hey, where’d you guys get all these guns?”

      He shrugged.

      I looked from one to the other, making a point of ignoring Wash. “I don’t think your boss treats you very well, guys. Have you ever considered unionizing?”

      Wash slugged me fast, hard, and low. My knees hit the fiberoak dock. He looked down his nose at me. My long arms might have given me some advantage if I’d been stupid enough to fight back, but I wasn’t. Wash was a native Heavy: built like a brick and twice as smart. He might not be able to shove me around, but I didn’t like my odds in a straight-up brawl.

      “Tell me what you’re doing for Lauder,” Wash hissed. “Or you’ll feed these damn fish.”

      I patted my pockets. “I think I left my fish food back at the office.”

      “I ain’t talkin’ about fish food.”

      “Flakes, chum, feeder fish. I don’t know, man.” I showed my empty palms. “I got nothing.”

      Wash sputtered. “With your body, asshole.”

      “We can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “I use
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