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      Man, ain’t many things can make a dude more nervous than defusing unexploded ordinance.

      But this was one of them.

      Bob McElroy tried not to shift from foot to foot. He still had a good hour, but he’d always been taught that if you ain’t early, you’re late.

      Sunlight filled the huge lobby, streaming through glass walls and glass doors on three sides, completely cheering the space not at all. Except for the curving black expanse of security desk, everything gloomed grayly, streaked with scarlet carpet runners running between doors and desk.

      Even the two desk jockeys were visions in fireplace ash.

      Creepy visions, too. They both had to be four feet wide at the shoulders, with lumpy heads sitting directly atop said shoulders. Surely they had necks somewhere, but Bob couldn’t see them.

      Something about their eyes sent the heebie-jeebie hairs dancing on the back of his neck. Left Goon’s watery yellow eyes didn’t seem to line up quite right, and Bob was pretty sure he’d seen Right Goon’s tongue flick up to the side of his nose.

      Bob, who’d once safetied an unexed 82mm mortar round lodged in the floor of a hospital while patients and bullets screamed all around him, sweated like a worn-out mule at the thought of his upcoming interview. Funky sweat, too. Maybe the extra garlic in last night’s puttanesca hadn’t been the best idea.

      Staging area of Studio 9, two o’clock, that’s all he knew. Didn’t even know the name or premise of the show he’d hopefully be designing for.

      The three heavy garment bags he held over his shoulder contained finery and rags from a medieval lord’s linen-and-mock-ermine robes to Ye Generic Peasant Lass skirt and bodice to Regency tailcoat and trousers. All made with his own hands, and hopefully enough to get him a costuming gig with Ethereal Entertainment.

      Neither guard had spoken to him in the twenty minutes he’d been waiting. RG just typed something into an oversized keyboard with all the keys in the wrong places.

      He could have waited in one of the huge, blocky armchairs over on the right side of the lobby, but twenty years in fatigues made him more comfortable standing than sitting, especially when awaiting the pleasure of a (hopefully soon to be) superior.

      Bob should have stayed in the army. At least making boombooms, setting them off, and disabling the boombooms of the Bad Guys didn’t make him shiver like this. But dammit, he’d always loved sewing and costumes and make-believe.

      And blowing stuff up, but there weren’t many civilian careers in that line of work.

      Finally something in front of LG beeped and flashed green. RG took the card that emerged from a slot in the light-soaking (metal? Plastic?) desk and handed it to Bob without a word.

      LG raised an arm thicker than Bob’s leg and pointed toward a bank of elevators to the right of the desk.

      His right. The goons’ left. Details mattered.

      “Thanks, guys,” he said, shifting the garment bags to his other shoulder, and other fingers. Damn things were heavy. Him and his insistence on period-appropriate fabrics.

      Bob heard the ding! of an arriving elevator and hustled around the desk and into the same elevator bank hallway he’d been in a million times, in a zillion office buildings. Like the rest of the lobby, the walls looked like a bath-averse pigeon’s chest. At least there was a bit of decoration, in the form of a couple of odd-looking ferns growing from a pair of vintage, upside-down-bullet-shaped ashtrays bolted to the walls at chest height between the cars.

      Two sets of two cars faced each other across a scarlet carpet that had him wondering if a certain gruesome hotel elevator scene of yore had been filmed here. The farthest elevator on the left stood open and idle, and Bob wasted no time scooting into it.

      A tall fellow with dark skin and white hair stood rigidly in front of the car’s button bank, wearing an old-fashioned, tightly tailored, double-breasted jacket and a pillbox hat. All gray, of course, like everything else in this bland building, but with deep scarlet cuffs that came halfway up the arms, and a broad stripe of the same hue around the hat. Brass buttons gleamed on the cuffs, and ran up the coat’s front panel in a wide V.

      Bob leaned his butt on one of the wooden handrails that gave the brushed-steel box at least a little color besides red.

      The elevator operator (and why did a button-equipped elevator need an operator?) stared straight ahead, not bothering with Bob at all. Rude, but never mind.

      “Floor for Studio 9, please.”

      He hoped this was the right elevator. The buttons started with “L,” and jumped to 21 through 40.

      The operator still hadn’t pushed any of them.

      “Studio 9?” Bob said again. “Please? I’m kind of in a⁠—”

      The guy in the vintage duds jabbed his finger against 27 like he meant to poke an airhole in the metal car, then went back to being a statue.

      The doors slammed shut in a way that told Bob they wouldn’t pop back open if someone’s arm was still between them. His stomach bounced off his ankles as the car shot skyward, the digital floor display above the doors spinning like a wheel in a slot machine.

      “What the hell!” Bob yelled as the hanger hooks of the three garment bags dug into his aching fingers in the suddenly intense G-force. “Slow this thing down! I’m not in that big a hurry!”

      Sir ElevatorMan ignored Bob like neither one of them were even there.

      In an amazingly short time, Bob’s feet left the floor. The elevator ceased its upward motion without bothering to slow down. Bob, however, did not stop rising quite so instantly, and nearly bashed his head on the steel panel hiding the recessed lighting in the ceiling. In the corner, an old-fashioned security camera whirred as it followed him up, then back down. Good. Maybe this guy’s boss would see a coaching opportunity.

      Making sure his garment bags were still intact and fairly un-rumpled, he wasted no time vacating the elevator cannon. Before he could thank the operator, or cuss him a blue streak, the doors banged shut again. Air whistled and metal screamed as the elevator shot back down toward the lobby.

      Now to figure out where the hell Studio 9 might be.

      Bob walked out of the elevator corral and into a hectically busy hallway, filled with the expected power-suited gaggle of network execs. There were also cravated and sunglassed types (obviously directors or writers), tech troops in classic white shirts and newsboy caps straight out of the black and whites about black and whites, and plenty of weirdly costumed critters probably on break from sci-fi or fantasy shows.

      I mean, how many people do you bump into on the street who have snakes instead of hair? And that was one of the more normal ones.

      To his right and left, the hallway stretched farther than the building’s exterior suggested, but that was probably just because of all the doors that marched past the rushing crowds. Or maybe it was the three-Bob-high ceilings with the ubiquitous black blisters of Big Brother monitors every twenty feet or so.

      What with the glaring white floor tiles and matching paint, posters and photographs of the talent and titles fairly blazed from the walls in colors so bright they had to be fake.

      One in particular caught his attention as he headed off down the right in search of an information desk or office directory. A snow-capped mountain, ringed by a bunch of artistically enhanced women, all wearing those Greek dresses from all the vases and statues, in all seven colors of the rainbow. All had curly black hair, done up in in fancy ’dos with ribbons and tiaras and pearls. They were all smiling, but none looked what you could call nice or friendly. Below the women, in Romanic-looking letters a foot tall, was the show’s title. Real Housewives of Olympus.

      Huh. He hadn’t heard of that one. Must be new for the upcoming Sweeps Week. Or had that already started?

      Bob neither knew nor cared. What seemed like a thousand people bumped, jostled, shoved, and otherwise treated him like an annoying obstacle.

      Giving up on ever finding directions on his own, he used his free hand to grab a kid who looked old enough to shave maybe once a week.

      “Hey, bud. Can you point me toward Studio 9?”

      He jogged to keep up, the garment bags bouncing against his butt as the kid answered without breaking his speedwalk.

      “Wrong floor, pal,” he said in a voice Isaac Hayes would have loved and that seemed completely out of proportion to the youngster’s slim frame. “Take the elevators back to the lobby and switch over to the other side. Floors one through twenty. Try floor nine, maybe. Studio 9 might be there, ya think?”

      Smartass.

      Bob shifted the increasingly heavy garment bags back to his other shoulder, wincing as the hooks dug into fingers that had thought they were done, and jogged as best he could through the throng back to the elevators.

      Pushing the down buttons on both sides he bounced on the balls of his feet. Checking his watch, he was amazed to find he still had nearly forty minutes to find his way.

      Good thing, too. When the elevator, a different one from his first trip and sans operator, started down, it did so like a snail that decided to take it slow for a change.

      Someone needed to talk to the maintenance crew and see what they could do about these freakin’ hellevators.

      Finally the door opened and he was back in the damn lobby.

      Garment bags beating against abused tush, Bob rushed around the desk, where Left Goon and Right Goon still sat with all the energy of a certain pizza-shilling mouse during a power outage. Not quite as creepy as Mr. Cheese, but close.

      Twenty-five minutes left. Should be plenty of time to get to the studio for his interview.

      Right?

      The first elevator on the right whooshed open as soon as he got close. Good timing!

      Entering the cavernous car, obviously designed for all the adoring fans since it wasn’t nearly beat-up enough to be a freightevator, Bob pushed 9 with a grateful sigh.

      Then clutched the hanger loops on his bags tighter as he saw the glowing SB-1 at the bottom of the button bank.

      At least it should be a short detour, then he could get heading the right direction again.

      The car dinged past the B, then again as it slowed to a stop and the display switched to SB-1. Bob, clever sleuth that he was, deduced he was in a sub-basement. No problem, he’d just⁠—

      The doors started to open, then clanked and jammed about two feet apart.

      Absolutely not jacking Bob’s heart rate into the stratosphere, the car dropped a couple of inches, then began swaying slightly.

      Okay, he wasn’t going to plunge to a messy death without showing at least one of his costumes.

      Turning sideways, Bob squeezed through the narrow gap, pulling his garment bags after. Surely this wasn’t the only elevator that came down this far.

      And it wasn’t. A second door stood defiantly closed just to the left.

      He could barely see it in the dim, nearly absent lighting. The only illumination in his vicinity came from a thousand tiny lights, all blinking green, blue, or amber. No red-alert beacons, so that had to be good, right?

      The lights belonged to a mess of computery equipment far fancier-looking than his own Ubermac, all contained in rows upon rows of light-sucking black metal racks that
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