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The Mall by night might as well be another planet.

Mitch doesn’t make his way out to the edge of the Michigan Fleet often; his trips out to the massive, cored-out oil tanker of the Mall are rare enough that it takes him a little while to get his legs under him when he goes, used to the slow and steady rocking of the Reliant under his feet. A 200-crew maintenance-and-repair repurposed cruise ship like the Reliant is about the smoothest ride you can find in the Fleet, especially when compared to all the various little tugs and trawlers and small cargo ships most citizens live their lives on. But the Mall isn’t just steady and smooth; it’s an absolutely gigantic steel mountain of a ship, and the decks are still as stone. Some people say that it’s been moored so close to land the keel itself has been driven into the lakebed.

Because it’s so close to land, precisely a mile offshore and therefore right on the boundary line of Fleet territory, it’s absolutely swarming with landside visitors at every hour of the night. Tourists, traders, vendors, performers, even scammers and spies, all rub elbows with Fleet citizens at claustrophobic close range. And it’s not like Fleet citizens aren’t used to close quarters and efficient use of space, it’s not like Mitch himself is standoffish and particular about a little physical contact, but there’s something weird and uncomfortable about slogging through crowds of foreign strangers. All in all, the Mall isn’t his favorite place to visit.

But his best friend is turning twenty-one this year, and has so many cool older friends these days, and Mitch isn’t gonna be the guy with the crappy joke gift yet again. It’s not like Basil didn’t like the last few years of gifts, or at least say he liked them. But he used to think they were great. When they were kids, before he left the creche for his grown-up fancy genius-kid posting and stopped answering Mitch’s calls for like five years.

Which was fine, Mitch was busy too. It was fine. And Basil was so excited to see Mitch when he got his Security posting on the Reliant a few years ago, and Mitch was so glad they could be friends again—it was fine. It’s all good.

It’s just that Basil’s different now, and the last couple of birthdays he’s done a lot more eye-rolling when he laughs at Mitch’s gifts, and then moved on to the next guy’s present as soon as he could. Mitch has always teased the guy, especially on his birthdays when he gets extra smug about how old and cool and mature he is. It’s just what they do, and Basil seems to like it sometimes when he’s not so far up his own butt about being too cool and grown-up to have fun. But...

But nothing. Mitch just doesn’t feel like it this year, is all. He can get cool gifts and take things a little more seriously for once. He knows Basil better than anybody, he knows the kind of things that Basil will really like.

Which is why, when he finished his shift as one of the Reliant’s onboard Security officers, he threw on an off-duty wrap and took one of the ship’s deck-hoppers out across the sunset water of Lake Michigan to the Mall. It’s almost fully dark now, a cool April night, but the press of bodies is hot and close as people mill around the stalls, trading Fleet credits and standard issue Fleet food blocks and New York silver and even stranger stuff that might be salvaged from around the borders of Detroit and Chicago. Mitch wanders through the crowd, crunching thoughtfully on some corn chips, looking from stall to stall, giving a brief nod to the occasional fellow Security officer he passes, and thinks about Basil Wright.

It used to be a lot easier to get Basil to light up and smile at him—when he was six, and Mitch was five, all he had to do was give the guy his snack on the days their creche leader brought them all fruit, or do funny voices and call him Oregano, Thyme, Rosemary, until he stopped crying and starting laughing instead. Mitch knew why he was crying, even then—everybody on the Kwan Yin got it, whether they never knew their parents to really miss them, like Mitch, or their super cool Spook parents were too busy doing important bullcrap for the flagship Washington to come say “hi” to their kid.

Basil doesn’t cry about that, anymore. He doesn’t do a lot of the stuff he used to do when they were kids, and when Mitch tries the stuff that used to make him smile, Basil mostly rolls his eyes, or swears at him, or shoves him away and looks around like he’s scared somebody’s gonna see. Mitch can’t give him a twist-tie ring and pretend to propose to him, now that they’re twenty and almost-twenty-one. Mitch needs something better than that, a gift that’ll make Basil smile at him again, like he used to sometimes, like Mitch was the only thing in the world he was thinking about, or smiling at, or—

Mitch eats another chip, and focuses on a stall full of weird, imported shoreside clothes, ignoring the weird, twisting ache in his chest with the ease of long experience.

Basil’s really into games, now, cool dramatic fantasy shows, action hero stuff with big, scary, sexy landside soldier gene-mods taking the law into their own hands. He likes engineering and tech and delicate mechanical little projects that Mitch doesn’t really understand. He didn’t have much chance of keeping up with Basil’s brain even before the guy became an intelligent systems technician and started spending all his time debugging ship AIs for the Fleet, but he learned enough, helping Basil do maintenance on his prosthetic arm, to at least know how little he knows.

He also knows Basil is missing a couple of his maintenance tools. Basil blames the first storm of the spring superstorm season last month, tossing the ship back and forth. Mitch is pretty sure it wouldn’t take a storm, super or not, to lose a delicate little tool in the total shipwreck of Basil’s berth, but Basil gets touchy about Mitch pointing out the mess by now, so he’s keeping that to himself.

A new set of tools could be nice, though, and there are stalls on the lower decks for tech and tools and things, Mitch is pretty sure. The times Mitch helps with maintenance, when Basil’s sedated and dazed and trusting him to take care of his messed up, disassembled arm, are the times Mitch feels the most like the kind of guy Basil wants around, maybe even needs. Having nicer tools, being able to take better care of him, is a good thought. 

Mitch crunches another chip, decisively, and heads toward the crowded hatch to the lower decks.

The lower decks have other things that Basil might be into, but not ones that Mitch really feels qualified to shop for. There are stalls selling packets of pills and oils and things, for sex, and there are stalls of toys, some of them shaped like dicks and some of them just curvy or knobbly or bulbous in an uncomfortable-looking way. There’s a whole stall with lots of black leather and jangly sharp silver metal. Probably there’s something in there Basil would like. Mitch is aware that Basil has plenty of sex with his cool grown-up friends who aren’t on Security libido suppressants, who don’t have to worry all the time if they’re upholding their duty to the Fleet or being inappropriate with the crewmates they’re sworn to protect.

Somebody waves a dildo at him and then catches sight of his navy blue off-duty Security wrap and immediately, visibly loses interest, turning away to wave and beckon at someone else. Mitch smiles at them even though they’re not looking at him anymore, and keeps walking.

The tech stalls are clustered together near the deck’s Security hub, shoreside tech being just as jealously guarded as the Fleet’s exported float tubes, merchants eyeing each other suspiciously over their counters and staring down potential customers instead of waving their products around or yelling. There’s a whole stall with a Fleet woman behind it selling bio-augmentation stuff. When she sees the navy blue she relaxes a little, and Mitch smiles back at her and settles in to haggle.

He gets a full set of tools for a good price, after the lady has a chance to warm up to him; she looks startled and then interested when she realizes he knows what some of the tools are for, and even more interested when he points out the tool that Basil came up with when he was designing his arm. 

She throws in a neat little tool roll to go along with the kit, and Mitch tucks it under his arm and heads back toward the upper decks with a spring in his step, smiling at everybody he makes eye contact with.

He picks up a few other things, now that the serious cool gift is taken care of: a figurine of a big, sexy orc man with a giant broadsword in front of his crotch, and a handful of pill packets with brightly-colored bad drawings of rearing horses on them labeled STAMPEDE STALLION, which is apparently what you want to take to GO ALL NIGHT, HARD, FAST, HOT!!! He can wave them at Basil after he gives the serious gift, and maybe Basil will still be pleased enough to laugh about them.

He’s made it back up to the landing deck and he’s heading back through rank after rank of parked hovercraft, when he hears a sharp, familiar chime that cuts off abruptly, and a muffled curse. That’s the noise of a deck-hopper’s interference alarm, and Mitch hasn’t heard it much since his posting on the Reliant, but driving a hovercraft without authorization is one of the top ways Fleet citizens injure themselves and others every year, and it’s usually bad news to hear it on patrol.

This doesn’t feel like a drunk intern trying to override the drunk block, though, or a kid who doesn’t have a license yet trying to take a joyride. Something is giving a quiet, jagged whine, like metal on metal, and as Mitch stares around he catches sight of a weird, flickering light, sparks, a red warning screen even though the interference alarm isn’t going off anymore. 

Mitch isn’t on duty, but he can’t just keep walking if somebody is committing a crime less than fifty feet from him. He hesitates, shifting uncertainly in place—and then hears a sharp, quiet crack and sees the unmistakable cherenkov blue of a float-tube, throwing shadows across the deck for a brief moment before somebody curses again and the light is abruptly covered.

Mitch has heard stories from friends of friends about people from Chicago coming onto Fleet territory and snagging deck-hoppers. Pirate activity around the edge of the lake is almost completely for the Fleet’s most valuable resources: their anti-gravity float tubes, their hovertech. There's even a small but steady amount of trouble Security has Fleetside with its more antisocial and less intelligent citizens attempting to swipe float tubes out of deck-hoppers themselves to go make some extra silver at the Mall, though it's pretty much impossible to get away with it because of how thoroughly the free, ubiquitous, interchangeable public-use hoppers are tracked. Pirates don't usually get away with stealing them either, but they just keep trying, because float-tubes sell for so much money on land; nowhere else on the continent manufactures them as easily and efficiently as the Fleet. Whoever this guy is, he’s getting a lifetime ban from the Mall, guaranteed. 

Mitch slips between two rows of hovercraft and heads in the direction of the light as quickly and quietly as he can, activating his implants as he goes; he may not use them nearly as much as the ISTs do, interfacing with AIs and things, but no Security officer makes it through training without knowing how to send out a ping for backup and learning the emergency incident codes forward and backward. Especially the code for piracy. Within a few steps, he’s gotten three pings back, other officers changing course, and he can feel the soft, warm hum in the back of his brain as somebody with the Security clearance pulls his location straight out of his implants, then remotely activates a screen relay to monitor the proceedings. 

The noise is getting clearer as he gets closer; there’s a deck-hopper crooked and tilted unevenly up onto one skid, and a guy is bent down under it. He’s got his arms up in the guts of the hopper, yanking and tugging urgently at the wires and plating over the second float tube, breathing hard. He doesn’t seem to have noticed Mitch is there yet, but he seems pretty freaked out
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