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      The dank bar lay fifteen stories below street level. Part of the whole mess of the ancient complex dug out by bots and miners three hundred years back.

      The planet Claredel’s landmasses were dotted with places like this. The city’s name was Braigh. From some original colonist who’d started using the pit.

      Not that surface was inhospitable. Just some cultural thing that the planet’s inhabitants were continuing to follow. Ten or twelve generations from colonization and people tended not to question things.

      Captain Arlon Stoddard sat at one of the tables in the bar’s back corner, casting a weary eye over the thin crowd. It should be easy to keep watch over things.

      The low ceiling provided the bar’s only light. A dull, soft royal blue. The kind of algae-based thing that had been fashionable fifty years ago. Looked like the whole place hadn’t been remodeled in all that time. Ancient, worn plasteen tables and vat-grown chairs. Floor showing the scuffs and gouges of the passage of tens or hundreds of thousands of feet and shoes.

      Arlon held a drink. A hibiscus beer in a glass tankard. Kind of a specialty of the bar. The beer was too sweet and too aerated. Unlikely that he would drink even half of it.

      Which was fine. Needed his wits about him.

      The place called itself Gorgon’s. Not an attractive name, but it fitted. The interior smelled of unwashed humanity, and other denizens. The wizened man keeping bar was constantly drying glasses with a cloth as if trying to keep up the illusion of history. Glasses didn’t need cleaning; they simply went through the cycler after use.

      There were thirty tables in the place. Fourteen customers. Including Arlon. Pretty empty so far.

      A single musician sat on a stool in the middle of the back wall. Up on a raised stage maybe a foot high. She had Medusa hair. Might have been implants, but might have just been some kind of organic, robotic wig. Hard to tell in the dim light.

      She played a short-necked fretless eight string instrument with a surprising proficiency, dexterously darting her right hand fingers up and down the neck, strumming and plucking with the fingers on her left hand. Almost like there were two instruments, two players.

      The music was pleasant, actually. Kind of lulling. If the bar was any busier, the music would fade away into the background.

      She was lost in it, in her melodies. No threat there.

      At a table two away from Arlon a middle-aged man sat with some kind of cocktail. Conical glass with blue liquor sitting on top of a clear oily layer. Straws and umbrellas and little sticks with orbs of small spikey purple fruit.

      The guy wore thick calfskin trousers and blocky boots, with a long coat buttoned at the neck. He had a rollup display on the table and was conducting some kind of transactions.

      Unlikely he was a threat.

      At the table next to him sat two thin men with dark, short-cropped hair and little hats like elongated yarmulkes. Two glasses each, tankards of beer like Arlon’s, and little shots of something blacker than their hair.

      The pair leaned in close, whispering to each other.

      Could be an issue. Looked like they knew how to fight.

      Arlon took a sip from his glass. The beer really was too sweet and bubbly. No accounting for taste.

      The bar’s far corner was the busiest by far. Four people around one table. Even mix of men and women. Leaning in close. Hands on their drinks.

      They wore nice suits. Thin lapels, expensive cuts. All different, but all clearly good quality. Too good a quality for a place like this.

      Kind of made them stand out.

      Another three at the table next to them. Two men, one woman. Not crowding in at all. Slouched, in fact.

      One other on her own at a third table across from the three slouchers. This one, though, was upright and alert. No drink. A line display on the table in front of her sparkling as data flowed across.

      All four wore suits too, but looser, less expensive. The kind of thing with space to move fast if you had to move fast. Easy to conceal weapons. No big deal if you got blood on the fabric.

      These would be the bodyguards. For the four in their deep discussion.

      The last two customers sat near the door. Eva Strong and Kilo Connover, two of Arlon’s crew. Eva was slight and wiry, with short dark hair. Kilo was half again her size. This week he had a shaved head.

      They paid Arlon no attention. Just sat with highball glasses having a quiet conversation, listening to the music, sipping occasionally. Sometimes Kilo would laugh at something Eva said.

      He was doing well. Eva was a natural at this kind of thing. Staking out. But for Kilo it was new.

      The barkeep continued wiping at glasses.

      Calfskin guy took a deep draft from his odd cocktail.

      The musician brought her complex song to an end. Arlon clapped for her. So did some of the others around the bar. Eva and Kilo. The three slouched bodyguards.

      Not the four in their deep discussion.

      Not the solo bodyguard with her line display.

      Neither of the two thin men closer to Arlon.

      “Thank you,” the musician said. Her voice was reedy. Her Medusa hair wafted. “I’m going to take a little break.”

      She stood and the wall behind her swam momentarily, swallowing her up.

      The bar became quiet, for a moment. Then conversation drifted again. Hushed.

      One of the slouchers spoke with the other two. Got up and headed for the bar.

      Eva watched him go, still laughing with Kilo.

      The two thin guys watched too.

      Someone arrived at the bar’s main door. Someone big. At least one fifty kilos, well over two meters tall. Kind of guy who had muscular enhancements.

      Flat face. Dark eyes. Wearing street clothes. Dark trousers, black boots, a black vat jacket over a white top.

      He stood looking over the room.

      Locked eyes with Arlon
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      The sloucher who’d reached the bar stopped and turned. Looked at the new guy in the doorway. Looked back at the other two slouchers.

      Neither of them was slouching anymore. Both sat upright.

      The four bosses kept up their talking.

      Eva and Kilo stayed right where they were. Eva’s hand dropped to her waist. Ready to draw her weapon.

      Undoubtedly there were a lot of weapons in the room. Machined and milled precision weapons, but also plenty of makeshift weapons if combatants wanted. The sharp edges of freshly broken tankards, legs from tables, tables themselves, the musician’s instrument on its stand by her stool where she’d left it.

      Arlon scratched his neck. Taking in the scene.

      Burly people. Thin people. A few not interested in a fight at all. But as a tableau, the setting was all ready and raring to go.

      All it needed was a spark.

      And this big guy might just be that spark.

      Arlon stood.

      All of five seconds had elapsed since the big guy had arrived.

      If this behemoth of a man came in and wrecked everything it was going to set Arlon’s team back weeks. Months.

      Thing was, where did the guy fit in it all?

      The Sammyn Brothers and the Chasse Family were each running something down here in the depths. Things that needed clarity and that needed someone to put a stop to.

      There had been fights. Bloody fights. Deaths, including some very nasty deaths.

      Someone was making some very nice money, at the expense of a very downtrodden public. Corrupt officials were no help.

      That’s where the authority came in. A few days work from Arlon’s team should have just about wrapped things up.

      Except they hadn’t.

      No one was talking. Not really.

      The giant took a step into the bar. Eyes still locked on Arlon.

      So Arlon did what any captain in the employ of the Authority would do.

      He stepped around his table.

      There were different access points to a fight, if a fight was what was coming.

      Negotiation was one. Best one really. Get in early. Figure out what they wanted and demonstrate how you couldn’t give it to them. Not even close.

      This guy had enhancements, but the trick was, they probably didn’t include any kind of AI assistance. All just brute force.

      Which might just toss negotiation out the window.

      Eva was on her feet too. Just a couple of meters or so away from the guy.

      The slouchers stood. The four in their fine suits had ceased conversing. The one with his back to the room shuffled around.

      Thin guys both pulled out guns. They lay the guns on the table, hands wrapped around the butt. Chunky Kehler 18 pulse pistols. Do a lot of damage with one of those.

      Arlon took another step. If this went badly, it was going to be a bloodbath.

      Nothing the authority would be able to do for him.

      Couldn’t put Humpty together again.

      The guy took another step. Glanced toward the bodyguard at the bar. That guy’s nostrils flared.

      There was no sign of the barkeep.

      Arlon took another step. And another.

      How was this going to play out? With luck, whatever the guy was here for wasn’t so pressing that he was going to start the fight with Arlon in the room.

      Not that Arlon presented any threat. Arlon wasn’t small, but next to this guy he would look positively tiny.

      The big guy blinked. He broke Arlon’s gaze. Turned toward the bar. He lumbered over and leaned against the bar’s stone top.

      The sloucher bodyguard already there tensed up. Hand at his waist. No evidence of a weapon there, but there had to be something.

      He stayed where he was. Waiting.

      Arlon gave Eva a small wave. She nodded. Returned to her seat, keeping one eye on the big guy.

      The big guy was aware of the effect he’d had on the room. Probably used to it. Probably nowhere he could go that he didn’t attract attention.

      The human psyche likes to focus on things that are different. A big man, a scar, a fancy vehicle.

      He curled up his fingers. Used his fist to knock on the bar.

      “I’d like a drink,” he said. “Someone there?”

      The sloucher bodyguard said something Arlon didn’t catch. The big guy nodded. Said something back.

      They talked for a moment. All eyes on them.

      The musician came back through the wall. She didn’t look around. Just sat and picked up her instrument. She started playing. Something slow and ethereal. Her Medusa hair wafted, entrancing.

      The big guy looked around at her and smiled.

      The tension drained from the room as if there was plughole in the center.

      How about that.

      Arlon returned to his seat. He took a sip of his too sweet beer and kept watching the room. He still had a job to do here.

      The barkeep returned. Served the big guy—the tankard looked miniscule in his hand—who turned to watch the musician playing.

      She trilled and plucked. Glanced up and met the big guy’s eyes.

      Locked on.

      Something more there than when he’d locked eyes with Arlon.

      Oh. So, there was something going on between them, the big guy and the musician. That’s why he was here.

      The sloucher bodyguard had returned to the table with three drinks which he shared out.

      The thin guys both put away their guns.

      The murmur of conversation moved around the room again, blending with the musician’s songs.

      Arlon checked his handheld. Messages abounded, but nothing relevant. The rest of the crew were still in orbit in the Bright Edge, their vessel.

      Claredel was a regular planet in a regular summery orbit around a regular M star. The planet’s surface was watery in places, mountainous in others. Human population topping a hundred million now. Dozens of cities, vast acreages of farms, huge swaths of parkland with forests and lakes and waterfalls. Plenty to interest tourists.

      When the job was done, the crew would need to take some shore leave. Really that needed to be coupled with the words ‘well-earned’.

      The musician ended her song. She looked around the room. Received a few claps from some of the patrons.

      She looked over at the big guy.

      Arlon almost didn’t catch it, but she gave the slightest of nods.

      And the big guy returned it. He took a sip from his glass. A sip in his context being practically half the drink.

      The musician began playing again.

      The big guy pushed off the bar. Heading for the four in suits.

      The musician’s new song was faster. Somehow, she was able to rap out a rhythm wither her knuckles on the instrument’s body as well pluck the strings.

      The song was very engaging.

      “Eva,” Arlon said, standing.

      The big guy was halfway to the table.

      Everyone else was watching the musician. Listening intently.

      Eva and Kilo stared at her too. Didn’t even seem to notice the big guy go past them.

      Arlon got to his feet. He kept his eyes away from the musician. Focused on the big guy.

      Just a couple of steps from the group.

      Not a person seemed concerned by his approach.

      Arlon was halfway across the area already. Eva and Kilo were mesmerized too.

      Not good.

      The big guy lifted a meaty fist.

      Arlon sprinted.
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      The musician’s song continued. Her siren call. Her compelling rhythm.

      The big guy’s fist slammed hard into the neck of the guy in the fancy suit. The guy with his back to the room. Easiest victim first.

      The neck made a terrible wet crunching sound.

      The guy would have been dead before his face bounced from the table.

      The slouching bodyguards reacted sluggishly.

      Already Arlon reached the scene.

      The big guy grabbed the next of the suited group. A woman.

      She wasn’t going to take anything. Already she’d taken a swing at the guy.

      He grabbed her suit lapels. In one hand. Hoisted her. The chair clattered away.

      The others were starting to notice now. The other two suits shuffled back.

      The music continued.

      Struggling, the woman kicked the table. A glass went flying. The contents spilled. The glass shattered when it hit the floor.

      The musician crooned. Her silky, hypnotic voice slithered through the bar.

      Arlon charged the guy. Bent. Shoulder down. Hard. Right into the small of his back.

      Arlon practically bounced off.

      But he’d gotten the guy’s attention. He turned. Still holding the woman. Her legs flailed.

      The guy looked at Arlon. Was that an epicanthic fold above his eyes?

      The guy snarled. Big, bright teeth.

      He hurled the woman away. She smashed into the table where the lone bodyguard had been.

      “You wanna take me on?” the big guy said.

      “What are you doing with the music?” Arlon said. “That’s clever.”

      “Music and the drinks.” The guy reached for Arlon.

      Arlon ducked away. Stumbled. Regained his footing.

      He glanced around.

      The thin guys had gone. The slouching bodyguards had pulled out their weapons, but seemed unsure what to do with them.

      “What do you want?” Arlon said, still moving backward. Best to keep this guy busy until the local cops got to the bar.

      Looked like he’d already killed two people. Distracting him gave the others a chance.

      “Out,” Eva called. She sounded sleepy. “Everybody out.”

      The musician continued to sing and strum and rap. It seemed so beautifully incongruous against the killings.

      The big guy lunged at Arlon. Back-handed him across the face.

      Arlon spun away. Stumbled to the small stage. Lay half across it.

      The guy thumped after him.

      Dazed, Arlon rolled back. His head felt like it was on backward. He tried to stand.

      Someone came up beside him. Calfskin trousers. The middle-aged guy who’d had the strange cocktail.

      “Need a little help, fella?” the guy said.

      “You bet.”

      The guy helped him up. Arlon glimpsed the musician. She was still singing. Lost in the song.

      As was practically everyone else.

      “Thinking we should shoot this big guy,” the man said. He adjusted his calfskins and pulled out a gun. A Wexle 19. Ballistic rounds.

      “Be my guest,” Arlon said.

      But the guy wasn’t there.

      Easy to tell in the small bar when someone his size had gone.

      But in those few seconds there had been more carnage.

      The three slouching bodyguards were all lying out prone. At least two were dead, from the angles of their necks and spines.

      And the other two in fancy suits had gone too.

      Not in the room at all.
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      The musician kept playing. The song was less floaty and distracting now.

      The barkeep appeared, coming out from around the bar and heading for the bodies. He was talking to someone on some connection.

      The cops, probably. Or maybe someone from the families.

      Everyone knew the families.

      Arlon rubbed his head. Still achy. Still seeing stars and feeling dazed.

      Now he needed a drink.

      “Jayny Chasse and Goodwin Sammyn,” the calfskin guy said, putting the gun away. “I guess that’s who he came for.”

      The calfskin wove itself across the weapon, concealing it.

      Eva and Kilo were stepping around the bodies, looking to see if they could assist in any way. The way they stepped, though, it looked as if it was too late for them all.

      Five dead.

      Not a good start to this investigation.

      “And you are?” Arlon said to the guy.

      “Wills Odreanne.” The man put his hand out for Arlon to shake.

      Arlon took it and the grip was firm, assured.

      “Where do you fit in all this?” Arlon said. “Weapon. Not fazed by the events.”

      “S.D.D.,” Wills said, the letters clipped and quick.

      Arlon had heard of it. The Special Defense Directive. A local version of The Authority, Arlon’s employer.

      Not quite police, not quite private. Lot of leeway in their operations. Stories were that they focused more on results than on the method.

      In Arlon’s book that translated to a whole mess of collateral damage.

      Never a good thing.

      “S.D.D.,” Arlon said. “And you were after these two?”

      “Exactly. Just trying to figure what they were up to. All four of them, actually.”

      Arlon glanced around at the musician. She was still singing. Still playing. As if this was an everyday occurrence. Bodies strewn around the bar.

      But she had her head up. The medusa hair had flattened out. Hung against her head now, more like dreadlocks.

      Probably should arrest her. Clearly, she was in on this whole thing.

      Eva came over. “Captain?” she said. “What happened?”

      “Tell you later.” Arlon jerked his thumb toward the musician. “Why don’t you arrest her? We can take her to the precinct and let her tell us about her song and her hair.”

      “And her big friend,” Wills said.

      Eva’s eyes widened. To her credit, she didn’t ask who Wills was. She said, “This muso was in on it?”

      “Siren song,” Wills said. “Something like that.”

      “I’ll go talk to her.” Eva headed off, but as she went, she turned and said, “Siren songs don’t work on women. But I get what you mean.”

      “I’ll work on my metaphors,” Wills said with a smile.

      Eva smiled back.

      Uh-oh.

      Arlon sighed. “All right, Wills. We going after this guy?”

      “He’ll be long gone. This kind of underground complex it’s real easy to get out of sight fast. You’re operating in three-dimensions. Endless places to hide.”

      “And endless access points to the surface.”

      “Right. Fast air-elevator and he could be on the surface already. Might have had a vehicle up top. Could be on his way to Gozselin or Shai.”

      Local cities. Like Braigh, dug into deep holes. Shafts, really.

      “Or off-world,” Arlon said.

      Wills frowned at him. “You’re Authority, aren’t you? You types always think things go interplanetary. Think that local boys can’t handle things.”

      Arlon didn’t reply. Easy to get into an argument with someone who wouldn’t change their position.

      Eva came over with the musician. The woman couldn’t have been more than sixteen. She looked like a waif. Big brown eyes looked up at Arlon with all innocence.

      “She wants to know what we want with her,” Eva said.

      “I understand if you didn’t like the music,” the musician said. Her speaking voice was an octave higher than her singing voice. “But why are you arresting me?”

      “I told her,” Eva said. “Suspicion of being an accomplice.”

      “I didn’t do anything,” the musician said.

      “What’s your name?” Arlon said.

      “Teejay,” the musician said. She swallowed. “Are you taking me to the cops?”

      “We should keep this between us,” Wills said, meeting Arlon’s eye. “S.D.D. and Authority.”

      Kilo came up. His face was ashen. There was a lot of blood, that was for sure.

      “Kilo?” Arlon said.

      “The cops will be here momentarily.” Kilo swallowed. He was a navigator. This kind of thing was not on his radar really. “They’ll mop up, I guess.”

      “And they’ll be asking questions,” Wills said. “Which will slow down our investigations. Don’t you think?”

      “Your office nearby?” Arlon said.

      Wills smiled. “Two levels up, two blocks over.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The offices of the Special Defense Directive were spacious and airy. Unusual in this buried city.

      The walls were a gentle sky blue, and the lighting was muted, coming from strips where the ceiling met the walls.

      A corridor led away from the open reception area into the offices proper. Wills Endreanne led them along, greeting others as he went. Some were in street clothes—quite an array, from animal skins, to business suits—and others were in uniform. Like cops, but kind of crisper and darker. Less insignia.

      The smells of coffee and humanity wafted. Perhaps they were in a way one and the same. Coffee had been a standard since prehistory.

      Two of the uniformed officers, under Wills’s direction, took the musician away to holding.

      “Get her details,” Wills told them. “We’ll come interview her in fifteen. Maybe ten.”

      “Sir,” the first of the officers said. “Cell sixty-two.”

      “Very good.”

      There were shimmer walls along the corridor. The kinds of things that could be shut off anytime to turn the space from offices into conference rooms, into holding cells, into, well, a ball court if it took their fancy. The ceiling was pretty high.

      Wills led them to an office right against the back wall. Something behind the steely surface hummed. This kind of place would have services and air systems all over. Hidden behind walls and under floors. Keeping a buried city ventilated and temperate took some work.

      The office exuded a table and four chairs as soon as the four of them walked in. White, complex fingery things that were probably more comfortable than they looked.

      Wills sat. He knocked his knuckles on the table. A slot opened and cups formed up. A spigot too.

      “Coffee?” he said.

      “Please,” Eva said, sitting and adjusting. “Black?”

      Wills smiled. “We can do that.”

      Kilo asked for a froutte. Wills raised his eyebrows, but looked at the table. A glowing display flickered at him.

      “Froutte we can do.”

      The spigot filled one cup. Eva’s black.

      “Arlon?” Wills said.

      “Water?”

      “Two waters then.”

      The spigot blobbed out Kilo’s froutte. A bubbling concoction that was more chocolate colored than coffee. Smelled of butterscotch. Then, two waters.

      “So,” Wills said, sitting back. “We have a musician in custody. We have five bodies. Three security goons and two family members.”

      “From the families in question,” Arlon said. He took his water and drank. It was crisp and clear and cool and good. It washed away the taste of the bar perfectly.

      “Sammyn and Chasse,” Eva said. “Question is how it all happened. I remember watching, but feeling very distant.”

      “Likewise,” Kilo said. He held his cup under his nose and swirled the liquid, inhaling. Was that how you had a froutte? So many little things that cultures hid away.

      Kilo wasn’t the newest member of Arlon’s crew—that was Emme Jonette the prospector—but he was second. Even so, Arlon should have known about this froutte if it was a Kilo thing.

      Hard not to find out the quirks of everyone on your crew when you were with them practically all the time. Skipping between stars for weeks on end made for a lot of games of upgammon and squibble-ball. Lots of time to get to know people.

      “What I want to do,” Wills said, “is leave some of that to the local cops. They can mop up, run forensics, tap into simulations and extrapolations of the situation.”

      “We’re not hunting down this guy?” Kilo said.

      “You bet we are. What I want to know is, your interest. Why you’re here?”

      “Sammyn and Chasse families,” Arlon said. “They’ve been expanding out onto other worlds. Setting up their operations on at least five.”

      At least, that was the limited information he had from the Authority. Something about pursuing problems back to their source.

      Wills nodded. “Which raises your interest?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “So what is your plan?”

      “Find tracking data on the guy. Interview the musician. Figure out what the guy wanted with them. Who he was.”

      “All that,” Will said. He picked up his own cup and took a deep draft.

      “I’m guessing that the S.D.D.’s interest is similar to our own. Catching these guys and putting a stop to their activities.”

      “That’s right. Extortion, protection, hyperdrugs. They’ve been on the edge of a turf war, but it’s looking like they’re planning some kind of truce.”

      “Divvying up the cities?” Eva said.

      “That’s it.”

      “Which will make their activities a whole lot harder to suppress and control,” Arlon said.

      “Exactly.”

      “But now two of them are dead,” Kilo said. “And two of them are missing.”

      “So there’s a third faction,” Eva said.

      Wills said nothing.

      “How can we help,” Arlon said.

      Wills sighed. “We’re under-resourced here, let me tell you.”

      “We can interview the musician,” Eva said.

      “Great, with one of my officers, maybe.”

      “We could get the others down from the Bright Edge,” Kilo said. “If we’re running a manhunt for this big guy, well, the more eyes the better.”

      Wills looked back and forth between Kilo and Arlon. “There are more of you?”

      “Holly, Olivia, Emme and Marto,” Arlon said.

      “Seven,” Wills said. “Stands to reason, I suppose. You have a starship to run.”

      “Oh.” Wills seemed oddly uncomfortable with the idea. As if three members of the Authority he could cope with, but seven was too much. “Well, yes. Let’s get them down. We can liaise with the local cops. Get this part of things resolved quickly. Then perhaps we can all work together and figure out our common goals.”

      Arlon nodded. Sipped from his water. He didn’t quite have a  read on Wills Endreanne just yet. An odd feeling. Usually Arlon could peg people pretty quick.

      “I’m assuming, of course,” Wills went on, “that you have the kind of flexibility.”

      “Oh yeah,” Eva said. “We really do.”

      Arlon nodded at her. “You want to interview this woman, don’t you?”

      “She did something. To me.” Eva frowned. “I really don’t like that. So, let me at her.”

      “All right,” Wills said, standing. “Let’s get this work underway.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Eva Strong had been with the Authority since she’d quit her way out of the University of Eden eight years back. Marine biology had seemed like a good idea at the time.

      She’d grown up back on Earth. Even studied some there before leaving. Skipping out in search of something.

      Still searching.

      The S.D.D. office was an odd thing. But then, every space here in Braigh was odd. Fully-enclosed. Which meant no weather. Almost like a giant ship. Except with gravity. And millions of people.

      She took her coffee with her as the uniformed S.D.D. officer led her through to cell sixty-two. Not there were sixty-one other cells. More like three. Labeled Sixty through Sixty-Four.

      Maybe there were others through the city. Other offices.

      “I’m May,” the officer said. She was maybe twenty-five. Seven years Eva’s junior. May had dark brown hair and bright blue eyes. She was slight—a good half a head shorter than Eva—and looked fresh and enthusiastic. A good thing. Hopefully she could retain it.

      “Eva.”

      “Three letter names,” May said. “As if our parents knew we’d be involved in the law.” She took a disk handheld and pressed it to the lock on cell sixty-two’s door. “You know, three-letter acronyms.”

      “I get it.”

      The cell door creaked open, as if it needed some maintenance. May put her handheld away and looked in. The faint smell of old urine wafted out.

      “Your prisoner,” May said, standing at the side of the door.

      “Not mine.” Eva stepped into the cell.

      The walls were gray plasteen, and the single bed was little more than an exuded shelf with a thin pad mattress.

      The musician sat on it, right in the corner. Back pressed in. Feet on the pad, knees up, thighs against her chest. Arms wrapped around.

      The strange snake-charmer hat she’d worn was gone. Her hair was a tousled clumpy mess. Cut short, blonde and gray and black. Dyed or some genetic treatment.

      “Her name’s Oriolle Orion,” May said. “According to her thumbprint. Eighteen years old. No priors. Been singing for a living for three years. No next of kin.”

      “Thanks.” Eva took another step into the cell. A chair exuded from the floor and she sat. “Oriolle.”

      Oriolle didn’t look up. Stayed dead still. Was she even breathing?

      May stayed in the doorway.

      “Oriolle,” Eva said. She took a sip from her coffee. Getting cold already. “My name’s Eva Strong. I’m from the Authority. We need to ask you a few questions.”

      Oriolle took a deep breath. She looked up. “You’re allowed to ask questions of course. Don’t mean I gotta answer.”

      “Exactly right.” Eva nodded. Really she should have stopped Arlon and Kilo from going off on their manhunt. Should have sent Kilo to do this interview. Eva was far better qualified for searching for someone.

      “Thing is,” Eva said, “you answer, you get out of here sooner. Otherwise they’ll just hold you. There’s probably some clause about obstruction of justice.”

      “Well if there’s no justice, then there’s no obstruction.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Oriolle shook her head.

      “She means,” May said, “that if we don’t catch your guy, then he can’t be brought to justice. If she’s said nothing, there’s no obstruction.”

      Eva nodded. She drank the rest of her coffee. It was actually pretty good, for something straight out of a spigot. “Well, Oriolle. We’re going to catch him. Foregone. So you might as well help us out here.”

      Oriolle shook her head. She had the slightest of smiles. “You won’t catch him. Not Nas. No one’s catching him.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Oriolle Orion shivered in the cramped cell. The bench was hard and cold. The wall pressed into her back.

      At least it smelled good. Like Gaelie’s apartment, freshly cleaned with earthy chemicals. Oriolle hadn’t been locked up before, but she’d heard it could be pretty dire. The stink of urine and vomit. Bad food and cops who hit and electrocuted you.

      She wanted to go home. Lie in bed and snuggle up under her grandmother’s quilted blanket. It was getting pretty threadbare now, but it was all Oriolle had left of her family. Brother excepted.

      Shouldn’t they have just asked her some questions at the scene and let her go?

      It had been horrible. Bodies and fighting. People getting really badly hurt.

      Beaten up by Nas.

      No surprise, really. Who would be able to beat him up? Two hundred kilos of enhanced muscle wrapped around a strengthened skeleton.

      What had she even done, really? Played her music. Helped out a friend. Well, not really a friend. A friend of her brother Cray.

      He was the guy knew about Abe Liurd and Nas and all the other stuff. Neck deep in it all, maybe more. All those experiments.

      Oriolle sighed.

      Should have known better.

      Should have said no, said she just wanted to go out an play. People were always mesmerized by her music. It was the one thing she had going for her.

      Probably wrecked now. Who would hire her if she got charged now?

      Well, maybe they would give her something to eat and drink. Didn’t they have to do that? Maybe that was after holding her for a certain amount of time.

      She wished she had her quitarre. She was getting tense without it. Really, that was the least they could do. She could sit here and entertain herself.

      That was what she did anyway. Just played the same thing whether she was at home alone, or in front of an audience. Or try some new things. Some of the chords she’d been learning lately really made her stretch her fingers.

      Sitting around here was just a waste of time.

      “Hey!” she shouted. “Hey! How about getting me my quitarre?”

      One of the corners of the room had a spot camera. She waved to get attention.

      “How about it?” she said.

      But there was no response.

      Of course.

      She was stuck here waiting. Who knew what would happen to Cray?

      “Sorry, brother,” she whispered. “I really messed up.”

      But it was him who’d messed up.

      Oriolle swallowed.

      She hoped she got to see him again.
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      Arlon and Kilo followed Wills through the small S.D.D. complex. It was clear they were under-resourced. They had more space than people using it. And even then, it was clear there weren’t a whole lot of spaces.

      Just the sound of it. The layout of the corridors.

      It was kind of odd, though. Braigh’s structure—a single construction within a deep, deep hole—meant that things were continuous. Cut through a dividing wall, and you’d find yourself in another space. You could keep doing that until you hit the hole’s bedrock wall.

      Almost unnerving.

      Wills led them to what was clearly the control room. Just in back of the reception lobby. The room had six main stations, with wide arcing displays and desk panels. Only two of the stations were active, the other four sitting dark and idle. The room smelled musty.

      The two active displays had officers seated at them. One male, one female. One had kicked off his shoes and was slouched low in his seat. Kind of like the bodyguards back in the bar. Maybe it was a cultural thing out here.

      Wills made quick introductions. The man was Analyst first class Yann Doglass, the woman was Trainee Designate Annabett Emainol. Both were wearing the standard issue black-blue uniforms, with badges and piping and trim.

      “Yann,” Wills said. “Let’s show our guests our progress.”

      The man without shoes turned to them. He nodded and sat up straighter.

      Three chairs formed up from the floor for them to sit around behind Yann’s seat. Arlon sat

      The display had various sections. The curve was close to a quarter sphere. Like the peel of an eaten orange slice. Hanging lines joined some of the sections, filaments creating visual linkages.

      “All right,” Yann said. He had a deep voice. Resonant. He could have sung counterpoint to the musician from the bar. “Let me show you what we’ve got.”

      He brought up various actual and virtual feeds from around the area of the bar. Footage that showed Arlon, Eva and Kilo arriving earlier in the evening. More that showed the well-dressed members of the Chasse and Sammyn families, together with their four bodyguards.

      “That one,” Arlon said, pointing into the imagery. “Stop it there.”

      “What do you see, boss?” Kilo said.

      “She wasn’t one of the slouchers. She was at a separate table.”

      “I saw that,” Yann said. His hands wiped quickly across the blank desk and the imagery shifted around. An image came up from inside the bar. The solitary bodyguard sitting upright at the third table. The line display glowing up at her face.

      “She left,” Kilo said.

      “Exactly.” Arlon leaned in closer to get a better feel for the woman.

      She had long hair, but tied in a tight bun at the back of her head. Impossible to tell exactly how long the hair was. Her skin had some odd blemishes across the left and right cheeks. Reddish spots
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