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      There are three stages of the hopeless.

      The first is denial. When hope is threatened, everyone—every single last person—bends past the plausible into that place in their hearts where hope still somehow survives.

      For me that last hope lurked in the Gravity Garden, near the top of the city-station Nicodemia. Thick trumpetvines snaked over fiberstone arches, blooming in shocks of red and orange, grown huge from the absence of adversity in the Hallow bead of the station. Up here in the bead closest to the core, the simulated gravity was barely a stern suggestion let alone the law. Somewhere, a lilac bloomed, its heady aroma meandering through the smooth, narrow pathways like the specter of a lost spirit.

      Above me, the luminous violet glow of simulated night filtered through the fingers of the sprawling honeylocust trees.

      “Are you sure you haven’t seen her?” I was asking a pair of stereotypical Travelers. The descendants of Nicodemia’s original passengers tended to be heavyset and tall, with soft features and upturned noses. I pressed a printout image closer so they could see it in the dim light. “She might not have been smiling.”

      The man, to his credit, took the time to peer at the image of the grinning girl. The printed photograph was the only recent image her desperate father could find. In the picture, Destiny Alverez wore a yellow dress. Bright makeup covered half her face.

      “She isn’t from here, is she?” the woman asked in the haughty accent of someone who had never left the luxurious prison of her Hallow home.

      Nicodemia was composed of three beads. Heavy Nicodemia dangled at the end of the long chain, where the spin gravity crushed its working populace in both body and spirit. Haven was named for the refuge from Earth it became when Nicodemia was a generation ship hundreds of years ago. Hallow Nicodemia, where the garden lay, was the bead with the lowest simulated gravity and the highest concentration of generational wealth.

      “Maybe the gardener would recognize her,” said the man.

      “Yes,” said the woman. “Maybe check back in the morning, and Mr. Mance can help you.”

      The man nodded. “I’m sure he would know her.” It wasn’t the first time someone had mentioned the gardener. According to these people, being from the lower beads meant that the woman I was looking for was of the servant class, and all servants knew each other, right?

      I did my best to bury my frustration. “She’s someone’s daughter, asshole.” I towered almost as tall as the man, due to my long childhood in lighter gravity, but a decade living in the Heavies had hardened me. The guy didn’t flinch, even though he probably should have.

      “She looks old enough to make her own decisions,” the woman said. “Maybe she left on her own accord.”

      “Nicodemia’s a closed system,” I said. “Destiny Alverez hasn’t left the city.”

      The woman brushed me aside with a wave of her manicured fingers. “Alverez? Honey, don’t we know an Alverez?”

      The man’s brow furrowed. “Any relation to the colony scientist?”

      “Maybe she followed her mother,” said the woman.

      “Planetary colonies are restricted to scientists,” I said.

      “They can’t all be scientists out there,” said the man. “Who would do the cleaning?”

      “Maybe it’s an egalitarian utopia,” I said.

      They stared at me like I’d spoken in tongues.

      Destiny’s mother was indeed a scientist on the Magdalene Moon colony. By all accounts, Petunia Alverez ran the vast terraforming project. Even with that connection, there was no way Destiny would be accepted into the project. Not even to scrub toilets or clean dishes.

      The photograph disappeared back into my coat as I left the couple. Like the dozen others I’d questioned that night, they offered nothing useful.

      The second stage of the hopeless is desperation. Even when it’s too late to deny that hope is lost, we cling to the myth that the world bends to a strong will. Sometimes a stubborn soul can open the gates of heaven.

      Reginald Alverez, Destiny’s father, was also a scientist, but even he had never been permitted to visit the colonies. Maybe that was because he wasn’t the geologist they needed for the project. Or maybe it was because Destiny’s mother didn’t want him around. Either way, Destiny wasn’t exactly the type of girl to follow in her parents’ footsteps. She would never have left the Hallows, let alone Nicodemia.

      In my search for the young woman, every clue I found led me to this garden. The Gravity Lounge, the Hallow’s most opulent, exclusive club, loomed above as I wound my way through the twisting paths. It glowed in the violet night like a big lump of bioluminescent fungi. As I watched from the lush greenery of the garden, flying cabs landed on its summit.

      Shadows swallowed the form of a man on the other side of the nearby hedge. He was medium height. Broad shoulders. I caught the hint of a white square decorating his collar.

      A priest out in the middle of the night wasn’t strange in a station city built by Catholics. They were just as likely to visit a garden in the middle of the night as anyone else. He was a big man, likely a native of the Hallows, but in the shadowed night, through the glossy leaves, I couldn’t make out the features of his face.

      I thought of speaking out right then but thought better of it. There was no sign that he saw me, and if he was someone I wanted to talk to, then chances were good that he didn’t want to talk to me.

      The air went still, and it took me a moment to realize the absence of the man’s breath. I held my own, hoping he wouldn’t hear me in the shadowy dark.

      He turned on his heel and stalked away.

      I liked to think of myself as a complex person. The greatest tragedy of my life—the death of my parents—shaped me long ago. It got me excommunicated from Trinity, the station’s governing AI, so that I was ignored by every computerized system from lights to food vending to automatic doors. It formed me into the kind of person who investigated every shady lie and fixed every broken system. I liked to think of myself as the kind of person who considered every action carefully before acting.

      But like a poorly trained Doberman, when someone fled, I chased.

      My footsteps thudded on the smooth fiberstone floor. The light gravity made traction tricky, but I grasped a trellis with one hand and pulled myself forward fast enough to see the priest’s heel through a narrow gap in the hedge. Three long steps and I rounded a corner to crash into a wall of ivy. I could almost sense the gardener’s disapproval as fragile leaves broke under my weight.

      A crunch to my right. The priest was escaping on a parallel path. I shoved off the wall, skipped against the cobblestone, and pushed forward. My feet quickly grew accustomed to the low gravity. I’d been raised in this nonsense, and chasing my sister through our garden estate was a memory I would cherish forever. That was before she lost the use of her legs and half her sense of humor in the crash that killed our parents.

      Back then, I was fast and skinny. Years in the Heavies had left me fast and huge.

      Fast didn’t mean much in a maze, though.

      A trellis cracked under the force of my grip as I launched myself forward. I heard the priest up ahead. He yelped as he crashed past some innocent sap out for a stroll. His footsteps thudded hard and fast.

      I broke into the garden’s central court. A fountain shot water in a smooth arc, low gravity allowing the liquid to form into spheres that gently drifted down to settle into the quiet pool. From this central location radiated a dozen paths.

      The priest was a shadow in the soft violet of the path straight ahead. He had already rounded the fountain. I jumped straight over.

      The lights followed him, illuminating gently as he passed. It helped me spot him as he rounded the next corner. Lights didn’t illuminate for me, so when my feet hit the floor, they hit in the complete blackness of the void of space. I misjudged the landing, my ankle twisting under me. A spike of pain lanced up my leg. I swore and limped forward.

      By the time I reached the corner, the priest’s light was gone. Disappeared in one of three directions. I had no choice but to guess. I took the center path.

      Walking now, wincing in pain, I drew a slender lighter from my pocket, lit a cigarette, and kept the lighter out to illuminate the darkness at my feet. The canopy was thick in this part of the garden, and the violet sky was almost hidden.

      The floor was smooth. Perfect. Unscuffed. I wouldn’t expect to see evidence of the priest’s passage, but I wouldn’t expect a priest to flee from a man like me. It didn’t make much sense, but then again, why wouldn’t I expect a priest to act guilty? God-fearing Catholics felt more guilt than anyone else I know.

      Except for myself, maybe.

      Hairs on the back of my neck prickled. Dread settled into the pit of my stomach. I’d lost the priest, but something was off in this dark section of the garden. Under the warm lilac scent, there lingered the deep sweetness of rot. The candlelight glow of my lighter suffocated in the thick black of the ivy arches.

      Paths branched from the central tunnel. I peered into each as I passed by, but my light barely touched the darkness within. The scuff of the priest’s footsteps no longer reached my sensitive ears. My chest deflated, and the tension eased from my muscles.

      It was probably nothing. The priest – if it even was a priest – might have been there for anything. Secret sex. Clandestine bribery. Priests weren’t immune to temptation.

      Still, I strolled through the dark, peering into each side passage. Ahead, the violet glow increased, flickering like a giant purple bonfire. The Gravity Lounge lay up ahead. This path led straight to the gated revelry of the famous club.

      At the end of a path, a glint caught my eye. I waved my lighter as I drew a deep pull from my smoldering cigarette.

      There. Nestled under the overgrown mass of a clematis, beneath the double-petaled purple inflorescence, sat something covered in mirrored squares. I reached down, brushed the plants away, and peered at the thing.

      A purse. Could be anyone’s, but the quickening of my heart told me it was Destiny’s. I picked it up to check, but my hand came back wet. I flashed my lighter around again and saw the splatter on the smooth stone. Across the leafy green.

      Blood. A lot of it.

      When hope is undeniably lost, and desperation is a glint of starlight in the great void of space, those who walk the path of the hopeless will find themselves in the final stage.

      That final stage is me. I’m Jude Demarco. The last hope for the hopeless.
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      Three plastic triangles slightly larger than my thumbnail with rounded corners and varying thickness, each with the upward-arrow logo of the Gravity Lounge. A slender silver key with the number seven etched into its handle. A leather journal, half filled with a language nothing like any I’ve seen on the station. A playing card. Joker, with an image of a leering clown holding the red-and-green planet Mars in his left hand.

      A slender bundle of Destiny Alverez’s calling cards and a roll of dimes.

      In theory, nobody needed money in Nicodemia. Trinity managed Karma for any who wished to pay for the station’s non-necessary features. Food and shelter were guaranteed. Clothing, also, to an extent. Anything else depended on Trinity’s judgment of a person’s actions based on how well those actions supported the AI’s interpretation of body, soul, and community. Good deeds boosted Karma.

      Being excommunicated meant I wasn’t part of the Karma system. Trinity didn’t care if I lived or died. For me and others who had failed to maintain a decent Karma rating, there were dimes. Dimes fed appetites and fueled black markets.

      I flipped a dime to a driver as he dropped off a couple of Travelers at one of the garden’s several entrances. “Fetch the police. Quickly.”

      He sneered at the coin but pocketed it. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      It had taken too long to find someone to help, and I was itching for answers. To the newly delivered Travelers, I said, “Get some lights on the upspiral wing.”

      They stared at me.

      “A girl’s been hurt.”

      One of them spoke into a small device. After a delay, the lights for that end of the garden flared to life. It would be hours before the simulated sun rose, but the harsh white maintenance lights washed out the color of the blooming flowers and annihilated the shadows. It turned the serene maze into an affront to the senses.

      When I returned to the scene of the crime, the story was much easier to read. It was a story written in blood, and it didn’t start with the bloody purse in the back of a dead end. It started on the main path, just outside the central fountain.

      “Mark this,” I said before I realized nobody was listening. A crowd had gathered to stare, but they weren’t about to help.

      Two drops of blood glistened on the smooth stone at the base of a currant hedge. Fresh dark blood, same as the blood under the purse. It couldn’t have been more than an hour old. Maybe two. I continued down the path toward the Gravity Lounge, noting the spots of red at odd intervals.

      Destiny had been attacked first near the central fountain. She had run. A smear of blood on the glossy leaves of a hibiscus shone as bright as the plant’s red flowers. She had stumbled. Bad footwear, maybe. The blood here wasn’t enough to prove that she had bled out, but if she was attacked again here, maybe—maybe she staggered from another blow.

      Another stab.

      Bullet wounds don’t bleed like this. They spatter. A deep slash would have resulted in more blood than a few drops every dozen feet. A shallow stab might have done this. A cut in the meat of her hand would explain the blood on the plant as she reached out to catch herself.

      I drew a long breath. Moving slowly along the path, I did my best to throttle the urgency roaring in my brain. She was hurt. That much was certain. Destiny Alverez might not be dead, but she was definitely badly injured. Everything I saw urged me to work faster. But faster wouldn’t get me to her. I needed to know everything I could know.

      For instance, why did she have calling cards? The minimalistic cards showed only her first name and a contact number. Anybody with access to a screen could have looked up the same number. These were meant as reminders to her clientele, which was interesting because I didn’t know she had clients.

      Identity was the core of the Trinity AI. It knew who everyone was at all times. Often, people attempted to conceal their identities. They would find a dead spot where Trinity wasn’t watching, change their appearance, and emerge supposedly de-identified.

      It rarely worked. Sometimes Trinity would see through their ruse, and their crimes would mar their Karma. Sometimes Trinity would respect their attempt at anonymity. But the machine always knew. In the liminal spaces between the station and the deep void, I could access Trinity’s subsystems, so I could see a clearer view of what it actually knew. It understood the subterfuge that happened throughout its city.

      Mostly, it just didn’t care.

      Somehow, Trinity sometimes calculated that identity subterfuge was part of a thriving community. It supported “community,” one of the core tenets of the governing AI, so the ruse was allowed to continue. Even if that meant criminals walked among us. Sometimes that meant people literally got away with murder.

      I hoped this wasn’t murder. The blood continued along the long garden path, smeared under a shoe at one point. I peered at the print a long time before realizing it was from my own worn pair of loafers. I had stepped in this spot of blood previously on my way through. A few steps past that, the blood flow increased. Around the corner leading to the dead end, drops came in fives and tens, not just ones and twos. She’d been stabbed again, maybe. Or she had moved slowly.

      Stepping carefully past the drops of blood, I made my way to the end of the path, where the purse still sat open on the ground. After discovering the blood, I carefully poked through it, but I hadn’t noticed how much blood was around it. It sprayed across the lower leaves of the hedge, spattering the thick leaves. This was enough. My heart pounded in my chest—enough to kill someone if they didn’t get medical attention.

      But I still didn’t know if she was dead. My mouth went dry. A kid like this—only twenty, according to her records—didn’t deserve to die. She’d left her father and ventured out on her own, for reasons he hadn’t understood—or at least hadn’t explained.

      It came back to the calling cards. Why had she needed them? Trinity could drop messages to anyone anywhere on the station.

      I nudged the purse with a knuckle and peered inside. The police would want the crime scene to be undisturbed, but I needed to know. If she was alive nearby, I’d need to find her.

      What if she was still in the maze?

      The path ended in a thick hedge with fat, thorny branches. It wouldn’t have been possible to force her way through. Even if she were healthy, that wouldn’t work. Not without breaking some branches and leaving some skin. Where had she gone? Could she have bandaged herself and then moved back through the maze? It might have been possible, but then what happened to her attacker?

      Something else had happened, and the dread in my belly told me I wasn’t going to like it. Every scenario I could think of involved her body being carried away by the killer. Where to, I couldn’t guess. How, I wasn’t sure. But there was a lot of blood on that ground.

      If there was one thing I wasn’t any good at finding in the city of Nicodemia, it was hope, but this mystery dug at my gut. I nudged the purse open again. Those calling cards still bothered me, so I took one. The plastic triangles intrigued me too. Some sort of message chip? I picked the small leather book from the purse and flipped through it. Same as the first time I’d handled it, the symbols inside didn’t make any sense. It was encoded somehow, and if Destiny was smart, she wasn’t going to leave the key anywhere easy to find.

      In the eyes of my sister, I was a no-good layabout. My days were spent on trivial things, and nothing I ever did amounted to any worth. In the eyes of the wealthy residents of the Hallows, I was a handyman. I fixed things that needed to be fixed. To the poor of the Heavies, I was a medic. When it was people who needed fixing, I could draw on my tenuous connection to Trinity’s complex system and use the medic training I had received long ago.

      In my heart, I was an investigator, and when something piqued my curiosity, I grabbed hold of it and never let go, not even if the station around me crumbled and the thin threads of society began to fray.

      That journal caught my curiosity, shook it, and held it tight.

      I pocketed the little book and stood up. The garden entrance to the Gravity Lounge was only a short walk away. As I approached, I took in the grand, sweeping architecture and the modern clean-cut lines. The building was like a great pink monument to ambition with the bowed pillars of its arched entry.

      A man stepped from the shadowed alcove as I mounted the wide steps. In the twilight, he looked like a gargoyle protecting its ancient castle.

      “I just need to look around inside,” I said.

      As it turned out, a person needed to be someone to gain entry to the Gravity Lounge, and I was the same old nobody I’d always been.

      “I promise you won’t get in trouble,” I said. I read the stitched name on the breast of his sky-blue polo. “Wesley?”

      “This is a private club,” Wesley said.

      “I’m looking for a girl,” I told the bouncer. “She might be in trouble.”

      He didn’t need to flex his bulging muscles to intimidate me. The rigid square of his jaw and the glint of his polished sunglasses did the job well enough. He didn’t need to flex, but he did anyway. I can appreciate a man going above and beyond to excel at his chosen profession.

      “Plenty of trouble to go around.” His voice resonated against the fiberstone of the ornate entryway. “Lot of people are in trouble.”

      “This one involves a certain kind of life-threatening trouble,” I said. “She’s around twenty. Medium height. Hair might have been just about any color.”

      The big guy didn’t exactly frown. Something tensed in the rigid musculature of his jaw.

      I continued, “Evidence says she’d have been in trouble recently. Maybe around midnight. Lot of blood.”

      He didn’t make the mistake of crossing his arms. That might have slowed him down if I’d decided, like the fool I am, to take a swing at him. Instead, his arms hung like girders of forged steel at his sides, his dark skin glistening in the early morning light.

      I met his gaze for several long seconds, trying to show him that I wasn’t intimidated by his obvious show of force. I was, though. I definitely was, but sometimes it’s important not to flinch. “I’ll just have a look around outside, then.”

      “She didn’t come this way,” he said. For some reason, I believed him.

      He watched me all the way back down the stairs to the garden entrance. When he saw me pause, he touched one finger to his ear and spoke. That wasn’t going to be good. Then, he crossed his hulking arms and stood up, dwarfed by the enormous building.

      People liked buildings. Even on an enormous station in the middle of an unoccupied solar system, homes and businesses and places of worship were crafted to look like the buildings that made up the old Earth cities. There were churches with spires that would have touched the heavens and squat restaurants with quaint decor and unique odors. The propensity for buildings wasn’t about having an efficient use of space. It certainly wasn’t that. It turned out, after years of experimentation, that there was something hardcoded into the human psyche that made us love the sky. Maybe it was aspirational star-gazing or a quality in the air, but people didn’t thrive in tunnels.

      There were still tunnels in Nicodemia Station, but the Gravity Lounge sprouted from the edge of the garden like a great glowing cathedral. Rumor was that it had its own recycler and its own access through the airlock. It was a completely independent structure latched onto a system that thrived on its interdependence. Its sheer walls stretched up into the haze of the simulated sky, touching the very topmost layer of Hallow Nicodemia’s great spiral. In this position, it was easy to be intimidated by the building’s presence and difficult to remember that it was nothing more than one small, knobby lump on the inside of the great chain we call Nicodemia.

      Every building had a front door, a back door, and any number of entrances that nobody wanted others to know about. If I was lucky, I might be able to find one of these entrances. All I wanted was to look around. Destiny Alverez wasn’t in the garden. If she was, the police would find her. The blue would also find her if she was wandering bloody in the streets downspiral. They might even figure out how to locate her if she was a body being dumped somewhere. There weren’t many ways to get rid of a body in Nicodemia.

      But the blue wouldn’t enter the Gravity Lounge. The Hallows was the wealthiest district, and great wealth bought secrecy and subterfuge. If she was in there, the police might never find her, and that wasn’t acceptable.

      I tapped my shoe on the grassy path along the upspiral end of the Gravity Garden. If I could find a hollow, I might be able to find a way into the tunnels beneath the building. It was a long shot, but I’ve taken long shots before.

      Thing about long shots is that, by definition, they almost never worked out.

      A rumble in an adjacent branch of the maze sounded like the growl of an angry dog.

      No. That was the growl of an angry dog. I crossed to the dense hedge and tried to hear the movement on the other side. There was a snarl and a snap, followed by a string of curses. Through the foliage, I saw a pair of workers, a massive Doberman, and a man toting a guitar case. They’d run into each other on the path, and the dog looked like he was about ready to tear the guitarist apart.

      “Just-Just tranq him,” said the guitarist.

      “This guy’s supposed to meet Cain tonight,” replied the man with the leash. He had a thick Heavies accent. He yanked the leash and the dog yelped. “That’s right, you little shit,” he spat.

      There was a struggle and the group moved on. Curious, I followed along my parallel path, wondering if mine would eventually intersect with theirs. It didn’t. It veered in the opposite direction.

      Wesley was right. There was plenty of trouble to go around.

      “Well, well, well,” said a voice up ahead as I stepped into the clearing. “If it isn’t Big Man Truth himself.”

      The policeman wore his official blues. He gripped a baton in one hand and a scanner in the other.

      In the eyes of the law, I was a no-good, unaccountable, good-for-nothing criminal. I slowly raised my hands in surrender.
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      “I’m telling you,” I said for the hundredth time, “you gotta have your guys search the area.” I sat in a chair so uncomfortable that it should have been declared a war crime.

      The cops shot me a couple of blank stares across a fibersteel table. The two fellas looked about as dim as the single bulb that glowed above us and about half as useful.

      The guy on the left, whose badge named him Echo, had a thick mustache, more than the usual allotment of chins, and an expression that was both accusing and bored. “I think you misunderstand who’s in charge here.”

      Halders, the other officer, had a pronounced Adam’s apple, searching eyes, and a poorly centered tuft of beard valiantly surviving on his otherwise clean-shaven jaw that might have been an ill-advised attempt at a soul patch. “We have people searching the maze,” he said in a rich baritone. “But what we need to understand is your involvement.”

      “Are you supposed to be the likable cop?” I asked. “Because it’s not working.”

      Halders flashed a crooked smile. “We do our best with what charm God gives us.”

      Dammit, it was working. He was still an asshole, but he was a likable one.

      Echo slammed his palm on the table. “Listen, Demarco, we’re not screwing around here. If you don’t want to spend the next week in lockup, you’ll start talking right now.”

      “Send your people into the Gravity Lounge,” I said. “Or let me go so I can find the girl.”

      Echo’s jaw flexed.

      “It’s a matter of jurisdiction,” Halders apologized. “There’s only so much we can do up there.”

      These men weren’t native to Hallows. Many of the cops in the bead weren’t Travelers, but it felt odd to have an investigation this important run by two yokels from south of the border. Wouldn’t the richest district want their policing run in-house?

      Then again, most of the natives of the Hallows considered themselves above such a lowly position. They’d rather live off rolling investments and complicated pyramid-style Karma schemes than walk a beat.

      I said, “There’s a girl out there who needs our help.”

      Halders peered at me. “You looking for her?”

      “We all have jobs to do.”

      Halders said, “You just looking for this one person or are you going to find all our missing persons?”

      “We’re on a closed station,” I said. “There are no missing people.”

      Echo said, “That’s not what the board in the break room says.”

      “Maybe those people just don’t want to be found by you,” I said. “Destiny’s actually in danger. If someone took her, you gotta find the creep.”

      “We found a creep,” said Echo.

      “I’m the one who called you in,” I roared.

      “The head gardener called us in,” said Echo. “Said there was a suspicious guy lurking around disturbing the guests.”

      “You’ve got to get cops into the Gravity Lounge.”

      “Nobody gets into the Gravity Lounge,” said Halders.

      “What’s your angle?” asked Echo. “Get our boys into the most elite nightclub in all the Hallows to knock around looking for criminal behavior? What’s your agenda, Mr. Demarco? Who do you work for?”

      That was confidential. “I work for the girl.”

      Echo’s chins got blotchy. “How’d she hire you if she was missing.”

      “I don’t like to get into the business particulars.”

      Halders glanced at a screen in the palm of his hand. “Her father’s in town. You know anything about that?”

      I hadn’t realized he’d followed me up into the Hallows.

      Halders said, “He’ll vouch for you?”

      “That sounds like a question for him.” He had hired me, but I wasn’t going to tell them that.

      “I don’t give a damn,” said Echo. “So what if some Haven goon vouches for him?”

      This guy was really starting to irritate me. “Call Anders from the Heavies. He’s a cop.” The only good one I’d found.

      “From the Heavies,” said Echo, as if that meant the man couldn’t be trusted.

      “He’s got a good record, and he knows my business.” Anders didn’t know half what I did. He’d been a big help on a few tough cases down in the Heavies, but his trust only went so far. I was willing to push that to its limit if it would get me back on the street.

      Halders fired a message off on his tablet screen. “Run us through this again. How did your bloody footprints end up all over a crime scene?”

      I was starting to change my mind about liking this guy. “So you did send your people?”

      “Answer the question,” growled Echo.

      “You’re wasting your time talking to me,” I said.

      “You tampered with a crime scene,” Echo growled. “So it’s you wasting our time.”

      The journal burned a hole in my pocket, but I did my best not to draw attention to it. They hadn’t technically arrested me yet, so they hadn’t confiscated my possessions. After a quick pat-down for weapons, they had locked me in the interrogation room and subjected me to the torture of an uncomfortable chair and slightly warmer-than-ideal temperatures. The technique was about as transparent as it gets, but they’d failed to extract anything resembling a confession from me.

      “There was a priest,” I said to Halders.

      “Isn’t there always?”

      “He ran from me.”

      Echo raised an eyebrow. “You chased a priest?”

      “He ran.”

      “Would he have gotten away if he hadn’t?” Echo asked in a way that told me he already knew the answer.

      I did my best to stay relaxed, but my knuckles cracked. “There’s a reason people like me don’t like people like you.”

      “Look,” Halders said, “we’re doing our best here, but you were acting suspicious around a shiny new crime scene. What do you expect us to do?”

      I stood so fast that mankind’s worst chair clattered to the floor behind me. “I expect you to find the girl.” With that, I pushed past the two men, yanked open the interrogation room door, and stalked out.

      To my surprise, neither of them followed. Nobody tried to stop me.

      Morning broke as I stepped back into the Hallow Nicodemia streets. A dozen steps away lay the central spiral of the Hallows, with flying craft drifting across the vast open space inside a bead shaped like a child’s top—wide in the middle and narrow at top and bottom. The narrowing spiral above was lit with a bright white luminescence that seared through my eyes straight into the back of my caffeine-starved brain.

      “They say God’s brilliance shines brightest on those who deserve His light,” purred a woman’s voice beside me.

      I squinted against the penetrating sun. “Nobody deserves this.”

      “It’s refreshing, don’t you think? All this light after such a long night?”

      She leaned against a fibersteel lamppost, one patent leather shoe resting against the lamp’s vertical surface. Her suit was a sheer black that struck the morning light like wrought iron. When she saw she had my attention, her ruby lips quirked up in an amused smile, and the amber tips of her short, immaculately styled hair fluttered in the morning’s cool breeze.

      “Refreshing. Yeah, that was the word I was going to use.” I walked past. It would be a long hike upspiral back to the garden, and if I was ever going to get that long night’s sleep, I needed to move.

      The woman fell in alongside me, matching my pace with ease. Her tall stature didn’t leave any doubt that she wasn’t a native of the Heavies, but she could have been from either Haven or the Hallows. She was too thin to be a Traveler, but anyone would grow tall if they were raised in the reduced gravity of Hallow Nicodemia.

      “You’re not an easy man to find, Mr. Demarco,” she said.

      “People seem to manage.”

      “I want to help you.”

      I stopped and turned to her. In the harsh morning light, the traces of amber in her hair shone like veins of copper. “Ma’am, right now I’m on my way to the Gravity Lounge. I’m going to find a girl who needs to be found, whether she’s dead or alive, and then I’m going to get some sleep. When that’s all done, then maybe you can think about helping me, whatever that means to people like you.”

      Her voice went flat. “People like me?”

      “You know,” I said, tasting the long pause on the backs of my teeth. “Jesuits.”

      Her brow furrowed.

      I started walking, and she matched my pace. The pedestrian traffic started to choke the wide streets, and vendors assembled their stalls in well-lit alleys.

      “You need to be someone to get into the Gravity Lounge,” she said.

      “I find being no one gets me plenty of places.”

      She said, “I’m Lorentz, by the way. Ginnie Lorentz.”

      “And you’re someone?”

      “Not exactly.” She plucked two breakfast burritos from a vendor and paid him with a charming smile. The Karma exchange was handled by Trinity, as indicated by a flash of green on the man’s cart. She handed one paper-wrapped burrito to me. “But I’m not exactly no one either.”

      The burrito was full of eggs and salsa, with a smattering of spicy sausage and green peppers. I would have eaten a dozen, given the opportunity, but one was enough to fight back the crashing pressure of my headache and lightened my mood. “Demarco,” I said. “Jude Demarco.”

      “I know.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I think we have a lot in common,” she said.

      “It doesn’t take many differences to cancel out a whole lot of similarities.” A trio of kids ran past us, shouting. “I don’t always get along with priests.”

      Her ruby lips twitched a smile. “Good thing I’m really more of a monk.”

      “You don’t look like much of a monk.”

      “But you knew I was a Jesuit.”

      “Why are you here, Sister?”

      “You and I both seek the truth.”

      “In my experience, a priest’s truth doesn’t look much like the one on the street.”

      “I’m still not a priest.”

      “A nun?”

      “There are no Jesuit nuns. I’m a monk.”

      I shrugged.

      “Do you know anything about the Jesuit order?”

      “Soldiers of God,” I said. “Scientists. Evangelicals.”

      “My studies tend toward the science end of dogma,” Lorentz said. “We seek truth, even if it’s not convenient to the Church. We always have.”

      We rounded a lush strawberry patch where a stocky woman plucked her boss’s plump breakfast fruit. She had callouses on her knuckles and her blue eyes shone in the morning light. Around the long arc of the upper bead, the entrance to the Gravity Garden was marked by a wide silver arch covered in morning glory.

      “The blue should be crawling all over this place,” I said to Lorentz. “But they avoid it like the plague.”

      “Can you blame them for being a little intimidated by their betters?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Our eyes met and I saw a sparkle of mirth in her expression. There was a light openness to her that I’d rarely encountered with anyone from the faith. Still, her mannerisms made me nervous. The more I liked her, the more I was wary of my own gut instinct. I needed to know her agenda.

      “Do you know anything about Destiny Alverez that you’d like to share?” I asked.

      “Not particularly.”

      “Then you’re wrong. We don’t have anything in common.”

      “This is bigger than Destiny, Demarco. It’s bigger than both of us.”

      “It all is to people like you, isn’t it?” I said, not expecting an answer. “God’s plan and all that.”

      “God’s plan,” she agreed.

      I squared off with her and drew a deep, slow breath. It wouldn’t do to anger this woman, but I needed her to leave. I pointed at the arch over the garden’s entrance.

      “Whether it’s the best-connected politician in the Hallows or the poorest fisherman down in the Heavies, nobody in Nicodemia is more important to me than Destiny Alverez. She’s out there somewhere. Maybe she’s dead, maybe she’s fine. Maybe she’s gasping her last breath bleeding out into a gutter, but right now it’s her right to be found. Sure, maybe she doesn’t want to be found. Maybe she’s desperate for it. I don’t care. Finding Destiny Alverez is the right thing to do and for once I want to do something I don’t need to feel guilty about. If you don’t have something that’ll help me do that, then I’m going to have to politely ask you to scram. I have better things to do, and thank you for the burrito.”

      She stared at me for the span of a long breath. “How did you know I was Jesuit?”

      “There’s a curiosity about the universe that you only see in scientists and a certainty about the universe’s inner workings that you only find in the faith.” I drew back and took a good look at her: The slender curves of the black suit that perfectly contoured her body. The quirk of a smile on her full lips. The clever, knowing amusement in her eyes. “You have both, and to be honest, it’s a little scary.” I tipped my hat. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Lorentz.”

      Her lips parted in a smile that showed her gleaming teeth. “You’ll see me again soon enough.”

      That’s what I was afraid of.
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      I hoofed it up to Saint Lucy of the Light, the Hallow’s central cathedral. Inside, the place was that echoing kind of empty that churches got when not in use. A pair of priests lingered in the narthex, mumbling in respectful tones near a pair of sprawling ficus plants. They eyed me as I passed, but neither of them was the tall build of the man I’d seen in the Gravity Garden. Inside the main chapel, I found an old woman lighting a candle at the votive station. She shot me a cold look when I walked past, but she wasn’t the guy, so her business wasn’t mine.

      In the middle pews, a couple of lanky men spoke in hushed voices. I sat directly in front of them, and they shut up fast.

      Without turning around, I said, “I hear the middle pews are the best place for bad deeds.”

      One of them took the bait. “What are you, the blue? We’ve got sanctuary here.”

      Sanctuary. Trinity tallied Karma based on their good or bad deeds—measuring against the goods of body, soul, and community. That was suspended inside the church. Nobody but God judged people there. To a point.

      “I’m looking for a priest,” I said. “Medium build. Tall. Broad shoulders. Enjoys late-night walks in the Gravity Garden.”

      “I think I know a whore down in the Sinless who fits that description.”

      “Very funny.”

      “He doesn’t think so.”

      “Does he wear a collar?” I said.

      “Only when he’s not wearing a shirt.”

      “Or pants, for that matter,” said the other guy.

      “I’m looking for a guy wearing a priest’s collar and a shirt and pants, all at the same time.”

      The other guy whispered, “There are only twelve priests running around Saint Lucy’s. Was your priest a Traveler?”

      “Likely not.”

      “A lady?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “Real skinny? Kinda fierce?”

      I pictured the man I had seen only in the shadows. He fit none of those descriptions. “No.”

      “Then nobody knocking around here fits the description. Could be from one of the smaller churches around the district. Might be a traveling priest. The bishop here likes to send clergy all over all three beads.”

      “How evangelical.”

      “Yeah, a genuine go-getter.”

      I stopped and lit a votive on my way out of the church. A single flame signified everyone I had ever lost and every guilt I still carried. It must have been the heaviest candle in the whole church. Once that was lit, I left the cathedral the way I’d come and started the long walk upspiral. Back toward the Gravity Garden.
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      “Well, well, well,” said a familiar voice as I finally reached the arch above the garden’s entrance. “What a coincidence to run into Mr. Jude Demarco on a pleasant morning like this.”

      I turned to see the leering mug of one Leo Shaw, and the morning got a whole lot less pleasant. Leo’s shark grin didn’t reach his sunken eyes. He cracked his knuckles, touching each of six rings one by one.

      “Shaw,” I said, blinking through a pair of cheap sunglasses. He was the last guy I’d expect to see here, and my exhausted brain was trying to grasp how he had found me. One of the benefits of being excommunicated was I was tricky to locate when my debts were due. Woe be to the fool debtor who took on my case. But Leo, it seemed, was up for the task. It wouldn’t do me any good to ask how he found me. He’d never divulge the secrets of the business. Best odds were that either the bouncer at the Gravity Lounge or someone in the police force had tipped him off. Odds were against it being the Jesuit, but you never knew with religious types.

      Odds. Gambling was how I got into financial trouble in the first place.

      Leo Shaw collected debts from the lowest of the low and the highest of the high. He knew how to chase a man down, and he knew how to make a man hurt. My best bet was to play it cool. “It’s good to see you, Shaw.”

      “Is it?”

      “Which one of them called you? Echo or Halders?”

      “I can’t even imagine what you’re talking about.” He stepped closer.

      It took all my will not to retreat. “The job I’m on? It pays well. I didn’t want to take it, but I hear what you’re saying about wanting my debt paid off.”

      “Smart man like you,” said Shaw. “I’d think you’d stay out of debt in the first place.”

      “Smart’s not what it used to be.” The casinos down in Haven didn’t only offer the sweet release of oblivion. They contained information. A gambling hall was a place to form social connections, gather rumors, and maybe—just maybe—figure out the truth behind the crash that killed my parents.

      It was also a place to lose a whole pile of dimes. Maybe I wasn’t so smart.

      “You’re good at your job,” I said to Shaw.

      “You’re not so hard to find.”

      “This job’s almost finished.” I gestured up at the Gravity Lounge at the top of the long spiral. “All I need to do is get in there.” I don’t know why I felt helpless in front of Shaw. All the bluster and bravado I had cultivated in my professional career dissipated like so much sand in the wind.

      He said, “Maybe if you were better at smelling bullshit, you wouldn’t end up in a pile of manure.”

      “Blackjack’s my game,” I said. “Not poker.” Maybe I would be better at poker. I filed the idea aside for later investigation.

      “Tell me about the job.”

      “It pays cash.”

      “Get an advance.”

      “I got an advance.”

      He looked at me expectantly.

      “Spent it.”

      Shaw cocked his head as if he were listening to something, but all I heard was the gentle breeze rustling the leaves of a nearby hedge. A hovering cart flew over the nearby garden, hauling vegetative waste to the nearest recycler. I needed to get in there before someone ruined what was left of the crime scene.

      “Who are you working for?” Shaw said.

      “You know that’s confidential, Shaw.” The muscles in my shoulders tensed. I didn’t like where he was going with this. There was no reason to think that Destiny’s father wanted privacy, but secrecy was a matter of policy. It was about integrity. “Can’t go telling just anyone about my clients.”

      Shaw spread his palms. “Am I just anyone?”

      “I’m good for the dimes.”

      “See, it’s like this,” Shaw explained. “As long as you owe my employers, it’s like we’re in business together. We share secrets because we’re part of the same team.”

      “My ability to pay you depends on how well I keep secrets.”

      “That so?”

      “It is.”

      He was a head shorter than me, but when he twitched, I flinched. His fists were like hammers and the line of his jaw set some primal instinct in me on edge. His beady black eyes spotted my reaction and honed in on the helpless prey I’d become. Damn, I hated this guy. I vowed never to gamble with his employers again unless I was absolutely sure I was going to get a winning hand.

      “Look at it from my perspective,” he said. “How do I even know you’re on a job?”

      “Faith.”

      “Faith is for the dumb and the wicked. I’ll take proof.”

      I didn’t have proof, but I did have a photo of Destiny Alverez. I took it out of the journal where I’d stashed it.

      When Shaw saw the photo, his nostrils flared. “She’s a looker.”

      “She’s a kid.”

      “What’s in the book?”

      “Evidence.”

      He gestured for me to hand it over, which I did reluctantly. He had me down a dark alley. “Coded, but it’s proof I’m close. Just give me another day I’ll get to the bottom of all this. My payday is your payday.”

      “No sidetracks?”

      “I would never.”

      He flipped through the journal. “It’s just junk.”

      “I need to decode it.”

      He stared at me long enough that it got uncomfortable. He tore a single page out of the journal and pressed it into my open hand.

      “What the hell is this?” I asked.

      “I’m holding onto the collateral until you can decode that.” He took a step back and looked me up and down. “And, Demarco?”

      “Yeah?”

      “People like you don’t get into places like the Gravity Lounge.”

      “Maybe I’ll just have a chat with the guy in charge about that.”

      Shaw’s cruel grin widened. “Guy in charge. Now there’s a mystery might earn you a dime or two.”

      “You don’t know who the boss is?”

      “Rumor has it the devil runs that place. Just take my advice and check out all your other options first.” He nodded at the photograph. “Dames like her don’t get into the Gravity Lounge either.” With that, he melted back into the bustling crowd of the Hallows morning. A raw pit opened in my stomach, and my hand, the one gripping the single journal page, shook from adrenaline. Leo Shaw put me on edge. He was one of the few men around who intimidated me, and I didn’t like it.

      But he was right. There wasn’t a way into the Gravity Lounge. As my adrenaline crashed, I deflated. All my leads were dead. He had taken my only useful evidence, and if I was being honest with myself, it probably wasn’t the lead I had hoped it would be. The journal might hold information about her life, but it probably wouldn’t have the address of her kidnapper. And that was if I could decode the journal. Which I couldn’t.

      Not without help.
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      Buildings in the middle reaches of the Hallows were nestled into the lush greenery of paradise. Foot traffic bustled by, and people picked their way through the crowded streets on their way to cushy jobs that paid for their extravagant homes and luxurious lifestyles. Twisting vines surrounded the little outdoor cafe, and the aroma of freshly baked scones wafted from the tiny kitchen.

      Across from me, a teenager named Retch eyed me over a steaming cup of tea. I’d hired him a while ago to help me interface with the various systems of the station. Hired was a relative term. I asked him to help and he did, but certainly not out of kindness. He and the Screaming Jesus gang in the Heavies had been a valuable source of information, but they always came out on the better end of any deal. Retch’s necklace, a screaming Jesus suspended on a brutal cross, glittered in the Hallows light. Faded red-dyed hair framed the teen’s narrow face.

      “I’m just saying,” he said, “people care a lot more about their dogs than they do about their daughters. This would be a quick dime.”

      Retch wasn’t excommunicated, but he wasn’t exactly on good terms with the Catholic Church. Something about him being a borderline criminal and teenage transgender boy made the church treat him like a ticking time bomb. Retch was a clever kid, though, and had a streak of decency that was as strong as it was
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