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      Harry was taking deeper and deeper drafts of his beer, his mind trying to keep up with the inevitable conclusion to all of this. He knew, finally knew after this brief discussion with Herman, that a confrontation with Hartman, be it physical or verbal (probably both) was unavoidable. A part of Harry was already planning for this inescapable encounter; that deep and dark place that lurks in all of us, that polite society, the very structure of civilization, insists we keep hidden. The despicable id. Harry’s very own Mr Hyde was once more knocking on the door of his super-ego, his über-ich.

      Mr Fury had not shown himself since he had emptied a clip into the unfortunate James Tyrell. Harry involuntarily shivered as that deeply regrettable moment resurfaced. Yet his pathetic attempts to oust that awful memory once and for all was all the fuel Mr Fury required. From behind that fragile door that protected Harry’s equally fragile ego from the depthless domain of evil,  came a rat-a-tat-tat. It ricocheted through Harry’s mind like a stray bullet in an echo chamber.
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      The elevator doors slid open, and Harry, Grace, Angel and Chisato stepped out. Across the hall, standing in the open doorway to the apartment, Sybil and Heidi waited. On seeing the four of them, the latter rushed out, and picked up Chisato as she came running up.

      “Oh, my baby, my baby. Thank God you’re safe.” Heidi gripped Chisato tight to her chest before fixing her eyes on Harry. “What happened?”

      “We had ice cream,” Chisato said.

      Heidi laughed, trying to hide her sniffles. “Really? That’s great, honey.”

      “Mama Heidi, are you crying?”

      Heidi smiled. “Maybe a little.”

      “Me and Gracie played hide-and-seek.”

      “We had fun, didn’t we?” Grace said, tickling Chisato’s leg.

      “Sounds like you had a big adventure,” said Heidi, and kissed her adopted daughter’s cheek. Chisato screwed up her nose, and nuzzled into Heidi’s chest. She cast her eyes once more upon Harry.

      “It’s all blown over,” he replied, taking the hint. “As I knew it would, given time.”

      “Thank God.”

      “What happened, Harry?” said Sybil.

      “Given it was a riot, of sorts, it turned out to be a pretty lame one. Trust me, I’ve seen a lot worse. Berkeley and the rest were never going to come out and face them. When the mob realized this, they just went home. Fortunately they were smart enough not to start looting and pillaging their own shops and businesses.”

      Heidi was shaking her head. “Thanks for bringing them back safe.”

      “Don’t thank me. Blaga, that’s the Martian leader, and Jade came to the rescue.” Instantly, Harry regretted mentioning her name. Crazy, considering he’d casually tossed in the name of an alien entity in there as well. Ho-hum. Surely a mad day.

      Heidi kept her reply tactful. “I see. Then I need to thank them. You’ll have to introduce me one day. To both of them. Come through. I’ll make us some tea.”

      “Ice cream!” Chisato yelped.

      Heidi gasped. “Haven’t you had enough, you little rascal?”

      Chisato shook her head, and squealed when Heidi tickled her tummy.

      They filed through the door. As the others made for the kitchen, Harry held back. He touched Heidi’s arm.

      “Can we talk?”

      “Erm, sure. Hey, girls, why don’t you take Chi Chi through. There’s ice cream in the freezer. Go on. I’ll be along in a minute.” Heidi handed Chisato over to Grace, and the girls walked on into the lounge. Sybil gave Harry a worried look as she passed.

      Heidi led Harry into the master bedroom. It wasn’t the ideal place to talk, given what had gone on there in the past. However, except for the girls’ rooms, it afforded the only other private space in the apartment.

      “Do I need to sit down?” said Heidi, as Harry closed the door behind him.

      “Maybe.”

      “Is this about the Martians? Are we safe?” Heidi’s voice was quick, and a little shaky.

      Harry started. “What? Oh, no no. I mean, yes, we’re safe. The Martians aren’t going to hurt us.  Right now, Manny and his staff are meeting with them, for the first time, actually. Boy, I’d like to be a fly on the wall for that meeting.” Harry furrowed his brow, and chewed the inside of his cheek. “This is...” He paused to look Heidi in the eyes. “This is about something else.”

      “Oh. Okay. My my. What can this be?” She sat down on the edge of the bed.

      “Heidi, there’s no easy way to tell you this, so I’m going to come right out and say it. Ahh....” Harry rubbed a hand over his mouth.

      “Haven’t heard anything yet, Harry.”

      With a jackhammer bouncing in his chest, Harry faltered and flustered his way through the words. “Hmm. Oh boy. So, erm…. Jade is pregnant. With twins.”

      Those last two words were hardly necessary, but Harry’s mental state was always less than adequate when it came to discussing delicate issues with the better sex. His menial mental defences somehow thought it prudent to blurt out, ‘with twins’, with the pathetic belief it would place a band-aid over the previous statement, ‘Jade is pregnant’. In some misguided sapient way, Harry decided those two statements would somehow soften the blow for the woman who, only a few short weeks ago, was rolling around with him in this very bedroom, playing Sailor Sam’s Shore Leave, and other jolly pastimes.

      Heidi didn’t say anything for a second or two, her expression giving nothing away. After the momentary silence, her eyebrows lifted. “I see. By you, presumably.”

      “Yes. Why would you…?”

      “Relax, Harry.” Heidi patted her hands on her lap. “Well, I must say I wasn’t expecting this, not so soon, anyway. My, this has been quite a day. I guess I should congratulate you.”

      “Thanks. I wanted to say something before, you know? But I just couldn’t.”

      “I understand. This can’t have been easy for you. Boy, you don’t hang around, do you? Tell me, does Grace know?”

      Harry clacked his tongue. “That’s just it. She knew before me, her and Chisato.”

      Heidi’s head went back. “Excuse me?”

      “I can’t explain it. When I reached the council offices, the girls were all there. Chisato just said it, right out of the blue, that Jade was pregnant. Then she’s saying you are, too.” Heidi put a hand to her mouth. “I don’t know what it means, if it means anything. But going on what Blaga has said, well, intimated, I can’t shake this feeling.”

      Immediately, Harry realized what he’d said.

      Shit, I never told her. But when did I have the chance?

      Heidi pushed up off the bed. “What? Are you saying this Martian knew as well? What the hell, Harry?”

      “It’s hard to explain.”

      “How about you try, huh?” She faced up to him, man to man, so to speak. “Well?” she said, hands on those gorgeous, curving hips.

      Harry told her.

      As he finished speaking, Heidi lowered her head. She said something that Harry didn’t catch, before moving away, a hand on her chin.

      “Please tell me what you’re thinking,” Harry said.

      “I’m not sure,” Heidi replied, with her back to him. She heard Harry mutter a curse. She turned to find him with his head down. His shoulders shook as his chest heaved. She stared at him, allowing her own thoughts of them locked together in this room to flood her mind. God, she knew then she was pregnant, but didn’t say anything to him. Why? Maybe if she had, maybe he would have stayed, maybe they .......

      Ifs, buts, and maybes. We’re here now, doing this. Handle it, girl. And this business with Chisato. What is it about that kid? She’s…..

      Heidi walked up to him, and took his hand. “Hey.”

      Harry shook his head. “No, don’t. Don’t make this easy. I’m so sorry, Heidi. All this is my fault. All of it. I should have taken the money, grabbed Petersen and....”

      “And what? High-tailed it back to your shitty little office in god-knows-where and got shit-faced and laid?”

      Harry snorted a laugh, tears forming. “Something like that.” He wobbled his head in thought. “Though maybe not in that order.”

      Heidi laughed back at him, admiring Harry’s seemingly endless attempts at levity. “And you think Headlock wouldn’t be on his way if you had done that?”

      He shook his head. “No. That bastard has been planning this for months. Years even. Him and those other sonsofbitches.”

      “That’s right. Listen. I’ve known you for so short a time, Harry, but I know that’s not your style. Will you look at me, please?” Heidi tucked a hand under his chin and lifted it. They locked eyes.  “Whatever’s going on, we’re going through it together. Okay?” All Harry did was nod. Heidi slid her hands down his arms, and gripped his hands. “We are all here because of you, if that’s how you want to see it. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Boy, I thought my life had been pretty exciting, but shit! I’ve been hiding under a rock all these years.”

      Harry finally burst, letting out all the pressure and angst with an almighty guffaw. He looked down at those brown eyes, the cute little nose with the spray of freckles either side. Those hips, those br....

      You’re a bloody fool!

      Stow it, you idiot. Hoist the mains’l and weigh anchor, you scurvy riddled jackass. That ship has sailed, Sailor Sam.

      Heidi had a twinkle in her eye, as if sensing what Harry was thinking. However, she was resigned, too. “You know, dinner is still on the table, pardon the pun. I mean, if you want to. Why don’t you bring Jade?”

      Harry’s anchor came flying up from the depths to land squarely between his eyes. “What? Really? Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      He narrowed his eyes, in a, ‘not sure I’m hearing this right’, kind of gesture. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes,” Heidi repeated, chuckling. “Stop being so cynical, Sheriff. She seems like a remarkable woman.”

      That comment required an equally complimentary reply. However, the best Harry could come up with was, “So are you, Heidi.”

      “Mmm, perhaps. I should meet her, though, especially now our little girl is going to have  siblings.” Heidi smiled as she said this. She squeezed his hands. “You want to know something, Harry Watt?”

      Cynical look again. “I’m an unscrupulous scoundrel?”

      “Hmm, yes. Polite and accurate assessment. But there’s nothing wrong with being a scoundrel. Always makes life interesting. No. You, Mr Watt, are incredible.”

      Harry laughed, which was a good thing. It stopped him from bawling his eyes out. “How d’you figure that?”

      “I love you.” Those three words came right out; no hesitation, never to be repealed. “I do. Pretty much from the first moment I saw you, all busted up and feeling sorry for yourself.”

      Harry smirked, more out of relief than recollection. For he was embarrassed that his feelings for Heidi did not run as deep as hers did for him. There was no doubt in his mind that a life with Heidi would have been interesting, that is, infrequently dull. Yet he could no longer get past her earlier deceit. And he had a sneaky suspicion that there were still more revelations to come. So he employed his most successful default retort. Distraction. “Angel. Boy, she can pack a punch. Wouldn’t want to cross her.”

      Heidi nodded, and her expression let Harry know that she was aware he had neither acknowledged or offered a reply to her admission. “No. No, indeed. She’s special. They both are.” Heidi appeared to be about to say more, but she checked herself. Or rather, the words choked and she cleared her throat. “I never told you before, and I did want to, but I do love you.”

      “Heidi….”

      “Shush, damn it. Tender moment here. After all that’s happened, that’s never going to change. And I understand you don’t feel the same way. It’s okay.”

      “Heidi….”

      “No, please. Shut up, you idiot.” It was said with laughter, but she needed Harry to be quiet while she poured her heart out. “I’m in for a penny, in for a pound.”

      “That’s what my father used to say. British, and all. Sorry,” he said as Heidi made a fist and placed it under his jaw.

      “I’ve known many men before you,” she said, unclenching her hand, “and even thought I was in love with a few of them. But I know now I wasn’t. I know I have never felt true love before. You….” She paused to pat his chest. “Boy, you have something. You have everything, actually. I’m truly happy for you, and I’m truly happy for me.” She took one of his hands and placed it on her belly.

      “Stop,” Harry said, now crying. “You’re supposed to act like the spurned woman, screaming and kicking. You’re not playing fair.”

      “I suppose that would make things easier for you, wouldn’t it? But I can’t, Harry. My one regret is that I didn’t tell you sooner. I’m the idiot here, not you.”

      “Goddamn it,” Harry said through clenched teeth.

      They hugged. Heidi kissed his cheek, before pulling away and wiping his tears. “Now, how about some ice cream?”

      Harry chuckled. “Sure.”
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      The next morning, Harry was seated in Sam’s Place, brooding over his coffee. He felt relief that finally Heidi knew about Jade, yet there was still one thing nagging at him. It clung to his frontal lobes like a randy jack russell terrier humping at his leg; unwelcome yet bizarrely intriguing. He’d asked Gus Petersen to join him, hoping the erstwhile hydrologist could somehow relieve him of his canine conundrum. They hadn’t seen each other in a while, and it felt good to catch up and so take Harry’s mind off a million other things, if only for a short while.

      Gus was explaining that he had split his time between the surface and exploring the underground Martian habitats, which, he reminded Harry, were extensive. They also discussed the water, obviously, and the ramifications both if the colony prevailed, or god forbid, Headlock won the day. Each man agreed that unfortunately the latter scenario was the most likely outcome. There was also the small matter of the atomisers that Harry and his crew had risked their lives to procure. All in vain it seemed, if Vlaan was to be believed. Harry confessed he had yet to inform either Berkeley or Manny of this outcome. He didn’t need years of detective experience to know that neither man would be happy with the news.

      “You really should tell them, Harry,” Gus said. He leaned over his milkshake and pulled on the straw.

      “I know, pal. That was gonna happen, but Fodderstock put paid to that, blundering in as he did. Afterwards…. Well, guess it just slipped my mind.”

      “It’s a pretty big deal, don’t you think? How could it just slip your mind?”

      “It’s on my to do list. After I leave here and fulfil my sheriff duties, father duties, take Chisato to the park for ice cream, walk the dog, yada yada yada.”

      “You don’t have a dog.”

      Harry opened his arms and shrugged, pulling a ridiculous face. He looked at his corpulent friend as Gus continued to suck down on his chocolate ‘shake. The hydrologist averted his eyes from Harry’s inquisitive stare, which told him all he needed to know. Time to have it out, because for all these truly incredible events, there was still one that for Harry, and he suspected also for Gus, held the most wonder. That last sheepish glance away was proof that they were skirting around the real issue.

      Yet for all this, Harry was still reluctant to discuss what had happened during their time in the Martian underworld. He slumped back in his seat, breathing and exhaling like one devoid of a lung. Not for the last time he thought back to his shitty little office in Bourbon Street. Yes, it was little and shitty, but that’s precisely where he should be right now. Taking shit from Headlock, fighting with his landlord, and yes, Heidi, getting shit-faced and laid! Brenda!!

      Wow. Plenty of shit, but all in the right places. However the biggest pile of shit was sitting right before him, though not in the physical or hateful sense. Gus was a good sort, the kind of guy who could draw up plans in his lunch-break for a zero-point energy generator, but not have the faintest idea how to switch it on.

      For the countless time, Harry asked himself why he hadn’t come straight here, knocked this guy out, and taken the first shuttle back and collected his 50k plus expenses? I’ll tell you why. Because Harold Alphonse Watt had morals. Yes, morals. Not to mention scruples, and an ethics code that would put any well meaning liberal to shame.

      The weight of  Harry’s morals caused him to sink lower in his chair, wishing the coffee cup before him was filled with vodka, no ice. Just straight up, 40%, ‘guaranteed to rot yer guts’, vodka. He took a sip and winced, wiping the pain and disappointment from his lips as readily as a cotton napkin.

      His intense countenance had finally piqued Gus’ interest. He felt compelled to ask the question. “What’s up, Harry?” he said, taking a final slurp on his drink. The gurgling, discordant noise as the flavoured milk vanished down Petersen’s gullet was Dantesque, as each passing ripple of sound spiralled into the Purgatory that was currently abiding inside Harry’s stomach.

      Harry’s hang-dog expression deepened, if that was possible. “Hmm? How’d you mean?”

      Gus chuckled, shaking his head. “You’ve been your usual jovial self, to a point, but I can see behind your eyes that something else is bothering you. What is it?”

      Harry let out a sigh, and taking his cup, proceeded to turn it in his hands. “You’re very observant, Gus. You’re right. Something else is on my mind.”

      “Out with it. Come on, you can tell me.”

      Harry leaned back and took a long breath. “You really need me to say it?”

      Petersen didn’t answer.

      “Our wall walking, Gus.”

      “Ah.”

      “‘Ah’? That’s all you have to say?”

      “What do you want me to say? What about it?”

      Harry blinked but didn’t say anything.

      Then Gus understood. “Ah, I see. You haven’t told anyone yet. Not even Jade?”

      Harry bent an eyebrow. “Why her? I mean, why her especially?”

      “No reason. Except…. Well, she’s your girl, isn’t she?”

      Harry laughed. “Well put, if not a touch High School.”

      “Well she is, isn’t she?”

      “Yes she is, but so is Grace, and Sybil, and Heidi, and Angel. Daphne, Chisato….”

      “Don’t be an ass.”

      “Have you told Adrian?”

      Gus looked at his feet. “No.”

      “Reason?”

      He winced and readjusted his posture.

      “You don't have to tell me,” Harry said with a smile. “How do you tell someone you can magically walk through walls, right?”

      Gus was nodding. “It’s strange how we’ve both kept silent, don't you think? We never made an agreement at the time. I know there was a lot going on; Vlaan, the water, and I guess the atomisers.”

      “No shit, buddy.”

      Harry had thought several times about informing Jade of what had happened, and even now could not come up with a plausible reason for not doing so. However, one thing he was certain of. Under no circumstances was he going to let anyone else know before he’d told Jade, and this included Manny, as well as Berkeley and the other windbags on the Council. And then jumping into his head like a frightened rabbit came Hartman, or more accurately the horrible realization that very soon he would be here. He knew from past interactions with Manny, for that read drinking bouts, that the two had a history. Going on Manny’s recollections, some of which were shared with Larry, Hartman was not a man to be trusted with any kind of sensitive material. Irrespective of what had gone on with him and Jade in the past, Harry had already formed an unfavourable opinion of the man; chiefly that he simply did not trust him. Period.

      He had wrestled privately with the knowledge that what he and Gus could do would be immensely valuable to the cause. Just how much he didn’t know. Heck, Harry still had no idea how it was done, or if he could even repeat the phenomenon if called upon to do so.

      And with a sudden shiver, he connected the wall walking with what Blaga had mentioned at the first contact meeting with the Council.

      “Harry? Are you okay?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I said are you okay? You’ve gone pale. What is it?”

      “I…. It, it…” He stalled and looked at Petersen, whose expression was earnest, encouraging him to speak further. “Something Blaga said at the first meeting, about three individuals that would change the course of our history. Or words to that effect. And actually, something you referred to as well, after we’d met with Vlaan.” Harry hung his head. “Christ, this is all nuts.”

      Gus nodded. “I know.”

      “I… I believe Blaga was referring to Grace and maybe Jade and Jemima. At least, that’s my thinking.” He laughed. “It’s funny that no-one has really discussed this. There’s so much going on.” He laughed again, though this time it sounded bitter. “There’s never anything specific with these guys though, have you noticed?”

      “Guys? By that I’m guessing you’re referring to the Martians, right?”

      “Of course. I mean, is it Grace? Is it Jade? I mean, what the hell does it mean, if it even means anything? And another thing. Here we are, about to go to war for this damn planet, and they look like they’re leaving.”

      “And you think our coming here has something to do with that?”

      “It has everything to do with that, don’t you think? You don’t think that they were content to stay here if we hadn’t turned up? All we do is mess things up, wherever we go. There’s enough water for everyone, you said it yourself. You said you just want everyone to get what they want. ‘Why should Headlock and his buddies get to sell it to the highest bidder?’ You said that.”

      “I remember saying that, though not exactly in those words, but I see what you mean. But I’m not convinced our arrival precipitated the Martians decision to leave. They’ve been planning to leave for years. Hell. Probably decades. Remember Phobos.”

      “Huh! Are you serious? I’m hardly likely to ever forget that day.”

      “Be quiet a minute. That’s not what I meant.”

      “Okay. What did you mean?”

      “Just this. Phobos is evidence to the fact that the Martians have been planning to leave for a long time.”

      “So you say.”

      Gus frowned. “You don’t agree?”

      “Conjecture.”

      “What!”

      “Look. Does it matter about Phobos? If these guys are leaving what do I care how they do it?”

      “Wow. I honestly thought you’d be wanting to discuss everything and anything about these guys.”

      Gus did a very passable impersonation of Harry’s voice, to which our good sheriff was indifferent. So Gus attempted another approach to get Harry engaged.

      “Do you want to talk about Grace?”

      Harry’s eyebrows performed a backflip. “What? No, I don’t want to talk about Grace.”

      “Harry, I….”

      “No. No. I’m sorry, Gus.” Harry held up a hand. “You’re about to apologise, or maybe tell me you’re confused about how I’m behaving. I’m the one that should be apologising.”

      “You just did. Twice.”

      Harry laughed, followed a second later by Gus.

      “There’s so much in my head right now,” Harry said. “Yours too, I’ve no doubt.”

      “No doubt.”

      More laughter from the pair of them.

      “Please continue, Gus. I promise to stop being such a grouch.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Hey. Don’t push your luck, mister.” Harry’s accusing finger was backed up by a broad smile.

      “Whatever you say, Sheriff. So here’s my theory, for what it’s worth. Adrian and I did some investigating of our own whilst we were down below. The Martian civilization predates ours by millennia, correct? I believe we can both agree on that.”

      Harry turned over his hands but said nothing.

      “And the Martian physiology differs from ours greatly. Yes?” Petersen said.

      “So?”

      “They live longer. A decade to us may be a year to them. They can take their time, according to our concepts of chronology. I ask you. How long does it take to prep an asteroid for interstellar travel?”

      “Ha! You’re asking me? How the hell should I know? I’ve no idea. Never had the need to do it.”

      “Geez, Harry, you got a great big bee in your bonnet today. So much for not being grouchy.”

      Harry took another lungful of air and let it out slowly. “I know. Sorry. Again. This whole wall walking thing has been bugging me for a while now. I’ve not given any thought to the Martians.” Harry laughed bitterly and put his fingertips to his temples. He leaned forward over the table. “Christ. Can I hear myself? Martians! It’s fucking insane! And Grace. My baby girl. Is she or isn’t she… whatever the hell Blaga was inferring! Then there’s the damn, bloody atomisers shit to deal with! Fuck!”

      Harry threw out his hands as he finished his mini expletive tirade. His outburst drew stares of consternation from some of the nearer patrons, much to Gus’ chagrin. Harry ignored them.

      “You believe Vlaan?” Gus said, his voice low in an effort for Harry to copy his delivery.

      However, Harry seemed not to hear the question. He was staring at the table, his mind lost to reruns of the fantastic.

      “Uhm, Harry?”

      “Hmm?”

      For a moment, Harry’s vacant expression was frozen on his face.

      “Vlaan,” said Gus. “Do you believe him? About the atomisers?”

      “Oh, yes. Vlaan. That wisely old goat with the wedge shaped head. Almost forgot about him. Yes, let’s add the ancient forked-tongued oracle to the shit pile.”

      Gus was heard to sigh and mutter an appeal to whatever God was open for business.

      “I guess so,” Harry said, reeling himself in somewhat. “I mean, why would he lie?”

      Gus took a controlled breath before speaking. “I’m not saying he would. I believe him, for the simple fact that if we used the atomisers to defend ourselves we could pretty much wipe out an army coming here. Would you agree?”

      “Yes, I suppose so.”

      Gus didn’t show it, but he could see that Harry was no longer interested in adding to the discussion. So he decided to play both parts.

      “You see where I’m going with this. Defeating Headlock is in both our interests, human and Martian. Why would Vlaan tell us the one thing that could make that happen would almost certainly destroy the planet if it wasn’t true?”

      “Yeah.” Another labored inhale and exhale for Harry. “Boy oh boy.”

      Gus sighed as well. “Wanna get back to our wall walking?”

      Harry blew out a laugh. “Sure. Christ. Wall walking. How stupid does that sound? I gotta talk to Blaga.”

      “I don't know what else to call it. Do you?” Gus said, eager to keep Harry talking.

      Harry merely shook his head.

      There followed an uncomfortable five seconds or so of silence. Then Harry said; “But I have to say, talking to you makes it easier, Gus. By that I mean we shared the same experience, you know? Vlaan, the water, wall walking.”

      “True. True. I’m happy you feel that way, Harry. It’s how I feel too.”

      A few more seconds of silence, then Harry sat up, his stature and demeanour informing Gus he’d come to a decision.

      “I’m gonna find Blaga and have it out,” he said. “I’ll tell Jade and then I’m gonna have it out with our Martian friend. That’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Fair enough. But how are you going to locate Blaga? One thing I’ve learned about our Martian friends is if they wish to stay hidden, they stay hidden.”

      “Jade can help. She has a direct line to him. Jemima too, actually.”

      “Wow. Those two certainly are remarkable.”

      Harry was in no mood to accept platitudes right now. “What will you do about Adrian?” he said.

      “I suppose he should know. I confess this has been on my mind too, Harry. Of course it has.”

      “Have you done anymore of it?”

      “No. Not with Adrian around.”

      “Interesting. I believe we are thinking the same thing. How will our respective partners react when we tell them, huh? Then there’s everyone else.”

      “I’ll tell Adrian the next time we’re together.”

      “When is that likely to be?”

      “Not sure.” Gus pulled a face. “He spends ninety percent of his time underground. I’m not saying he’s obsessed with what we’ve found, but it’s close. When will you get a chance to tell Jade?”

      “Soon, maybe even tonight.”

      “So by default it follows that Blaga will know as well, don’t you think?”

      “You got it, Tex.”

      Gus laughed, feeling immensely relieved that Harry seemed to be emerging from his brief trip to Self-Pity-Land.

      “Something tells me Blaga will make himself available after I’ve spoken with Jade,” Harry said.

      Gus was nodding. “I don’t doubt it, buddy.”

      “Do you wish me to tell her you can do it too?”

      “I don’t mind, though I would ask you keep it to yourselves until I’ve had a chance to speak to Adrian.”

      “Copy.” Once more Harry held up his hands to his temples. “Christ, there’s so much I need to ask Blaga. What the hell did he mean by, ‘there are three individuals who are setting down the course for your Race’.”

      Gus said nothing, a solemn look on his face.

      The two men remained silent for a while, Harry taking contemplative sips of his coffee, while Gus played with the straw in his glass. A waitress approached, fanning a couple of menus in one hand. Harry tried to shoo her away, yet despite his protestations she threw them on the table accompanied by an ugly look. Harry chewed on his lip and picked one up.

      “The fish is good,” Gus suggested idly.

      “Hmm,” said Harry.

      “Special is meatballs today, fellas,” said the waitress, and waited.

      “Meatballs it is,” said Harry, feeling suddenly resolute. “Erm, Regi, is it?” Harry enquired, peering at the girl’s name tag.

      “Yep. Very astute, Sheriff.”

      “Ah. So you obviously know who I am.”

      “I do, and the guy sitting opposite you.”

      “I see. Do we have a problem here, Regi?”

      “I’m not sure, Sheriff. You tell me. But I don’t wanna lose my job.”

      Harry sat back, accompanied by yet another contemplative sigh. “Say what you have to say, Regi. No one’s about to lose their job.”

      The waitress looked at them in turn. “It’s because of you two that we are going to war, isn’t it?”

      “That’s debatable,” Harry said, gazing over at Gus. He raised his eyebrows.

      Regi’s tone was not overly aggressive. Harry sensed she was more afraid than angry, though anger was definitely present in her voice. Gus kept quiet, unsure as to where this was leading.

      “Debatable or not, I hear this Headlock fella wants both your heads and this will all blow over. True?”

      “Like I said, that’s debatable.”

      “That’s all you got to say?”

      Harry put down the menus and looked at her. She was skinny, which seemed to be a requirement these days for all the waitresses he had encountered lately. However, he also knew that living off Earth for innumerable years or even being born and raised in the colonies did affect bone density. But not astuteness it seemed.

      “Headlock was coming here to take over regardless of whether or not Gus and I gave ourselves up,” Harry said, trying to reassure Regi with a smile. “Believe me, we both considered it, but our colleagues dissuaded us. They all see the situation as we do. Headlock and his faction need Mars to control the rest of the solar system. What’s free now will no longer be so if they win. That’s what we are fighting for. What we are facing now was simply a matter of time.”

      Regi the waitress gave this assumption serious consideration before replying. She looked down at Gus. “You got anything to add, sir?”

      “I’m… I’m of the same opinion as Sheriff Watt here,” Gus said, somewhat uneasily.

      “I see. My boyfriend signed up and said the same, more or less. I thought he was nuts, falling for government propaganda.”

      Harry shook his head. “There’s none of that here, Regi. At least, none that I have witnessed with this current administration.”

      “You would say that, seeing as they are paying you and all.”

      “I can understand you would say that as well, but it’s true.”

      “True?”

      “Yes, true. I’ve been all over the Earth, seen lots of despotic regimes come and go. The politics here are set up differently. It may not be pleasant to hear but the truth seldom is. Nothing has been withheld from the colonists.”

      Regi screwed her face. “You see? You can always spot the outsiders. We don't call ourselves colonists anymore, not for years. Some of us are fourth generation up here, you know, myself included. I’m no more a Terran than you are a Martian. Though after this latest revelation I’m no longer sure who the real Martians are.” Regi laughed shortly.

      Harry simpered. “I concede your point. I apologize, Regi.”

      Not for the last time, Harry identified that distractions came in many guises. Talking briefly with Regi proved to him that everyone had problems and fears regarding what was transpiring. He saw little need at this point for he and Gus to continue their discussion.

      “Hmm, whatever,” Regi said. She paused, chewing on the inside of her cheek. “Guess Ed was right. You’re okay, Sheriff, and I guess that means you are too, Mr Petersen.”

      “Uh, thank you,” Gus said, stuttering out his reply.

      Regi prepped her reader for the order. “So is it fish or meatballs?”
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      There were only two things in life that gave Harry Watt pause for thought, that took away his usual calmness to deal with most situations. One was navigating the convoluted machinations of the fairer sex, a fate not uncommon to most men, granted, let alone our good sheriff. However, his many interactions with the women in his life had done nothing but help to reinforce the utter futility of trying to comprehend the issue.

      The other was informing close friends of bad news, be that the loss of a loved one (something they say you should never get comfortable with) or divorce, or in this case the rather unwelcome information that the guns you risked your life for could not be used to win the day.

      Harry winced as he touched the access panel, and Manny’s cheery Irish brogue beckoned him in. He open the door to be greeted by his friend’s smiling face.

      “Hey, Harry. What’s up, mate? Your message said utmost importance. Can’t deny I’m intrigued.” Manny spun in his chair as he casually delivered three darts into the dartboard behind his desk.

      “Hey, Manny. Thanks for seeing me so soon.”

      “Like I said, utmost importance. Sit down, buddy.”

      Manny indicated the chair opposite his. Harry came and sat down. “Sixty eight. You’re slacking.” He indicated the dartboard.

      “It’s the air in here. Plus I need a drink to loosen the arm. What’s up?”

      Harry rubbed at his chin.

      Manny waited with an expectant face. “Well?” he said, after waiting several seconds for Harry to speak.

      “Uh, this isn’t easy to say, Manny. But it has to be said. I’m sorry for taking this long to come and see you about it.”

      “About what?” Manny’s expression altered in an instant. He straightened in his chair, deadly serious. “If this has something to do with the defence of the colony then I need to know immediately.”

      “It does. It does.”

      Manny groaned and lay back. “Oh fuck. I knew it. You’ve been as moody as hell ever since you came back from underground.”

      “You noticed too, huh?”

      “Not hard to spot. Has this got to do with Grace?”

      “What?”

      “Whatever was said at the meeting with Blaga, when he met Berkeley for the first time.”

      “No. Though that is playing on my mind, yes.”

      Manny, as patiently as he could, leaned forward again and looked his friend in the eye. “What is it, Harry?”

      “There’s no way to pussyfoot around this. Sorry.”

      Manny fell back and laughed. “Christ! You’re doing a fine job of that so far.”

      Harry set himself. “We can’t use the atomisers. If we do we are likely to destroy the planet.” He emphasised this statement with a gentle pounding of his fists on the desk, and sat back, impassive.

      Manny waited for a punchline, more words, anything that would expunge what he’d just heard. “I think I need to hear that again.”

      Feeling extremely foolish, Harry did just that.

      Manny took a few seconds to ponder the statement, then asked the obvious question. “Destroy the planet? How?”

      Harry went on to explain in detail his meeting with Vlaan, deftly evading the small matter of the wall walking. Manny listened as intently as he could, displaying little emotion as Harry relayed his amazing encounter with the ancient Martian.

      “So it begs the question,” Manny said, sitting forward and clasping his hands together over the desk, “why are you only telling me this now? This is vital intel that should have been given over the first chance you had.”

      “I know,” Harry said. “There’s just been so much. I was going to tell Berkeley, but Fodderstock put paid to all that.”

      “Don’t blame that idiot over this debacle! Fuck!” Manny stood up and kicked his chair away. Harry studied his friend’s back, watching as Manny brought a hand to his mouth while his other arm rested across his stomach. His classic thinking pose. Harry had witnessed it countless times before. It was difficult for him to judge what his friend was thinking. Manny was expert at masking his true feelings. Well, most of the time. Usually what was lurking beneath the surface wasn’t what one was expecting.

      “Say something,” Harry said.

      “It’s fucked, is what it is,” said Manny. He walked to the far wall, still with his back to Harry. “It will be easy for me to condemn your actions and put you on report, but….”

      “But this is you and me, right?”

      Manny turned to face him, and Harry was pleasantly surprised to see his friend smiling, if only faintly. “Yes, it’s you and me. But damn it, Harry, you should have told me sooner.”

      “I’m sorry, Manny. Truly I am.”

      “Christ, I know that. I take it everyone that was with you below ground knows about this?”

      “Yes.”

      “And they kept quiet?”

      “Of course.”

      “Says a lot about the people you have around you, Harry.”

      “I trust all of them implicitly, and you most of all.”

      Manny grunted. “Thanks.” He walked back to the desk but remained standing. “Was this ever going to work?” he said, staring at the dartboard.

      Harry frowned. “Which bit?”

      Manny scoffed. “Yeah, which bit?” He pulled the darts out and proceeded to jiggle them in one hand. Taking three steps back he placed his right foot against the oche and threw them at the board. “There’s another set in the drawer, fella. Usual bet.”

      Harry scoffed and stood up. Taking the other set of darts, he waited for Manny to take his out of the board before commencing to throw. “Don’t you need that drink, O’Hanlon?”

      “Very funny. I don’t need to be pissed to beat you.”

      “Sure?” Harry asked as the last dart followed the other two.

      Manny scowled at the board. “What! One hundred and forty? Already?”

      “It’s the air in here.”

      “Fuck off, Watt. Okay. For real this time. Nearest the bull starts.”

      Harry chuckled. The two friends threw one dart each. Harry was closest to the bullseye and threw his first three darts.

      “So which bit wasn’t going to work?” Harry said.

      One hundred!

      Manny stepped up and threw. “Me being commanding officer, being in charge, giving you orders. Shite.”

      Sixty!

      “You look as troubled as me, buddy. Judging by your first throw you’re gonna need that drink. Got any bourbon hidden away?”

      One hundred and forty!

      Another bitter laugh from Manny. “I ‘confiscated’ a few bottles from Henri. Over there.” Manny pointed to a wall cabinet. Harry walked over and returned with a full bottle.

      Sixty!

      “Bollocks!” Manny plucked his darts out and produced two glasses from his desk drawer.

      “So you were expecting company I see,” Harry said with a remark he entrusted to shatter the ice, or certainly his friend’s concentration..

      One hundred and forty!

      “Fuck off again, Watt.”

      Eight five!

      Harry laughed and took aim.

      Harry you require one hundred and sixty one.

      Cracking open the bottle, Manny poured then both a very generous measure.

      “Cheers,” they said together, and drank. Harry put down his glass and returned to the oche.

      Thunk! Treble nineteen. Thunk! Treble eighteen. Thunk! Bullseye! Game, shot and the first leg to Harry Watt!

      Manny gazed bug-eyed as Harry swaggered up and pulled out his darts. “Fuck me! A twelve darter? You been practising?”

      “Sure. Every night since I got here just for this moment. Quit stalling and pay up, you Irish bastard.”

      “Fuck me. You always could throw a dart, you French git. Here.” Manny played with his reader and a second later Harry’s went ping. He looked at it and signalled the thumbs up, together with a victory smile. Nothing too smug, but sufficient to let the Irish bastard know who was the better player.

      “Sit down,” said the Irish bastard, exhaling and running a hand through his hair. He refilled their glasses.

      Harry raised his. “Here’s to…”

      “Not so fast, you arsehole,” Manny said with a stern voice and finger. “First we toast our benefactor, Miss Henrietta Fodderstock. Thank you, sweet lady, for handing over this delectable nectar.”

      “What?! Are you pissed already?”

      Manny grimaced at his friend. “It’s bad luck to drink without thanking those that have made the ultimate sacrifice.”

      “It’s just a bottle of bourbon. Henri’s got dozens of the stuff stashed away.”

      “Like I care.” Manny slung his second shot back, and coughed as it hit the back of his throat and disappeared.

      “Hear hear,” Harry said, following suit.

      A refill, a clink of glass, and the third shot followed one and two.

      “Now the serious stuff,” Manny said, as the fourth round was raised. “To Larry. Who did make the ultimate sacrifice.”

      “Larry!” Harry averred. “Here’s to the old goat. He’s in a good place.”

      Four shots down and it was time for a respite.

      “Guess I’ll need to tell Berkeley about this,” Manny said, staring hard at his desk.

      “It’s just a game of darts. I’ll use my left arm next time, how’s that?”

      “Fuck off. Again.”

      Harry laughed loudly. Manny chuckled along also, shaking his head. “I thought about asking him here,” Harry said, “or meeting you both at his office. But I felt you needed to know first.”

      “Plus it would have been two against one.”

      “That thought did occur to me, yes.”

      “Don’t worry. So soon as we’re done here, I’ll tell him.”

      “Sure you don’t want me to?”

      Manny shook his head and poured them both another glassful.

      “You’re sure? He can be a tough nut.”

      “I’ll make sure Calvin is there too. She’s the calm one.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” said Harry, his eyebrows creeping closer together.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Ooohhh yeah. She can be a feisty one. Maybe take a bottle over as well. Both like a tipple.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind. Sláinte.” Another clink of glass and tot number five joined its companions. Number six up. “You heard anything from Blaga lately?” Manny said, easing back in his chair, cradling his glass like a trophy.

      Harry drew his mouth into a line, his eyes struggling to stay focused. A brief shake of the head accompanied by a troubled expression told Manny all he needed to know.

      “What the fuck are they up to, I wonder,” he said, his expression imitating Harry’s.

      “Leaving,” Harry said, his gaze persisting to remain engaged with the desk top.

      Manny threw up his arms. “Christ!”

      Harry’s face seemed to double in size at this sudden outburst. “What?!” His glass half emptied across his chest.

      “Fuckin’ Hartman.”

      “Hartman? What about him?” said Harry, wiping bourbon from his front. He looked with daggers at his friend.

      “That fucker will have to know about the atomisers too. Bloody hell.”

      “Fuck him,” Harry said, shaking a dripping hand free of Henri’s prized import. “He’s not even here yet. Look at me, will ya?” He indicated his stained tunic and shirt.

      “Will be here in a few days, matey.”

      “Like I said. Fuck him. You got anything for this?” Harry pointed to his tunic.

      Manny rummaged about at his feet before producing an unwashed shirt. “Best I can do,” he said, tossing it over.

      Harry made a noise. “What’s he got to do with this anyway?” he said, wiping at his front. “Why is he even coming here?”

      “He’s in the Corps, stupid.”

      “I know that. Doesn’t stop him being an asshole.”

      “Easy, fella. I know him and Jade have a history.”

      “That’s got nothing….”

      “Of course it has, you idiot. And I can see why you’re angry.”

      “If he lays a finger on her I’ll rip his fucking heart out. Here.” Harry threw back the shirt.

      “I don’t doubt it,” Manny said, clasping it between his hands. He threw it back on the floor. “Neither of us will let that happen, trust me. We talked a few days ago. The Corps know about Phobos, and by that I mean they know something hit it. Hartman’s coming here to investigate is a big deal. His ship, the Dandelion, has the latest modification to the StrateLine drive. Faster, more manoeuvrable.”

      “Woopi-fuckin’-doo!”

      “Mock all you want, you ingrate. He’s on his way.”

      Harry mumbled something that Manny didn’t catch. He clasped at the bottle and refilled his glass. Manny did likewise.

      “Santé,” Harry said as the two old friends raised their respective glasses yet again. “How well do you know him?”

      “Quite well I like to think. We go way back.”

      “Do you trust him?”

      “Absolutely not. The man’s a wanker. But he’s bringing with him some highly trained individuals, and some state of the art ordnance. I hate to say it, but his coming here could make all the difference.”

      “Huh. Yippee.” Harry waved the flag of pretence with his free hand.

      Manny eyed Harry with a degree of suspicion. “Okay. I may not be the sharpest or brightest but….” He paused to lean forward and wagged a finger. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      Harry was naturally taken aback by this. “How d’you mean?”

      “C’mon, pal. You can’t fool me. How long have we known each other?”

      “Oh please.”

      “Answer the question, Al.”

      Harry sprang up. “Christ, you haven’t called me that in years, Bill.”

      Manny laughed. “I remember. For a time we called each other by our middle names.”

      “Yeah, like when we were eight.”

      Manny laughed. “What’s up, Harry? Like I said earlier. Ever since you came up from the Martian underworld you’ve been off. You say it’s not Grace, we’ve cleared up the atomiser shite. So what is it?” Manny looked to his right, thinking, then looked back at him. “Can’t you tell me? Not even me?”

      “You deserve to know, Manny.”

      Harry’s oldest friend flopped back and slapped a hand to his forehead. “Oh shit. Here we go again. Let me have it, fella.”
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      A few days later, Harry and Jade walked into the operations room to find the other senior officers already assembled.

      “What’s up?” Harry said, nodding at Bubbles. Beside him stood Sybil, Henri and Karl Koenig.

      Manny faced them. “Glad you could make it, Captains.”

      Harry threw him a, ‘cut the crap, buddy’, look.

      The last time they had been together Harry had told Manny that the atomisers couldn’t be used, and also the small matter that he and Gus Petersen could walk through walls. Manny, to his credit, had taken both pieces of startling news rather well, and had agreed to keep the latter piece of startling news to himself until such time he felt others should know about both pieces of startling news.

      In a gesture he had hoped would soften the blow with Berkeley and Calvin regarding the atomisers, Manny had heeded Harry’s advice and taken along a bottle of rocket bourbon. Needless to say he didn’t return with it.

      “The Dandelion is inbound,” Manny continued, returning his attention to an array of monitors.

      “That’s Herman’s ship,” Sybil said, unable to stop the smile from separating her lips.

      Harry’s attempt at a return gesture failed miserably, his mouth sagging at the corners as readily as the handles of an overfilled plastic shopping bag.

      Herman’s ship it may be, but I also know who else is onboard.

      Harry stared at Jade, who had moved closer to Henri. The blonde goddess looked ready to start taking hostages. Work was taking up more time than was healthy at the moment, for both of them. As a result Harry had not said anything about the wall walking. After they had debriefed each other concerning their respective day, all of their free time together was spent sleeping, fully clothed for the most part. They hadn’t been intimate in days.

      Chopping through the convivial atmosphere like a broadsword through sushi, the radio operator spoke up. “Incoming transmission, Colonel,” he said. His hands hovered over his keyboard.

      “On speaker,” said Manny.

      “Mars Central, this is the SMCS Dandelion requesting permission to land. Over.”

      Manny gave his assent with a nod to the operator.

      On hearing the voice, Harry managed to catch Jade’s eye. She shook her head ever so slightly.

      Not him. No recognition from Manny either.

      “SMCS Dandelion, this is Mars Central. You are clear to land. Pilot has been launched. Check channel forty-two. Over.”

      “Acknowledged. Pilot acquired. Thanks, Central. ETA twenty eight minutes. Out.”

      “Guess we go outside and wait,” said Manny.

      He caught Harry’s eye for a second and beckoned him to one side. “Things will only escalate from here on in,” Manny said in a whisper. “As I’ve said I don’t trust Hartman any further than I could throw him. Time will tell if he really is here to help the cause.”

      “What do you suspect?” said Harry.

      “He’s got an ulterior motive I’m pretty certain. This guy should be a brigadier by now, but he’s still a major.”

      “Don’t follow.”

      “He’s brash, arrogant, a real twat. You might say those are qualities for insubordination. Hence his rank. But he’s not stupid. Neither are the people he reports to. Anyone higher than a colonel they put you behind a desk. Keeping this guy in the field gives them eyes and ears on the ground, so to speak.”

      Harry nodded. “Got you.”

      “Stay sharp, buddy.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Manny chuckled. He patted his friend on the shoulder and began to shuffle out with the others.

      As Sybil filed past, Harry caught her arm. “Nervous?” he said to his ex-wife.

      “I am all of a sudden, yes,” she said.

      “You’ll be fine.” He looked over at Jade.

      “I can’t wait to…” Sybil cut off, acutely aware of how excited she was sounding in front of her ex-husband.

      Harry succeeded in cracking a smile. “Go get him, girl. Excuse me. I’ll be right along.”

      The room emptied, leaving only the radio operator, and our two lovebirds.

      “You okay, baby?” Harry said, squeezing Jade’s upper arm.

      “Sir?” said the radio guy, his fingers slipping across the keys. He grimaced as ‘hubin0uo[jmo’ flashed red across his monitor. He hit delete and coughed. He twisted his neck and appeared surprised he still had company. “Ah, Captain Watt, Captain Johansen.” Surprised he may be, but quick on the uptake he was too. “Uhm, Maybe I should… ahh. I’ll go check on… uhm.”

      “Yes, why don’t you go check on uhm, son,” Harry suggested.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The young man shot out of his chair, knocking his knees on the table in his haste to escape.

      Harry chuckled at the whole escapade, before turning his attention back to Jade. Under normal circumstances she would have viewed the kid’s embarrassment with mock indignation. But these were not normal circumstances. Her eyes, ergo her mind, were elsewhere. Harry repeated his question.

      Jade looked at his hand upon her arm. A queer expression flashed across her face, just for a second, as recollection wandered through her head. Her nineteen year old self took the place of Harry, her face ruddy and wet with tears. She pointed to Jade’s stomach and mouthed something inaudible.

      “Hey, sweetheart. Hey.”

      Harry’s soft voice caused Jade to frown, and she swayed a little. “Harry,” she said, and smiled.

      “Where did you go?”

      “Go? What do you mean?”

      “I mean you weren’t here. Stupid question, but are you okay?”

      There was no point lying to the man she loved. “Not really.”

      “Of course you’re not. Sit down, baby. Come on. Take the weight off.” Harry guided her into the nearest chair, which just happened to be the radio operator’s. At that precise moment he stepped through the Flexi-lock, a steaming cup of coffee in his hand. “Ah, uhm….” said he.

      Harry signalled for him to beat it with a curt nod of the head. Off the young man did beat.

      Jade sat with her knees touching, and her hands across her lap. Harry knelt before her and took a hold of them. Jade’s hands were tiny, with long, elegant fingers, and were as soft as a pair of kittens sleeping on a mink coat. To Harry they were one of her best features, of which there were many. She drew the impression of a lost and lonely schoolgirl, anxious of her first day. Harry engaged his default setting, that is one of comic relief.

      “Are these mugs giving you trouble, sweetheart?” he said in his best Humphrey Bogart. He indicated Jade’s tummy with a downward glance. “Say the word, see,” he continued, switching to a very passable Edward G Robinson, “and as soon as the little buggers make an entrance, I’ll arrest them, see, for vagrancy and ABH, see. Or my name ain’t Little Caesar, see.”

      Jade did not laugh, though she did recognize the film noir references. Best she could manage was a vague smile and the slightest of amused grunts.

      Harry quit it with the jaunt down monochrome memory lane, and squeezed her kittens. He reminded himself yet again that everyone had problems in their life, some worse than others. The insane business with the wall walking, however badly it was ailing him, could wait. This vision of a woman before him and what she was carrying inside her were three
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