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      There was something perverse about riding the rails of the magtrain across the Atlantic on the way to investigate a derailment mass casualty incident. It was downright voyeuristic, and Lazarus couldn’t help but be unsettled while he shifted in his comfortable vat-grown leather seat and gazed out the window while the train whipped along the tracks. He wasn’t afraid of this train derailing, but his mind wandered to the 3,997 people who had lost their lives on Majorca MagAm 205 earlier that day and what had gone through their minds in that moment when the train shook and smashed into the water. There was no way any of them thought that their train would derail at breakneck speeds, trapping them in depressurizing cabins that flooded while they drowned.

      A shudder ran down his spine.

      “Sir?” A lithe, bronzed-brown attendant stood over him wearing a forced smile, the kind service people wore and the only kind Lazarus had known most of his life. Still, it was a smile and a twinge of excitement ran through him. Guys like this rarely noticed him.

      “Oh, yes?” Lazarus returned a smile and hoped it seemed at least equally authentic. In contrast to the toned attendant, Lazarus was a pale pink speckled mess of a being with thinning hair and looked sickly by comparison. Perhaps it was the naked sunlight washing him out after so much time spent inside the city, a cavernous mass of bright neon lights and endless artifice.

      “Another drink?”

      “Sure, why not?” Lazarus handed the glass over, narrowly catching it after snagging it along the lip of the seat. The attendant rolled his eyes and grasped it in his augmented hand. Another drink wasn’t what he needed; it was getting to the bottom of why he couldn’t connect. He needed access to the updated case files on the victims in order to be prepared, this being his first real time as the lead in the field on a large-scale accident. The attendant started to wander off, making Lazarus jump. “Oh, wait!”

      “Yes? What else can I do for you today?” The attendant gripped onto the seat in front of Lazarus and sucked his teeth, forcing an uneasy smile.

      “My signal seems to have sputtered out on me.” He tapped at his temple to let the attendant know he was talking about his ocular display.

      “Ohh, you must be new to the Cross-Atlantic.”

      “Oh, me? Nah,” Lazarus blushed, attempting to recover. “I’m just joking with you. Of course I know that. Pulling your leg, right?”

      “Riiiight.” The kid sighed, tapping the screen built into the seat in front of him. “There’s no wireless reception over the mid-Atlantic, it’s the Atlantic Deadzone between the American and NCC border, instituted by the NCC to help purify newcomers. For now you can watch any array of our entertainment on the console located here, in the seat in front of you.”

      “The ones with the AI constructs?” Lazarus wasn’t a fan of the newer stuff, when they ditched actors for lifelike constructs, even if it was impossible for him to tell the difference. He just knew it was upsetting to most people and had been told they were lifeless in comparison.

      “That’s the ones, yeah.”

      “Thanks, I’m good,” Lazarus said.

      “I’ll be back with the drink.”

      “Ah yeah, Jack and Coke.” Lazarus again attempted to be breezy and relatable, but the attendant had already bounded across the car in record time, reminding him of all those times his parents had given him a similar look and he’d cracked a joke to lighten the mood to no avail. Lazarus would have to make do with reviewing the few physical files that had been handed to him before he stepped onto the train. There were a few priority cases that they had alerted him to, which was the most logical place to start. His haggard boss had handed him a plain manila folder containing ten files, these being the most important people on board the Mallorca MagAm 205 that morning, including a few politicians, two prominent board members from ANGELCorp.—who Lazarus worked for—and a hairdresser.

      A hairdresser?

      The name on the file was unassuming enough: Victoria Andrews. She was 31 years old, unmarried, childless, and worked as a hairdresser in the film industry. Compared to the rest of his VIP list, she was downright ordinary, and the inclusion of this file had to be a mistake. That is, until he saw the rubber stamp with her package name at the bottom of the file.

      The Saint Package.

      The Saint Package was ANGELCorp.’s most exclusive package, heavily vetted by the New Catholic Church, with only the best of the best allowed the prestige of such a package. Flipping the page, he froze in place again, staring at the file photo clipped to the second page. Staring up at him were these piercing, speckled gray eyes, a head of flawless auburn curls cascading down her shoulders, and a disarming smile on her perfectly angular, lightly freckled face.

      She was breathtaking, unlike any woman he’d ever laid eyes upon before and, much like almost everyone he oversaw the account of, she was dead. Probably. Unaccounted for, at least. This was the kind of woman his family wanted to see him with. Well, everyone except his grandpa. Grandpa understood, but he was long gone now. Instead, Lazarus had spent most of his adult life wondering what was wrong with him, suppressing any inkling of an idea that he wasn’t exclusively into women because thoughts like that could jeopardize his work as a representative of a company working with the New Catholic Church. No, he liked women. Not men like the attendant who seemed annoyed with him. Women. Women like this.

      Women like Victoria Andrews.

      Regardless of her beauty, it didn’t add up to how someone like her, with a yearly income at or below average, and an infrequent salary thanks to her work, had not just a premium package, but the most exclusive one. Someone had made a terrible mistake here. Tapping his temple, a display projected from his eye showing that the network connectivity had returned, and Lazarus scrambled to download the files to make sense of this discovery. While the files loaded, the attendant returned, plopping a white napkin in the middle of his tray table with a perspiring glass on top of it.

      “There you go,” the attendant said. “We’ll be arriving in Mallorca in a matter of moments now and, as I’m sure an experienced traveler like you is aware, the network connectivity has been restored as we’ve crossed the Euro-Atlantic barrier and entered the NCC European territory.”

      “Ah, um, right.” Lazarus glanced up at him and attempted to smile, anxiously awaiting the file download.

      “Thanks for traveling MagAm Business Plus today, sir. Have a wonderful day.”

      “You, too.” Lazarus lifted the glass to offer a mock toast when he nicked the edge of the table, the drink spilling onto his shirt. At least the attendant was out of view and didn’t witness that. There was no way he was finishing that in time, anyway, but now he was a mess. With just the small napkin from the tray, Lazarus dabbed at the spill that sat right in the middle of his shirt, pressing it in tight in hopes of absorbing quickly. How embarrassing.

      In all of his years at ANGELCorp.—including his one year as the adjuster floor supervisor—he’d yet to go to a mass casualty incident, never mind one overseas that came with an expense report, lodging, and every other amenity. Now he was showing up for his big break covered in booze. In a panic, he dabbed at his shirt a few more times and took the last sip from the glass, his internal sensor responding with a ding to alert him to the download being complete. There were hundreds of files to sift through, which meant that with almost 4,000 people onboard, he’d be heading into a contentious situation, with their closest rivals in the digital afterlife business there. He already knew that, but considering that this was in Europe, the NCC’s territory and the NCC was ANGELCorp.’s largest client base, he’d expected more.

      There it was, Victoria Andrews. Those piercing gray-speckled eyes, the auburn curls and pouty lips and, sure enough, the Saint Package. There had to be a mistake. The file printed out was bare bones, more an assurance from the upper office, including the upper board and Cetacea, that he was in charge and wasn’t to fuck up with these few. Everything inside the file just reaffirmed that she was indeed one of the rare few to qualify for the Saint Package, given an order straight from the Vatican under papal authority.

      “Holy shit,” he muttered to himself.

      The train screeched into the station, an overhead chime alerting them to their arrival and instructing passengers on safe exiting procedures. Scrambling to collect his files, Lazarus wiped at his stomach with the balled-up napkin again, too nervous to ask for a towel and make a bigger fool of himself. This was his big break and he couldn’t fuck it up now, not after he’d waited this long. There was an actual sainthood at stake here, something that could make or break his career, and if he mishandled this one…well.

      Lazarus eyeballed the attendant one last time, sighing heavily and turning back to Victoria’s file. Not only was this kind of job new to him, but handling a high-profile client like this was practically unheard of. If he messed up here, he’d have no choice but to grovel back to his parents for a job tossing dough at the family pizzeria.

      He’d never hear the end of it.
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      With death around every corner, Silvia’s job only got worse with the fading light of each day. Complications never ceased to accumulate, leading her to being the lead in perhaps the worst disaster she’d seen in her years on the force. Standing on the docks overlooking the Mallorca MagAm 205 crash, it took every ounce of strength to not curl up into a ball and weep on the spot. There were 4,029 passengers on board, including crew, when it mysteriously derailed, scraping by the beach before plunging into the Badia d’Alcudia by C’an Picafort. As of that moment, there were 3,997 passengers unaccounted for and presumed dead, which was unthinkable.

      Her unruly curly hair blew in her face from the ocean breeze, forcing her to pull it back into a quick bun, a few strands stuck in her sunglasses. Clacking her tongue, she tugged the glasses off, plucking the stray strands off and putting them back on, the mid-afternoon Mallorca sun blinding and warm. Warm enough for that cute leather jacket her partner Tilly let her borrow to no longer feel cute, but stifling. If only she wasn’t sweating already, she could take it off.

      There wasn’t much she could do as a homicide detective there outside of help with crowd control and gathering information until they had a better handle on the scene. What they knew for sure was that there were no signs of explosives and the track sensors hadn’t given off any signs of damage prior to the crash. Accidents like this were remarkably rare, making the clocked speeds from the train’s logs before the crash that more concerning. It took a curve at three-times the recommended speed and at that point, derailment was inevitable. No responsible driver would let that happen, especially with the autopilot and safety systems in place. Meaning there was either a mechanical failure or malfeasance involved.

      “Well, well, well,” a voice boomed from behind. “If it isn’t Missy Martinez, the queen of the scene.”

      “Ugh.” The voice was familiar enough and told her this day had just gotten a lot worse. “Rico, you asshole. What does Rome care about Mallorca PD’s business?”

      “What, me? I’m here to help.” The shit-eating grin was a part of the package with Enrico Giovanni, Rome PD’s lead detective, who somehow saw working for the Eurasian capital’s most prestigious team as beneath him and strove for nothing but a chance at the Vatican. Ever since the NCC had laid claim to half of the globe, the Vatican was the most prestigious place everyone strove to work at. Well, except for Silvia. “El Capital thought that for an accident of this size poor little Mallorca could use a hand.”

      “Uh huh, sure,” she groaned. “Or Rico, the opportunist, saw this as his chance to finally get the Pope’s attention and make it to the Vatican.”

      “Hey, do you see their boogeymen here yet?” Rico looked around with a goofy face. “I sure don’t. But I see Enrico Giovanni stylin’ and profilin’ at a big tragedy that a small island nation who refuses to get with the times couldn’t handle on their own as an act of benevolence.”

      “Someone’s full of themselves today.” Mallorca remained independent, refusing to join the new NCC Eurasian Union under papal control, living up to its long history as being an island in isolation. Still, that independence didn’t help them escape the long arm of the NCC’s regulations and officials. “I’ve got this handled.”

      “So, you interview the survivors yet? We got signs of tampering or what?”

      “I’ve been detailing everything on the official report.” She wanted nothing more than to scrawl a passive aggressive missive about Rome’s involvement and Rico’s hair gel, but she’d gotten enough reprimands this month to quell her disgust. For now. “I’m sure you can access it.”

      “Nobody knows I’m here yet, so I’d need your authorization to view it, of course. Unless…”

      “I really hate you, you know that?” There was more regret than vigor in her words, this job having beaten her down long ago. Rico was doing his best innocent puppy dog face, which may have worked on everyone else, but not on her, while she pulled up the document and shared it with him. “I’ll let you do your own research instead of leeching off of us lowly island-folk.”

      “Look, the train was en route to Rome, we’d be here eventually, and I wasn’t about to let anyone else get near this. Not with my favorite grumpy detective here.”

      “So, if you’re here to help, why not talk to the foreman up there?” Silvia motioned toward the end of the dock at the harried man in a hardhat trying to coordinate the cranes, attempting to pull the submerged cars from the water. “Ask if they’ve gotten anything but floating bodies and cars with no sign of tampering or something.”

      “Oh, you know what?” he said. “I like it when you order me around like this. You’ll fall for me yet, Martinez. You will, I promise.”

      “Dream on, Rico. I’m taken, remember?”

      “And how is…what’s their name again? Miss Trilly doing?” His smile gave away that he knew the answer and was trying to get beneath her skin, and sadly, it was working.

      “It's Tilly and they’re fine,” she said. “Would be a lot happier if I didn’t have to come home complaining about you again, I bet.”

      Enrico was an asshole, but emblematic of the creeping hand of Rome throughout Europe and Asia. The NCC’s control over the region left half of the globe in a de facto theocracy, although they pretended otherwise. Mallorca, although a part of Spain, technically remained independent, was still a fascination for Rome for never falling into line. He was right, though: the faster they could solve the case, the easier it was to avoid interference from the Vatican and their armored bastard Inquisitors. Those Inquisitors held a special place in Silvia’s heart. One of raw hatred. They were the NCC’s personal vanguard, deployed in rare situations where the Vatican needed to add their personal touch and strike fear into anyone who dared interfere.

      Enrico was also correct on another count—his arrival was a formality and it would’ve happened sooner rather than later. At least with him, she knew what to expect, and that he was a nuisance, but a nuisance she knew how to deal with. The afternoon sun beat down on her and sweat beaded on her brow while she clomped through the sand in her heels, woefully unprepared for the situation, but doing her best to remain professional en route to speaking to a few of the survivors. They had set up a small tent next to the one set up as a field hospital, still some distance from the small tent city of afterlife company vultures on top of the hill. In the years since afterlife contracts became mandatory, mass casualty incidents were a feeding frenzy for them. There was always a company with a better deal, looking to buy out a digitized brain scan from a competitor for the promise of future payments.

      “Detective.” A clean-shaven uniform nodded to her.

      “You done collecting statements yet?” She didn’t want to push him too hard and make it sound like she was skeptical of him doing his job, but she was in charge.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Tell me what you’ve got, then.” Martinez did her best to control her breathing and not bite anyone else’s head off. Being undermined by Rome like this wasn’t what she was expecting. “Explosion? Driver asleep at the wheel?”

      “The reports overlap in the details, Detective. The train accelerated toward the curve before braking abruptly, tipping it over in the process. It was chaos. These poor people.”

      “Ugh,” she said. “I don’t envy them. Is that…all we’ve got? The train went too fast, then braked too hard and tipped over? This is a major commuter line here. This doesn’t just happen.”

      “The co-pilot is in rough shape. A piece of track impaled him, but…”

      “But?” There usually weren’t “buts” when it came to someone being impaled.

      “Well, he said something about a man in the cockpit, that he broke in and attacked the pilot and himself.”

      “A mysterious intruder now?” Great, this case went from a tragic accident to an actual, verifiable mass homicide, if this was all true. That was almost 4,000 murders added to her ledger. She should’ve listened to Tilly and just called in today, stayed in bed and fooled around with them. “This info alone isn’t conclusive, but points toward foul play. Today just got more complicated.”

      “Yeah…he’s in rough shape, Detective. He’s in and out of consciousness. All we know about the intruder is he was wearing a black jacket and knew what he was doing. Knew when to time his attack, where to go, how to operate the train.”

      “Okay…” This was bad. If this got out, there’d be an Inquisitor here even quicker than she thought. “Officer…what’s your name?”

      “Peters, ma’am,” he said.

      “Peters, we keep this between us for now. This isn’t reported yet until we hear more about this man in black. We don’t want this leaking to the press or the higher ups yet. You got that?”

      “I got it, but⁠—”

      “No buts, Peters. No buts.”

      What an absolute shit show. Taking a moment to catch her breath, she strode along the pier, staring out at the recovery operation in progress, divers in the water guiding the cranes into place while they floated among the dead. It was gruesome and too large of a scene to control. Pleasure boats were kept at bay but were still gawking and a line-up of onlookers stood by the beach. Clean up alone was a massive undertaking, never mind identifying the bodies and trying to find out if some mysterious man in black was among them with nothing else to go on.

      “Um, excuse me, miss?” An uncertain voice came from behind. “Ma’am?”

      “Peters, what is it now?” She turned and instead was face-to-face with a milquetoast man in every way, wearing a lime green shirt a size too big that was fighting to remain tucked into his khakis, and had a skinny frame with a craggy smile. “Oh, you aren’t Peters. Sir, this is an active investigation. Please return behind the yellow tape.”

      “No, you don’t understand⁠—”

      “Sir, please return behind the line,” she commanded.

      “I understand, I just⁠—”

      “Sir!” She grabbed onto his wrist and started to twist him away from the beach while he yelped, her letting go with a look of disgust. “You don’t belong here.”

      “I’m supposed to be here!” he shouted, quivering and grasping at his injured wrist. He looked like a sickly puppy dog someone had just kicked aside. “Sorry, I’m supposed to be here. I’m with ANGELCorp.”

      “Oh, one of those.” There was the immediate guilt at manhandling him, although watching him suck on his palm made it hard to feel too bad for him. “Your tent with all the other rest of your lot is up on the hill there.”

      “I know that,” he said. “But I’m actually the field lead for ANGELCorp. I just got into town and I’m looking for where the ANGELCorp. setup is. You see, we’re supposed to have priority access here, due to our unique relationship with the NCC, unlike our competitors.”

      “That’s none of my business,” she said. “Go ask the officer by the tents and they’ll guide you. This is an ongoing investigation and you don’t belong here. Consider it a no vulture zone.”

      “Look, um, miss…?”

      “Sir,” she sighed. “I’m Detective Martinez and this is my investigation. I have politely instructed you to get away from the scene.”

      “I know, it’s just, the nice officer over there told me to speak to you about this and⁠—”

      “And what? I told you where the tents were and I’m losing my patience.” Things were too tense and she’d run out of patience for this asshole. As soon as it escaped her lips she sighed and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, look. We’re all a little on edge here. I need you to respect what we’re doing and give us our space.”

      “Oh absolutely, Detective. I just need to know where my tent is?” he said. “This is my first time as a field lead and I’m sorta…”

      “Been hitting the bottle?” As he got closer, a familiar smell of whiskey and soda she remembered from growing up overpowered her senses. Her father’s drink of choice when he was out in public, and he was always coming home reeking of whiskey with the sweet notes of the soda chasing it down. Those weren’t splendid memories. “I can smell you from here.”

      “Sorry about that, the kid on the train just brought me another drink, and sorta spilled and…okay, you don’t care about that. I’m just a wee bit, erm, nervous and am trying to make a good impression.”

      “Fine. You’re exhausting, you know that?”

      “I’ve been told that before.”

      “Uh huh, so go now. Be with your people.” She waved at the tents again. “We’ve all got a long day ahead of us.”

      An eye roll later and she dove back into the files, reading the latest reports of identified bodies and coordinated it with the hotline they’d set up for concerned families. They weren’t telling the public any more details than they needed to, but with only a few dozen survivors, that hotline was going to be overwhelmed with concerned families, those same concerned families that would end up with a visit from the digital grim reapers like that guy looking for his tent.

      “Hard to believe, huh?” The ANGELCorp. guy’s voice came like nails on a chalkboard.

      “You’re still here.”

      “Just taking it in; this is a big day.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m sure you vultures are gonna be filthy rich after this one.” She attempted to walk away, but he persisted.

      “It’s not like that,” he said.

      “Have you forgotten what I do for a living here, afterlife boy? I watch people like you swarm when someone dies, each picking at the scraps trying to get yours. Look at those tents up there and tell me you aren’t vultures.”

      “You don’t have to be so hostile toward it. I’m just doing my job.”

      “That’s always the line,” she said. “What you guys do helps no one.”

      “I’ve known people like you, Detective. The type of people who think that what I do doesn’t matter. In fact, my family was the same way.”

      “Sorry, I’m just having a day here. But look, this is my crime scene and⁠—”

      “Crime scene?” he asked.

      “Shit.” Of course he heard that. “Don’t get big ideas or anything. It’s just what we call it.”

      “If this is a crime scene, then everything could be more complicated. You know there’s a woman on this train who’s a saint?” he asked.

      “Saint, as in…wings and harps and all that?”

      “That’s an angel,” he said. “This is different. This is the highest level the NCC can offer, only the best of the best.”

      “So some diplomat was on board, then? Shit, that’s worse than I thought. I need to call this in. What other information do you have rattling around in that brain of yours?” She needed to fix her tone now. Perhaps this guy wasn’t worthless.

      “That’s confidential information. I’m not supposed to tell you this, but she’s not a diplomat, no.”

      “You told me you have an angel or saint in your files there, right…what’s your name?”

      “Lazarus.” He extended his hand. “Lazarus Keaton.”

      “Right, Laz…bro. You already told me that⁠—”

      “It’s Lazarus, actually,” he corrected her. “She was a hairdresser. It doesn’t make much sense, but it’s important I don’t mess this one up. The Vatican is watching, right?”

      “Fuck.” If the Vatican was aware of this VIP passenger, that meant it was inevitable. There would be an Inquisitor. “You afterlifers are really messing with my day. It’s all worthless.”

      “It’s not like that. It means a lot of things to a lot of people, actually.”

      “Yeah? You just said your own family hated it.” She was only half-aware that she was keeping this conversation moving, instead her hands shaking at the idea of an Inquisitor incoming, regardless of how she handled the case.

      “No, well, sort of. My grandfather? I could actually help him, although my family objected.”

      “They’re against digital scans of someone’s brain living on a hard drive for a fee? Go figure.” She didn’t bother looking at him, instead scrolling through the updates to see if there was any mention of a VIP or the Vatican. There was a steady stream of updates identifying the victims, but they’d have to wait. The list was overwhelming. Moments like this, she had the urge to reach out to her long-estranged mother, the one who did nothing about drunk-ole-dad and made endless excuses for him—but it was only a thought.

      “Not exactly, more upset about how he died. You see, we’re New Yorkers, and my grandfather was a pizzaiolo. In fact, going back many generations, we were artisanal pizzaiolos.”

      “How very…New York.” New York had been under the spell of one of the first true trillionaires, who insisted that a proprietary hydraulic pump system would keep the water out instead of erecting giant barriers like the rest of the world did. It didn’t work, largely because his ego didn’t allow him to use the tried-and-true pumps, instead creating his own that failed in mere hours. “My family has Aztec roots, or at least that’s what I’m told. Grandpa went off and married a colonizer but couldn’t let go of home, leaving someone like me a stranger in a strange land. So trust me, I know all about tradition. There isn’t much left of New York, right? Last I heard the dolphins controlled it now.”

      “They do,” he said. “Which was one of the objections from my family when grandpa wanted to stay.”

      “About dolphins?” Dolphins didn’t live nearby, and she’d never directly interacted with one, although she understood that as the oceans warmed they’d migrated further north in the United States before effectively monopolizing the east coast.

      “My grandfather never wanted to leave there. He even started living in an abandoned apartment building in the flood zone.”

      “I’m just as confused as your parents were.” The translators developed for the dolphins made it clear that they weren’t just intelligent, but had also claimed a bulk of Long Island and New York city when it flooded and wanted nothing to do with humans.

      “Sorry, I’ll get to the point. I live in New Jersey now, and my grandparents’ old house in upstate New York was demolished to make way for luxury condos⁠—”

      “Christ, this planet.” She wanted him to just walk away, and humoring him seemed to be the only way to break through his thick skull. “Anyway, this has been great and all, but I need to⁠—”

      “Yeah, I loved that old place. I really did,” he interrupted. He was speaking fast, almost like he couldn’t hear her or was so nervous his lips were moving faster than his brain. “But my grandfather? Something happened, and he didn’t want to leave. Grandma died, he met Kiko and he had to make the call to sell it, the price was right, you know?”

      “Who’s Kiko?” Silvia paused. There’s no way he was saying what she thought he was saying.

      “Kiko was his…. lover,” he said. “It was still very much frowned upon at the time, you see.”

      “Wait, he was… with a dolphin? Like a delphinophiliac?” There had been whispers about men who abandoned their families to join dolphin pods for ages, although most thought it was a joke. She hated to admit that he had her attention now.

      “It wasn’t something gross,” he said. “Pods can be aggressive and the females don’t really stay loyal to one man, so he spent more and more time diving to secure his place and…”

      “Okay, I get it. He was smitten.”

      “Yes, so you can see why my family was upset when he plotted out his afterlife. I’d made a meticulous model of his home for him, but he didn’t want it. It’s fine, I transferred it to my file, but for him? He wanted to swim, to spend the rest of eternity rapt in an embrace with Kiko, without all the gear he’d needed to survive with when he would dive.”

      “That’s a visual right there. You can get a printout of this, right?”

      “Oh yes, you can even get a viewing if you have the money and see them in real time,” he beamed. “Of course they can’t communicate, you can just observe. But, not exactly a hug, if you catch my drift.”

      “Wait.” Martinez paused, the image clarifying in her mind. “Your pizza-making grandfather wanted to spend his weird, fake digital afterlife being…. fucked by a dolphin?”

      “Please don’t say it like that.” The poor guy turned beet red and looked away.

      “Okay, that’s enough of this for me. You can go talk about your dolphin-fucking grandfather somewhere else.”

      “That’s not who he is!” he cried.

      “Okay! Whatever.” She turned to face him, watching him shrink down where he was at her rage. “Have you listened to a word I’ve said? This is my crime scene! You need to go with the rest⁠—”

      A jet engine roared overhead, deafening in its descent, whipping sand all over. Silvia covered her face and braced herself while her jacket, which she shouldn’t have been wearing in the first place, tried to drag her backward. The afterlifer gripped onto her arm, Silvia jerking herself free and attempted to shout at him, the sound drowned out by the engine. Her heart sank at the realization: this was the end of her investigation and the beginning of another fucking inquisition. The small craft was immaculate—angular, a crisp white all around with a reflective black hatch on top, gold embellished crosses dotted it all over. Once the engines died down and the unnecessary sandstorm stopped kicking up debris all over the workers on the docks and Silvia, a hush grew over the crowd. It was almost like time itself had paused, and the sight of the Inquisitor’s Interceptor quieted even the wildlife.

      The opaque black cockpit was like a black hole; no light escaped from the inside of the craft, nor was there any glare from the midday sun off of it, instead it was the embodiment of the absence of light. A hiss escaped from the Interceptor, the deep black cockpit unfolding on both sides while a haze of ceremonial incense bubbled over the sides of the ship, filling the air with the aroma of divinity and mothballs before the crest of the Inquisitor’s helmet became visible. The light emanating from inside the ship was borderline blinding while it bathed the figure emerging from the small cruiser. A chorus of voices hummed while the Inquisitor floated from the cockpit, intensifying into a full-blown song of what she couldn’t consider anything but butt rock, only with angelic voices whirling over the wailing guitars. He was clad in a protective armor of all white and gold and his helmet bore a deep, black visor across the front with a golden crest emblazoned on the forehead. He wore a ceremonial cape pinned to his shoulders, a deep black on the back and a stark red on the inside, while he gripped his golden staff in his right hand, a cross on the top, leading to a sharp point at the bottom.

      The light painted him like the living embodiment of all that is, was, and ever will be holy, like a painstakingly detailed Impressionist painting of the perfect ambassador for the Son of God, with the glistening armor and spear making even looking at him a blinding experience that made one question their very existence. A few of the slack-jawed gawkers dropped to their knees, simultaneously genuflecting and making the sign of the cross over their chests before folding their hands together and bowing their heads at the Inquisitor. They, the faithful, must have felt so blessed, because Inquisitors rarely lowered themselves to such displays. For an Inquisitor to make such a public appearance was one for the history books, which meant of course an Inquisitor would make a grand entrance, exercising the power of the church for all to witness, news crews capturing the moment mouths agape in awe of this borderline ethereal presence.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice boomed over the piped in song, taking a dramatic pause for a squealing guitar lick, the Inquisitor standing like a force of nature on top of the ship, arms spread wide, before thrusting the spear into the air to a rush of “oohs,” the cross held high almost as if it was glowing with the power of God itself. “The Inquisitor of the New Catholic Church. The voice of God. Genuflect before him. Amen.”

      A few mumbled “amens” followed suit while Silvia stood in shock at the sight. This was what she feared—that the church would insert itself beyond sending a scumbag fuckup like Rico to the scene, that they’d take it and the 4,000 lost souls with the same earnest and upright energy they do everything else and send along an Inquisitor. No detective could challenge an Inquisitor.

      She had seen one from afar before, back when she was just a beat cop helping secure a scene on the murder of a parish priest. A boy, no older than nine, had driven a crucifix, one much like the giant gilded spear that the Inquisitor carried, through the chest of a priest. The poor kid was scared out of his gourd, claiming that it was an accident. Whatever had transpired, the result was that the stodgy old man was suspended in mid-air, only held up by the stake through his heart and the cross wedged beneath the pulpit, his blood staining the retro-vomit yellow carpet a dark brown. There was an underwritten obscenity to the scene, almost a dark satire and not reality. Still, it was oddly fitting. That kid’s expression had burned into her subconscious, reminding her of how she felt around her asshole of a father. All she’d wanted to do was reach down and scoop that kid up, rushing him away from whatever he’d witnessed, or any associated guilt that’d come, but she was still wet behind the ears and deathly afraid of the consequences.

      The church and the church alone handled matters such as these, not local police. Not that she was excited about this mess. But it left a mark on her; a healthy jumble of fear, respect and awe toward the Inquisitors and the power that they wielded with what felt like malice. They were there to project law, order, and holiness, but something about them rubbed her the wrong way, like their sole intent was to strike fear into the hearts of the faithful more than to project a sense of peace and serenity. The church had survived for as long as it had thanks to its use of symbols, giant effigies toward long-dead saints and figures, and now it was the Inquisitors, the protectors of the faithful.

      With a deep breath Silvia hopped off the pier onto the soft sand, her shoes sinking into it and making trudging through it awkward and downright difficult. With each step, she felt the sand climb up the back of her foot, leaving her clomping toward the pristine light of the Lord. The Inquisitor stood like an iconic carving of marble that had been there forever, unmoving outside of his grand cape flapping in the wind. The closer she was to his proximity, the more she felt a strange energy that left her uneasy. Still creeping her out, after all of these years. With another breath, she extended her shaky hand toward him, doing her best to project an air of confidence and authority. “Detective Silvia Martinez, sir, I’m the lead detective on the scene here.”

      Like from a horror movie, his gaze turned from the crowd to her. Silvia was struck by the lack of reflection in his helmet, freezing her in place. That moment felt like an eternity, locked in a dance to the death with what she had always assumed was human, but moved and reacted in such a way that made it seem more like an android than a human being. That cold, dead stare was through a mask, making it impossible to determine what exactly was staring at her. A chime went off in her internal comm. A message had come in from HQ.

      Det. Martinez. Word from the Vatican is that they are sending over an Inquisitor. The Vatican has ordered that the crime scene be secured on the perimeter and that the Inquisitor will be in control for the rest of the investigation. Our resources are at his disposal and we’ve been told that we’ll be alerted to any other critical changes.

      I know, but orders are orders. Don’t fuck this up.

      Lt. Alvarado.

      Ugh. The creepy bastard wouldn’t even speak to her face. Instead, he had a message relayed from the Vatican to her commander. There was no doubt in her mind that this was the Inquisitor’s response to her, done through official channels to not only leave a trail, but to embarrass her and impose his will and power over the situation. She sighed and turned back around, clomping off through the sand toward the tent where the tents were, anger boiling over at the absurdity of handing over an investigation to some goon in a white Batmobile before that Lazarus guy, hands in his pockets and looking like a lost little boy trapped inside a middle aged, doughy white guy’s body gave her an unsure wave.

      “Anything on where I should go?” the afterlifer asked.

      “Fucking hell,” she said. “Do I look like your boss, man?”

      “Sorry, I guess not, just wasn’t sure if I should stay or go or what, we kinda left on a⁠—”

      “We left off with the Inquisitor landing, and he’s in charge of the scene now, so you can go ask him whatever you damn well please.”

      “Oh.”

      The afterlifer stood there in a stupor, a blank expression on his face while Silvia did her best to maintain her composure while trekking up the sunken wooden-slat stairs that led up toward the command center and tent with all the afterlifers and the victims’ families. Just like that time inside the church with that dead priest, she had once again lost control of a scene thanks to the monolithic Inquisitors. Hell, it might even be the same Inquisitor as it was that day. It wasn’t like they wore name tags or identified themselves. Chances were good that she’d never find out, though. This would just be another case that was turned over to the church and lost in the shuffle, even if its scale was massive. If there was justice to be had, the arrival of this thing meant that hope was in vain.
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      The ride back to the station was a quiet one. Her partner, Dario, sat at the controls in their cruiser, looking like he wanted to find out what was eating away at Silvia. Dario was young, younger than her by at least four years, and had only just gotten his promotion to detective three months prior. Everything was new and exciting to him, while to Silvia it was nothing but a mire of setbacks, red tape, and depression. Almost 4,000 people had died on that train, and instead of figuring out what happened and being able to get closure for the victims’ families, an Inquisitor had swooped in. The branch of the church that swept everything under the carpet to keep their public image intact had taken over and locked them out.

      No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t escape the image of the priest impaled by the crucifix with the pool of his own dark blood gathered up beneath him from years past. While massive in scale and unthinkable, the magtrain crash was clean in comparison. Only a few scattered bodies had been floating, the rest were nestled within their underwater tombs that were the train cars, hermetically sealed from the elements. Those were the ones who had suffocated, unable to escape the cars. That was a good portion of them, with only a few of the cars near the front smashing apart and letting water in. Those were the ones who had drowned. There wasn’t a worse way to go between the two options. Both were horrifying and terrible enough to make Silvia shudder. Now they were part of a number that’d become entrenched in human history, in what looked to her like an incident caused by an explosion.

      “So,” Dario’s voice cut through the silence. “I guess this wasn’t an accident then, after all. You were right up there with that creep, huh?”

      “Yep. The co-pilot claims a man broke into the cockpit and derailed them. So here we are, fucked by an Inquisitor.”

      “I’ve never been near one of ’em before. Are they as scary as they look?”

      “I dunno.” Everything that had happened was still processing for her. “I guess so?”

      “You didn’t look scared, though, Silvie.”

      “It’s a part of our job. We’re there for the vics, you know that.”

      “Sure, but, c’mon, you weren’t scared?”

      “Scared? No. This isn’t the first time I’ve dealt with one. If anything, I’m just pissed. Pissed that the Church got to march into our crime scene like that and take over. Fuckers don’t even say anything. Everything is official, coded messages relayed through other sources. Inhuman pieces of shit. Whatever’s happening here, it’ll be swept under the rug just like always.”

      “You believe the rumor that they are ’borgs?” Dario asked.

      “I dunno, Dar. Nothing would shock me at this point. It’s not like the New Catholic Church has been above that kind of shit in the past, right?”

      “They’re pretty strict about the whole anti-borg stuff, at least. Cyborgs can’t go to Heaven, same with clones.”

      “Pfft,” she said, “Heaven? C’mon, you aren’t going to tell me you believe that crap anymore. It’s a digital playground for our minds sold by those schlubs we saw down at the beach, scraping and clawing for every dime from those vics and their families.”

      “So just because it’s changed, you don’t believe in it?” He primped his moussed-up hair with his fingers, a part of his ridiculous facade on top of the notches on his eyebrows and meticulously trimmed facial hair. “That’s bull, Silvie.”

      “A beautiful face like yours being wasted on that pea brain is real bullshit,” she jested. “But no, the fact that the only way to avoid getting shipped off to one of the colonies or stations is to pay one of these afterlife corps is bigger bullshit.”

      “It’s just how it is,” he said.

      “But you don’t think that it’s weird? Space colonization was something only the mega-rich could afford to dream of. They sold it as the future of humanity and then, without warning, poof. Staying on Earth was the future of humanity and it was a race to stay here, not get sent off-world.”

      “Of course it’s weird, but there’s only so much room here, ya know?”

      “That’s true, but then again, how do you explain the mass exodus?” She folded her arms and pushed her seat back some more, growing tired of the passing bright neon lights of the cityscape. From what she understood, Mallorca was once a peaceful little tourist island where kids would come on holiday to drink themselves into a stupor amidst the charming scenery. Now it was just an indistinguishable megacity like the rest outside of the direct shorelines, which kept at least some of what she guessed was the charm. Nothing charmed her anymore. This was just where she worked.

      “Human curiosity? Eager bootlickers buying Tarek Brandis’ bold vision for the future? Humans are attracted to big stories and boogeymen.”

      “Just like you and those Inquisitors?” she asked.

      “Hey, c’mon, they look so damned cool. Everything from their cruiser to their armor and that staff is just badass, ain’t it?”

      “Why not? I’m sure that every boy wanted to grow up to be a robot at some point or another. Should I cue up some of that butt rock they play on the radio here for you?”

      “Silvie,” he scowled.

      “Fine. But really, the mass exodus happened because it was too fucking expensive to live here, right? So the whole afterlife thing changed that dynamic and Earth went from the afterthought to some place that was suddenly in demand. That was a rather abrupt change, don’t you think?”

      “I guess so," Dario said. "I’m just happy that I have a job and a family that could afford to get me afterlife coverage, so I wasn’t shot out into space like some sort of asshole.”

      “I bet there are two assholes up there in space just like us having the same conversation right now, Dario. We’re all just assholes.”
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      The Inquisitor’s arrival threw everything into chaos at the scene. Lazarus had watched Detective Martinez storm off and after that he was with no sort of tether, just a guy from New Jersey trying to upsell a few packages to some grieving families before the competition scooped them all up. The only problem was that they needed a cause of death. Yes, it was obvious they all had died from a train running off the rails and into the water, but they needed to determine if it was accidental or intentional, a mechanical failure, maintenance issue, or malicious. That detective mentioned it being a crime scene, but then the Inquisitor showed up and Lazarus was still confused by the woman from the file.

      Victoria Andrews, a hairdresser primed for Sainthood.

      “C’mon, man.” Lazarus was nagging on a uniformed officer no older than 20, still unable to grow a real beard, so he just had this patchy mishmash of hair pocking up his otherwise clean face. “You gotta have something.”

      “Sir, please,” the officer said, “if you could return behind the taped-off area and let us continue our investigation, we’ll provide updates when we can.”

      “Where’d that frizzy-haired detective run off to? She seemed to know what’s going on.”

      “Detective Martinez went back to the station. The Inquisitor is in command of the scene right now and⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know the Inquisitor is in command, but has he even done anything? He’s moved a total of like forty feet since he showed up.” This was his first time being around one and wasn’t sure what he expected it to do. Whatever it was, standing in place wasn’t what he expected some cool looking guy in a mech suit would be doing.

      “We’re not at liberty to discuss NCC operations, sir. Now, if you could return to your zone, please.”

      “Alright, fine.” Fanning his hands out in deference, he stomped back toward the kiosk area that was set up by a local ANGELCorp. branch. They had told him that his presence in Mallorca was important, that he’d be in charge of overseeing everything and he sort of took that as him being the lone ranger out there. Instead there was a local branch that had sent out five employees and had a whole inflatable office set up with ANGELCorp.’s logo affixed to all sides, outshining the paltry tents the competition had set up. Overseeing a team of people that all worked together meant letting them do their thing while he stared at his loafers and kicked around sand.

      Lazarus sat back on a small concrete wall overlooking the ocean, moonlight shimmering off the rippling waves and sat the manila folder on his lap. It opened up directly to Victoria Andrews and her striking eyes. He traced his finger along the edges of her face, wondering what his role in her sainthood could be. This was sink or swim for him, one false move could send him back to his family, working behind a hot oven again. That meant he needed answers and needed to take control over this scene. After being there the entire afternoon and into the evening, the NCC still wasn’t providing details on cause of death, leaving him in limbo with nothing better to do than sit, stare, and wonder what Victoria Andrews did to be offered a spot in the stars.

      The team in the tent had everything handled otherwise, a steady stream of families filtering through or taking calls, either forced to transfer payment responsibilities to themselves or pay a lump sum settlement fee. Some victims saw their packages downgraded by the sudden change, their life insurance policies not robust enough to make up what they owed and families already strapped for cash. A select few would be denied an afterlife entirely, what was known as the “true death.” To free up server space, their backups were deleted due to non-payment after thirty days and all was for naught. Those who paid on time, had good life insurance, and checked in for regular backups were in good shape, though. Here was hoping Victoria Andrews had been getting regular backups and diagnostics run.

      “Hey, uh, Bray was it?” He approached a skinny kid at a company kiosk in his bright blue ANGELCorp. polo shirt that the kid looked to be swimming in.

      “Brydent,” the kid corrected him.

      “Right, right, sorry about that. Still nothing from the NCC? We’ve got at least a few hundred customers involved here that were NCC and we can’t finish processing them until, well, you know…”

      “With an Inquisitor here, who knows,” Brydent said. “Did you see him out there? Holy shit, it was crazy.”

      “Oh, I saw him alright. I was right down on the docks when he landed. That ship just about blew me off the damned docks.”

      “Those dudes are bad as shit, man.”

      “Yeah, so… no update on the NCCs yet, right?” Lazarus asked.

      “Not until they have an official cause of death,” Brydent said.

      “Ah shit, well, let me know?”

      “Of course, Mr. Keaton. I’ll let you know as soon as something comes up.” There was a hint of annoyance followed by an eye roll that made Lazarus wince.

      “Uh, right,” Lazarus said. “Thanks? I think? I’m gonna go over there now. There were survivors, weren’t there?”

      “A few, ya. Probably not a good time for an upsell.”

      “Oh, of course, of course.” Lazarus exited through the plastic flaps of the inflated office, out into the cool evening air. The sun was setting off on the horizon and he was sure that if you were on the west coast of the island that it was beautiful, but there he was, stuck on the east port watching while work crews continued to fish bodies and magtrain components out from the water. Most of the chaos had died down over the span of the day. Families of the deceased headed back for their homes, or at least the ones who could go through processing had. A waft of smoke blew into Lazarus’ face, forcing a violent cough from his lungs that had not been used to such toxins.

      “Oh, sorry.” A man in a gray suit with a blue shirt and green tie leaned back against a retaining wall, cigarette in hand. He exuded an energy that immediately sent a shock through Lazarus’ body, a quiet coolness that made Lazarus feel like a bumbling oaf next to him. “Just been a long day is all.”

      “Yeah it has.” Lazarus did his best to compose himself, lowering his voice an octave. “I didn’t know that people still smoked, it’s not legal where I’m from.”

      “Ah, we’ve got an American here, then.”

      “Yeah, Jersey. I work for ANGELCorp.,” Lazarus said.

      “Makes sense, this whole place has been crawling with you guys.”

      “Oh good.” Lazarus tried to smile at him. “So you aren’t the competition, then.”

      “Me? Oh hell no, does this suit look tacky to you?” He flicked some ash into the wind. “I’m a detective.”

      “Cool.” There was an indescribable animal magnetism to how the detective handled himself. Lazarus knew every word that bumbled out of his mouth was just embarrassing him, but he balled up his sweaty palms and kept going. “You must work with Detective Martinez, then.”

      “Oh, I know Missy, but she’s local. I’m Detective Giovanni from Rome,” he said.

      “Rome?” Lazarus asked. “So you’re here with the Inquisitor, then?”

      “Don’t get me started on the armored asshole down there.” He exhaled a large puff of smoke. “I’m better than any of those fuckers could ever be. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I’ll take that as a no, then.” Lazarus rubbed his eyes, recognizing how tired he was.

      “No, I’m not with the Inquisitor. I’m a real detective, unlike that metal monster. Martinez always gives up too easily. Me? I’m gonna get to the bottom of this case before the Inquisitor does, show the Vatican who’s in charge.”

      “You know her, then?”

      “Yeah, I know her.” The detective took another drag of his cigarette before tossing it onto the ground and stomping it out with the pointed toe of his loafer. “I know Silvia, and she’s impossible to deal with. This was going to be a tough enough day as it is, but at least she’s no Inquisitor.”

      “Yeah, those Inquisitors sure do… uhh… suck, don’t they?”

      “An Inquisitor does a lot of things, but most of the time it means getting in regular detectives’ way. Martinez was pissed that Rome sent me, but at least we could work together—we have in the past—but an Inquisitor has complete command. We’re as good as beat cops to them. I’m just set dressing at this point.”

      “I wouldn’t say you’re just set dressing, no. You’re here, right?” Lazarus slapped his palms against the cold concrete wall behind him a few times. A little voice inside of him told him to shut up and stop making a fool of himself already, or even try to get some more information out of this guy.

      “Because I’m here to do a job, Inquisitor or not. I’ll make my way to the Vatican yet, show ’em you don’t gotta be some big metal asshole. Someone like me? I’ll find my way to work at the very top, make them regret ever bothering with Inquisitors.” With that, he gave a slight nod and started walking off.

      Lazarus furrowed his brow and tried to figure out his own next move. There wasn’t much he could do to help the local team from ANGELCorp.; all that remained for him to do was mope around and wait until the Inquisitor had everything sorted out for the NCCs that had died. At least the detectives were in the same boat as him, but this Giovanni character had to know more than he was letting on, right? Why would Rome send out a detective and then cut him off at the balls like that?

      “Can I ask you a question?” Lazarus asked.

      “What?” The detective paused for a moment, not turning to face Lazarus.

      “The girl…” Inhaling, trying to stuff down the anxiety and the creeping dread of failure. “You know the one, right?”

      “The smokeshow? Some sort of saint, I think.”

      “Is she why he came?” Lazarus asked.

      “The Inquisitor?” Enrico asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “They don’t give a shit when a normal person dies. When a future saint dies? That brings ’em out. There’re some signs of foul play involved, too. Something about a man breaking into the cockpit and taking over before it derailed. She’s got something to do with it and I’m gonna figure it out. You didn’t hear this from me, though. Because you?” Enrico laughed. “Those smooth hands of yours weren’t made for mining ore in space. Whatever you do, keep your nose clean on this one. You got it?”

      “I guess?” Lazarus blushed at the mention of his hands and hid them behind his back. Giving up on this case didn’t sit well with him. He could imagine his father’s voice nagging at him like he always did, chiding him for giving up on something again. To them he was nothing more than a quitter. A loser.
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      No, there should never be a rat stuck inside of an exhaust shaft, but yes, there were, on occasion, rats lodged in the damned things with disastrous effects. Logically, there shouldn't be these problems on a multi-trillion-dollar space station orbiting Mars from a comfortable distance, yet there it was, in all of its charbroiled and freeze-dried glory, a dead fucking rat. To think, before being exiled to the brilliantly named Phobos II station that was approximately twice the size of the actual Phobos, Bodie had worked as a graphic designer, sitting at a desk for hours on end and doing something mildly creative. Now he was an intergalactic janitor posing as a stellar pest control guy when the need arose.

      That was a near-daily occurrence. Occasionally, Bodie would trace the rough lines etched along the narrow corridors in his mind while reconstructing them into something visually engaging and not just the drab, sleek-cum-washed-out-white styling that the designers felt made the whole station classier instead of functional. This was, mind you, a giant pleasure sphere for the hilariously wealthy plutocrats that inhabited synthetic bodies. The sad part was that the whole huge station, the whole damned infrastructure that was in place, was there to serve the paltry population of three hundred or so who could afford such a lavishly sterile life in the stars, with the other 10,000 inhabitants being support staff who couldn’t afford to stay on the hellscape-turned-wonderland that was Earth.

      As he scraped rat guts off the exhaust shaft, sweat beaded around Bodie’s brow, the idea that this was his own personal hell came to mind—like it was prone to do—but he realized that hell wasn’t just his own, but it was shared among the other 9,999 people who were in the same boat as him. They were all the marks in the big con. Earth was the con, space was the conmen’s own privatized playground with an unlimited downwardly mobile workforce. All it took to refresh the workforce was hike up the fees, then watch the binding small print force the debtor into a servitude they didn’t know they signed up for.

      “What’s going on over there?"

      “Another fucking rat,” Bodie spat, the dark charred corpse shades darker than his own dark skin slapping the ground with a thud.

      “Jesus fuck,” Peyton, his enormously overweight, pink-pigmented supervisor, grimaced, “that fucker sure is dead.”

      “Yeah, man, just another dead space rat.” Bodie fought off the urge to retch and took a deep breath.

      “Well, finish up here and turn in for the afternoon, alright?”

      “Got it.”

      Peyton being blasted into space was an astonishing feat. If anything, he was proof that they’d overcome any hurdle to prove some sort of ridiculous point. The sheer cargo space that he must’ve needed before they could stuff him into a rocket and the cost of upkeeping his girth alone should be a logistical nightmare. Yet they blasted an old deadbeat plumber into space and put him to work on a station that, frankly, needed someone with his level of expertise. At least he didn’t have a family to drag along. It was just him and a pet snake they let him keep. They were trying to make a point that you either paid for your afterlife package or faced the harsh vacuum of space, or they just needed a guy to handle their plumbing problems. The irony, of course, was that the ’bots wouldn’t need him if they could be self-sustaining and would work a bit. That could defeat the purpose of having more money than 98% of humanity had collectively.

      That being said, Peyton was an alright guy to work for, although he didn’t seem to suffer from that same sort of existential dread that Bodie did. Up here he had a steady job and there wasn’t any law forcing him to pay extra money a month to have someone scan his brain and dump it into a folder on a hard drive somewhere. You know, just in case he slipped in the shower one morning and died alone in his tub before his neighbor called the cops because of the smell coming from next door. That fate would have assured him, if he had kept up with his payments, whatever fanciful dream they had sold him on—and that he could afford—where for the rest of his existence he’d be doing whatever his heart and wallet could aspire to.

      It was all the same to Bodie. The rat didn’t fit into the recycler, meaning that he had to snap its tail off, muttering an apology before committing the deed, charred ashes crumbling to the ground before the tail gave way like a crispy breadstick. That rat belonged there in space about as much as Bodie and the rest did, the only difference being that his fate was screaming alone in an exhaust tube into his fiery death while Bodie and the rest were prisoners of their own financial burdens and systemic failures. His mind was still swimming from reading the dusty old books Piotr had given him about revolution and power, ideas hundreds of years old but that still rang true.

      “Salute, comrade,” he said.

      Bodie gave the rat a halfhearted salute before slamming the metal door shut and slapping his palm on the charred red button, knowing that the rat would now be incinerated—this time for good—because there wasn’t much else a rat was good for out in space. The irony was as bad as the smell from the exhaust tube. With a sigh he wiped his hands on his blue jumpsuit, snatched the cold metal handle of his toolbox and sauntered down the hallway to the nearest tube where he’d have to zip down to the bottom level to take a sonic shower to clean himself off before hitting up Pat’s for a drink.

      For anyone else it would’ve been a nice walk, but the fate of his good friend Mr. Deep-Fried Rat left him in a rather morose, thoughtful mood, which to him meant a downward spiral where the greenery and scenery wasn’t enough to keep him placated. Just meatsacks floating in a dark void, waiting to get spaced. Space was, just like theorists had posited all of those years before, a rather lonely place for humanity without the ability to travel too far into the stars.

      The tube door zipped open with a slight hydraulic whine that made him shake his head, making a mental note of something else he’d need to fix. Not now, though. Peyton said it was quitting time, and it was sure as shit quitting time. They could deal with a loud tube until the next shift was on, although he’d jot it down on their to-do list when he got back to the barracks. But until then, fuck ’em. Remaining silent, he shifted into the tube, not making eye contact with the girl and the ’bot that were inside of it—not that they’d have made eye contact anyway—and blinked on his newsfeed to zone out while the tube zipped through the station.

      “Daddy?” The girl looked up at her mostly cybernetic father with an implanted copy of his consciousness floating around in the muck they filled their heads with.

      “Yes, sweetheart?” Those damned ’bots at least didn’t sound mechanical, instead spoke in a sort of sing-song voice. Something about them—no, everything about them—creeped him out, from the lack of emotions on their faces to the jerky movements. Technology had come a long way, but humanity was a damned long way from making androids, robots—whatever the hell they wanted to call them—not be offsetting to the uninitiated.

      “He’s stinky, couldn’t he just take better care of himself?”

      “Well darling,” he stated matter-of-factly, almost like Bodie couldn’t hear them, “he’s a worker, he’s one of the guys who keeps everything running smoothly around here.”

      “Oh, does that mean he’s supposed to smell bad?”

      “Yeah, it does,” Bodie interrupted. “I just had to fish a fried rat out of a duct to make sure that this entire section didn’t blow up, alright?”

      “Oh.”

      He turned away, waiting out the rest of the excruciatingly awkward tube ride before they’d hop off. No, nothing would’ve blown up. Well, the rat would’ve, but even so, nothing of value to them. Making his job sound somewhat important at least made him feel better in that brief second, but even he knew it was just a line of bullshit. One day that girl would find her mind inside of a robot body better than her dad’s and she’d experience the gift of eternal life while Bodie would have been incinerated, much like his pal the rat was. While not the train of thought he wanted to end his work day on, the day being over was good enough to keep him going.

      Sterile serenity may have been the motif for the floors meant for the upper class, but the lower decks that were dedicated to Bodie and his ilk were a veritable refugee village on the float, a natural extension of the abhorrent living conditions on Earth that most of these people had been removed from. Not all of it was that bad. There were still shops, bars, entertainment like Captain Railgun, you know, the stuff that didn’t even try to mask the propaganda. That’s what they had. It was what was needed to keep the working class from revolting, but it could just barely contain the kinetic energy of a mass of people that were a bulk of the population who were given 1/8th of a giant, state-of-the-art space station to live in while the rest was big, open spaces with different sectors to emulate different parts of Earth, right down to wildernesses with live animals imported from the motherland to drive home the immersion factor.

      He traversed the broken-down hallways until he made it to the maintenance area, slapping down his toolbox and jotting down that tube C-12 needed some attention from the next shift, or at least someone else who wasn’t him. That little girl might’ve been gleefully unaware of how rude she was, but she wasn’t wrong about the stench he was carrying with him. A brief trip to the sonic shower—which was nowhere near as satisfying as standing under running water, but it had to do—was able to remedy that issue in a hurry, leaving the rest of the night for him to wallow in his own, understandable sorrows with whomever else was around to listen to him bitch and moan.
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        * * *

      

      “So this little girl, man.” Bodie was deep into his fourth synth-ale and able to mostly ignore the synthetic hoppy aftertaste, some approximation of the worst parts of beer back home, jettisoned into space, synthesized, and made worse. “She’s there with her mechhead dad and says, ‘Daddy, why does he smell bad?’ I can’t even make this shit up.”

      His few friends chuckled at the anecdote, knowing all-too-well the realities of what happened when a rougher came into contact with one of the masters of the station. Sure, it was kind of funny, but it was a nagging reminder of the sad state of affairs they all found themselves in up on the station. None of them would’ve picked this fate.

      “It’s not shocking,” said Piotr, whose hawklike, angled nose cut through the air with disgust, “these people think of us like we’re dirt.”

      “Not dirt,” Bodie protested, “because dirt doesn’t work for them.”

      “I suppose not.”

      “They need us, that’s the worst part of this.”

      “Oh no, here he goes again.” His friend took a big sip from his ale and rolled his eyes.

      “Nah, I’m serious about this. They need us and we just roll over for them. We do whatever the hell they want.”

      “So we all revolt and overthrow our evil overlords, right?” that friend added in a tone Bodie knew was sarcastic.

      “Yes!” He slammed his beer down on the counter, the mug making a thud while the golden liquid sloshed on the faux-wood-grain bar. “We bust their chrome heads in!”

      “Shhh, c’mon man, you keep that shit to yourself. This isn’t the time yet,” Piotr muttered.

      “Fuck no! It’s time that we show them who runs this station! Would Fanon just sit here and get loaded like this?”

      The sheer lack of enthusiasm around him jarred him from his half-drunken stupor when he looked at Piotr’s grim facade and realized that he had been speaking out loud about revolt, which was something that people had disappeared for. “Not the time for this, my friend.”

      “Of course, I’m just fucking around is all.” Bodie needed to diffuse the situation, but remained annoyed.

      “I’ll tell you what,” Piotr spoke in a whisper. “You give me the word, and I’ll get everyone mobilized. Just watch.”

      “Like that’ll ever happen.”

      “Keep doing your reading. You’ll know when the time is right.”

      The small crowd around him had dissipated from a few of the people from work to just Piotr and himself. Everyone needed friends, especially up in orbit where most people were just dumped without regard for their own support networks back on Earth. Piotr may be a somber bastard, but he was a friend through-and-through. A rage lurked inside Bodie’s chest and would flare up when he drank—understandably so—which was why having someone like Piotr around helped. Piotr, unlike Bodie, could handle his liquor without flying off the handle, which, when living in a place with immortal minds living inside of synthetic bodies that monitored everyone’s every move, was necessary. Piotr was a wild man.

      “Sorry, guys,” Bodie swallowed his pride. “Just another hard day.”

      “It’s fine, I’m sure everyone understands.”

      “Right, so anyway, man, what’s been going on with you? How’s life at the docks?”

      “Same old bullshit, you know?” Piotr stared down at his glass.

      “Yeah, I do. There was a burnt rat lodged in some ducts today that I had to fish out.”

      “Funny, isn’t it? We leave our home behind, but the problems just follow us no matter where we go. Vermin in space? Nobody saw that one coming.”

      “Imagine if it got into a chromejob’s resort or something,” Bodie said.

      “Just like in ancient times, the plague only seems to befall us.”

      “Fucking A.” Bodie stared at his own glass, the condensation beading up on the outside of the mug while the droning noise of the music and everyone else in the bar kept him nodding his head at nothing in particular.

      “To our friend, the rat,” Piotr raised his glass.

      “I’ll drink to that.”

      Their glasses clinked together while the bartender glanced up at them, then back to the bar. For whatever it was worth, any of the attention that Bodie had attracted for himself seemed to have washed away as yet another drunken reverie from another piss poor asshole, frustrated with his work. Just like the rest of them. Just like everyone who didn’t belong there or have some stake in the whole thing. The screen above the bar was playing clips of some train crash back on Earth. No matter where humanity reached out to in the stars, something happening planet side at home was always the dominant story.

      “More bullshit planet side we’re supposed to give a shit about.” Piotr pointed with his glass at the screen.

      “Ain’t that the way?” Bodie asked.

      “So it goes, right?”

      “So it goes, my friend.” He and Bodie toasted the dead and sat for a while before Piotr stretched out onto his feet, slapped Bodie on the shoulder and they exchanged nods and grunts as a form of goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      “Yeah, Granma Pearl, I’m doing fine.” Bodie slumped over on his old tattered couch in his dark metal box of a room, her projected image suspended in midair above him. She wore a smile, but her wrinkled face remained tired all the time. He kicked the pile of books Piotr had given him out of sight, knowing she’d worry more.

      “I just worry about you.”

      “Oh I’m alright.” He forced a smile for her, although her eyesight wasn’t what it used to be.

      “We just wish you could come home. We miss you.”

      “You get the last deposit I sent alright?” he asked.

      “Bless you, Bodean. I don’t know what we’d do without you, but we still wish you were home.”

      “You know I tried, but it wasn’t in the cards, so I’m just up on the float.” Whenever she went on with the ‘we’ stuff, it bothered him. His grandfather had been gone for two years now, a gap he still felt. She was still a believer, though, that there was something more to life, and he was looking down on her.

      “Maybe we should join you.”

      "This is no place for you, Granma Pearl. You already have a home and I’m doing what I can to make sure you keep it."

      “Oh Bodean, we’re praying for you,” she said.

      “I know, I know.” He took a sip of water and gnawed on a sawdust-textured protein bar. Her mind was slipping more and more each day, always referring to a collective ‘them’ when it was just her now. “But look, I gotta get some sleep. I’m taking an extra shift at the docks in the morning.”

      “You work too hard up there.”

      "Who else is gonna make sure that Granma Pearl and Grandpa Carl get their afterlives paid for?" he asked.

      “We’ll manage, sweetie.”

      “He was a security guard, Granma. That pension won’t last much longer, not when you’ve still got his payments on top of yours.”

      “Oh Bodean, I’m holding on as best I can,” she said. “We all just need a dose of some hope."

      “Yeah, hope. Anyway, I gotta get to sleep. You take care, alright?”

      “Sleep tight, my love.”

      Her image dissipated into nothing, the quaint kitchen and sweet little grandmother sucked back into the vortex of the projector on his wall. Only the soft blue light from his fish tank in the corner kept the room from complete darkness. There weren’t many luxuries in Bodie’s life, but that fish tank was his lone piece of splendor, serving as a subtle reminder of home, where he had had a tank three times the size filled with a vast array of salt-water fish. Now he was relegated to a few synthetic, tank-grown goldfish, which even then cost him a week’s salary. It all had seemed reasonable at the time, especially when the madness had set in over losing everything and being confined to a tiny steel box trapped deep in the bowels of a floating pleasure orb.

      “Alright, boys. Time to eat.” Bodie pressed the button above the tank, the multicolored food flakes spilling from above into the water, his fish flocking to grab mouthfuls. “That’s my good pals. Bedtime now. You boys better get some rest.”

      Without the money to emulate a day/night cycle, every day he woke up in a panic-stricken sweat to complete darkness—outside of the blue glow. There was no point in setting the overhead lights on a schedule, because it was just a bright blinding white light that felt about as natural as those fish floating around inside his tank. With a deep sigh, he took an internal inventory of his day and gave up, flicking on the screen and getting lost in whatever bullshit serial was on, trying to forget what he’d left behind. That was the only way these days were bearable.
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