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      A new private detective, stuck on a space station in the middle of nowhere. Eking out a living on the station nicknamed Regrets, Mackenzie Bronson finds herself working the oddest mix of cases.

      These stories introduce Mac and those who reside on Regrets. Solving cases and accumulating misfits that might just fit into some kind of strange family.

      So here they are: a missing person, an anamatron cat, a VIP’s wayward daughter, a misplaced scrounger, and a station under attack. 

      Surviving the day. Surviving the night. With hopefully, no regrets.
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            Down and Out in Regrets

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the hype, the public relations campaigns, and the work to revamp the Regus Colony, it remained a cesspool at the buttcrack of nowhere. Once the highspeed drives came into play, using a fraction of the fuel, the crazy gold rush days of the colony were over. Those who could, escaped for better shores.

      The rest of us, the sludge, was left behind in good old Regrets.

      That’s what we took to calling the colony among ourselves.

      I don’t know why anyone else stayed, only my own reasons, and most of those boiled down to the fact that I had nowhere else to go.

      One good thing about the exodus. I got my pick of offices.

      Landlords were desperate, so even a bad credit risk like me could rent a place. I chose a corner office, built right into the cliff face of the Regus mountain, twenty levels up. It faced northwest, overlooking the empty expanse that stretched northward. Barren, rocky ground, devoid of any vegetation. An almost constant wind kept the ground swept clean of loose debris although dust storms still rose up.

      Solid green houses had been erected on the south side of the mountain, making the view from that side more prestigious, expensive, and luxurious, but I preferred the barren, desolation. It reminded me that what was underneath the pretty facade was the same harsh world.

      Besides, the sunsets from my view were truly spectacular. Bursts of purple, orange, red and gold laced the sky. No matter what job I was doing, I always tried to be in my office for the end of the day, just to watch that light show. For one brief half hour, the sky would burn with glorious colour before fading into darkness.

      Okay so maybe a reminder of the harsh world wasn’t the only reason I chose that office.

      Plus, without the landlord’s knowledge, I even managed to convert a small corner into my living quarters. Behind a set of folding panels, I had a single, insta-fold bed that flipped open from the size of a suitcase and then back, and served as my bed. An ancient food recycler that seemed capable of conjuring all flavours, but outputted everything with the consistency of porridge, sat on a cupboard near the insta-bed.

      The office came with a washroom complete with sink and toilet, but no shower, not even a vibe one. I ended up taking sponge baths and keeping my head shaved so I didn’t have to deal with trying to wash my hair. That turned out to be some trouble as my hair grew fast, until I learned that a man’s beard suppressant gel worked well on my head.

      The rest of my office was, well, my office.

      I had a single desk that angled so it faced both the door and the windows. A client would enter from my left and cross to the front of my desk, with the windows to the front and right. My back was to the cliff face and a secondary, emergency door, hidden behind my old book case.

      Because sometimes those clients turned out to be debt collectors and I needed a way to escape.

      Although the desk looked scruffy and old, with pocked metal legs and scuffs on the metal surface, it was a smart desk, one of the very first. That meant it didn’t have all the latest bells and whistles. Its connection to the city AI could be intermittent at times or downright confusing. Its holoprojections always had a ghostly quality and didn’t have all the detail needed, but its flat, two-dimensional imagining was still first rate and it had a decent processing speed.

      So what if it didn’t have the latest and greatest, and it looked a little worn around the edges? I was very much the same.

      I was sitting behind that desk, watching the beginning of the sunset, when the knock came at my door. I tapped the smooth, desk surface. My day calendar popped up, revealing a complete empty. I didn’t have any meetings or clients. Sadly, it had been like that for the past few weeks.

      If my rent wasn’t coming due in a few days, I might have let whoever it was keep on knocking. I didn’t much like being interrupted during the sunset.

      But a quick check of my calendar for the coming days showed me the same big empty.

      I closed the projection and sighed. There would be other sunsets.

      I hit the unlock button. The door slid open.

      The man who stepped in didn’t look like he belonged on Regrets.

      Firstly, he was too tall and thin to have worked in the fuel mines. At his height, he would need a non-standard evac-suit and the mining companies were notoriously stingy in providing specialized equipment. Plus his thinness would have been a liability, even in the low gravity outside the colony city. Bones still snapped if you couldn’t stop a wayward crate, no matter how slow moving.

      Secondly, his clothing looked like real fabric, not the recycled, plasticized stuff that filled the shops here. As he moved across the office toward my desk, the fabric shimmered, reflecting the beginnings of the sunset. The navy blue was so dark it was almost black, but with a depth and richness I’d never seen before.

      Expensive. Way too expensive to have come from Regrets.

      Who was this guy?

      I studied his face as he stopped in front of my desk. Smooth, angular. A neat, trim beard lined his jaw and around his pale lips. Black hair smoothed back on his head. He had almost amused look on his face as he regarded me.

      I could just imagine what he thought he saw.

      A short, slightly pudgy woman wearing a baggy, faded brown tunic. Her head shaved but sporting thick, black eyebrows. Tattoos that looked like vines curling around her arms.

      I raised one of my eyebrows.

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re Mackenzie Bronson, the private detective?” he asked.

      “I am,” I said. “And you are?”

      “My name isn’t...”

      “You can leave then,” I said. I waved toward the door.

      He looked startled.

      “If you aren’t going to give me your name, you can get out,” I said.

      The startled look faded. An almost begrudging smile curled his lips.

      “Very well. I’m Mr. Meadows. I’ve been asked to retain your services.”

      “Asked by who?”

      “My client wishes some confidentiality,” he said.

      Interesting. It was starting to make some sense. Meadows was probably a lawyer or some other kind of assistant to the ‘client’.

      The scent of money was growing ever stronger.

      I reached over to the right side of my desk and tapped out a code. From the front of the desk, a modular cube slid out and unfolded itself into the shape of a chair.

      “Why don’t you sit down and tell me what you’re looking for?” I said.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Meadows left, I had all the particulars and had missed the sunset. Automatically, my desk had brought up the night lighting in my office, giving the space a nice, golden glow. I hunched over the surface, reviewing the few details Meadows had deigned to give me.

      It was a missing persons case. A girl named Cassidy. The three dimensional image of her floated over my desk. The ghostly blur made it difficult to discern her features in detail, but I could tell she had broad, strong features, piercing black eyes that shone out of her dark skin. Her hair was cropped short, not quite, but almost shaved. She looked older and tougher than her seventeen years.

      Meadows hadn’t told me the relationship with his client, although I suspected daughter. Whatever she was, she had run and they wanted her returned. Their last indication was that she had come to the Regus Colony.

      If there was ever a place to disappear, it was in Regrets.

      Enough lowlifes to make getting decent, new ID cheap and easy. Not the best ID, for that you had to go to one of the bigger colonies and pay almost triple, but a Regrets ID would get you off planet with enough of a head start to make tracking difficult.

      I had to find Cassidy before she made it off world.

      I closed the holo and then downloaded everything from the desk into my personal drive. It was an older style, one that looked like a watch that strapped onto my wrist, but it connected directly into my tattoos. Those vines that looked like decorative tattoos were just covering for the implanted filaments that traced up my arms. They’d been state of the art when I’d joined the army, increasing my strength and speed. Three years later, they’d been banned when it was found that several men who had gotten them turned psychotic.

      They’d never seemed to have any detrimental effect on me, although I was probably a little crazy to begin with, and that little bit of crazy had carried me through a lot.

      Dealing with a runaway should be a no brainer.

      Famous last words.
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        * * *

      

      Druthers Bar on the third level was almost, but not quite, the lowest of the lows. Set up in what used to be one of the old refinery depots, the bar was long and narrow, with the bar top running most of the length along the right side when you walked in. Lighting was dim, not from any aesthetic look but from Druthers’ own cheapness at either replacing fixtures that got broken in the not-so infrequent fights or his reluctance to pay the utilities.

      The floor had a rough, pebbled texture, easier for grav-boots to lock into but a bitch to clean, not that Druthers bothered with that sort of thing too often. Just enough to stop the inspectors from shutting him down when they got tired of having their palms greased. A row of booths stretched along the left wall. The black leather was old, recycled plasticized fuel dust, woven together. It was hard, stiff, and long-lasting. No matter how many people sat in those booths for however many hours, there never appeared to be any kind of wear in the fabric. Those booths would probably withstand a nuclear explosion.

      The bar running the length of the room was fashioned from the same material but had been painted to look like it was wood. Surprisingly, the effect was quite convincing, even after a myriad of wipe-downs by the bartenders. When I’d first seen it, I’d been surprised that Druthers had spent the money for the paint job until I learned he’d bribed an artist with a promise of life-long free drinks, only to renege when the job was done. That was pure Druthers, especially when he had the artist beaten up after the guy had tried to call the cops.

      Yet, for all his flaws, there was one thing that gave Druthers the edge in the cesspit of Regrets. He watered down the booze only about a quarter of anyone else.

      That alone earned him the regard of most who lived here.

      The place was at half-capacity when I arrived. Most of the booths were taken. About half of the tables in the centre held people hunched over their bottles or glasses. Only a few scattered patrons lined the bar.

      Despite that, the air still smelled stuffy and dense, pungent with the smell of bodies and the sleek, greasy stench left over from the refinery. A sour odour that no amount of cleaning or disinfecting would erase.

      Smelled like home.

      Although I technically didn’t like to drink on the job, I couldn’t come into Druthers and not buy anything. I settled on a glass of their blueberry whiskey that had the colour and taste of diesel fuel. There was no indication of blueberry anywhere in the vile stuff. I had to assume it got its name because the guy who first poured it was named “blueberry.”

      As I paid for my drink, I added a healthy tip for the bartender, Sludge. A man for whom the word grey had been invented, Sludge stood only a few inches taller than me, but had a full, flowing mane of grey hair. It matched his grey beard that hung in a perfect V to the midpoint of his narrow chest, and his skin tone, that had a sickly grey colour. Yet I had never know Sludge to be anything but in the best of health.

      He gave me a grunt as he handed back my cred chit.

      “Mac,” he said.

      “Anybody looking for new ID?” I asked.

      He gave a shrug as he pulled out a rag and began wiping the bar. The fact that he didn’t move away told me he was still willing to talk. I just had to ask the right questions.

      “It’d be a girl, about seventeen, black skin, black hair. Healthy, not some scrawn job.”

      He tilted his head as he rubbed at a particular spot. I couldn’t see any difference in that spot from any other on the bar’s smooth surface, but he continued to work away on it.

      “Maybe last night,” he finally said.

      I waited a beat, to see if he would give me anything else. Finally I had to spur him.

      “Last night,” I said.

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      “I should think that tip and some good will would get me more than a ‘maybe last night’,” I said.

      His jaw shifted as he clenched his teeth. He gave a quick shake of his head. I was about to protest when he leaned closer to the bar, scrubbing hard at the spot.

      “Barlow.” His voice was a bare whisper.

      With one final wipe at the spot, he straightened and walked away to the other end of the bar.

      Barlow. One of the major scumbags with the best ID in the colony. But hardly anyone bought from him because his price was too high, and he always jacked it after the fact. If he hadn’t already, I’d lay even odds that he was going to corral Cassidy into his stable or maybe use her organs for illegal replacements. Some people would not use vat-based organs. With an assortment of brainwashing and chemical inducements, Barlow could make it almost impossible to escape.

      I had to find her before that happened.

      And I was already a day behind.

      I slugged back the drink and then froze.

      Oh, that had been a bad idea.

      It burned down my throat and blazed through my stomach. I could almost feel my insides liquefy. The burning sensation stretched all the way down to my toes, making them tingle. Then after a moment, it began to fade, leaving behind a glowing warm that spread through my limbs. There was even a lingering taste on the tip of my tongue. Was it?

      Yes, it was blueberry.

      Son of a bitch.

      I took a step back and could already feel wobbly. I was starting to see the appeal, but getting soused tonight wouldn’t do me any good. I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth and swallowed, triggering my metabolism. Firing up, it would burn through the alcohol in a matter of minutes, leaving me totally sober. I’d found after several beers, it kicked in on its own, never letting me getting more than a slight buzz.

      Annoying, but one of the prices of my implants. They’d been tuned to keep me sober at all times. Better for fighting, and although I’d left the army behind years ago, my implants had never got the memo.

      At least they gave me a better than average chance against Barlow and his thugs.

      As long as I could get to them before they enslaved Cassidy.
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        * * *

      

      As one of the nastier of the lowlifes in the colony, Barlow kept a low profile on his actions and an even lower profile on his whereabouts. He’d been known to have multiple hideouts, shifting around almost constantly and at irregular intervals. I’d heard he’d once spent an entire month next to one of the waste recycling plants, an especially odious location.

      Finding his latest nest was going to be a challenge.

      So I started at the bottom.

      I found Ugly Eddy scrounging through a tech dump two levels below the waste recycling plant. Scrawny didn’t begin to describe Ugly Eddy. His torso was the size of my thigh. Tufts of stringy hair dyed blue stuck up from his narrow head. His too white skin was stretched almost taunt over his bones, making him look like an animated skeleton, yet I’d seen him out-eat even the brawnest worker in Regrets.

      Ugly Eddy had to have the metabolism of a humming bird.

      He was wearing his usual outfit of khaki green, fatigue pants that looked like they were going to slide down his hips. A plain, khaki green tank top hung from his shoulders like he was a coat hanger. A certified tech genius who could have his pick of jobs anywhere but Regrets, Eddy was half way up the massive pile of junk that seemed to stretch up to the ten foot high ceiling. He had copper wire wound around his left arm as he dug deep into the mound of junked tech.

      “Hey Eddy,” I called. “I got a question for you.”

      His head popped up, like a bird. His huge, hook nose gave him an even more bird-like appearance. He squinted then spotted me standing at the bottom of the heap.

      “Oh, hey Mac.”

      I waved him to come down.

      He hesitated and for a moment, I thought he might ignore me and continue working. He ignored most people unless they tried to beat him, then he ran like the wind. But I’d never beaten him. I never beat any of my informants. I preferred the sugar to the stick. Got me better results.

      Ugly Eddy gave one last look to the junk at his feet, then start climbing down. It took him only moments to reach me. Then he stood in front of me, wiping his hands on his pants.

      “What’s up, Mac?”

      Yep, much better results.

      “I’m looking for Barlow,” I said. “You know where he’s hanging now?”

      Immediately Ugly Eddy hunched his shoulders as if avoiding a blow.

      “I got nothin’ to say about Barlow,” he said.

      I sighed. Barlow’s thugs must have moved through here recently, stirring the fish as it were. I had known Ugly Eddy to be skittish, but never quite this bad.

      “Has he been hassling you, Eddy? His crew?”

      Eddy gave a weak shrug.

      “I don’t like crews hassling my friends,” I said. “Nobody’s crew. I hear about it, I take exception.” I tilted my head at Ugly Eddy. “So. Has his crew been hassling you?”

      Eddy’s shoulders crept back down. His eyes widened behind his large nose, growing wide enough to match it on his narrow face.

      “You’d take exception for me?” he asked.

      “If we’re friends,” I said.

      He got the message, both the positive and negative.

      “I heard he’s in level fifty-two of section grey,” he said. “Over by the cargo holds.”

      I knew the area. Passenger flights arrived and departed from the silver section, an area all gussied up with shops and restaurants, geared to attract people to Regus Colony, but section grey was something else entirely. A dilapidated area where all the cargo departed from. Mostly it had been fuel for refinement, but now that the economy for that had collapsed, section grey had become a secondary departure area for all sorts of things, including humans that were being kept off the passenger lists.

      As Barlow had his hand in a lot of pies that probably used that nefarious departure area, it made sense that he would be close by.

      “Which of the crew were hassling you?” I asked Eddy.

      He swallowed, causing his huge adam’s apple to jump up and down his scrawny neck.

      “Wittiker and Gargoyle,” he said.

      I nodded. “Consider it dealt with,” I said.

      I turned away. Before I’d even taken half a dozen steps, Ugly Eddy had already scrambled halfway up the tech pile. I waved at him.

      “Hey Mac,” he called.

      I looked back.

      “They both wear stretch steel vests and cups, dialed to extra hard.”

      I grinned and flexed my arms, making my tattoo vines ripple. In the right light, the metallic filaments might just be visible for a fraction of a second, but I knew Ugly Eddy was too far away to see them. But knowing Wittiker and Gargoyle wore stretch steel definitely gave me possibilities. If I could grab hold of both at the same time, I could generate a nice little burst of electricity that would lay them out quick and easy.

      Yep, sugar was definitely the better choice.
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        * * *

      

      Section grey was as depressing as it sounded. Tucked in the industrial area, the entire place smelled of rancid oil and grime. Exposed iron beams crisscrossed over my head. A film of dust coated everything and if I stayed down here too long, I would find myself coated as well. Once several years ago, I had tracked an errant employee who had been adjusting the fuel consumption rates to skim some off the top. I’d spent two hours flushing him out of section grey and the entire next week trying to scrub the dirt off my skin.

      I did not want to be doing that again.

      I passed the huge double, steel doors that led into the cargo hold. Standing on my tiptoes, I peered through the window on the right door. For a hold that had been pretty much shut down since the fuel collapse, there were sure a lot of crates stacked up inside the warehouse area. As I watched, two men appeared, directing a floating pallet across the floor. I squinted through the glass trying for a better look. As always, I regretted not getting the enhancement that allowed me to zoom in on distant objects, but at the time, I hadn’t liked the odds of the enhancement malfunctioning and causing me to go blind.

      So I squinted, trying for a good glimpse...and yes, I recognized the shaggy black hair over the bulbous, hawk-nosed face. Gargoyle. With his protruding eyebrow ridge and his thin lips over jagged teeth, he’d always looked like a gargoyle. Working around the fuel yards for decades had even given his skin a rather greyish tinge, making it look even more like stone. Now everyone called him “Gargoyle” and had for so long that I couldn’t even recall his real name.

      So if that was Gargoyle, the other guy with the shaved sides of his head and the tall purple hair spiked over his head was Wittiker. As partners in crime and everywhere else, they were rarely more than ten paces away from each other. And while I was all for a good love story, I didn’t like how they took supreme pleasure out of intimidating and beating up the locals like Ugly Eddy.

      It was one thing for them to be enforcers and do their job. I understood how the game was played in Regrets. It was quite another to revel so highly in hurting others.

      That offended and pissed me off in equal measure.

      I had always had a soft spot for the lowly underdogs and weaklings.

      And I was never one to shy away from an opportunity.

      Even though Eddy had said Barlow was in level fifty-two, it was still a large area to search. If it was any kind of semi-permanent residence for him, I was sure Barlow had the place wired. He would see me well before I saw him.

      Having a little more detailed information about his location would be very helpful.

      I was positive Gargoyle and Wittiker would be willing to provide it.

      Especially when I was done with them.

      I watched as they steered the floating palette across the warehouse floor. When they passed behind a tall stack of crates on the right, I hit the unlock button on the wall beside the door, slid it open and slipped inside. The light above the door blinked red, showing that the door was open. I slid the door back closed but the damn light still stayed red. Dammit. I had to relock the door on this side. Unfortunately some idiot had stacked a pile of boxes right near the wall. It was impossible to slip my hand through there to hit the lock.

      If Gargoyle and Wittiker came back and saw the red light, they would know someone had come in and be on guard.

      Stepping toward the pile of boxes, I took a deep breath and flexed my fists. Open, close, open, close. Another deep breath, then I tightened my hands into fists and pulsed. I felt the filaments in my arm flex and awaken. They sent a burning sensation through my muscles, flaring them into action. Adrenaline flooded me.

      My senses peaked. I felt the air moving over my skin. Dust prickling my nose. Everything was brighter and keener.

      I took a step toward the boxes. The crunch of my boots on the floor sounded like an explosion of sound.

      I grabbed the edges of the boxes, felt every groove of the pressed board.

      Just a few inches, that’s all I needed. Just enough to slip my hand in between the boxes and the wall.

      I’d need my energy to deal with Gargoyle and Wittiker. No sense wasting it here.

      But after triggering my implants, it was almost impossible to hold back.

      Still, I had to try.

      Another deep breath and I pulled. Just a little.

      The boxes scraped against the floor with a screech as I yanked them four feet.

      So much for a little.

      I darted back to the wall and hit the lock. The light above the door turned to green.

      Not that it mattered after the noise I’d made with the boxes.

      I spun away from the door and lunged forward.

      Just as Gargoyle poked his head out to see what was happening.

      I slammed into him with full force, shoving my shoulder into his chest.

      He made an “oof” as the breath blasted out of him. He flew backward. Landed flat on his back. His head bounced on the hard floor.

      Down, if not out.

      I crouched, scanning for Wittiker.

      Like many of the enforcer variety, Wittiker felt the need to howl as he attacked. Or maybe it was because I’d done a fast takedown of his main squeeze. Either way, the roar of anger that came from above gave me a split second warning.

      I rolled left, just as the pair of feet slammed down in the space where I had been.

      I kept rolling, even as Wittiker lashed out with a steel reinforced boot.

      I felt the air whoosh past me as his boot missed my head by inches. Another roll and I popped up onto my feet.

      Only to see a fist soaring at my head.

      I ducked at the last second. Grabbed his shoulder and used his momentum to spin him away from me.

      He bounced off a heavy set of palettes. The palettes gave a groan as they shifted from the collision. Wittiker recovered his feet and spun to face me. Sadly, the effect of the impact only tamped down his rage, gave him focus. No more crazy, impulsive, roaring charges.

      Too bad. That would have made this easier.

      I crouched, shifting so I could keep an eye on him and the fallen Gargoyle. From the position of the body, Gargoyle was still down for the count.

      Good. One less thing to worry about.

      Wittiker slid forward a step. Left hand in a defensive position as he unsnapped a pocket on his right thigh. Then he pulled out a narrow wand. He hit the trigger and the tip glowed red.

      A high energy shock stick, powerful enough to even override my own implants.

      That is if my implants were still the same factory-installed version when I’d first gotten them. I’d made a few modifications since then. Some with these special shock sticks in mind.

      I pressed my tongue to the roof of my mouth, triggering the feedback cycle in the filaments. Now if the shock stick hit me, my implants would reflect the energy back instead of absorbing it. The only problem with this setting was it made me slower, took away some of my power because of the energy diverted to the deflection.

      But Wittiker didn’t know that.

      He started to circle toward my left, trying to put himself between me and Gargoyle.

      I backed away, circling left as well. Keeping Gargoyle between us.

      Wittiker gave an impatient snort. His fingers tightened on the shock stick.

      I could tell he was itching to take a swing at me, but he wanted to make sure he wouldn’t miss with the stick.

      Another few paces and he would be within range.

      “You beating on Ugly Eddy. Why?” I asked.

      Wittiker’s eyes narrowed. Seeing that they were already narrow on his wide face, that made them practically disappear under his dyed-purple eyebrows.

      “What you care about him?” he asked.

      “Eddy’s one of mine,” I said. “You don’t mess with him for no reason. I’m telling you. I’ll tell Barlow.”

      As I intended, invoking Barlow’s name made Wittiker hesitate. Arrangements and agreements were always shifting in the underbelly of Regrets. I could very well have an agreement with Barlow and if Gargoyle and Wittiker betrayed that, however unwittingly, they could be in real trouble.

      But if I claimed to have it and it turned out I didn’t, it would be open season on me.

      I had to make Wittiker think it without confirming it.

      “I got no more time for dancing here,” I said. “I got further business with Barlow.”

      “What kind of business?” Wittiker asked.

      I gave him my best disdainful look. “If you don’t even know the peripheral deals, why should I tell you about the main one?”

      His jaw clicked shut. He pressed his lips tight together in anger. I could tell he still wanted to lash out, but I’d short circuited that action. Now he couldn’t swing at me without possibly antagonizing a deal with Barlow. And it would have to be an important deal if he hadn’t even heard of it yet.

      That was one thing I was banking on. Even though Wittiker was one of his higher level thugs, Barlow didn’t keep all his underlings informed about all of his business. Compartmentalizing was smart, but it also let me exploit Wittiker’s lack of knowledge.

      Assumptions could make a right ass out of Wittiker.

      He just needed a little more incentive.

      I let out an impatient snort. “You gonna keep me waiting? Barlow said half past and he would have the girl.”

      This was the big assumption on my part. My opportunity to show up as the ass. If Cassidy had not come to Barlow for a new set of ID, Wittiker would know I was lying through my teeth.

      I wondered how many hits from that shock stick my reflective setting could handle before overloading.

      Wittiker straightened, lowering the stick a few inches. Then he turned if off and slid it back into its holder.

      Looked like I wasn’t going to have to find out about overloading today.

      Thank god.

      A groan came from my left. Gargoyle rocked from side to side, like a stranded turtle, trying to get up.

      Wittiker glanced over at him, but didn’t move.

      “Barlow didn’t give me a heads up about this meeting,” he said.

      “I didn’t know you were his social secretary,” I said. I patted my pockets. “Maybe I should give you my calling card and you can run it in to him. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind waiting longer.”

      Wittiker cast another glance at the struggling Gargoyle. Then he sighed.

      “Out the main entrance, down the hall. Third door on the right. Security will check you through.”

      “Got it.”

      I gave him a wide berth, keeping myself turned toward him even as I circled back toward the main double doors. Now that he had decided, Wittiker ignored me, heading over to Gargoyle. He helped his partner to his feet. Gargoyle stood swaying a little. He pointed at me and mumbled something.

      If Wittiker replied, I didn’t hear it. I’d hurried back to the door and was busy opening it.

      The ending was the most important part of the con. Say your piece and get out fast, before the mark had any time to reconsider their actions. I was gonna have to book it to the location Wittiker had given me before he changed his mind.

      I hurried down the grey metal corridor. My heart pounded, as if urging me to run, but I couldn’t risk someone recording me and wondering why I was running. Hurrying to a meeting with Barlow made sense. Running did not.

      The third door on the right looked like every other door I’d passed. Unfinished, gun-metal grey, a few dents at the bottom where someone had tried to kick it in. The only indication that something more was going on behind there was the lack of dust everywhere.

      As I stood facing the door, surveying it, I spotted the small pinhole camera above the door frame. A slight raised metal frame that ran all around the door. A good blast through that would fry anyone who came charging through the door who wasn’t invited in. The charge was probably strong enough to override even my modifications.

      Force was out. Charm was in.

      I gave a little wave to the pinhole camera.

      “I have business with Barlow.”

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then the door slid open. Along the frame, there was no telltale sign that it was charged up, but I was sure there wouldn’t be. Why give anyone a heads up?

      Test number one: did I trust them enough to walk through the door, knowing they could fry me if they wished? If I really did have business with Barlow, I wouldn’t hesitate.

      And I’d probably already hesitated too long.

      Dammit.

      I took a breath, turned off all my enhancements, and stepped through the doorway.

      And emerged unscathed on the other side.

      Low level security in pressed grey uniforms and black screened helmets stepped forward, waving wand scanners over me. With my enhancements off, they wouldn’t see them in the scanners, but they did find the small knife at the base of my spine. The guard on the left made a gimme gesture with his hand.

      With slow, precise movements, I extracted the knife and handed it over. I didn’t bother saying I wanted it back. For one of Barlow’s associates, it was kind of a given.

      The guard on the right gestured me forward, pointing me through another door on the right.

      I followed his direction.

      The doorway opened into a large, brightly lit office. The walls had been painted white, not a horrible, glaring white, but a soft, yet clean one. Dark grey carpeting covered the floor. Instead of looking like a room in section grey, it looked like it could have been an office in the business section. Clean, crisp, well appointed, with even a fresh water station at the far corner. I breathed in the scent of fresh coffee. A real luxury.

      A row of four desks lined the right wall. Techs wearing goggles hunched over each one, faces obscured by the holographic projections they worked on. To me, the images were blurred and fragmented, ensuring no one who wasn’t authorized could tell what exactly they were working on unless they were wearing the proper goggles.

      A man in a crisp grey suit stepped forward. The glint in his eye told me he was wearing contacts, probably wired in and showing him all kinds of information on me. He probably knew by now that I had no real business with Barlow and he would have the authorization to get rid of me. Although I couldn’t see any obvious weapon, that didn’t mean he didn’t have any.

      Test number two: could I get past this guy? Brute force was not going to do it, nor was blustering.

      “Thank you for making time for me in Mr. Barlow’s schedule,” I said.

      The man’s narrow face remained impassive. The corner of one eyebrow lifted.

      “Follow me,” he said.

      He turned and strolled through the office.

      I followed, breathing out.

      Politeness always counted.

      He stopped at a door at the far end and knocked. The door slid across. The man stepped through. I followed.

      It was a smaller office, also painted white, but instead of a row of metal desks, there was a single, large desk made of wood. Thick, intricately carved legs. A polished surface revealing the grain of the wood.

      A perfect reproduction, probably almost as expensive as the real thing.

      Just how did Barlow cart that around when he had to move offices? Maybe he had a limitless stash of them and abandoned it whenever he had to relocate. Seemed an awful waste to me.

      Sitting behind the desk, in a high-backed leather chair that looked more like a throne than an office chair, Barlow leaned back, resting his hands on the armrests.

      Dressed in a navy blue suit, he looked like he could be someone’s accountant. If that someone needed their money laundered or their business partner killed. Light brown hair cut short and feathered back from his smooth-shaven face. A thin nose, thin lips. Hazel eyes. Cheekbones a little sharper than they should have been gave his face a slightly foxlike appearance. But the overall impression of him was of someone relentless normal. A man you would not glance at twice if you passed him in the corridor.

      Unless you knew better.

      A slow smile grew on his face. He put out one hand in welcome. From the floor in front of his desk, a large cube rose up, reconfiguring itself into an armchair.

      “Mackenzie Bronson,” Barlow said. His voice was a loud, deep baritone, unsuited to his mild appearance. “I understand we have business, you and I.”

      Test number three: could I be interesting enough to keep him from killing me right away? Good question. Maybe not interesting enough, but maybe I could be entertaining.

      “Maybe business is pushing it,” I said. “But I certainly have some questions for you.” I plopped myself down in the chair and felt the cushion cradle me. For an unfolding chair, this was definitely one of the high end variety.

      Barlow gave me an amused look. “Questions? That’s right. You’re a private detective, aren’t you?” He tilted his head as he regarded me. “Still doing that? I could provide much better pay and steady employment.”

      “I appreciate the offer,” I said, “but I’m happy with my current situation. May I ask you my questions?”

      Barlow’s eyes twinkled. He spread his hands magnanimously. “Ask away.”

      “Are you still in the ID business?” I asked.

      “I can neither confirm or deny that.”

      I nodded. In this little tête-à-tête, a lack of denial was official confirmation.

      “Have you had an inquiry from a girl named Cassidy?”

      Nothing in Barlow’s expression changed, but I could feel the temperature drop in the room. He rested his hands on the armrests. After a moment, he shook his head.

      “I’m sorry. Can’t say that I have. Anything else?”

      I was being dismissed. A subtle warning not to inquire further, and although he’d denied seeing Cassidy, it was obvious he was lying. He’d seen her and decided she’d be good for business. Probably as fresh spare parts. There was a highly lucrative business for real human organs, not the vat grown variety. Although at seventeen, Cassidy was probably on the old end of that scale, if her health was good, Barlow would have considered it.

      Now he was giving me the chance to walk away.

      I could do it. I would probably lose my commission, but I was sure Barlow would find a way to compensate me handsomely. It probably wouldn’t even hurt my reputation all that much. Everyone on Regrets was a little bit crooked, just by varying degrees. Not every missing person got found. Not every murderer got caught. Things slipped through the cracks, especially on Regrets, where most of the cracks were the size of crevices.

      Who was I to say different? Wasn’t that why I stayed on Regrets? Because I was perfectly at home navigating the cracks?

      Even if that crack swallowed a seventeen year old girl?

      I took a breath and let it out slowly.

      “Just one more question,” I said.

      Barlow inclined his head. Ask away.

      “Where is she?”

      Barlow’s eyes narrowed. His expression stiffened.

      Looked like I was going to fail test number three.

      I heard the door slid open behind me. I triggered my system. Felt adrenaline pour me in response. Ready to fight.

      A hand slapped my neck. Coldness flooded my body, freezing my muscles.

      Barlow’s face blurred in front of me.

      Then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Consciousness returned, leaving a fuzzy taste in my mouth.

      I was lying on the floor, my left cheek pressed against the cold surface. My vision slowly cleared as I blinked. My body felt lethargic, still affected by whatever instant anaesthetic Barlow’s thugs had used on me. I took a few deep breaths, letting the oxygen flood my system and flush out the last of the anaesthetic. But even as I felt my body respond and awaken, I stayed still.

      As my senses cleared, I could hear shuffling behind me. Someone was in the room and I didn’t want them to know I was awake just yet. Not until I knew where I was.

      I’d been removed from Barlow’s inner sanctuary. From the grey walls and the crisscrossing iron beams over my head, I guessed I was back in the cargo area, probably in one of the smaller adjacent rooms that been used for customs checks back in the day.

      As I glanced around the room, I became aware of my own body again. My arms were pulled back behind me and fastened at the wrist by thick, cold, metal bands. My ankles had been fastened the same way. No gag, for which I was grateful. After the anaesthetic, my stomach was feeling gurgled and curdled. I’d always thought asphyxiating on one’s own vomit was one of the worst ways to go. Not having a gag and laying on my side as least meant I wouldn’t die that way.

      But I was sure they had other ideas on how I was to go.

      “So she’s a little old, I still say we could chop her.”

      The words floated toward me. I recognized the whiny voice.

      Wittiker.

      Great.

      “Not with those implants,” said a second voice. Deeper and more resonant, I recognized it as Gargoyle, sounding well recovered from my knockout. “Boss said to dump her.”

      A snort sounded, then Wittiker’s voice came again.

      “Too good for her. Even if we can’t make some extra cred, I still say we chop her up. She deserves it.”

      “Maybe,” Gargoyle said. “But we gotta get the other one done first. Let’s just dump her now. Boss’s orders.”

      I heard a grunt of acknowledgement then steps headed my way.

      Dump her. I knew what that meant. Out the airlock, outside.

      With no air.

      I started sucking in air as fast and deep as I could. Saturate my system. Already I could feel the filaments along my arms tingle. My wrists twisted in the metal constraints. With enough focus and energy, I would be able to tear them apart, but without air, I wouldn’t be able to spare the energy.

      I had to break those cuffs before they tossed me out, but not soon enough that they could fasten another set on my wrists.

      The steps drew closer. I felt hands grab my upper arms and yank me up. I let myself stay limp, let my head flop to my chest.

      Wittiker was on my right with Gargoyle on my left. They twisted me around and started dragging me backwards. My view was now of the full room. I spotted a large, metal crate just inside the door. Not just a crate, a cage. A figure lay curled inside, facing toward me.

      Cassidy.

      They had torn the sleeves of her dark brown tunic and slapped multiple anaesthetic patches onto her arms, to keep her docile, but even as I watched, she lifted her head to look at me. Our gaze locked and I felt a druggy curiosity flood over me, tinged with despair.

      I shivered involuntarily, then forced myself to be still in the thugs’ grips. I didn’t want them to know I was awake and aware.

      Aware of exactly who they had locked in a cage.

      Not just a seventeen year old they could sell for body parts, but a full blown empath.

      I focused my gaze on her and thought hard about those patches on her arms. I could feel her broadcasting her emotions. Would she be able to read mine? I focused hard and thought about those patches. The feel of them on skin, how they itched, the adhesive pulling. I envisioned her picking at the edges, lifting until she could grasp them, peeling them off, one by one. Letting them drop to the surface of her cage, pulling the shredded fabric of her sleeves over her arms to hide the empty spots.

      Come on, you can do it.

      I flexed my arms a little, feeling the energy flowing through my filaments, triggering my muscles.

      The curiosity intensified.

      She started to pick at one of the patches on her arms.

      Behind me, I heard the whoosh of the inner airlock door opening.

      Wittiker and Gargoyle tightened their grips on my arms.

      Then they flung me into the airlock.

      I twisted as I landed, hitting my left side. I managed to stop my head from whacking the side of the exterior door. Wittiker barked out a laugh as I struggled to sit up. Alarm flooded my mind, but I couldn’t be sure if it was my panic or Cassidy’s. Both seemed to mingle in my mind.

      The inner airlock door hissed as it began to shut.

      I pushed the panic away, focused on the pounding of my heart, sending adrenaline surging through me.

      Only seconds now.

      I twisted my wrists, right and left. My muscles burned. The metal held fast. Thicker than I’d thought. Breaking it would be harder.

      Focus.

      The inner door clicked shut.

      My breathing was the only thing I could hear.

      Then that sound faded as the air started to be sucked out.

      Break them now!

      I felt a sharper edge of panic flit across my mind. No, if you aren’t going to help, then get out!

      The panic faded, then sharpened into anger.

      Yes, that was the kind of energy I could use.

      The last of the air disappeared. My lungs tightened.

      I flexed my arms, and yanked hard with my wrists.

      The metal bands snapped.

      My arms came up. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see movement. The outer door opening.

      With my implants, I knew I could last maybe fifteen minutes outside without an evac-suit. Of course, that was the best case scenario, if I had been able to oversaturate my system with pure oxygen and was in a relax, subdued state.

      Now if I was lucky, I’d get five minutes.

      If that.

      I still had to free my ankles.

      Reaching down, I could feel they had a simple number lock on them. Knowing the depths of intelligence of both Wittiker and Gargoyle, I took a chance and entered a string of seven zeroes into the lock. It pinged and the bands dropped from my ankles.

      Just as the outer door opened.

      The outer surface of Regus Colony had an negligible atmosphere and a half normal gravity. Already I could feel myself floating, buoyant. The urge to breathe intensified until I set my implants to vacuum. They would override my autonomic system until all the oxygen was starved from my blood. At that point, I would hit system failure and probably critical loss. If I didn’t get back into the colony, I would be dead in less than five minutes.

      Probably four now.

      Trying to get back in through this airlock was not an option. For all their low intelligence, I was sure Wittiker and Gargoyle had locked me out even if they weren’t on the other side of the door, watching for my demise with glee.

      I had to find another way back.

      I propelled myself out of the airlock and onto the surface of Regus.
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