
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	BACKTRACKER

	A Novel

	 

	 

		 

	Milo James Fowler

	 

	www.milojamesfowler.com

	 

	 

	
Contents:

	 

	PROLOGUE

	ONE

	TWO

	THREE

	FOUR

	FIVE

	SIX

	SEVEN

	EIGHT

	NINE

	TEN

	ELEVEN

	TWELVE

	THIRTEEN

	FOURTEEN

	FIFTEEN

	SIXTEEN

	SEVENTEEN

	EIGHTEEN

	NINETEEN

	TWENTY

	About the Author

	

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	For Sara

	Now and Forever

	 

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	Ten Years Ago: 2166

	 

	April 12

	 

	 

	 

	Alan stood at the railing, gripping it with both hands, knuckles as white as the raging waters far below. Plenty of rocks down there beneath the surface, rearing their heads among the chop. They would break his fall. And him.

	He tapped the plug behind his left ear and called up the life insurance policy. Documents floated before his ocular implants, a hologram only he could see. Not that anybody else would have noticed if he'd projected it. Nobody was around.

	A lonely bridge in the driving rain. A desperate man under an avalanche of debt. But now everything was in order. His family would be provided for. They wouldn't have much, but they would survive. All he had to do was jump.

	His boots slipped as he climbed over the railing, clinging to it. He had to do this right. Couldn't foul it up and just break his leg. He had to go face-first, crack open his head like a swollen watermelon.

	Strange what you think about at the end. Not the faces of his wife and kids, which would have made more sense. Instead he remembered fresh fruit, something he hadn't tasted since he was a kid himself. Times were different then. Everything seemed more real, somehow. Not like this.

	Why wasn't he afraid? He should have been shivering with cold dread. Instead this was more like a Link experience. Virtual. Almost real, only something was missing. It didn't feel like it was actually happening. Maybe part of him didn't believe he'd go through with it. He was a coward, after all.

	His boots shuffled on the slick ledge. He was stalling. His grip on the railing behind him had yet to loosen. He couldn't feel his fingers.

	"This is it," he breathed, psyching himself up.

	He pulled his right hand free.

	"Need some help?" called a voice from the end of the bridge.

	Alan jerked his head, facing the voice. A dark figure approached, trench coat flailing in the wind and rain. A purposeful gait, unhurried. An unfamiliar man. An unexpected obstacle.

	"No thanks," Alan said, unprepared for conversation, hoping this stranger wasn't some good-doing Wayist here to save his soul. "I'm fine."

	"Unlikely, Alan," said the stranger. "You've been missing for days. The cops have given up on you, but your family hasn't. They're worried. People think you left them."

	"No, I—" He struggled to hold onto the railing and face the stranger at the same time. "I would never leave them. I love them."

	"They know. They love you. That's why they hired me to find you."

	"Hired?" That didn't make sense. They had barely enough credit for groceries. "Who the hell are you?"

	"You're in trouble. I get that." The stranger stopped a couple meters away. Both hands stuffed into the deep pockets of his coat. "But doing this? Leaving your wife and kids? You'll only hurt them more."

	"They're better off—"

	"They don't think so. I'm inclined to agree with them." He beckoned with a nod. "Come on, Alan. Let's go see your family. Trust me, they'll be happy to see you."

	Alan turned his gaze back to the water. The rocks. The easy way out. Except it wouldn't be so easy, would it? Not for his wife, Jean. Or the kids, Hana, Debi, and Ernest. He saw their faces now, and his eyes stung with hot tears. They would miss him terribly.

	But he knew what was best. They would learn to live without him, and things would be better for them. No more gambling debts, living in fear of the collectors. Those bloodsuckers would leave his family alone once the life insurance took care of everything he owed. Jean and the kids could start over with a clean slate. Without his addiction poisoning their happiness.

	His mind was made up. Not an easy choice, but the only one that mattered.

	He stepped off the ledge, both boots dangling in the air, cold rushing upward—

	Until his shoulder wrenched free of its socket, his arm extended over his head, his wrist snagged on something that left him swinging. He cried out in pain and surprise.

	"No you don't." The stranger had a hold of him, gripping him with both gloved hands. "I'm a man of my word, Alan. I promised your wife I'd bring you home."

	"Let me go!" Alan wailed. A pathetic sound. He hated being so weak.

	"C'mon." The stranger grunted, adjusting his hold, clutching Alan's forearm. "Help me out here. I don't have all day."

	A pinpoint of light flashed from the man's wrist. He wore an outdated timepiece, a black plastic wristwatch, something like a kid might have worn decades ago. Alan hadn't seen anything like it since he was a boy himself, digging for the prize at the bottom of a cereal box.

	The stranger cursed under his breath. "We're running out of time, Alan."

	"Who are you?"

	"Harry Muldoon. Believe it or not, this isn't the first time we've met."

	Mystified, Alan reached upward with his other arm, and Muldoon guided his hands to the railing, holding onto him tightly as both his boots regained their footing on the ledge. Muldoon didn't let go until Alan had clambered over to stand beside him on the bridge.

	"Hail a cab. Take it to this address." Muldoon handed him a business card, as outdated as the wristwatch. On it was printed a location Alan didn't recognize. "Wait for me there."

	A chime sounded on Muldoon's timepiece. Some kind of alarm? The light continued to flash.

	"We've got to get you cleaned up before you go home. You've been out on the streets too long. Promise me you'll do as I say this time."

	"This time?" Alan echoed. Things were getting weirder by the moment.

	"I'll meet you there." He took a step back, beyond Alan's reach, and stood like a statue. The chime reached a fevered pitch. "Don't freak out."

	A sudden burst of electric-blue light, and Harry Muldoon vanished from sight, leaving nothing behind. It was as though he'd never been there. In the silence that followed, interrupted only by the sounds of the churning river and driving rain, Alan staggered across the bridge with trembling hands. Every few seconds, he glanced at the address on the card, wondering if it too would disappear without warning.

	 

	 

	When Alan eventually showed up at his office, he opened the door with HAROLD MULDOON, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR in bold lettering on the frosted glass.

	"You made it." He graced Alan with half a grin. Then he cold-cocked him, knocking him unconscious with a single blow to the jaw. "Sorry, Alan," he said, catching the disheveled man as he slumped into his arms. "Three days from now, we'll get you home. Until then, you've got to sit tight."

	Muldoon dragged Alan to a chair and zip-tied him in place. There were consequences to chronic online gaming. You never knew when you might wake up and find yourself in the clutches of collectors looking to take what you owed them in blood instead of credits. Not the case here, but that was beside the point.

	Alan's wife wouldn't be requesting Muldoon's help until two days from now. So Muldoon would have to wait until sometime after that to take him home. If Alan were reunited with his family too soon, then he wouldn't be gone long enough for Jean to visit Muldoon's office, and Muldoon never would go looking for her husband in the first place. As a rule, Muldoon tried to avoid the possibility of such inconsistent causal loops. They gave him headaches.

	When Alan came to, he wouldn't ask many questions. He'd be too shocked by the whole experience. Just enough to keep him on the straight and narrow path, Muldoon hoped.

	Half a dozen tries, but he'd finally managed to get Alan this far. The cops, overworked and underpaid, had presumed the man was dead after three days missing. They'd been right. But the police had their limits. They couldn't travel into the past and find Alan moments before he threw his life away.

	Muldoon was no hero. He had a business to run, rent to pay, and he expected to be compensated for his efforts. Often times he was—when he timed things out right. So he waited. Kept Alan fed and watered, alive and well. Out of sight. Then he arranged the tearful reunion.

	As far as the cops and collectors knew, Alan Jeffries was dead. Muldoon would advise the Jeffries to keep it that way. Get the hell out of town and start over in some other Province with new identities. If all went according to plan, they would live out the rest of their lives together, poor but happy. There were worse endings to this story.

	Muldoon hoped none of them ever came to pass.

	 

	 


 

	 

	July 31

	 

	 

	 

	Raul's shorts and T-shirt were damp with sweat. He sat huddled in a corner of the dark closet, as far from the door as possible. Whenever it opened, he jumped, stifling a scream. He couldn't stop shaking.

	They tossed him a candy bar once in a while, a bottle of water. They didn't let him out to go to the bathroom. He had to do that in a corner of the closet. The smell made him sick, even though it was his own.

	In the gloom, he couldn't tell what time it was. When the door opened, the glare was always the same—too bright, like the lights in the gym at school. How many days had passed since they grabbed him off the street? Two, maybe?

	He'd been walking home after swim practice. The sun was still out. They pulled up in a van and dragged him inside before he could cry for help, before he knew what was really happening. He knew it was wrong, being carried off your feet by two strong men. Tossed onto your back, a gloved hand pressed hard over your mouth while others grabbed your feet and your hands and wrapped them in tape. The side door slid shut with a slam, plunging the back of the van into darkness.

	"Well, ain't he pretty," said one of them as the van lurched from the curb with a screech of tires, accelerating away. "Catch of the day, huh?"

	Another one chuckled, cursing with appreciation. "Top dollar, my man, top dollar."

	They talked about him like he was something to be bought or sold. They told him not to cry and spoil his pretty little face.

	"Five thousand for our little man, nothing less," they said, winking at him.

	Raul's stomach rumbled now. Had they fed him today? It had been a while since his last candy bar and water bottle.

	They didn't sound happy outside, in that other room with the gym lights. They yelled at each other, cursing and calling each other awful names, hollering about "buyers" and "markets" and "merchandise." Raul crept toward the door to hear better.

	"So much for your contacts," spat one of them. "Days now, and we've got nothing. Meanwhile our fresh little flower is wilting. Top dollar, my ass!"

	"Lay off, man," said the other one. "They'll be here. Just wait."

	"What have we been doing? An easy score, you said. Right. We'll be lucky to break even! That van, this hellhole—you said we'd come out ahead, but we're worse off than when we started!"

	"Trust me. It'll pay off."

	"Cut and run, man. We've gotta burn everything, erase the DNA. That kid's gonna croak before we get a single credit out of this mess, and I'm not going down with the ship."

	The door crashed open. Not the closet door—another one, slamming against the wall like somebody had kicked it in. Raul cringed but kept his ear pressed against the closet door, listening intently. The men shouted and cursed, surprised. Gun metal clicked and clinked, but before a single shot could go off, the sound of pulse rounds firing filled the room. Just like on the Link, those "cop shows" as Raul's mother called them: three blasts, abrupt bass notes that rumbled in Raul's chest as they found their marks.

	The men released garbled cries, hitting the floor and shaking violently. Raul could see it all happen in his mind's eye, every detail down to the thuds of the men's weapons hitting the floor, released by their limp fingers after the seizures ended. They lay still. Silent. No longer in control of the situation.

	Raul heard only his own breath. Maybe his heartbeat too, racing in his ears if that was possible.

	"Third time's the charm," muttered a voice Raul didn't recognize as heavy footsteps headed toward the closet. A shadow fell across the line of white light beneath the door. More silence. Then a soft knock. "It's okay, kid. You're all right now." The man paused. "Move back from the door. Let's get you out of there."

	Raul crawled backward, bringing up one arm to shield his face. Who was this man with the pulse gun? A cop? They weren't allowed to use lethal rounds, so that made sense. The police had found him, they'd come to rescue him. He would finally go home, something he feared might never happen.

	The closet door caved in with broken padlocks swinging from the door jam. Three of them. Those kidnappers hadn't wanted Raul to even think about escaping. Now they lay sprawled out across the floor and stained furniture, either unconscious or dead. Hard to tell which.

	"Can you walk?" said the stranger.

	He was tall, backlit by the room's glaring light. His gun was in his right hand, pointed at the floor. A revolver with a large cylinder and a wide barrel. The cylinder glowed blue where three rounds remained unfired in their chambers.

	Raul nodded and tried to say he could, but his throat was dried shut. So he got to his feet instead and instantly crumpled against the man.

	"Steady, champ." The man caught him with one arm and held him upright. "You haven't gotten much exercise lately."

	"I swim," Raul managed. Talking hurt his throat.

	"You're dehydrated. Want me to carry you out?"

	Raul shook his head. He forced his wobbly knees to obey, taking a step back from the man.

	"You're one tough kid," the man said. He sounded like he meant it.

	They stepped over the zip-tied limbs of the motionless men on the floor and headed toward the busted front doorway.

	"You a cop?" Raul rasped as they stepped out into the humid summer night.

	The stranger shook his head. "They gave up on finding you a few days ago. Thought you were dead. Maybe worse." He nodded over his shoulder toward the first-floor apartment they were leaving behind, one of maybe a thousand in the block-long HellTown tenement. "Your mom hired me to find you."

	"Are you a detective?"

	A smile cracked one side of the stranger's face. "Sometimes."

	"What's your name?"

	"Muldoon. You?"

	"Raul."

	Muldoon stuck out his hand. Raul took it in a firm shake.

	"Would you believe we've met before, Raul?"

	He frowned at that, trying to remember. "I don't think so..."

	"Another life." Muldoon's eyes looked sad but relieved, like maybe that other life hadn't turned out so well. He clapped Raul on the shoulder and squeezed. "Let's get you home."

	A police car pulled to the curb with its flashers on. Muldoon stepped in front of Raul, shielding him from view.

	"This had better be good, Muldoon," said the cop, heaving himself out of the vehicle and glaring at the detective.

	"They're inside, Sergeant. You should've brought more men."

	"Couldn't spare 'em." The sergeant spoke with a funny accent. Like a leprechaun who'd woken up on the wrong side of the bed. "Other divisions might be gettin' those synthetics, but I prefer my officers to be flesh and blood." He cursed. "SYNs. Don't trust the damn things. Ain't human!"

	"So you're stuck with the few. The proud. The stretched-too-thin."

	"Want a thank-you? A pat on the back? Fine. Nice work. Cross your fingers and imagine a big fat bonus."

	"You can't afford my rates."

	"Don't I know it. I've given up on you ever joining the force. You'd be a real asset, Muldoon. Uncanny. That's how good you are." He cursed under his breath. "The Blackshirts will be all over this, soon as I file my report. Human trafficking is their dance. The kid will be remanded into their custody—"

	"Hold off on the report, Sarge," Muldoon said, stepping forward. "He's been through enough. He should go home to his mother."

	Raul peeked around Muldoon's frame, draped in a long black coat. Weird thing to wear in the summer. The sergeant scratched at his unshaven cheek and nodded, squinting at Raul. Thinking things over, it looked like. Was he a good cop or a bad one?

	"Get in," he said at last, climbing behind the steering grips of his black and white vehicle. The lettering on the side read NEWCITY POLICE—TO PROTECT THE RULE OF LAW.

	Muldoon and Raul slid into the backseat. As the doors closed and locked automatically behind them, Muldoon gave the sergeant Raul's address on the other side of HellTown. The police car sped off into the night, carrying the boy and the stranger who'd rescued him to the only place in the world he wanted to be: home.

	Fifteen minutes later, Raul's mom was clutching him to her chest outside their tenement and sobbing all over him, and he was hugging her back and doing plenty of his own crying. The relief he felt washed over him like a tidal wave. She kept repeating his name and saying, "Thank you, thank you," again and again.

	But when Raul looked back at where Muldoon and the cop had been, they were gone.

	 

	 

	Muldoon rested his head back against the seat and closed his eyes as Sergeant Armstrong drove them along the congested city streets, weaving around four-wheeled obstacles in their path. Both of his hairy hands were on the grips. No automatic drive for this cop; he didn't trust the AI.

	The kid was back with his mother, where he belonged. The kidnappers were out of commission. And it had taken only a dozen or so attempts. Not too shabby, all things considered.

	The only problem? This wasn't his time. Raul might mention Muldoon to his mother, but she would have no memory of hiring him. Because she hadn't. Not yet.

	A pinpoint of light started flashing on his wristwatch. He clapped a hand over it before Armstrong had a chance to notice. Soon the alarm would chime, and after that, he'd have a whole lot of explaining to do the next time he crossed paths with the sergeant.

	"Let me off here," Muldoon said, reaching for the door's manual release.

	"You nuts? This ain't exactly the right side of the tracks. We're still a couple kilometers out from your office."

	"Need to clear my head."

	Armstrong glanced at him. Then he pulled to the curb, tires screeching. "Tough case. I get that. The ones with kids usually are. But tonight was a win, Muldoon. You saved that boy's life. Feel good about it. You've earned that much."

	One out of twelve tries. In every other attempt, Raul hadn't made it. Intervening to prevent the kidnapping hadn't worked. Neither had taking out the van or the men prior to the act. Muldoon had to wait until they were in the apartment with their guard down, once they were at each other's throats. But even then, it had taken three tries to break in and know where each of the men were located in the front room, which one would go for his gun first, and who was the best shot.

	In twelve other realities, Raul was not with his mother right now. If such realities even existed. The thought of it made Muldoon shiver despite his coat.

	 "Thanks, Sarge." He stepped out of the car and started walking, heading for the nearest dark alley and the frigid tunnel through time and space that would return him to his own.

	 

	 


 

	 

	December 19

	 

	 

	 

	"They say you are the best private investigator in town, Mr. Muldoon."

	Muldoon leaned back in his desk chair to study the man seated across from him. On the younger side of middle-aged. Ridiculously wealthy. Proportionally unhappy.

	"Can't believe everything you hear, Mr. Lewiston."

	"Granted." The flicker of a smile appeared on his clean-shaven face, there and then gone. "You are one of the last, at any rate."

	"We're a dying breed."

	Nowadays, any amateur could play detective on the Link. But some situations required a professional touch. Discretion. Not to mention Muldoon's unique abilities.

	"You have quite the success rate."

	"I do what my clients ask me to. Keeps me in business."

	"You get the job done." Lewiston nodded, pensive. "Even when the task seems impossible. You have put the police to shame on more than one occasion, by all accounts."

	"They've got their hands full." Muldoon shrugged. "I fill in the gaps from time to time."

	"You are too modest."

	"What can I do for you, Mr. Lewiston?"

	"My wife..." He shook his head and sank forward onto his knees, elbows digging into the expensive woolish fabric. The slate-grey industrial carpet held his attention longer than it deserved. "Elizabeth. I need you to follow her. I believe she may be...seeing someone else."

	"Have you asked her about it?"

	"I have no evidence. No reason to suspect anything."

	"Yet you do."

	"We have not been on the best of terms for the past few months. We have become very cool toward one another, like roommates instead of lovers. We do not even sleep together anymore. Her bed is in the east wing, mine is in the west."

	"Long-distance relationships can be tough," Muldoon acknowledged with a somber nod.

	"I am no fool. I know she married me for my money. That is why she refuses to divorce me. I suppose I should be happy she has not tried to kill me for it."

	"But that's what you want—a divorce?"

	"I cannot continue to live like this. I married for love. Our prenuptial agreement is as binding as it is clear. If either one of us is found to be unfaithful, the infidelity clause will allow us to divorce regardless of the other's wishes. All I need is undeniable proof: a recording of her activities."

	"Why risk it?" Muldoon leaned on the desk. "If she's determined to continue sharing your fortune, why would she throw that away on some illicit affair?"

	Muldoon already knew the answer. But he wouldn't find out until later. Earlier. Whatever. Time travel could really screw with your head sometimes.

	"Will you take my case, Mr. Muldoon?"

	Muldoon eased his chair back. "Follow your wife. Record what I see. You pay my daily rates plus expenses until I capture her in the act."

	"As long as it takes. Say the word, and I will transfer the funds to your account—the first week in advance."

	The way things turned out, Muldoon needed only a few days. Mrs. Lewiston was good, international-woman-of-mystery good. Changed vehicles sporadically, had the cabs take her in elaborate circles, never remained at the same destination for more than fifteen minutes until she was certain she hadn't been followed. And she hadn't been, not for long. Not through space, anyway.

	Unfortunately for her, whatever spy training she'd received didn't prepare her for a private eye who traveled through time, who knew where to be and when to be there. Hiding in shadows while his ocular implant captured her hot and heavy shenanigans.

	"Shouldn't take me long," Muldoon said.

	"You are very sure of yourself," Lewiston replied.

	"I'm good at what I do."

	"You have that reputation. I hope you live up to it."

	"You want me to send you the footage?"

	Lewiston cringed. "No, no," he said, looking like he'd tasted something foul. "Share it with her, and advise her to sign the divorce documents. I will send them to you as well. That is all I want from her. There is no need for us to go to court."

	There was such a thing as bad publicity, after all.

	"I'll see what I can do." Muldoon stood and extended his hand.

	"Thank you, Mr. Muldoon." Lewiston grasped his hand with all the vigor of a garden snail. "I will be quite relieved to put all of this behind me. You will find the funds and documents as soon as you Link up." He turned to leave but paused. "Are you married?"

	"Never had the pleasure."

	"I hope you find someone you can trust. Someone who adores you for who you are. Not what you can give them."

	"Sounds ideal."

	Little Lord Lewiston left without another word, carrying the weight of his world on shoulders designed for lighter use. Once the office door shut behind him, Muldoon tapped the plug behind his left ear and called up his bank account. His eyes clouded over as the ocular implants focused on the balance. It had never looked healthier.

	Even so, Muldoon didn't like the case. Too seedy. Saving lives was more up his alley. Hero complex? Maybe. But it was the occasional case like this one that paid the bills. He couldn't always collect when he rescued people from their pasts. Holding them hostage in order to ensure his own payday often didn't work out so well. Go figure.

	With Alan Jeffries, the guy needed to learn a lesson: Don't gamble away your family's livelihood. Muldoon had no problem holding those types against their will. But kids like Raul needed to get home as fast as possible. More often than not, Muldoon ended up returning victims to their loved ones before the loved ones ever showed up at his office to request his services. They never became his clients, so he never got paid. The more he thought about these wonky causal loops, the less sense they made.

	Dirty work like this—playing the role of Peeping Tom, recording things he never would've wanted to see otherwise—kept food in his fridge and covered the rent on both his office and his flat. Paid off his car, to boot, a sleek electric coupe with a borderline passive-aggressive AI. The essentials.

	Could he travel back through time and line his pockets with sure bets? Do some big ticket gambling of his own? Maybe. But it seemed to him this whole time travel thing was a power no mere mortal should possess unless it was used for good. Call it fate or karma; either one might not smile kindly on such power being used otherwise. Could be that he was just superstitious, but he refused to seek personal gain without helping people in the process. Making a difference for the better, and getting paid for it. All for the greater good.

	That's what he told himself, anyway.

	Could he travel into the past and assassinate fascist dictators? Rescue revered historical figures who'd expired too soon? Keep half the world's population from being obliterated? Sure. But there were limits. He couldn't go back to a date earlier than the inception of his time travel device. If the technology didn't exist, he couldn't go there. Then. Whatever. It just wouldn't work.

	So that gave him only twenty years or so to move around. Plenty of time to change the world, but he wasn't at that level yet. Maybe someday. For now, he'd stick with changes on a smaller scale, work his way up. Temporal technology was illegal, after all, and he didn't want to ruffle any Blackshirts' feathers. They liked the status quo; totalitarian regimes tended to enjoy their power structures. If he started fiddling with the scaffolding, and if they caught him, then it would be Goodbye, world for Harry Muldoon.

	Had he ever thought about changing his own past? Undoing mistakes? Eliminating regrets? Spend more time with his mother before the Plague took her. Get his father the help he needed before he succumbed to depression and ended it all. Find a good doctor for his childhood best friend, get that heart condition diagnosed early on. He hadn't been able to help any of them. He'd never been able to shake that overwhelming sense of failure.

	Depression ran in the family. The suffocating darkness always lurked nearby, waiting to pounce. Muldoon had spent most of his life trying to outrun it. Keep busy, too busy for life to get him down. Don't dwell on the past. Don't think too much about yourself. Your failures. Shortcomings. If he slowed down long enough, the catatonic despair overwhelmed him. Better to remain in motion, do what he could to help others instead.

	Messing with his past could mess up his present, damaging the delicate equilibrium he'd painstakingly constructed over the years. Therapy and workaholism were fine bedfellows, and he'd managed to find some peace in medias res. No way he'd risk losing that, as much as he longed to see his loved ones again during those better days he'd always taken for granted.

	Could he travel into the future? Sure, but what would be the point—other than satisfying his own curiosity? Potential futures collapsed as soon as you returned to your own time. They were What if? scenarios and nothing more, vapors on the winds of constant change. Better to mix concrete in the recent past and watch it harden in the present.

	Muldoon was no superhero. Just a guy with an incredible ability. More often than not, he helped people.

	But sometimes he had to use their past against them.

	 

	 

	The Link entry portal was a virtual expanse of white fog. Muldoon set his pass-image protocols to random shuffle to keep prying eyes off his online activities and spoke to the disembodied face of the operator floating in front of him.

	"Send call," he said. His voice never echoed in this boundless space. Somehow, he felt like it should. "Elizabeth Lewiston. West Side Terrace."

	"Connecting," said the virtual operator, wearing an outdated headset and smiling artificial white teeth. "Visual or audio only?"

	"Visual." If Mrs. Lewiston didn't like Muldoon's looks, she'd stick to audio.

	A few seconds passed. The operator continued to smile. Muldoon thought about returning the gesture. He was almost sure the AI wouldn't care, either way. Tough to hurt a computer's feelings.

	"Who are you?" A true-to-life projection of Elizabeth Lewiston stood before him, three meters away. Arms folded, wearing a fancy white gown. A gorgeous young woman. Too much for most men to handle, and she sure as hell knew it. "Do you work for my husband?"

	"He hired me." Muldoon took a step forward and stopped. He wore a white suit, white shoes. All very afterlife-ish. Truly hideous. One of these days, he'd have to submit a letter of complaint to the LinkCom bigwigs. "To follow you."

	"How do you think that will go?" She smiled broadly, amused. "Really, Mr..."

	"Muldoon."

	"You are not the first. You will not be the last. My husband is a jealous man. He thinks I should devote myself to him alone."

	"You married him."

	"Yes, I did." Her gaze was cold. "Before I knew what he was."

	"Hermaphrodite?"

	She laughed out loud. "Close enough. We did not consummate our relationship until after the wedding, you see. He insisted upon it. I assumed it had something to do with his religious upbringing." She leaned toward him as she said with distaste, "Wayists."

	Muldoon feigned a shudder.

	"I found out too late that he had been in a nasty accident as a boy. The AI in the family car went berserk and drove them right into a tree. A real one. The tree, I mean. My husband survived, inheriting the family fortune the same day he lost his parents. But that was not all. Due to the injuries he suffered, he is now more machine than man from the waist down. The doctors did what they could, giving him a synthetic...member. But he cannot control the thing worth a damn, and—"

	"Would you like to see the recording, Mrs. Lewiston?" Muldoon said. "Or shall we skip that part?"

	"Recording? What on earth do you mean?"

	"I told you. Your husband had me follow you. He wanted me to record what I saw." Muldoon cleared his throat. "I saw a little too much, if you catch my meaning."

	"I am hanging up now, Mr. Muldoon." Her virtual image flickered and faded.

	"He'd like you to sign this." Muldoon held out his hand, and a holo-image of the divorce papers rotated above his palm. "Something about an infidelity clause in your prenup? He'd rather not go to court, if it's all the same."

	Her virtual self returned to its former glory. She narrowed her gaze at the documents.

	"You are bluffing. You have nothing recorded."

	"I'll let you be the judge of that. I'm sending you copies of everything. View and sign at your leisure." He tipped his invisible hat to her as he took a step back. "Don't shoot the messenger."

	"Oh, you are much more than that, Mr. Muldoon," she said quietly, her eyes glassy as she reviewed the video. Her jaw clenched and unclenched with fury of the bridled variety. "Voyeur scum is what you are. Private eye, dick for hire? More like a low-life bottom-feeder."

	He'd been called worse. "Pays the rent."

	"Destroying lives?" she grated out. "How did you get this? When was it taken?" A brief pause before she answered her own question, "Three days ago. You waited three days to contact me. Why?"

	"Your husband—"

	"When did he hire you to do this? Before he came to your office?" A sinister smile crept across her lips as her eyes focused on him. "Doubtful. I have no record of him contacting you prior to that face-to-face. And that was only yesterday. So why would you have been spying on me before then?"

	Muldoon had no comeback lined up for this.

	She laughed. "You look surprised! Why would I not keep tabs on my dear, devoted husband? I trust him only as far as his credits cover my comfortable lifestyle. Of course I know when he met you. He so seldom leaves the house!"

	Muldoon needed to leave. He'd screwed up, should have altered the video's timestamp. No excuse for such a rookie mistake. Time to vamoose before things got even more awkward.

	"How long have you been following me? Who are you really working for?"

	"Sign the papers, ma'am. It'll be better for everybody involved."

	Muldoon reached for his plug to disengage from the Link portal. As he faded from Elizabeth Lewiston's virtual sight, he heard her scream after him,

	"How did you record this? How?"

	He would have to do better next time.
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	Twenty Years Ago: 2156

	 

	 

	 

	Nobody came to this side of HellTown after dark. Under the sun, factories rumbled with life, machines cranking out machines while humans supervised, directing cargo marked for shipment. But now, after midnight, the assembly lines rested from their labor, and a cemetery of vacant warehouses loomed over intermittent streetlights, many of which had long ago flickered out of commission.

	Someone else might have preferred the Link and a virtual face-to-face, but Muldoon liked the flesh and blood variety, particularly when there was merchandise to be exchanged. He didn't trust the Link entirely. Too many hackjobs, even with the pass-image protocols. Amateurs playing detective, sticking their noses where they didn't belong

	The Peddler had come highly recommended and agreed on this meeting—two marks in his favor. Now, if only he had the item.

	The plug behind Muldoon's ear vibrated—an incoming call. He glanced up the alley, then back down beyond the misty glow of the streetlamp. Other than the brimming dumpsters and discarded pallets, he was alone.

	The plug pulsed again. He released a quiet curse and watched the vapor of his breath dissipate as he made up his mind.

	He tapped behind his left ear, and his vision fogged with the Link's white entry portal. He entered his log-in and set his pass-images to shuffle randomly.

	"Thank you for using LinkCom," the larger-than-life, disembodied face of the virtual operator greeted him, her features perfect, proportionate, designed to be lovely. She wore an antique headset and smiled. "How may I assist you this evening?"

	"Receive call," he muttered.

	"Of course. Only audio is being transmitted. Would you like to proceed?"

	"Yes." Not really. But what choice did he have?

	There was a short pause. The operator's face dissolved into one of his pass-images: pounding surf on a tropical island seascape. Then the Peddler's intentionally distorted voice came through.

	"Change of plans." Deep-throated, garbled. Impossible to identify.

	"I'm here, like we agreed." Muldoon thrust his hands deep into the pockets of his overcoat and blew out a sigh that hovered in the frigid air. He didn't see it. His eyes were occupied by another pass-image now—some kind of furry jungle animal crawling along a moss-covered bough.

	"Appreciated. However, this will have to be a dead drop."

	"Fine. Tell me where." Waiting around for nothing.

	"NewCity Central."

	"A little crowded there, don't you think?" From one extreme to the other.

	"Locker #316. The key is on your vehicle's front tire. You will be contacted regarding payment once you have retrieved the item."

	The operator's cheerful face reappeared.

	"Call terminated. Would you like to review your charges?"

	"No." Muldoon tapped his plug to disengage from the Link and strode up the dark alley.

	Someone had been there, but he hadn't stuck around for a meet and greet. Muldoon cursed. He hated games. It should have been a simple exchange of credits and product: he was the buyer; the Peddler had the item. But now?

	He crouched beside the hood of his vehicle, a sleek two-seater built for speed and fuel efficiency. His hand brushed along the rubber tread beneath the fender until his fingers stumbled across the plastic keycard. It was there, just as the Peddler said it would be.

	He palmed the driver's side door, and the pad glowed beneath his fingers, recognizing his print. The door rotated upward. He dropped into the bucket seat behind the steering grips, leaving the door to drift back and lock itself into place.

	"NewCity Central," he said, buckling the safety harness across his chest.

	"Clarify," droned the impassive voice of the dashboard computer's AI.

	"The train—NewCity Central Station."

	"Confirmed. Estimated time of arrival: ten minutes."

	The car pulled away from the curb on automatic drive and accelerated, steering grips tilting side to side with every turn.

	Muldoon dropped his head back and closed his eyes. Was he being set up? Possibly. Part of the territory. But the credits he earned on these side jobs always made it worth the risk—even if the train station was swarming with cops in plainclothes waiting for him to trip up.

	He was no dummy. He'd buy a ticket, play it cool, maybe take a nap on one of the benches. When it looked safe, he'd find the dead-drop locker and pick up the item. Then he'd beat it—as nonchalantly as possible.

	A nap was the best idea he'd had all day. He was already nodding off by the time the car reported, "Destination," and eased to the curb beside a wide expanse of concrete steps, stark white in the hazy moonlight. "Park or idle?" The door swung upward.

	"Park."

	He stepped out onto the curb, and the car door dropped shut behind him. The steering grips tilted automatically as the engine accelerated toward a vacant parking structure across the street.

	He faced the imposing edifice with its thick marble pillars supporting a neoclassical façade. NEWCITY CENTRAL TRAIN STATION was engraved at the pinnacle in formidable Roman lettering. During the morning commute, these steps were cluttered with countless workers making their daily pilgrimage to a better life, one paycheck at a time. But not now. The trains this time of night ran only on the hour due to the law of supply and lack of demand. There wouldn't be another one pulling out for another forty minutes.

	He reached the top of the steps and glanced over his shoulder. Nobody was tailing him—not yet, anyway. He took a quick breath as the thick glass doors slid aside with a whisper.

	His boot heels struck the lustrous marble floor of the plaza and echoed against the arched ceiling. Three levels tiered outward in all directions. On the main floor, giant benches stood like pews in some grand cathedral, alternately facing one another. Automated ticket kiosks lined the far wall, and beyond them sat gates to the rails where most of the trains slept peacefully through the night. The second tier held restaurants and souvenir shops, purveyors of the plastic crap tourists were so fond of. Banks of lockers, leased up to a month at a time, were located on the third level, along with the security station and its surveillance crew.

	He restrained his eyes from wandering upward.

	And he kept himself from walking too fast, striking the marble too hard, echoing too loudly. He had a right to be there, same as anybody else—even though none of them cared to exercise it tonight, by all appearances. The restaurants were dark and silent; the shops had closed their electric security gates, pulsing white at regular intervals. Only one of the twenty-odd ticket kiosks ahead of him glowed active. The others were dim, out of service.

	He passed between the benches that loomed up like sentries on either side of the center aisle, their backs too high to tell if anyone was seated or sprawled out until he'd already stepped past each one. Empty—all of them.

	I'm at my own funeral. And nobody showed up.

	Not the sort of thing to think about if he wanted to stay focused on the job at hand: looking cool and collected to his hidden audience.

	There were eyes watching him: digital cameras hidden in a silk plant here, a ceiling fixture there. Up in the surveillance center, some overgrown rent-a-cops probably kicked back with a pot of bad coffee and a grease-soaked box of donuts. Those doughboys were sure to be watching the vidscreens—their only source of entertainment.

	Don't look up. Don't look around. You need to be out of town by morning for a business trip. Make your way to the kiosk like you've done it a million times. The touchscreen is simple to navigate. Even a chimp could do it. Let the scanner read your ident tag. The ticket drops into the tray. Reach in and take it. Good to go.

	All part of the plan. He stuffed the ticket into his pocket and yawned. His fingertips brushed the plastic edge of the locker keycard as he faced the invisible congregation.

	Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to remember Harold James Muldoon...

	The closest pew would do. Big, solid, built out of synthetic materials to look like oak. He staggered toward it and surrendered to another gaping yawn. The benches were designed to be uncomfortable, of course; the purpose of this place was to travel, not stay put. But he tipped over as soon as his rear end made contact. His arm, half-bent, made a good enough pillow, and he curled his legs up behind. He could feel the camera lenses focus on him, and he imagined the donut-munching security officers eyeing the monitors for a few moments before losing interest.

	Muldoon's ticket was for the next train, expected to arrive in thirty minutes. He would relax there a while, even as his heart raced, thumping an anxious pulse deep into his bowels. Adrenaline surged and receded in bursts—he recognized it for what it was. He had to control it, force himself to focus on something else besides the moment at hand.

	In a few minutes, he'd pretend to wake up with a start. Can't fall asleep, I'll miss my train! He would wander around, looking for the restroom. Explore the second tier, find it boring, head up to the third. Locate the locker and retrieve the item. Head back down to take a seat on the bench, rub at his eyes, make his utter exhaustion look convincing. That part will be easy.

	If only it had all gone according to plan.

	 

	 

	An hour passed in the lifeless station. One train came and went with a mild rush of stale air. No passengers had disembarked or boarded, and the massive steel serpent had continued its nearly silent journey elsewhere. On his bench, Muldoon snored and drooled, dead to the world, with one leg slipping off the edge and dangling awkwardly. Numb, due to lack of circulation. Never fun waking up to that.

	But he didn't wake up, not even when a woman in black stepped through the sliding glass doors with heels that struck the marble floor in a purposeful staccato. She had a reason for being there, but it wasn't to buy a ticket.

	More than an hour remained before the station would come alive with support staff arriving to wake the sleeping kiosks, restaurants and shops. But for now, everything was still and quiet save for the sound of her footsteps.

	The woman approached Muldoon as if she'd already known he would be there waiting for her. She stood over him, watching him. Her black dress hugged her figure but bared her ivory-skinned arms from the shoulders down to long, white-gloved fingers. She carried a small handbag and held it close to her hip with one hand. A wide-brimmed hat with black lace obscured her facial features, draping them in shadow.

	"Wake up, Mr. Muldoon," she said quietly.

	 

	 

	He snorted, eyes jerking open with a start. He sat up too fast and had to brace himself, head swimming, mouth and chin wet. Was I drooling? He whirled to check the massive analog clock on the far wall.

	"You've missed your train," she said.

	Only then did he focus on the woman standing before him.

	"Yeah. I noticed." He winced at a sudden cramp near his left kidney.

	Good thing I wasn't really planning on going anywhere.

	"Do you make a habit of sleeping in public places like this?"

	"Every now and then, yeah." He glanced up again and squeezed the tension in his lower back. It had been a long day, and working these night jobs was definitely starting to catch up with him. But there was no excuse for this lapse. Inwardly, he cursed himself. How could he have been so careless? "Can I help you, ma'am?"

	"I certainly hope so."

	But that was all she said, regarding him warily from behind her veil. She wasn't bad to look at, that was for sure. Italian roots, maybe, with a figure women half her age would have been more than content to call their own. He faced her, giving her his full attention. And she seemed to appreciate it, like a woman does when she's got a man right where she wants him.

	"I want you to leave," she said. "Right now."

	Must think I'm an undesirable.

	Plenty of them crawling around the streets these days, but he doubted many managed to grab any winks in this place. For one thing, the benches were spotless. Undesirables tended to leave a telltale layer of residue behind, wherever they went.

	He reached into his coat, and she took a step back in alarm.

	"No, look—my ticket." He held up the flimsy strip of plastic, illuminated by his train number and departure time in holographic print. "I'm not spending the night here," he reassured her.

	"You need to leave." Adamant now.

	What's she going to do? Call security? That wouldn't be good. They might not let me back in. When would another chance like this present itself? He'd had the place to himself, and he'd squandered it by flying under the radar. Why hadn't he gone straight for the locker—security be damned? He'd talked himself out of plenty an awkward situation with law enforcement in the past. He shouldn't have tried to play it safe tonight. Look where my little charade's got me now.

	"Okay." He held up one hand as he returned the useless ticket to his pocket. "I'll go."

	He rose to his feet under her watchful eye. She took another step back, her bag close to her midsection. Who was she? Some wealthy investor with stock in the commuter train division? Did she think he was dangerous?

	He glanced down at his attire. A little disheveled, but he obviously wasn't a vagrant. His car had parked itself right across the street, for crying out loud.

	"Just need to get my stuff." He gestured up toward the third tier.

	The item. Sitting alone in locker #316. Waiting for him.

	"Leave it."

	He parted his lips to reply, but she came close all of a sudden, her dark eyes wide behind the veil as she pressed against him.

	"They know," she whispered.

	He stiffened. Only his eyes moved, rotating to the side, then up. Security? There wasn't a single officer in sight. Only this strange woman seeming to know a lot more than she should. Was she just another player on the scene, attempting to sway him off course?

	He replaced his fedora, tipping it to her out of some obsolete chivalrous habit, and left without a glance back, hands thrust deep into his pockets. Tension gripped his gut and wrung it tighter with every step. The short hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention. They wouldn't relax until he was far away at excessive velocities.

	He could feel them watching him: the woman, the security cameras. Had the police already been Linked? Were they on the way?

	The Peddler set me up.

	His fingers closed on the keycard in his pocket, and the echoing rhythm of his steps slowed to a stop. He half-turned to glance back, the brim of his hat casting a shadow across his eyes. The woman stood between rows of pews like one of the lonely faithful, clutching that handbag of hers as if her life depended on it. She returned his gaze.

	Maybe she was right. Maybe the authorities knew what he'd come for, and they were on their way to stop him. But in the silence, only one thought emerged that really mattered:

	They're not here yet.

	He broke into a run—not out of the building, as common sense would have dictated, but straight for the stairs leading to the third tier and locker #316.

	Muldoon's coat flailed behind him, his arms pumping as he mounted the steps two at a time. The clatter of his footfalls echoed from every wall with a rhythm that demanded attention, like a man standing atop a twelve-story building, prepared to throw himself down—but first he's got to draw a crowd.

	This is suicide. The lengths a detective would go to for the Holy Grail. The last will and testament of one Harry Muldoon—

	He shook his head to clear it. The odds stacked against him were high enough to collapse at any second, but he clung to a thread of hope that he could still pull this off. His plans had already unraveled, and the introduction of this new player on the scene—Madame Mystery—wasn't helping matters any. But he couldn't leave without the item. He was closer now than he'd ever been before. It was in the building. He just had to get to it before the authorities arrived.

	Even if police showed up en masse and cornered him between the rows of lockers, cuffed him and carted him off to the gulag on smuggling charges, if the item turned out to be what it was supposed to be...then there was really nothing they could do to stop him. Not for long, anyhow—assuming he could figure out how to use it.

	He glanced mid-stride down at the main floor of the plaza. The woman was nowhere in sight.

	The glass-walled surveillance center sat at the top of the stairs. He headed straight toward it with the audacity of a fully wired terrorist. He half-expected to see a pair of security officers crammed into uniforms long past their expiration date come barging out of the sliding doors with batons swinging and shrill whistles blaring. You there! Stop!

	But there was no commotion. Instead, a cold silence welcomed him.

	Maybe he was wrong. Maybe they hadn't seen anything out of the ordinary. Muldoon was just your average commuter who'd overslept, after all, and he'd climbed up here to collect his belongings. Nothing amiss. They didn't know anything at all about the item in locker #316, and the woman in black had just been blowing smoke—sent to scare him off-target.

	But sent by whom?

	He slowed to a stop, even though he wasn't close to the lockers. He stood outside the glass exterior of the security center and stared inside, his reflection holding a frozen, slack-jawed expression of horror. Comical if it hadn't been so warranted.

	The wall-length vertical blinds were wide open, drawn to the sides, giving any passerby a clear view of the office. A bank of vidscreens lined the far wall, and two security officers manned the desk facing them. Donuts, coffee—and blood. Lots of blood. The overweight men sat slumped forward in their swivel chairs, their uniforms sopping wet, drooling onto the floor where slick pools collected like spilled paint. Their throats cut, nearly decapitated, they stared unseeing at the static-jittery screens before them.

	Muldoon blinked through his reflection. He'd seen his share of death over the years, but nothing like this. Never anything so vicious. The two men hadn't stood a chance against their assailants. Their hands dangled nowhere near their holstered sidearms.

	They know...

	That woman couldn't have meant these guys. Only a couple minutes had passed, maybe less, since his rude awakening on that bench. Judging from the volume of blood, the two guards had already been like this when she'd woken him.

	So she'd meant someone else—more than a single assassin. One man or woman couldn't have done this. It would have taken a couple ninjas at least.

	And they were still here.

	He rotated his eyes from the glass and turned to face the lockers across the corridor. They stood grey and silent like crypts, rows upon rows. He focused on a placard with holographic lettering vivid under the dim ceiling lights: 301-400.

	Retrieving the keycard with one hand, he reached into his coat with the other. Under his left arm, his fingers curled, tightening on the grip of his revolver. He slipped it from its holster, the steel barrel glinting as he started forward, one deliberate step at a time.

	The support staff would arrive within the hour. They would find the security officers' remains and watch the surveillance footage from the timestamp before the screens went fuzzy, when the feed had been disrupted. What would they see?

	Their prime suspect, asleep on a bench.

	Me.

	Muldoon couldn't think about that now. Keycard in one hand, revolver in the other, he strode down the aisle. There it was: #316. He inserted the key and waited. His pulse thumped spastically along his carotid arteries.

	The pinpoint of light above the locker door switched to green. He grasped the handle and pulled it open. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he reached inside.

	Sitting all alone in the spacious locker like it had been abandoned decades ago...sat a plastic timepiece. A wristwatch, like something a kid would wear, but adult-sized.

	His anticipation fizzled. This couldn't be it. He slipped the flimsy thing onto his fingers and stared at the square face. The digits were correct—time and date accurate—but otherwise, there was nothing special about it at all.

	Obviously, the Peddler had a sick sense of humor. Maybe someday Muldoon would find this moment funny. Not a chance of that right now. The bodies of those two men across the corridor kept things in perspective. Muldoon was risking his life just being in the same building with them...and their killers.

	He snapped the watch onto his wrist—nothing else to do with it besides toss it into the nearest waste receptacle—and slammed the locker shut with a curse.

	"Good evening."

	A bald man in a white robe stood no more than a meter away, blocking the only escape route. Arms crossed in a casual stance, he stood barefoot with both hands tucked into his generous sleeves. He smiled tightly with dark, indecipherable eyes that lit upon Muldoon's revolver.

	"Hey, how's it going?" Every muscle in Muldoon's frame tensed at the sudden appearance of this peculiar monk. He kept his tone easygoing even as, reflexively, he aimed his gun at the fellow's chest. "You-uh, need to get in here?"

	"Not anymore," said the man in a thick accent—Eurasian, maybe. But his skin looked whiter than an albino's. His smile didn't waver. "You have what I came for."

	Muldoon frowned. "Really?" What kind of weapon could do the damage he'd seen in the surveillance center? A long blade maybe, short enough to hide up a baggy sleeve. But there wasn't a single drop of blood anywhere on this guy.

	Never seen anybody so white.

	"The watch. Give it to me, please."

	Muldoon laughed. He couldn't help it. He held up the back of his hand, and his sleeve slipped away from the timepiece. "This piece of crap?"

	The white man's eyes locked onto the watch. "It is not crap, I assure you."

	"Sure looks like it. Just the kind of junk you'd find in cereal boxes back when I was a kid."

	"Then you should have no problem parting with it."

	Muldoon nodded. "Sound reasoning there. But here's the thing: I haven't been following much in the way of logic tonight." He shrugged nonchalantly, then confided, "I'm not really acting like myself." On any other job, I would have cut my losses and run a long time ago. "Insomnia really messes with the old noggin after a while. I'm sure you know what I'm talking about. Why else would you be out so late in your pajamas?" Muldoon paused, tightening his grip on the revolver. "Too rowdy back at the monastery?"

	The monk's smile loosened. "You try my patience."

	"I'm the one with a gun here, so how about you step aside and we'll part company amiably. This place is going to wake up soon, and I'm sure the police will want to investigate the mess you made." He gestured toward the surveillance center. "Assuming that was your handiwork."

	The man bowed at the waist. "But they are not here yet, Mr. Muldoon."

	A blur of white flapped forward and up, and with it came the flash of a short sword, slicing through the air. Muldoon staggered back in surprise and fired twice, only to find that his adversary was flying, leaping with bare feet from one side of the aisle to the other, launching himself off the locker doors. Pulse rounds left Muldoon's revolver like electric-blue fireballs, slamming into the far wall and ceiling, sparking with energy as they fizzled into black burns. He brought up his arm to fire again, but the albino's gleaming blade struck the barrel, breaking it free from his grasp. The gun skittered across the floor beyond his reach. Then a heel plowed into his chest, doubling him over, and he went down wheezing onto hands and knees.

	The man in white stood at ease before him, one hand out to the side, allowing the robe's sleeve to droop under his elbow. The other hand grasped a samurai's kodachi firmly by the hilt.

	"You will give it to me, or I will cut it from you," he said, backlit by the shuddering ceiling lights. Discharging pulse rounds in a confined space had a way of monkeying with the power. The backup generators were struggling to keep everything running smoothly.

	Muldoon struggled to catch his breath. "You're gonna hack me up anyway. Admit it."

	The smile returned. "But it need not be painful."

	That's a relief.

	Muldoon dropped his head, glancing back to check on the current location of his gun. Two meters behind him. He unfastened the plastic watch.

	"It's a little outdated."

	"Power is never out of date, Mr. Muldoon." The monk lowered his blade. "Place it here. Do not try anything, or your death will be full of much pain."

	I think I'm starting to like this guy.

	He tossed the watch up into the monk's face and rolled over backward. His fingers closed on the grip of his revolver just as the samurai's sword launched up into the air and came down, straight for him. Muldoon rolled aside and pulled the trigger once. The pulse round hit the white robe in the chest full-force, half a meter from the muzzle. The high voltage rendered the monk instantly incapacitated, and he fell hard, twitching spastically at the foot of the lockers. Then he lay still under the flickering lights with a large patch burned black on the front of his robe.

	Muldoon nudged him to make sure he was down for the count. Then he kicked the sword aside and stooped to retrieve the wristwatch. He glanced back at the samurai before he turned to leave.

	"You can get these pretty cheap on the Link." He slipped the watch on and shrugged. "If you've really got to have one."

	 

	 

	Support staff were already filtering into the plaza as he descended the steps to the main floor. They frowned at each other curiously as the lights worked hard to stay on. A brownout? 

	He tugged down the brim of his hat and forged ahead, passing through the sliding glass doors and out onto the expanse of concrete steps beyond. He glanced at the plastic face of the wristwatch as he reached behind his ear to Link up and call for his car.

	The item? Couldn't be. Not this piece of junk. Yet that white samurai had been willing to dice him up for it. Made absolutely no sense. Had the Peddler received a better offer from someone else and left the plastic timepiece as a way of telling Muldoon he was out of his league?

	His hand drifted away from his ear. He hadn't Linked up. He hadn't needed to. There sat his car, already idling at the curb as if it had been waiting for him the whole time. The driver's side door glided upward as he approached.

	He frowned. "I told you to park—"

	He stopped, staring at who sat in the passenger seat.

	"Hello, Mr. Muldoon," said Madame Mystery.

	How does everybody know my name? He slipped his hand inside his coat.

	"Won't you get in?" The hat and veil were no longer in place. Instead, the woman wore a gorgeous smile, one with soft, full lips and immaculate teeth. But her eyes didn't match the mood of her expression. They held a sadness that kept her distant, despite her close proximity as he dropped into the driver's seat.

	"You going to tell me who you are?" He faced her with as much bravado as he could muster. He'd already entertained enough surprises for one night. What he needed right now was sleep—that little nap on the bench had been just an appetizer, leaving him hungrier than ever.

	Her smile faded as her gaze rested on his watch. "You didn't take my advice."

	His door shut and locked itself.

	"Destination?" droned the dashboard computer.

	"Just sit tight," he snapped at it. He shook his head at the woman. "I don't know what you want from me—"

	"Do you think it's wise for us to sit here?"

	Where did she expect him to go—and take her with him? An image of the two security officers came back to his mind, and he knew this was the last place he should be. With the staff already filtering up the steps into the station, it wouldn't be long before one of them stumbled upon the carnage upstairs.

	"Drive," he told the computer.

	"Destination?" it droned.

	"Surprise me!" He threw up his hands.

	A short pause. "Invalid destination."

	"Manual override," he muttered, punching the ignition pad with his thumbprint and taking hold of the steering grips. The car veered from the curb and accelerated to join the groggy morning traffic. "Buckle up." He tugged on his safety harness.

	She did the same. The white gloves were gone, and her naked fingers fastened the straps just below her bust. She caught him glancing her way.

	"You should probably keep your eyes on the road, Mr. Muldoon."

	Cursing under his breath, he whipped the grips to the left and veered around a slower-moving vehicle to keep from plowing full-speed into its backside.

	"And you should slow down," she suggested. "Manual driving requires—"

	"I know how to drive!" Why am I shouting?

	"Do you wish to resume automatic drive?" droned the computer.

	"No!" Still shouting. He exhaled. I've got to calm down here. He glanced at her before returning his attention to the road. "You got a name, lady?"

	She watched him, studying him. "Relevance?"

	He almost threw up his hands in exasperation, but decided against it. Truth be told, it had been a while since he'd driven manually, and he'd nearly forgotten how hands-on it was.

	"Fair exchange of knowledge. You somehow know who I am, but I can't say the same about you."

	"You will," she said. "When the time comes."

	So cryptic. He glanced at her again, but she didn't return his gaze. She stared at the stupid watch on his wrist.

	"What do you know about this thing? Why would anybody be willing to kill for it?"

	"You really have no idea what it is," she said.

	It can't be. Not this. "I know what I came for. And this isn't it, believe me."

	"Appearances can be deceiving, Mr. Muldoon."

	"Riddle-speak. Is that your language of choice?"

	A smile played on her lips. "You're not as direct as you imagine yourself to be."

	"How so?"

	She looked up at his face, at the corners of his eyes and mouth. They seemed to hold some rare fascination for her. "What are you planning to do with it?"

	She had to be another player on the scene, like the white samurai. Only instead of a frontal assault, Madame Mystery was trying a distinctly different approach. Muldoon hoped he wouldn't have to shoot her too. He never played rough with women. Blame it on his antiquated notions of chivalry.

	"Someone in your line of work might find this device to be quite an asset."

	"My line of work," he echoed. "What do you know about me?"

	"You're a detective. Private sector. You solve cases involving missing persons, crimes of passion, and the like. People pay you to help them sort their lives out. I assume you thought the BackTracker would help—"

	"It's not for me," he said. He glanced at her as the light changed and the car lurched forward with a tap of the accelerator. "I'm just the middle man."

	Lying through my teeth.

	Her slim shoulders lifted and fell. "But you have it now. What will you do with it?"

	"You never know, the Link might be off by a millisecond or two. Good to have a backup timepiece." He winked at her. "Punctuality happens to be one of my pet peeves."

	She remained silent.

	"How'd you get in, by the way?" He gave her a sidelong glance. "You make a habit of hacking into people's cars?"

	"Oscar and I go way back."

	He frowned. "Oscar?"

	"Your car. Didn't you know it has a name?"

	"He-uh...never told me." Muldoon's gaze wandered down the dashboard console.

	"You're changing the subject. We were discussing your new watch."

	"Old, by the looks of it. Can't believe it still works."

	"If you keep deflecting me, we'll be here all morning." Her tone was patient, as if she had all the time in the world.

	"Sorry, that won't work for me. Like you said, I've got a day job." He winked again. "So, where should I let you off?"

	"Who is the Peddler?"

	That threw him. The Peddler—the one who'd gotten him into this mess in the first place. Highly recommended, my ass!

	"Who?"

	"You like to play games," she said.

	"Tiddlywinks, mostly. Up for a round?"

	She shook her head, weighing her words. "I found you too late." Her voice was barely audible.

	"You didn't have to find me at all, you know."

	She seemed to be reconsidering her intrusion into his life. Can't say I blame her. As a rule, he wasn't the most hospitable to unexpected guests.

	"Oscar—pull to the curb," she said sharply.

	The instant those words left her lips, the steering grips rebelled in his hands, jerking to the right and cutting off three lanes of traffic. Irate horns blared outside. Muldoon cursed, his useless hands in the air.

	"Idling," said the computer as the passenger door lifted.

	"What the hell was that?" Muldoon managed, wide-eyed.

	"A universal override command. My father invented these auto AI systems. If you're very unlucky, you might meet him someday."

	Without another word, Madame Mystery unbuckled her harness and gathered her handbag, gloves and veiled hat. Then she stepped out.

	"Hey-uh—" He didn't know what else to say. His mind reeled. Lack of sleep, combined with just a few too many bizarre experiences, had left him a little off his game.

	She stopped, turning back toward him. "Good day, Mr. Muldoon."

	He leaned across the passenger seat and glanced at her shapely calves. Couldn't help himself. "How do you know my name?"

	Her eyes, dark and gorgeous, locked onto him as she said, "I was your wife, Harry. In another life."

	With that, she was gone.

	He stared straight ahead without seeing much of anything, listening to the steady rhythm of the mystery woman's heels as they faded away. He didn't know what to make of what she'd said. So he stuck with what came easy: Wacko.

	"Destination?" droned the computer as the passenger door dropped into place and locked.

	He turned vacant eyes to the console before him. The woman had completely overridden manual control of the vehicle. How was that possible?

	"So..." he mused aloud. "Oscar, huh?"

	No response.

	Nobody talked to their cars—besides the standard list of voice commands. Never on a first name basis, for crying out loud.

	"Is that your name?" He waited. "Oscar?"

	"Destination?" it droned, the monotone as lifeless as ever.

	He dropped his head back against the support cushion. The sun was just starting to peek over the eastern skyline, lighting up the grey clouds and chasing the shadows off the streets. He glanced at the watch. Strange. He hadn't worn one in years, not since he was a kid, yet it still seemed natural to check time the old-fashioned way.

	"Office," he exhaled, rubbing between his eyes. It was going to be a long day. He could already tell. And being up for most of the night hadn't helped matters. "Automatic drive."

	"Confirmed. Estimated time of arrival: five minutes."

	He glanced at the watch again. Five minutes from now, he'd pull up out front of the immaculate steel and glass Hancock Building, tell Oscar to beat it and find a place to park. He'd take the stairs to the twelfth floor, eighth office down. Home away from home.

	His mind wandered to the item as the steering grips jiggled left and right on their own, propelling him along the streets at over a hundred kilometers per hour. From all accounts, there was an old inventor, an eccentric, who lived deep underground. No images of him were available on the Link. When the government outlawed his line of research and raided his labs, he went into hiding, and nobody ever heard from him again.

	Then a few years ago, buzz started circulating online about one of his inventions, a temporal displacement device called the BackTracker, the only one of its kind the government hadn't managed to get their hands on and destroy. A secret auction had raised its already substantial value by millions, week by week. Everybody wanted a shot at it.

	But there was a problem. Nobody knew what it looked like. And even if some lucky devil managed to track it down, no one would have a clue how it worked. Time travel had always been science fiction—and not very good sci-fi at that. So what if you were able to transport yourself into the past. What good would it do? Wasn't everything set in stone?

	There were entire sites on the Link dedicated to educated speculation. A temporal displacement device would have to function according to preconceived notions of space-time and quantum physics and the like. All mumbo jumbo to Harry Muldoon.

	He just knew that such a device, as outlandish as it was, would make his day job a whole lot easier. The thought of it was incredible: to be able to go back in time and gather the facts needed to solve cases. He would get to see things as they truly happened, not as he presumed they came about. He'd become the most sought-after detective in all of NewCity, because he'd be the only one solving cases one hundred percent of the time.

	But he'd known it wouldn't come cheap. So he started dabbling in a few alternative vocations on the side to augment his income. Smuggling, mainly, under an alias: G.M. Shue. So witty. And with the credits he accumulated, he started making connections, the kind money could buy and reputation could keep. He delivered what he promised and expected the same in return, and he always got what he paid for.

	After placing the highest bid in a live Link auction, he was finally connected with the Peddler, someone he'd only heard of—by reputation, of course. Muldoon had presented himself as the middleman, representing a very wealthy investor. Word couldn't get around that a private investigator was amassing so many credits, after all. The government would want a piece of the pie, and then Muldoon would never be able to afford the prize. The Peddler had agreed to meet in HellTown for the exchange, and the rest, as they say, was history.

	Muldoon frowned at the watch. An eccentric inventor's clever disguise for the greatest invention of all time? Or the Peddler's idea of a joke?

	"Destination," the computer droned.

	Muldoon glanced out the window. There it was, in all its industrial splendor: the Hancock Building, one hundred twenty floors straight up. A tribute to function over form.

	"Park or idle?"

	"You figure it out." Muldoon unbuckled his harness and ducked out under the rising door.

	"Invalid command."

	"Deal with it, Oscar."

	Had the new name stuck? Maybe. An image of Madame Mystery's eyes drifted back through his mind. "Oscar and I go way back," she'd said.

	I was your wife—in another life...

	He shook his head as he entered the lobby.

	"Good morning, Mr. Muldoon." The SYN security guard raised its hand awkwardly and forced a fake smile. Everything about these creatures was fake. Genetically engineered life. Sacrilege taken to a whole new level, in the eyes of some. Synthetics created by synners.

	But Muldoon returned the gesture. SYNs were almost human, more or less.

	He passed the lifts and headed straight for the stairwell. He needed to get his blood pumping, and this was the best way he knew how. It usually took him a little over two minutes on a good day. Today, it took him three.

	A bit winded as he shoved open the door to the twelfth floor, he entered the silent hallway and glanced at the watch again. Almost six in the morning. Nobody else would be in yet—except for Jeannie, of course. His AI assistant was nothing if not punctual.

	He passed the doors of his neighboring offices, each with frosted glass painted in bold lettering below their logos. An insurance company sported a winding road. A travel agent had hot air balloons. Muldoon kept it simple: HAROLD MULDOON, PRIVATE INVESTIGATOR.

	But the door wasn't how he'd left it. It stood slightly ajar.

	He slowed his approach and reached into his coat, performing mental math. Three shots fired at the white samurai. That left three pulse rounds in the chambers of his revolver. He gripped it as he nudged the door open the rest of the way and looked inside. No signs of forced entry.

	"Jeannie?" Silence dampened his voice. He waited, listening. Had he just forgotten to lock up? In too much of a hurry to meet the Peddler out in HellTown? "Jeannie, lights on."

	Nothing. It remained dark—

	So dark he didn't see the flash of white or the steel blade plunge into his chest and out through the middle of his back, withdrawing just as quickly. He fell to his hands and knees as if replaying the scene at the train station. Only now he stared mutely as blood gushed forth onto the industrial carpet.

	The white samurai wiped his blade clean across the floor and tucked it into a drooping sleeve of his robe, its chest marred by the black burn of a pulse round.
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	White rain cascaded onto black streets and shimmered in the moonlight, collecting in pools to reflect hundreds of square windows from skyscrapers above. Curvaceous sedans and sleek coupes splashed through intermittently, but any disruption in the rippled mirror below them was hardly noticed. Black umbrellas bobbed along slick sidewalks and hid grey faces, protecting well-kept hair from the elements as quick, sure steps carried those who looked like real men and women along their way.

	Pairs gestured and waved at taxicabs that splashed past, and on occasion, one would pull to the curb, cutting off the automobile behind it with a blaring horn. Gratefully, the pair would enter the cab and shake umbrellas outside before shutting the side door. And the cab would reenter traffic with another splash and another honking horn from another impatient automobile behind it.  AI drivers could display irritation almost as well as humans.

	He watched.

	The pattern repeated itself with very little variation. Differences were minute, few and far between. At some moments in time, the rain fell harder, heavier, making its presence known. At others, more automobiles congest the street. But the umbrellas came and went without regard to these slight variations, along with the pairs of well-dressed couples and taxicabs that carried them to their common destination:

	The Pearl.

	The most popular spot in all of NewCity, a club where drinking and dancing were an evening ritual that extended all through the night. The owner wanted everyone who entered to check their problems at the door with their coats and enjoy all that The Pearl had to offer.

	It was a place to savor life. A place to feel human.

	The boy standing in the shadows across the street blinked away the rain as he watched his stoop-shouldered father dodge automobiles and ignore irritable horns. The old man charged headlong onto the sidewalk without an umbrella and stood there for a moment, swaying, facing the bright lights of The Pearl.

	Curious frowns were cast his way by those who passed, bumping into him. They ambled toward the long line waiting to enter the nightclub. They were the regulars. This was their home away from home. Their umbrellas protected him briefly, and as he was given momentary respites from the pelting rain, he came to himself. He almost turned around.

	The boy clenched his fists down at his sides and grit his teeth against the cold. He willed his father onward. They both needed to know where she was.

	The old man's eyelids fluttered against the rain, and his unshaven jaw trembled. He squinted against the glaring lights. He ducked his head and sniffed, wiping his nose along the sodden and frayed sleeve of his coat. He looked up again and shuddered. This was it; this was the place. He just had to go in.

	If only he had the nerve.

	A taxicab splashed toward the curb behind him, sending a murky wave over the backs of his shoes and across the sidewalk. He gasped as his socks were soaked. He turned to share a choice word or two but found a bustling group of umbrellas headed his way. He bumped from one to the next, carried forward by their momentum all the way to the dark awning in front of the club. They laughed at him. They thought it was a game, shoving him playfully about.

	He struggled against them, but they whirled him around with cheers and jeers to face the guard at the door. His heart nearly stopped. He looked up at the imposing frame of the mandroid and knew this was a very bad idea indeed.

	"Name?" the well-dressed machine droned, standing head and shoulders above him and everyone else.

	The robot's eyes glowed without human expression. They expected an answer—a quick, precise one that could be checked against the programmed guest list. The owner welcomed one and all to The Pearl as long as they made a reservation, and as long as their credit checked out.

	"Tell it your name, buddy," prodded the tuxedo behind the boy's father. "Aren't you on the list?"

	More laughter, from all of the umbrellas.

	"Name?" the mandroid repeated, but this time it reached forward mechanically with a scanner in its massive hand.

	"Oh-oh, look out," cried the tuxedo. "You better be tagged, or you're gonna get it, Pops!"

	The boy's father tried to back away, but he was pushed forward, stumbling. The mandroid snatched his forearm and pulled the coat sleeve away from his wrist, applying the scanner in a routine manner. It lit up with a welcome chime. The chuckles behind him subsided into curious murmurs.

	"Cyrus Horton." The automaton stepped aside and swept an outstretched arm toward the glowing warmth and music that emanated from within. "Enjoy all that The Pearl has to offer," it said in a deep monotone.

	If a sudden gust of wind had decided to blow at that moment, the boy's father wouldn't have stood a chance against it. He swayed again. He stared into the club and blinked at the sparkling white evening dresses on the women as they pranced side to side on the dance floor with their tuxedoed partners. The music was alive, and it coursed through everyone in there, pulsating in every smile and glance and movement. Even the pairs seated at their small round tables on the tiered upper levels nodded their heads and tapped their feet in sync with the beat. It was a symbiotic relationship: rhythm and host.

	He wasn't sure he belonged.

	"It said you're in, chump!" The tuxedo jabbed his back, nudging him forward. "So make up your mind already—or get the hell out of our way!"

	He swallowed and drew in a quick breath. With a glance at the mandroid, frozen in its congenial gesture, he took a step forward and then another, deliberately. The rainwater squished in his socks. He was glad the music kept anyone else from hearing it.

	"Your coat?"

	He looked up from his shoes and found that he'd already stepped inside. What's more, he stood at the coat counter. A pretty girl with freckles and bright eyes was asking for his coat. She smiled like she didn't think he was intruding here at all. He wondered if she was a synthetic.

	"Uh—yes, thank you." He shrugged out of the heavy sleeves, just as she came around the counter to lend a hand.

	"Wet out there." She lifted the soggy wool from him and held out a ticket in her small ivory palm.

	He looked first at the ticket, then into her eyes. For him?

	"For your coat, whenever you want it back." She smiled too warmly to be human.

	He hesitated, then pinched the ticket from her palm. She giggled like gentle bells and took his coat behind the counter, back to the racks where others like it, only newer and not so wet, already hung in rows. He watched her go until she was out of sight. Then he took a quick breath and started down the steps into the heart of The Pearl, where the music was loud and the lights were bright.

	This was it. Now or never.

	The dance floor drew the crowds. The BigBand on stage played like their lives depended on it, their clean silver instruments gleaming in the lights. Their slick black hair shone like wet asphalt. The music was Gershwing—or Glenmiller. He couldn't be sure. It had been so long... Two hundred years, at least. He watched the dancers for a full minute as he stood there dripping on the plush carpet.

	Most of the tables around the perimeter of the club were taken. Pairs sipped drinks in between chatter and laughter and involuntary movement to the rhythm. They couldn't help themselves. It was in the air.

	There were a few tables in the back, in the corners, on the upper tiers. It was difficult to tell who sat in the shadows, appreciating their privacy as much as the music and the drinks, served by quiet waiters. People of influence of all kinds usually preferred dark corners.

	If he was here tonight, he would be at one of those tables.

	The boy's father looked side to side, scanning the large room. He found the stairs. With another quick breath, he headed toward them like a man on a mission, ignoring the looks from the pairs seated at their tables as he passed. Unlike the coat girl, they knew he didn't belong.

	But he was on the guest list, as surprising and strange as that was. They could see for themselves, if they wanted to go and check.

	Was that a good thing? He didn't know, couldn't decide. His brain was getting fuzzier these days. Perhaps due to his age. All that mattered was one thing: finding her before his expiration date. Giving the boy his mother back, so he wouldn't have to grow up alone.

	The carpet on the staircase was charcoal-toned and thick, engulfing his sloshing shoes as he took the steps one at a time. He gripped the metallic banister, pulling himself upward. Waiters passed him with silver trays and clinking martini glasses, ascending and descending without giving him a second glance. More synthetics, probably. They didn't know any better.

	He reached the second level of the club just as the band finished its number and the crowds applauded, the dancers turning to face the stage, the pairs rising from their tables to show their appreciation. In the corners, shadows stirred. Even people of influence enjoyed good music and those who could perform it well.

	At one table at the far end of the room, the shadows remained still. But the boy's father could tell that someone sat there. Maybe it was him.

	Things were about to change in his life, and while there was no way he could possibly know the details of what was to come, he was aware enough of his current place in time and space to feel that he was about to set his life on a new course. He needed it to be true.

	He needed to see her again. More than anything.

	The squishing from his shoes was all he could hear as he carefully approached the table, his hands clasped in front of him in an unconscious gesture reflecting his own self-doubt. What would he say?

	The band struck up the next number below, and the dancing throngs responded in turn, this time with even greater fervor as the rhythm sprinted into a faster time signature. The shadows in the corners seated themselves as he passed. He kept his eyes to himself, his shoes silent again beneath the all-encompassing blanket of music. He glanced up at the table before him.

	"Hello?" His voice sounded weaker than he would have liked. He shuffled his feet, keeping almost a meter between himself and the table's edge. "Are you...?"

	His mind was jumbled. Why hadn't he planned out what he would say?

	"Sit down." The voice from the dark was commanding, but low enough to avoid attracting attention.

	The boy's father obeyed, faltering with the chair as he pulled it back from the table and took a seat. He blinked, wishing his vision could pierce the gloom.

	"Are you...the one I'm looking for?"

	The shadows stirred. A martini glass rose from the table and disappeared into preternatural dark. "That depends," the voice replied after swallowing. "Whom do you seek?"

	The glass returned to the table half-empty.

	"The BackTracker," the old man whispered it like a prayer.

	Silence. He noticed that he was holding his breath. The music throbbed inside his skull.

	The voice returned, calm, in control. "And you think he is here, at The Pearl. Tonight."

	"Yes." He felt his heart thumping. Too loud. Too desperate. "I believe so. I was told—"

	"By whom?"

	"I don't know, really. They're on the Link. They've got a whole site devoted to him."

	A slight chuckle emanated from the shadows. "You really shouldn't believe everything you see online, Mr. Horton."

	How does he know my name? He got to his feet quickly—too quickly, knocking into the table and spilling the martini glass.
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