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The door hissed shut behind me and I dropped my bags and flexed my fingers. I was on the fourth floor and the lift wasn’t working, something about a safety inspection. So I had used the stairs. After nearly two days sitting around in space, my legs were trembling with the effort and I wheezed like an eighty-year-old with asthma. I was hot from the effort and the sweat dripped off my nose. I wiped my forehead with my palm, leaving a damp patch on my trouser leg where my hand rested. The ventilator was making a noise not unlike a cement mixer, filling the room with freezing cold air and making the dust sparkle in the harsh lighting. The cold air cooled my sweat-soaked shirt and made me shiver.

A typical cheap hotel room lay before me; with its familiar layout and standard colour scheme it could have been anywhere. The carpet was worn and threadbare and looking down I could see that it didn’t quite reach into one corner. These hotel rooms were mass produced with the furniture installed and shipped in packs; you only had to bolt them together around a metal frame and seal the edges. All the services were pre-installed; after plugging in the electricity and water they were ready to go. At least that meant that I knew where the thermostat was. I reached across and dialled it to minimum. The noise decreased.

Hotels like these were mainly used by manual workers on short term contracts, who were always so tired that they didn’t care where they stopped as long as it had a bed and a supply of beer. I was here because it was cheap and anonymous. And I wanted to stretch my budget.

The furniture was all made of fibreboard; the shiny surface layer that was supposed to look like wood but didn’t was chipped at the edges. The bed at least was inviting, although that may have been due to the fact that I hadn’t slept for thirty-six hours. I should have been here yesterday, but a magnetic storm had made us waste a day in high orbit.

We had spent the time strapped into the hard seats on a shuttle; the liner had departed, taking with it the relative comforts of deep space travel. Normally you spent a maximum of a couple of hours in a shuttle; they had the oxygen for much longer, of course, regulations demanded it, but regulations didn’t say anything about comfort. And on a personal level I had a thing about vacuum. The liner was built to disguise it but the shuttle was less able to hide the fact that I was only a couple of sheets of metal away from a whole lot of nothing.

With a sinking feeling I realised that I could have been in any of the cheap hotels I had ever stopped in. And I’ve stopped in a few recently. In fact my life had been on a downward spiral for a while; work and money had dried up and I was scratching a living on jobs that an intern could handle. Trouble was, the interns were getting the better jobs and I was left in places like this.

There was a short narrow corridor from the doorway, with the bathroom on the right-hand side. This led into the main part of the room. Straight ahead was a large picture window, with stained curtains covering the view. A desk, a chair and the end of the bed were the only visible furnishings. I couldn’t see it from here, but I knew that there was a closet against the bathroom wall.

I caught my reflection in the chipped mirror. Not glass – it would never survive in a place like this – but unbreakable polymer. It had warped a little; I looked back at myself with a strangely hunched body, wearing worn and crumpled clothes and with unruly hair just a touch longer than fashionable. My excuse was that it was my reaction to the prison haircut. Below it was a distorted face, with two days’ stubble and the slightly perplexed expression of someone who was having trouble coming to terms with a fall from grace. Unfortunately, the expression wasn’t due to the warped mirror, but a fact of my recent life. My fall had been two years ago but it still felt like yesterday.

I needed to get in touch with my contact; he must have been wondering where I had got to. I’d sent him a text message from orbit to say that I would be late, but of course I hadn’t known how long I would be. I checked my phone again; he hadn’t replied. I hoped he hadn’t changed his mind – I was on a fixed fee, so the quicker I got finished and left, the better. At least I had my return ticket, so I could always get off of this rock.

But first, I needed a drink. Not necessarily alcoholic, just as long as it was wet it would do the job. The shuttles have toilets but it’s a performance in low gravity and with fourteen on board the shuttle it had soon become unpleasant so I had tried to avoid the need as much as possible. And now I was thirsty. In these rooms there was usually a fridge in the corner between the desk and the window, stocked with refreshments. The fridge was there all right but somewhat predictably it was empty. I sighed; the contents had probably already been added to my bill. A glass of water from the bathroom would have to do.

My breathing had just about returned to normal as I waved my hand over the sensor to open the bathroom door. The light turned green and the door started to slide. There must have been something jamming the trackway, as it only opened an inch or so, then stopped and slid shut with a thump. Strange. I tried it again.

This time it went a little further and I could see a mirror in front of me. I tried to put my head into the gap but the door didn’t open far enough for the light to switch itself on. I couldn’t see what was stopping it. It slid shut again as I ducked back out of the way.

There was not enough room for me to get in and anyway I didn’t fancy getting stuck in there so I called the desk on the internal phone. In an emergency I’m handy enough with the technology, and I knew that all the electronics were in a panel by the door. But I would probably need a special passkey to get in without causing any damage. Not only that, my bill might suffer. It wasn’t an emergency so it was easier to call.

The bored voice of the desk clerk that I had met on the way in told me that someone would be along; this wasn’t the sort of place that had a man poised to cater for the guests’ whims so I would have to wait. I put the phone down and started to unpack, first placing my valuables in the safe under the desk.

I shut the door and set the lock to my thumbprint. Then I unzipped my bag and opened the closet door. At least this one opened, and I saw that the previous occupant had left a jacket in there. It was a classy piece of cloth, by a designer that I used to know socially, and looked about my size. I had owned clothing like this before, but in my present circumstances I could never have afforded one like it. After about a second, I decided that it was coming with me. If I gave it in at the desk, whoever was on duty would probably keep it, so the owner would never see it again either way. My luck might be changing. I hung my stuff in front of it, hiding it behind my cheap copies.

I had a wait, so I thought that I’d just lie down for a moment on the bed. I rolled onto the thin, lumpy mattress and was almost instantly asleep.
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I WAS BACK ON MY YACHT, a forty-foot ceramic hulled cruiser called True Story. We were anchored off one of the Jigsaw Islands on Centra; it was a warm, cloudless day, the sun shining on a calm sea and there was laughter and wine and happiness with a crowd of people. The barbeque was producing steaks and prawns and there was a trestle table on the poop groaning with good food, served by a white-clad steward. People were jumping into the water and swimming around the hull, having a good time at my expense. But I didn’t care because I knew they were my friends.

I looked over to the stern platform and saw Gaynor climb back on board. She was as sleek as an otter, her long hair, orange this week, plastered to her face and shoulders. As she walked towards me she dripped liquid diamonds on the hardwood deck. She came and put her arm round my waist and I felt the heat beneath the damp as our hips touched. “Come on, Miles,” she whispered in my ear. “Let’s get rid of this lot.”

The scene dissolved and I was answering a knock at my door, back at my apartment. I opened it to the grim faces and uniforms saying, “Mr Goram, will you come with us.” It was raining and a small crowd watched as I was led, handcuffed, into the police car. I could hear the excited whispers as the cameras were waved in my face, flashes blinding me.

Next I heard the words, “Guilty as charged; I sentence you to five years’ imprisonment.” They echoed around the empty courtroom, just me and the prosecutor and the guards.

“It’s a set-up!” I screamed.

“Take him away,” said the prosecutor.

Then the bare metal of the cell door slammed shut behind me and I pounded on it.
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THE DOOR BUZZER WOKE me with a jolt. Looking at my watch I saw that I had been asleep for almost an hour. “Coming,” I called, thinking it must be the repair man. I was feeling a bit disorientated from the dream so I didn’t look through the spyhole, I just pushed the lock release by the door and stood back.

The door slid open and there were two of them, in crumpled looking suits and wearing worn expressions. I could tell straight away that they weren’t repair men.

“Who are you?” the taller one said, waving an official-looking card at me. His gaze travelled over my shoulder, taking it all in. I had déjà-vu; this was just like it had been in my dream, and before that in my reality.

“I could ask you the same,” I replied, suddenly very awake.

“We’re the police,” said the second man, shorter and more rotund, with dark hair and a beard, “Detectives Flanagan and Chumna. We got a tip-off.”

I had a sinking feeling. “I didn’t call you, I called the desk – I can’t get the bathroom door open.”

They came into the room as I backed down the corridor; the one called Flanagan took a small multi-driver from his inside pocket and levered open the control panel for the room electronics. He fiddled around for a while, and the bathroom door started to slide open. When it reached the obstruction, it didn’t shut; it stopped with a six-inch gap.

The motor kept whirring as the two detectives put latex gloves on and held the edge of the door. They both pulled, grunting with the effort. Whatever was in there wasn’t giving up easily. Slowly the door slid open until Chumna was able to squeeze through the gap. He disappeared. There was a dragging sound and the door opened fully.

The light came on, just as he called out, “Barry, get in here.”

Flanagan disappeared into the room. “Don’t come in,” he called to me over his shoulder. Fair enough, but by going to the open door I could see what was going on in the mirror. And I was still enough of a journalist to be nosey.

A man’s body was lying in the shower stall, with one leg flung out against the door. He was about my size, early middle aged and muscular, his flesh slackened in death.

There was no blood, or obvious wound, but as my gaze travelled over his body, I saw that the neck was mottled with blue and black bruises, below light stubble.

His eyes held my gaze, open wide, bulging from the skull and staring ahead in a shocked expression. The tongue had swollen up and forced the lips into a cross between a grin and a snarl. The detectives turned the body, patting the pockets, and Chumna pulled a wallet from one of them. I could see that it was full of paper money. He extracted an ID card and held it up to the face. The two exchanged knowing glances. One of them called out to me, “Do you know someone called Nic Stavriedies?”

That could be difficult to explain. I sort of did, but until I knew a bit more about the situation that I found myself in, I didn’t feel happy admitting it. So I said nothing.

They both emerged from the bathroom. “Who did you say you were?” said the tall one.

“I didn’t. I’m Miles Goram and I’ve only just got here.”

He consulted his notebook, nodding.

“That’s what it says here,” he said, “but you haven’t answered me, do you know him?”

“I know who he is, was, but I’ve never met him before, only talked to him, that’s why I’m here.”

“And why are you here?” This came from the short one, Chumna or whatever it was.

“I’m a writer, and I was supposed to be doing a piece about Nic Stavriedies and his hotel.”
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Chumna stood between me and the door; we looked at each other in awkward silence as Flanagan went into the corridor and made several calls on his phone. When he’d finished he came back: “The desk says that the room was booked from yesterday in your name,” he said, “but you reckon you just got here. You mind explaining that.”

That was the easy bit. “I should have been here yesterday, but there was a problem with the shuttle, magnetic storm or something, we had to delay landing.” He made a note.

“I’m going to search the room,” said Chumna, “do you want to open the safe?” I didn’t think it was a question.

I activated the thumblock and opened the door. I took out my wallet, travel papers and my tablet computer and after giving them a quick look he bent down and shone his torch into the safe to see if there was anything else inside.

Chumna then moved across to the closet. He opened the door and reached in, moving the clothes around. “These all yours?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied, neglecting to tell him about the jacket. I had spotted something, and it had made me wonder.

There was a knock at the door, and soon the room was filled with medics and uniforms. I realised that sleep would have to wait for a while. I was jostled into a corner by the scrum. A photographer had appeared and was taking multiple pictures of everything that he could, and then he switched to video and went into the bathroom with its grisly contents. Somehow a gurney was manoeuvred into the bathroom and the body was lifted onto it by two paramedics. As it was wheeled out, a sheet covering the staring eyes, I saw that I was right: the trousers matched the jacket that was hanging up in the closet. I glanced at the detectives. Chumna had pulled back one curtain and was looking out of the window, and Flanagan hadn’t searched the closet. It looked like I was the only one who had spotted it. My contact must have hung the jacket up before someone killed him.

With the departure of the body, the throng started to leave, until it was just me and the two detectives. I was feeling very tired now and wished that they all would go away. And I was still thirsty.

“Just so that you know,” Flanagan said, looking at his colleague, “at this point you’re not a suspect, but given the fact that you knew of the deceased, we will want to ask you some more questions. We’ll be back to talk to you again in the morning.”

I nodded. I had visions of paperwork holding me up here for days, particularly if they had researched me and got hold of my record. I could be here forever if they jumped to the wrong conclusion. And I was on a tight budget with no prospect of any more payment. Even though I cared about her, mentally I cursed Gaynor Rice and her ‘could you just’ request. “Oh please, Miles,” she had said, “it’s a nice easy job, you’ll be in and out in a couple of days, and it’s all expenses paid.” I knew that she was only trying to help; we had been more than friends back when and she was the only one from my past who had stuck with me. But once you were heading down, it seemed like one bad thing followed another.

“Of course,” said Chumna, “you can’t stop here, you gotta change rooms – this is a crime scene. So pack up your stuff and go.” My day wasn’t getting any better and his attitude annoyed me.

“That’s all very well,” I said, “but where do I go?” I thought it was a reasonable question.

He looked exasperated. “It’s not my problem...” he started, but got a look from his partner. “Oh hell,” he muttered. “OK OK, I’ll call the desk.”

It wasn’t that I minded changing rooms, in fact I was quite keen, but I wasn’t in the mood to go finding my own bed for the night. Chumna made a call, while I grabbed all my gear. I was careful to hide the jacket as I bundled everything into my case. I was taken to an identical room along the corridor and the two detectives left.

I locked the door and put the chain on. No one was going to disturb my slumbers – I had no reason to get up anymore and I was going to have a lie-in. If the detectives wanted to talk to me, well they would just have to wait.

As I was putting my clothes into the closet, I felt a lump in the pocket of my newly acquired jacket. I rummaged around but it seemed to be inside the fabric, and I had to slit the lining to get it out. Suddenly sleep seemed less important than finding out if this could have been a reason for murder.

It was a drive-store, a small computer memory stick, and I took out my tablet and unrolled it. The holoscreen sprang to life and I paired it with the drive. There was only one file listed and I hit play. As it started I realised that I was looking at a news story from about two years ago. I recognised the story – it was me who had written it.

‘BALCOLM INDUSTRIAL HEIRESS MISSING, PRESUMED KIDNAPPED’ was the strapline, and the video showed Layla Balcom in society news items, opening a Balcom Industrial factory, skiing on the Galthon Alps and generally having a good time, whilst my voice described her life and the events leading up to her disappearance.

A tall, strikingly pretty red-head with green eyes, she had been no stranger to the gossip columns, and stories of her love life alone had kept many a journalist, including me, employed. I had never met her, or even been anywhere near her, but that hadn’t stopped me writing about her. I didn’t make outrageous stuff up like some of them, but most of my articles, although true, were second-hand news. It had made me a good living, but that was all in my past.

As I remembered it, time had passed and the case had gone cold, all the sightings had proved false, but a few runaways who looked vaguely similar had received a shocking end to their adventures, and one government official had been caught disobeying his own laws, starting the chain of events that had led me to this hotel room.

Interest had eventually waned; the lack of new information and other, more exciting scandals had taken over, but I remembered one thing: a ransom had never been mentioned.

Next, there was a background piece on Layla’s father, Igor Balcom. This one was by Gaynor Rice. Igor Balcom was more than just a businessman; he was the owner of factories and mines all across the sector. Balcom Industrial, under Igor’s father and grandfather, had developed trans-light travel and had played a huge part in mankind’s expansion across the galaxy. They owned space-liners and planetary hardware, and a whole lot more.

Igor had married late in life, and Layla was his only child. After his wife’s death in an accident she became the sole heir to the company. Despite her busy social life, she had gone off and got herself qualified in Engineering and Planetary Surveying and was being groomed to take over Balcom Industrial. So she was not only smart and pretty; she was worth a lot. Then there was a brief interview with Igor, and his new PA, Donna Markes, where both pleaded tearfully for news of her, and offered an eye-wateringly large reward. Igor had aged about ten years in a few months and leaned on Donna as they spoke. The rumour was that they were an item, and the nastier gossip hinted at unladylike haste to become one of the Balcom family. But no one ever thought she would have gone as far as to kidnap Layla.

The news report ended, and a scanned document came up on the holoscreen. It was an entry form for Reevis, the sort you fill out on inbound flights, and the name on the top was Layla Balcom. It showed an official stamp at the bottom, just like the one I had got today on my own form, now residing in my wallet.

I paused the playback, I had forgotten about hotel reviews for a moment. Was this drive the real reason for me being here?

I wanted the past to stay in the past but I had to see the rest even though I thought I knew the story. I pressed play again and a voice which I recognised as Nic’s spoke over the picture: “I know that’s all familiar to you, Miles but that was just to refresh your memory. Now this is the interesting bit. Layla was reported missing two weeks before the entry date on this form, but no one else seems to have picked it up. I got this scan from a contact in Immigration Control, and although it appears to be genuine, there’s no record in the log of its issue. More interesting than that, the hard copy has vanished. And there’s more...”

I thought I heard a sound at my door and I stopped the playback. The holoscreen vanished. The noise came again; someone was rattling the door handle.

I crept to the door, turning off the lights, and peered through the spyhole. I could see the back of a uniformed policeman standing outside, hopping from foot to foot in a bored manner whilst scanning the hallway. It must have been him checking the door was locked. It looked like I had a guard; the detectives must have decided that I was the intended victim.

Suddenly feeling that I was out of my depth, I forgot the drive and laid out on the bed. I could feel sleep creeping up on me; the events of the last few hours were buzzing round in my head in a muddle. I would have to play the rest of the drive’s contents tomorrow.
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I awoke and for a second couldn’t place myself; and then I remembered I was on Reevis, in the optimistically named Hotel Splendid. The mattress in this room had a hollow in the middle and I struggled to get out of it. I eventually rolled onto the floor with a thump. Getting up, I made my way to the bathroom and splashed some water on my face. I saw in the mirror that I was still wearing my clothes from yesterday. My watch said it was breakfast time – so much for the lie-in.

Looking in the mirror had brought it all back to me; I could almost see the body in the shower stall behind me, eyes staring. Nic was dead and I seemed to be at the centre of a mystery. I left the bathroom and moved stiffly to the window. ​Pulling back the thin curtains, I looked out on Reevis City.

My head felt like it was full of cotton wool as I tried to remember bits of information from the background tapes I had listened to on the journey.

Discovered over a century ago, in the rapid expansion of mankind that trans-light travel had started, Reevis was a place that we had looked at and swiftly passed by. If it hadn’t been for the wealth of resources it had been found to contain when a spacecraft stopped and dropped a few probes, we would probably have never been back.

Long ago someone had described planets like this as Ribbon Worlds, referring to the thin ribbon of land that could just about support human life. And all that meant was that it wouldn’t immediately kill you. In Reevis’s case this was a strip about fifty miles across, circling the whole of its globe.

As the planet didn’t rotate, one side was turned permanently towards the star, and so was too hot for life; metal flowed like water and volcanoes and earthquakes were constantly re-forming the land. In contrast, the other side, as it faced the nothingness of space, was too cold for any geological action and everything was frozen and desolate. The ribbon was a rocky bridge between the two.

There was no atmosphere to speak of so all of the human habitation was under a cluster of pressure domes. About the only thing going for it as a home for mankind was the gravity. This was similar to that on Earth, so moving around wasn’t a problem.

There was no day or night on the ribbon, just a half-light that quickly brightened or faded depending on which way you travelled. The cluster itself was sheltered from direct sunlight, situated under the cliffs surrounding a large crater and close to the warm half. The crater was extensive and covered by ice on the cold side. Apart from the cluster there were a few other smaller domes, but only on the ribbon or on the cold side.

The domes in the main cluster were joined by tunnels and pressurised passageways. Energy here was plentiful, and man had found ways to use it. The ice on the cold side was made of methane, carbon dioxide and water, perfect for power generation and sustaining life. The hot side provided the means to melt and use it; lava flows had been tapped to provide a heat source to melt the ice and the whole set-up was a model of efficiency.

A lot of research and development went on both in the domes and outside using the vacuum conditions; it was considerably easier than doing it in orbit. All sorts of plants grew in the domes, providing food and decoration, and of course helping maintain the atmosphere. There was even a farm in its own dome, with fields of wheat and beans, cows and other animals. The cluster was like a self-sufficient island, on the edge of nowhere.

The population was increasing quickly, and as the industry developed and profits were made, more and more support was needed. There were upwards of twenty thousand people living on Reevis; it was getting positively crowded. And not all of them were workers; families had been brought in and a society was being built.

Looking out of my window, I could see the skin of the dome with its hexagonal panels, about half a mile away across the tops of the buildings. The lights reflecting off of the Plastoglass and metal frame gave the view a festive air, a bit like Christmas lights in a window.

Not that I was feeling particularly festive – the man I had come to see had been lying dead in my hotel room, and although I had been told that I was not a suspect, I still felt uncomfortable. And then there was the mysterious jacket, with its potentially explosive contents.

I wondered if there was anything else in the jacket and examined it carefully under the desk light. There was a business card in the top pocket, for something called Al’s Tours; it advertised trips to ‘A Land of Flames and Frigo.’ I smiled at the mangling of language – so much for amalgamation. Apart from that there was nothing in the jacket or its lining that I could find. I hung it back up in the closet, behind my clothes.

I had a shave and a shower, with a blast of cold water at the end to wake me up. I was just pulling fresh clothes on and deciding whether to face breakfast or view the rest of the stuff on the drive first when the internal phone rang. I picked it up and before I could say anything, Detective Flanagan’s voice informed me that he was just starting breakfast downstairs and would like to ask me some questions.

I sighed. It had to be done I guess and it was probably better done here over food than in the station. I was faintly relieved that it was him and not Chumna, who had seemed less friendly. Or perhaps that was just the way they worked and it was Flanagan’s turn to be good cop today.

“OK, I’ll be down,” I said and put the drive in my pocket. I put my tablet and papers in the safe, locking it with my thumbprint, and opened the door. The policeman was still on guard and he avoided eye contact as I came out of the room and locked up. I thought it was the same one but couldn’t be sure. I’d only seen the back of his neck through the spyhole. His uniform cap was pulled down over his eyes, the brim hiding his face in shadow.

He ignored my “Good morning” and turned his face away from me. He probably thought I was guilty of something. I caught a strong whiff of his aftershave; maybe I’d spoilt his plans for last night. Well this place had certainly spoilt mine, so we were even. As I passed, I noticed that his badge said ‘LEVSON, REEVIS CITY POLICE’. I shrugged and made my way to the lift.

It was still out of action, so I used the stairs again.

There was no one at the desk as I crossed the lobby towards the restaurant. The corridor was the same multi-coloured fibreboard as the rooms, with the same signs of wear and tired finish. Some of the strip lights were out and one flashed and buzzed as I walked under it. Looking up I could see dead flies trapped in the shade. I realised that I was hungry as I caught a whiff of fried food and fresh coffee.

The restaurant was a brightly lit space with a bar in one corner, shuttered up and closed at this time of day. I spotted Flanagan at the same time as he saw me; he was already eating his breakfast and waved me over.

His plate of eggs and meats looked appetising and when the waitress eventually wandered across, I ordered the same, as she slopped coffee into my cup with bored indifference. The room was more like a factory canteen than a hotel restaurant, all plastic tables and harsh lights. There were a few people eating, but the place was not more than a quarter full. They were all working men, dressed in overalls and intent on the food; there were no tourists visible here.

“Good morning, you sleep OK?” asked Flanagan. “It must have been a shock to you.”

“You can say that again,” I replied. “Like I said, I was supposed to be reviewing a hotel, now I’ll have to warn people to check for a body in the bathroom.” He smiled at that. “And was it your idea to put a guard outside my door overnight?” I asked.

He looked up. “No,” he replied, with a puzzled expression, “that must have been Chummie.” I could see the wheels turning in his head. He changed the subject: “You said you were supposed to meet him, this corpse. Tell me about it.”

I took a mouthful of coffee and a deep breath, and gave him the story.

“I work freelance these days, but mainly for the flash-mag Getaway,” I told him. “The editor, Gaynor Rice, asked me if I could come out here and do a piece on Nic Stavriedies – all their regulars were busy.”

“And was that unusual?” His eyes narrowed.

I thought about saying, ‘No, she felt sorry for me because I’m nearly broke.’ The truth was that I was surviving on her kindness and the memory of the thing that we used to have. Instead I said, “Not at all, it’s how I work; I get the same sort of request from lots of mags.” I thought to myself, ‘you wish’ but tried to keep the successful journalist act up. “Anyway Gaynor was paying so I wasn’t going to argue. It was run-of-the-mill stuff. I did a bit of research before I left; I found that Nic has, or should I say had, a new hotel on Reevis and was trying to advertise this place as the ultimate holiday destination. I guess he hoped Gaynor could get him a good write-up and boost his visitor numbers.”

Flanagan nodded around his breakfast, talking as he chewed: “If you’ve researched him then you’ll know all about the problems that Nic was having.”

This was news to me. Gaynor had never mentioned problems, and he had kept it off the search engines, apart from the usual start-up niggles that every new venture experiences. I reckoned that that was part of the reason for my coming, to show that the teething troubles were over and the place was ready.

“Nothing more specific than a few minor glitches,” I answered, “but I figured that the upmarket hotel trade can’t be easy here. I mean, this isn’t exactly a pleasure planet, is it? The cost of set-up means you need a big return, or customers with deep pockets.” I almost added, ‘Mind you, if this place is the competition, then he should do well,’ but thought better of it.

He shook his head. “I didn’t mean that. There was opposition from the mining and tech companies – they didn’t want a tourist hotel at all, or loads of extra people around.” He took a deep breath. “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you, and if you put any of this in your article I will be in deep trouble, but Nic had made lots of enemies.” That got my attention.

“OK,” I nodded, “off the record then, just background.”

He continued, looking relieved, “The research companies reckoned some of his ideas were a security risk; they just don’t like the idea of tourists wandering around. The popular expression is ‘off-worlders’. They say that they’re concerned about industrial espionage, making it too easy to get on and off world, that sort of thing. That was one of the reasons Reevis started up – it was easy to keep secure. Nic was threatened, but we could never pin down by whom, and when that failed to put him off, the companies lobbied the Mayor.”

I nodded. “Let me guess, the Mayor sided with the big business?”

He looked uncomfortable. “Well, let’s just say that the Mayor knew where her power-base lay.”

That stopped me for a moment. I don’t know why but I had expected the Mayor of Reevis to be a man. Flanagan noticed my look. “Before that I would never have said she was a figurehead, or a soft touch. She’s an ex-test pilot and pretty tough. But clearly she had been persuaded. In the end she couldn’t find a legitimate way to stop him altogether, but she could make it difficult for him. First she managed to stop him building under this roof. For a time it looked like he was going to have to finance his own dome, away from the cluster.”

I could tell that to build a dome would have needed serious money, so either Nic was very rich, or he had backers who were. I thought of what I had seen so far on the drive – maybe he had been blackmailing someone about Layla to finance his business, and it had got out of hand. Stranger things had happened.

This was all interesting stuff, and I could see an angle for my piece to the mag: ‘The Unwanted Tourists’ or something along those lines. Clearly there was still a story here; even without Nic, his hotel would still be running, and staff would still be employed. I mentally put the Mayor on my list of people to see, along with this Al.

Flanagan was still talking, but I was thinking about the cost of building your own dome and wasn’t really listening when something he said made me snap back to the present. “The main opponents were Balcom Industrial. They’re the biggest players here; perhaps you need to speak to them.”

To say that was a surprise would be an understatement, and I nearly told him what I had seen last night; with that information it made things a whole lot more interesting. But I thought better of it. Instead I added Balcom to my list.

My food arrived, and I had a coffee refill. As I tucked in Flanagan watched me, which I found slightly unnerving; perhaps it was meant to be. I hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon, just before landing, so I was ravenous.

“What do you think?” He waved his fork at my plate. “It’s real food; all locally grown, no artificial proteins.”

“It’s pretty good stuff,” I mumbled through half-chewed food, and it was. There was no trace of the slight tang that you sometimes get from hydroponically grown plants or in meat from animals fed on them. And it had a flavour you miss after freeze-dried or vac-packed rations.

“That was another of Nic’s ideas,” Flanagan went on, “make his place a food lovers’ paradise. In the end he teamed up with a man called Al Nichols – he’s a local businessman and amongst other things, fronts the farm co-operative that produced your breakfast.”

That would be Al’s tours, I thought to myself, but I didn’t mention the card I had found.

“Al’s another one that the big boys don’t like too much,” continued Flanagan. “They can’t control him, but they need him, and he and Nic got on well so were natural partners. Between them they talked the farmers into giving Nic space for his hotel in their dome, and in the end there was nothing that the Mayor or anyone else could do about it.”

He stopped there and resumed his watching routine as I ate the rest of my food. I had imagined Reevis to be a quiet place. How wrong could I be?

When I had finished eating Flanagan spoke again: “It’s been bothering me, I recognised your name but couldn’t place you.” Here it comes, I thought. “Yes,” he continued, “weren’t you the journalist who...”

I stopped him there; I didn’t want to discuss my past, especially with a policeman who may not be too sympathetic. “That’s me,” I sighed, “but I don’t like to be reminded, if that’s OK with you.”

He shrugged. “Alright, it had been bothering me, that’s all. Come on then,” he said, “I think I ought to go and meet this guard of yours.” Together we went back up the stairs to my room. We didn’t even bother trying the lift.

The guard was gone, and my door was open.

Flanagan drew his pistol and stepped inside, and as he didn’t tell me otherwise I followed him. The room had been trashed, and the safe door was open. With a sinking feeling I looked inside; my tablet and papers were still there as was my wallet. I looked inside it, and my meagre supply of cash and my cards were present, which surprised me. I shut the safe door and surveyed the wreckage. The closet was open, doors on the floor, and my clothes were in a pile on the bed. It didn’t take long to see that the jacket wasn’t there. Of course I had the drive in my pocket, so in that respect they hadn’t found what they were looking for. But Flanagan didn’t know anything about that.

“What’s missing?” he asked me.

“Nothing, as far as I can see,” I replied carefully, “and they opened the safe, but they left all my papers and my money. Where was your guard then?”

“I didn’t know about a guard, that was why I came up here.”

We heard running on the stairs and Chumna burst into the room; the gun in his hand was shaking and he was short of breath, sweat running down his face. “There you are,” he panted, and then he caught sight of Flanagan. “Hey, Barry,” he gasped, “what are you...doing here?”
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