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      Man, ain’t many things can make a dude more nervous than defusing unexploded ordinance.

      But this was one of them.

      Bob McElroy tried not to shift from foot to foot. He still had a good hour, but he’d always been taught that if you ain’t early, you’re late.

      Sunlight filled the huge lobby, streaming through glass walls and glass doors on three sides, completely cheering the space not at all. Except for the curving black expanse of security desk, everything gloomed grayly, streaked with scarlet carpet runners running between doors and desk.

      Even the two desk jockeys were visions in fireplace ash.

      Creepy visions, too. They both had to be four feet wide at the shoulders, with lumpy heads sitting directly atop said shoulders. Surely they had necks somewhere, but Bob couldn’t see them.

      Something about their eyes sent the heebie-jeebie hairs dancing on the back of his neck. Left Goon’s watery yellow eyes didn’t seem to line up quite right, and Bob was pretty sure he’d seen Right Goon’s tongue flick up to the side of his nose.

      Bob, who’d once safetied an unexed 82mm mortar round lodged in the floor of a hospital while patients and bullets screamed all around him, sweated like a worn-out mule at the thought of his upcoming interview. Funky sweat, too. Maybe the extra garlic in last night’s puttanesca hadn’t been the best idea.

      Staging area of Studio 9, two o’clock, that’s all he knew. Didn’t even know the name or premise of the show he’d hopefully be designing for.

      The three heavy garment bags he held over his shoulder contained finery and rags from a medieval lord’s linen-and-mock-ermine robes to Ye Generic Peasant Lass skirt and bodice to Regency tailcoat and trousers. All made with his own hands, and hopefully enough to get him a costuming gig with Ethereal Entertainment.

      Neither guard had spoken to him in the twenty minutes he’d been waiting. RG just typed something into an oversized keyboard with all the keys in the wrong places.

      He could have waited in one of the huge, blocky armchairs over on the right side of the lobby, but twenty years in fatigues made him more comfortable standing than sitting, especially when awaiting the pleasure of a (hopefully soon to be) superior.

      Bob should have stayed in the army. At least making boombooms, setting them off, and disabling the boombooms of the Bad Guys didn’t make him shiver like this. But dammit, he’d always loved sewing and costumes and make-believe.

      And blowing stuff up, but there weren’t many civilian careers in that line of work.

      Finally something in front of LG beeped and flashed green. RG took the card that emerged from a slot in the light-soaking (metal? Plastic?) desk and handed it to Bob without a word.

      LG raised an arm thicker than Bob’s leg and pointed toward a bank of elevators to the right of the desk.

      His right. The goons’ left. Details mattered.

      “Thanks, guys,” he said, shifting the garment bags to his other shoulder, and other fingers. Damn things were heavy. Him and his insistence on period-appropriate fabrics.

      Bob heard the ding! of an arriving elevator and hustled around the desk and into the same elevator bank hallway he’d been in a million times, in a zillion office buildings. Like the rest of the lobby, the walls looked like a bath-averse pigeon’s chest. At least there was a bit of decoration, in the form of a couple of odd-looking ferns growing from a pair of vintage, upside-down-bullet-shaped ashtrays bolted to the walls at chest height between the cars.

      Two sets of two cars faced each other across a scarlet carpet that had him wondering if a certain gruesome hotel elevator scene of yore had been filmed here. The farthest elevator on the left stood open and idle, and Bob wasted no time scooting into it.

      A tall fellow with dark skin and white hair stood rigidly in front of the car’s button bank, wearing an old-fashioned, tightly tailored, double-breasted jacket and a pillbox hat. All gray, of course, like everything else in this bland building, but with deep scarlet cuffs that came halfway up the arms, and a broad stripe of the same hue around the hat. Brass buttons gleamed on the cuffs, and ran up the coat’s front panel in a wide V.

      Bob leaned his butt on one of the wooden handrails that gave the brushed-steel box at least a little color besides red.

      The elevator operator (and why did a button-equipped elevator need an operator?) stared straight ahead, not bothering with Bob at all. Rude, but never mind.

      “Floor for Studio 9, please.”

      He hoped this was the right elevator. The buttons started with “L,” and jumped to 21 through 40.

      The operator still hadn’t pushed any of them.

      “Studio 9?” Bob said again. “Please? I’m kind of in a⁠—”

      The guy in the vintage duds jabbed his finger against 27 like he meant to poke an airhole in the metal car, then went back to being a statue.
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