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Lillian Cavaletti stood
behind the faux wood counter of her shop, blinking at the two suns,
Ilos and Ama, streaming in through the tall permaglass windows. She
scratched beneath the itchy waistband of her work pants. The cloud
of fine sand which rose from the fabric smelled like Sanshay,
making her sneeze. Should have changed back into her store clothes.
But there hadn’t been time.

She hadn’t expected to drive out of town to pick up
the new shipment, but the suppliers had been shorthanded. And she
needed to move things. Right now there was no one except her to
cover the shop. So there it was.

Her bracelet alarm beeped, reminding her to take a
nalo. She opened a small charm on the bracelet and popped the last
pill into her mouth. She needed to remember to refill it. Lillian
swallowed, washing the nalo down with Paradisian tea. The floral
taste covered the bitterness of the antidote. How much longer could
she take the antidote before the side effects got too bad. For most
people it was ten years, give or take a year. She’d been on
Paradiso for nine.

The door opened, bells tingling as the heat of
outside flooded in. An off-worlder by his clothes and pale skin.
Except he was alone, which made her immediately suspicious.

“Good day,” she said.

“Hi,” he said.

He peered into the display cases which lined the
room with two more in the center of the floor, eyeing the native
made crafts. The guy wore fake leather pants, a silky shirt, black
shiny boots, longish hair and looked very relaxed. Too relaxed for
a businessman.

The skin on her shoulders and the back of her neck
felt that creepy crawly feeling she got when trouble was coming.
Cop trying to pass for tourist. But it was so obvious, it confused
her. He couldn’t be that stupid, could he?

A tourist on Paradiso would most likely have their
current date along with them. Even if their toy was only a rental
for the three week stay. Sanshay did that. Best sex ever, but you
had to have it all the time. People who came to this world to work,
dressed for business or for manual labor. This guy moved like
someone who could run fast and hit hard.

She turned around and busied herself with some
bookkeeping, using an old style pad which linked with her gilt and
could be worked manually. She liked old technology as well as new.
Working it made her feel good. Gave her a sense of the past and how
safe and simple life used to be before humans expanded across the
universe. Few people knew how to use them anymore, which meant she
had more control over her privacy. It felt safer.

Lillian pressed a button beneath a shelf to make
sure she’d closed off the back room and the entrance to the caves
below. Then she reset the alarms to blow if the doors were forced.
There were workarounds, but most people didn’t know them. Neither
did she. Not her forte.

She thought to her gilt, Facial Recognition Match,
then glanced at him and away. The answer came back.

No match found.

Lillian scratched her head, fluffing her
short-cropped chartreuse hair around the gilt partially embedded
into her brain. He could still be a cop. They didn’t have photos on
any of the systems.

Through her gilt she sent a message, “Lover, can’t
meet tonight. Too much work to do,” as she moved the credits from
yesterday into a different account and shut the system down,
erasing everything. Done. She just had to make it to the door and
she’d be clear.

The guy came up to the counter near her.
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