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  CHAPTER ONE


  Day 1: Wednesday,


  Dreihleat Angra Dastrelas—0221


  “Matheson! Get here now!” Santos, his training officer, sounded panicked.


  Matheson snatched the mobile data device out of its two horizontal loops on his shirt. “Where are you?”


  “At the—At Paz. Y’know, the jasso on the alley. Fuck . . . somethin’s wrong. Door’s locked. The door should be open—it’s always open!”


  Matheson turned back the way he’d come and started running for the alley. He knew they shouldn’t have split, not even to finish rounds on time. He raced through wisps of rising fog, the multi-colored glow from OLED vines woven to form pictographic signs above every shopfront scattering copies of his tall, thin shadow along the walls. His boot steps were loud in the twisty, filthy streets, and the tropical humidity made his breath rasp in his throat and his hair cling around his face in straight, black strands.


  Everything legal in the ethnic ghetto was closed now, and most of the tourists had gone back to their clean, safe hotels near the quay. If there was anyone else around aside from drunks dozing in alleys between the squat low-rise buildings of carved blue stone, they slipped out of sight as Matheson approached. Only a handful of jassos—illegal gambling clubs, fight pits, and the more genteel variety of drug dens—were still operating at this hour. They were inescapable features of the city’s tourist-based economy, and not the priority of rookie patch-pounders like Matheson—so Santos had told him.


  Santos whipped around as Matheson rushed into the narrow passage. The older, shorter ofiçe was halfway across the alley as if he’d been pacing and his sudden turn made his injured knee wobble. He caught his balance by grabbing at the club’s massive entryway pillars. A discreet lamp barely illuminated the door within the deep shadow cast by an overhanging second story. No other light shone from around the doorframe.


  Santos pointed toward the door with a shaking hand. “Check it.”


  Matheson hesitated. Santos was trembling more than his weakened knee should have caused and his brown eyes showed too much white. “Didn’t you do that already?”


  “Yeah. But—This door ain’t never locked before 0500 on a festival night and if there’s somethin’ wrong, I don’t want nobody sayin’ we didn’t do this right. You check it.”


  Warily, Matheson pulled the Sun Spot off his belt—why wasn’t Santos using his?—and shined it on the door as he edged up to it. He stayed well clear of a dark shadow on the ground as he reached to try the handle. “It’s locked. As you said. Did you try your override?”


  “Not that kinda lock, kid. That’s a bolt-and-key—old school.”


  “But there’s a lock pad—”


  “Don’t you tell me what there is and isn’t, Fishbait. Override won’t do shit—you try it.”


  Matheson ran his ID badge through the lock and entered his access code, pressing his shoulder to the door so it would spring free.


  The door lurched a little under his weight, but remained closed.


  Santos moved up beside him and drew his baton from his belt as Matheson tried again.


  Nothing changed.


  Matheson pounded on the door. “GISA ofiçe! Open up!”


  Silence. Then a metallic slide and rattle as Santos flicked his baton out to full extension. “Break it,” the older man said. “Break it down.” His voice was rough and Matheson could smell him sweating.


  “Why? Maybe they closed up early.”


  “It’s an after-hours club for the locals! They should be open by now on a festival night and Loni or someone should be in there, but they’re not sayin’ nothin’. Break the fuckin’ door!”


  Santos’s nerves convinced him. Matheson stowed his light and badge, and used his own baton to break the handle. Then he stepped back and drove his heel hard against the latch plate.


  The door groaned and splintered around the lock. Matheson’s second kick popped it open and he reached for his Sun Spot again as Santos lurched into the darkened room beyond.


  The stink hit at the same time the light cast harsh illumination inside. The thin green and white carpet and gold-trimmed walls were splashed crimson around four human figures that lay like broken dolls on the bar room floor. Merry fucking hell. Matheson gagged and turned his head and the light to the right, but there was no relief there. More bodies lay in a loose arc across the floor of the gaming room. His spotlight’s beam gleamed white on an eye that had been blown from its socket, and sparked a rainbow glitter from a woman’s jeweled shoe and stocking. The smell of bloody death clotted in his nose and, for an instant, it seemed like there were a hundred corpses—a thousand brown-and-yellow bodies—sinking into darkness that swelled from the unlit corners.


  Santos let out a choking sound as Matheson wrenched away from the scene.


  Santos’s leg folded under as he twisted away, and he fell forward, slamming his head and shoulder into the pillar. He collapsed against the wall and down to the ground as Matheson bolted past him and vomited in the alley.


  When the heaves stopped, the shivers started. Matheson put all his weight against the nearest wall and keyed his mobile. But he couldn’t remember the codes or what to say. He managed to give his identification but the rest was still out of his grasp. “We need assistance. My partner—my TO—is down. He’s injured . . . And we have a murder. No. Ten . . . at least ten bodies here . . .”


  “I’ll get the Investigation Officer of the Day for you and dispatch assistance to your location.”


  How can she be so calm? Matheson thought.


  “Stay put and keep your comms open.”


  He gulped and nodded before he remembered to speak. “O-okay.”


  Santos didn’t move as Matheson slid down the wall to sit shivering and tasting the bile in his mouth as he waited.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER TWO


  Day 1: Hospital—Pre-dawn


  Merry hell, what a nightmare. Matheson had escorted Santos to Public Health, but he wasn’t allowed to leave, yet, because it took three Gattis Corporation regional directors arguing for hours to decide if a mass murder in an ethnic ghetto was worth investigating, how it would be paid for, and who would get stuck with it.


  Sit tight, they’d ordered, and then accompany the CIFO to the site. Without his TO to whisper in his ear, the Assistant Regional Director had had to remind Matheson: “Chief Investigating Forensic Ofiçe—not ‘Officer.’ You’re employees of Gattis Corporation, not officers of the law.” It wasn’t what he’d learned at the academy, but if they didn’t want a real policeman, he didn’t know why he’d been sent to Gattis. He felt he was barely treading water in the sea of everything he didn’t know.


  Callista said I wouldn’t last three days as a cop. She was wrong, but . . . did I really know what I was getting into? Or was I just being contrary? He was five months and six days out of the academy, galaxies removed from Central System, and so horrified and tired he could barely stand.


  Matheson had lost track of how many hours he had been awake and his eyes itched from lack of sleep, but he kept them open as he rested his forehead against the window, watching the changing illumination of the city below. The hospital had been gouged into the cliff at the beginning of the terraform, so long ago now that no one noticed it had a view billionaires would vie for. The upper half of the Angra Dastrelas—the Cove of Stars for which the city was named—was framed in the waning night sky by the Pillars of Archon. The two megaliths guarded a hole in the stone scarp that circled the crater and pinched the throat of the shallow inlet forming the actual cove. The nighttime water reflected and multiplied innumerable stars, while the landscape and a quirk of the tropical atmosphere made it look like they swirled from the bay and flooded upward into space. Beautiful. But now dawn crept in, and Gattis’s planetary capital seemed to ooze from the bottom of the cove and across the floor of Trant’s Crater like a stain.


  Behind him the endless news feed and its chatter about upcoming festival schedules, politics, unrest in the agricamps, and which impossibly pretty celebrity was visiting town for Spring Moon poured through Matheson’s ears as an irritant. That and the cool, dry air of the building on the back of his neck were all that kept him from falling asleep on the spot. He fought the urge by recalling his first view from the jumpway: Gattis, its single thin ring and solitary moon above a slowly spinning ball of vibrant deep-water blue with two vast continents—Ariel and Agria—and the jeweled scatter of the Verdan Archipelago between them. Then the long flight down from jumpway to orbital, and the planetward fall until Ariel filled every view and the planetary capital seemed to rise out of the tropical jungle cut clean by the crater’s edge. Now he concentrated on trying to pick the Angra Dastrelas spaceport out of the riot of city lights and emerging shapes. He spotted the tidy squares of the pad lights at last, far across the crater floor, remembered the instantly sticky heat, and the stink of fish and fuel that had wrapped him as he’d stepped out of Worker Intake—


  “Ofiçe!”


  Startled, he turned toward the shout. The lab-coated woman glaring at him was a hard, compact package of restrained fury under a shock of brush-cut, light-colored hair that was going gray. Early fifties, a little under average height, her complexion would have been a bland shade of Central System light brown if she hadn’t been slightly ruddy with anger. Her face was far from beautiful and her expression was sharp enough to cut ice.


  “Just what sort of rear-echelon idiocy is this?” she demanded, brandishing the digital data pad she was holding. “I have an order to release my patient to you. He’s supposed to have six weeks recovery and evaluation after surgery and he’s only had two. This is a delicate experiment and the system isn’t fully integrated yet.”


  Matheson blinked and frowned at her, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Doctor. It’s not up to me. I was just told to fetch him.”


  “I don’t care what you were told to do. If you take him and anything goes wrong he could die, and I won’t be set back to square one on this project because Director Pritchet can’t hold his water.”


  Matheson glared back. “This is not my doing. And I have no other orders but to wait for his release. If you expect me to do anything other than stand here until you give way or I get redirected, you’re going to be very disappointed.”


  She glowered at him a moment longer. “You always do what you’re told?”


  I am too tired for this. “No, but in this case, I don’t have a choice.”


  She growled as she thought about it, and then her mouth set into a sour quirk. “You break him and I’ll hold you responsible.”


  “It’s not my—”


  “Hah! Oh, yes it is. He’s not ready to go into the field. The surgery breached the blood/brain barrier and if the site gets infected, things will go very wrong very fast. So until he’s back in my hands for reevaluation, you are not to let him wander around unattended. The instant—and I do mean the instant he seems to be in distress, you will return him to me. Got it?”


  Probably hunt me down and flay me alive if I don’t. He didn’t relish being a nanny, but it beat explaining to Regional Director Pritchet why he hadn’t done as ordered. “Fine,” he snapped.


  “Right answer.” She slapped the digital pad flat against his chest. “Sign this—and what the hell’s your name, anyway?”


  “Matheson,” he replied, laying his ID on the pad and verifying it with his official hashmark. “Who are you?”


  She took the pad back. “Doctor Andreus. The Forensic Integration Project is my baby, which makes Inspector Dillal my special concern.” She gave him a shrewd look. “Here’s what you need to know, in a nutshell: The system I’ve installed is part on-the-fly forensic sampling and analysis, and part communication and data integration, which makes him the link between Forensic Tech and Investigation. Theoretically, he can sample and analyze a simple crime scene on the spot, but I haven’t been able to test him. He’s functionally and physiologically unique. He’s also a pigheaded pain in the ass.” She paused and studied Matheson again. “You’ll be two of a kind.”


  Matheson might have taken exception if he’d had the energy, but he only cared about getting it over with.


  “Against my better judgment, I’m letting you take him.” Dr. Andreus turned and pointed deeper into the facility. “It’s the room at the end of the green slideway.” She turned back and gave him a hard look. “Don’t fuck me over.”


  Matheson let his eyes close a moment. “Thank you.” His eyelids were so gritty and heavy that they seemed to scratch his eyeballs raw. He tugged at his wrinkled uniform and headed for the slideway, happy to leave the doctor behind.


  His head was spinning with fatigue by the time he reached the room at the end of the sliding walkway. The door stood open, so he entered. The room was gloomy and it had an odd smell, like industrial solvent and copper. Better than the jasso . . .


  A small, bright light snapped on over the bed and he took a step back, dazzled for a moment. A soft rustling sound, then nothing. He peered toward the glare.


  “Dillal?” He stumbled over the pronunciation a little and moved deeper into the room. “I’m SO Eric Matheson. I’m looking for Inspector J. P. Dillal.”


  The figure in the bed moved, and the room lights came up.


  Even after what he had already seen that day, Matheson flinched away from the half-human visage that stared up into his own face. What did Andreus do? The left side of the patient’s skull had been shaved from the temple down all the way to the back. Cinnamon-red hair hadn’t grown out enough yet to hide the inorganic shape of something inserted beneath the flesh and bone. The orbit of the left eye had been redefined by an unnatural, hard edge and a livid incision, patched all around forehead and cheek with brown and olive spray skin that didn’t match the patient’s muddy amber complexion. The eye itself was too large and open to match the one on the right, and the iris was not the same brown, but a transparent gold color through which light reflected red.


  Matheson tried to catalog the person lying in the bed. Male, thirty to thirty-five, under average height . . . but there he stumbled. The man was too distinctly colored for most of Central System, yet didn’t fit any of the planet’s ethnic groups, either. Too short for Dreihle, too slight for Ohba, and he certainly wasn’t Gattian, with their skin and hair tinged the same vivid blue as the planet’s pervasive sand. Judging by the size of his remaining pupil and the way he clenched his jaw, the patient was in some pain, but if he was drugged, it wasn’t much. That jarred Matheson back to his duty.


  He swallowed and asked, “Are you Inspector Dillal? Did I say that right?”


  The man in the bed shrugged one shoulder and tilted his head. Only the brown eye blinked. “Close enough.” His voice was soft and tired.


  Matheson dropped his gaze. “Sir, you’re being recalled to active duty. The Regional Director pushed the paper through and Dr. Andreus released you to me. I know you’ve only had surgery recently, but this case—Well, Pritchet opened full cooperation and funding for a week, through half-moon.” He glanced back up, half expecting to be told off.


  Dillal eased up to sitting. Then he narrowed his eyes and peered at Matheson. Something clicked as the lid around the strange golden eye tightened. “The case . . . is what sort of crime?” The inspector rolled his Rs slightly and his slow voice had an odd, round intonation.


  Matheson’s empty stomach churned. “It’s a—a massacre, sir. Maybe a gang execution. In a jasso.”


  Dillal rubbed his face gently with both hands and pushed his fingers through his hair and stubble. Then he swung his feet out of the tall hospital bed. They didn’t quite reach the floor. Matheson started forward to help him, but Dillal waved him off and pointed at the closet. “My clothes. Please.”


  Matheson retrieved a flat, vacuum-sealed package and laid it on the bed. Then he turned his back, grateful not to look at the inspector for a moment—nothing Pritchet or Andreus had said had prepared him for that unsettling face, and only the horror he had recently seen kept sick fascination at bay.


  He could hear Dillal drawing the clothes on and hissing at sudden pains. The bed squeaked and then there was silence. Matheson edged back around. Discarded vacuum wrap lay at the end of the bed beside a scuffed MDD and a closed ID folder. The inspector, now fully dressed in a loose charcoal suit, was turned half away from Matheson and had braced his hands against the mattress. His head hung between his stiff arms and he’d clenched his eyes shut while he took impossibly deep, slow breaths.


  “Are you all right, sir?” Matheson’s voice scraped his throat like a handful of tacks.


  Dillal gave a low grunt as he straightened and turned his head to regard Matheson over his shoulder. “You have a report?” he asked, taking a few things from the bedside table, then tucking his mobile and ID into his jacket pockets.


  “We don’t have one, yet, sir. Senior Detive Neme is waiting on-scene to hand off to you.”


  The inspector turned all the way around, then put his hand over his strange eye for a moment. “Yes. All right.” He took another long breath, dropped his hand, then started out the door at a steady pace. “Which jasso? Which district?”


  “The Paz da Sorte in the Dreihleat.”


  Dillal stopped. “Paz?” He looked startled. Or that’s what half his face looked. The left side didn’t move above the merest downturn of his mouth.


  “What?” Matheson asked.


  Dillal shook off his concern, his whole mismatched face going blank. “Irony—Paz means ‘peace.’ There’s no preliminary whatsoever?”


  Preliminary peace? Oh. “Only my own recording, which isn’t much.”


  “You were on-scene?”


  “It was on our patch—my TO’s and mine. I can send what I have to your mobile . . .”


  “If you would,” the inspector said, taking the battered device from his jacket pocket and holding it out as they walked on.


  Odd. He expected Matheson to transfer the file directly by contact link. It was a more secure protocol than sending it though the data system, but harder to track and not much used. Dillal’s strangeness lay in more than his face.


  The inspector’s mobile was strictly as-issued and displayed nothing personal; it bore only the Gattis Investigation and Security Administration’s orange logo of an eight-pointed star with the horizontal arms extending into a stripe across the top of the screen and the acronym just below. Matheson’s own Peerless MDD—even at three years old—looked like a thoroughbred trying to mate with a broken down pony. Ugh, there’s an image to forget. He handed the device back as soon as the confirmation pinged.


  Matheson glanced at the message—it didn’t give the inspector’s rank or regional, only his name. Huh. He slipped the Peerless back into its loops on his shirt front.


  The humidity clung the moment they were outside and Matheson was quick to open the passenger door of the GISA-issued skimmer, hoping the inspector would get in before the interior of the vehicle caught too much thick air. He hurried to his own door and ducked in, flipping the environmental controls even as he slid into the seat, sighing in the first whiff of drier air. Everyone said it wasn’t too bad yet, but even this early in the morning, the moist air felt like wool in his throat. It smelled of earth and fish and industrial waste near the health center—not much improvement on the Dreihleat, and summer would be worse.


  Matheson dove the skimmer into Angra Dastrelas traffic, concentrating on that, not on the inspector beside him, and not on the scene that awaited ahead. He jinked it through the anarchy of vehicles rushing across and around the crater, with no airway markers or apparent rules but those the pilots made up on the spot. It still scared the shit out of him, even though he’d yet to be hit by another skimmer. He understood why most tourists stuck to cabs and the slideways, rightly terrified to go aloft in anything less than a continent-class transport.


  “What do you know about this jasso?” Dillal asked as they plunged into the maelstrom of traffic. He spoke as if he measured out every word from a limited ration.


  “Almost nothing—some kind of local business owners’ after-hours place that doubled-up in legal drinking and illegal gambling. I barely knew it was there. I’ve only been on Gattis for a month and I was assigned to this patch in the Dreihleat with my TO two weeks ago. First posting after graduating Fresnel.”


  Dillal nodded without turning to look at him. “Gattis’s corporate-ruled security and investigation protocols differ from Central System law enforcement you learned at the academy.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Are you falling in?”


  Matheson hesitated, and twitched the skimmer into a momentarily empty stretch of air. “I’m . . . coming to terms.”


  As the skimmer shrieked on its way, Dillal said nothing and turned his attention to his mobile. After a minute or so, he pressed his head back against the seat and covered his golden eye with one hand. By the time Matheson set the skimmer down on the street near the Paz da Sorte, Dillal had closed both eyes and set the MDD down on his leg. Matheson thought the inspector was asleep, but his eyes opened—the left eye emitting another quiet mechanical click—just as the skimmer leveled to land. The inspector was out of the little vehicle before Matheson had flipped the engine switch down.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER THREE


  Day 1: Early morning


  Matheson fell in behind the inspector’s brisk stride down the street, surprised by the man’s resilience and apparent cool, and sure his own singlet and uniform shirt were clinging to the small of his back by the time he’d gone four steps.


  A handful of early-morning loiterers, mostly Dreihleen and a few hard-luck out-system immigrants, stared toward the alley that was now choked with GISA personnel and official vehicles. Most winced and stepped aside with averted eyes when they saw the inspector; one Dreihle looked at Dillal as if he were a thing that had crept up from a sewer full of nightmares. The man backed away before turning and hurrying off.


  Beyond the gawkers, SOs and a few Investigation Ofiçes blocked the way while a scattering of technicians in white coveralls moved purposefully in the alley behind them. Matheson saw no sign of issued firearms; plainly the situation didn’t merit breaking that part of the administration’s “don’t scare the tourists” policy. Dillal stopped beside the Security Ofiçes forming the cordon at the edge of the crime scene. The nearest of them, a muscular woman with shoulders that would do a transport cargo master proud, glanced down at the inspector as if to shoo him away, then stiffened and gaped at his patchwork face.


  Dillal ignored her expression and put his left hand out palm up, showing the shiny black-and-red checkerboard of a high-level ID array incised in the skin just above his wrist. “I’m the Chief Investigating Forensic Ofiçe.” His voice remained soft, measured, and cool.


  The SO swiped her mobile’s screen in a pro forma wave over the ID crystals, still appalled. If the inspector unnerved her, she hadn’t seen the inside of the nightclub.


  “Detive Neme is in the transport down the alley,” the ofiçe mumbled and added, “In-inspector.”


  Dillal nodded and stepped past her, motioning Matheson to follow. The ofiçe muttered as they passed, “Mother of fucking stars. Couldn’t pay me enough to do that, promotion or not.” The inspector gave no sign that he’d heard, but he couldn’t have missed it.


  Dillal paused inside the cordon and looked around, his gaze moving slowly over the exterior of the buildings, then down to the ground. He squinted a little and rubbed at his shaved temple with his fingertips.


  “Matheson. I need a light, here,” he said, pointing to the ground in front of the jasso’s broken door.


  A broadening arc of stares followed as Matheson walked over, pulled his Sun Spot from his belt, and turned the bright white light where the inspector indicated.


  The spotlight illuminated a curving red-brown line on the old ash-clay tiles. Two rippled blotches of the same color lay within the bracket-shaped line. Was there something here earlier? He couldn’t recall.


  Dillal crouched down and peered at the marks, his golden eye gleaming. He squinted and a series of quiet clicks sounded as he touched his temple. Then he humphed to himself and closed his eyes, leaning forward a little while breathing deeply through his nose and mouth. Finally he rocked back and rested on his heels with his forearms on his knees. He frowned as he opened his eyes.


  “What is it?” Matheson asked.


  Dillal seemed to have forgotten him. “Hm? It’s a sole impression. In blood.” He indicated the curved line. “That’s the outside edge of someone’s right shoe.” He pointed at the enclosed blotches. “Those are part of the traction pattern at the ball and heel. I’m not getting a clear idea of the blood constituent or origin. It’s dried, but that shouldn’t cause such a problem.” He stood up, still scowling, and tapped the shaved side of his skull. “The equipment is still strange to me. The calibration—there’s so much noise . . .” he muttered.


  He shifted his disconcerting stare to Matheson’s face and studied him with the same intensity he’d turned on the bloody footprint.


  Does he know I lost it earlier? He can’t. Matheson drew himself up and stared back. An approving smile flickered across half the inspector’s face before he turned his gaze back down.


  Dillal pointed to the bloodstain. “ForTech will take a reference still, if they haven’t already, but take an additional one now, please, and join me inside.” Then he stepped over the footprint with care and eased through the open doorway, tucking his hands into his jacket pockets.


  Matheson took the picture with his mobile and tagged it. He was just a pace behind Dillal when he heard him gag. A reek of blood, human waste, and burned flesh still hung on the air inside. The room was growing stuffy as well, now that the sun was rising, intensifying the stench that attracted flies and scavenger centipedes.


  The ventilation system was off and racks of lamps had been set up in the corners. Hard white light fell on the crusting pools of blood that surrounded the bodies and stuck everything to the floor in gruesome tableaux. In the harsh illumination, it all looked worse than before. Most of the victims had black zip tape sealed across their mouths. More swathes of the stuff bound their arms at the wrists and their legs above the knees. Most lay on their sides or face down in the gore and fluids that had poured out of them. There were small ragged holes—some charred around the edges—in their heads and necks. Twelve dead in the gaming room, lying amid the scatter of brightly colored chips, white dice, and cocktail glasses rimed red, game tiles, and cards going rust brown as they dried. Directly before them, four bodies in the bar room had fallen randomly at the foot of the bar. A small table had been overturned, spilling cups of tea and a plate of food, now writhing with insects, across the white-clad belly of a Dreihle youth, his expression of shock punctuated with a small bullet hole in his forehead.


  Matheson forced down the acid creeping up his throat.


  Dillal had covered his eyes and mouth, then slowly drew his hands away again. He swept the rooms with his strange gaze, and took a short breath through his mouth. He coughed and gagged a little, shaking his head like a wet dog. He tasted the air again, then he shuddered and switched to sniffing, the right side of his mouth curling in disgust. “This will take a while. Fetch Detive Neme, please.” Dillal skirted the walls with his hands once again in his pockets as he stepped deeper into the room.


  I should stay with the inspector. But even the threat of Dr. Andreus’s ire if something went wrong didn’t stop Matheson leaving. It was a relief to retreat from the slaughter house scene and leave Dillal alone for a moment. The carnage was repellant—even the worst virtuals his instructors had thrown at him hadn’t hardened him against whatever had played out inside the club. It should have been better in the light, where his imagination couldn’t fill in horrors, but it wasn’t, and remaining detached and observant was a struggle.


  Outside, he tapped the nearest ofiçe on the shoulder—a guy he didn’t recognize, wearing Investigation Ofiçe insignia on his uniform. “Go in and assist the CIFO until I get back.”


  The IO bristled and shook his head. “No fucking way. I have seen some gruesome shit—race riots, some drug dealer dismembered by his gang for going grass . . . Bad enough to get hauled in on my off shift to cover something that makes those scenes look cheery, but on top of that, you think I should work up close and personal with that bong met? You’re out of your blighted mind, junior.”


  Met he’d heard before—an insult that meant “mixed,” though some embraced it as a badge of identity. Matheson didn’t know this new slur, but it carried a lash of corrosive loathing. He gaped at the IO—who certainly couldn’t claim to be pure anything, unless it was asshole. “What? You won’t even give the man your spray seal and stand by the door? Why? You think his color will rub off on you?”


  The IO glared. “You don’t get it, do you? That’s J. P. Di-frigging-llal. He just disappeared about a year and a half ago and we all figured somebody’d finally whacked the half-yellow bastard. Now we got a bunch of dreck clan boys killing another bunch, and he’s in charge? That’s some messed up shit.”


  Fury tightened Matheson’s fists.


  A bored voice came from close behind Matheson before he could lose his horror-frayed temper. “Shut it, Vicenne.”


  Matheson spun, expecting more trouble, and found a mild-faced man whose cheap tan suit clashed with his smoky, dark brown complexion. He had to be from Investigation and was clearly a step up from IO Vicenne. Not a Detive. An IAD?


  The stranger offered an apologetic smile and stepped around him to address Vicenne. “Your gutter mouth could be why you’re still an IO.”


  The IO spat on the ground. “Go jump, Istvalk.”


  The man in the suit sighed. “Still wouldn’t boot you up if I did. Give me your kit and I’ll take it in.”


  Vicenne glowered, but he took the compact scene kit from his pocket and handed it over. “Kiss ass,” he muttered.


  Istvalk rolled his eyes and waved the other man away. Then he started for the jasso door without another word.


  Matheson frowned after him. “Thanks,” he called, but the other just shrugged and walked on. Matheson took a deep breath and started down the narrow alley.


  The operations transport was set down in the crossing alley like a gargantuan cat that had chased a rat into a too-narrow hole. He shook his head. They’ll have to vertical the damned thing out when they’re done here. Not sure how they got it in to begin with.


  When Matheson stepped inside, Aleztra Neme was pacing the width of the transport and talking to someone out of view. She was in her mid-thirties, slim to average build, a little over average height for a Gattian woman, and could trace her family back to before First Settlement—as they all could. She didn’t have the typical deathly, cyanic pallor—her skin was dusty gray and the distinctive Gattian blue tinge seemed to float over it like the sheen on the surface of a pearl. She dressed in casually expensive simplicity that only the wealthy could afford, and she might have been beautiful if she hadn’t had the personality of a rogue crocodile.


  “. . . Not like courts martial investigations—” she was saying. She cut herself off and turned her glare on Matheson. “Well?” Neme snapped. Her curling indigo hair seemed to spark with the static electricity of her annoyance.


  He’d met Senior Detive Neme only twice before, but had come to dislike her the first time. “Inspector Dillal would like to speak with you in the jasso.”


  “Inspector! All that cut-rate surgery comes with a nice promotion. How’s he doing?”


  Matheson shrugged, as non-committal and bland as possible. Don’t give her an opening. “Fine, sir.”


  “I’ll bet.” Neme glanced at the other GISA investigator who sat farther back in the transport. “Well, we now know that the price of ambition is one eye and a chunk of your brain,” she said.


  The older detive sprawled in his seat, drinking something that steamed from a black mug between his grit-spangled hands. Investigation Officer of the Day . . . what’s his name? They’d met earlier, but Matheson hadn’t been tracking well at the time. The man offered Neme a thin smile. “It’s less than a soul.”


  “Maybe, but you wouldn’t catch me handing that over to the lowest bidder, either. Not just to vault GISA’s ladder, anyway.”


  “Not your damn problem, though, is it, Neme?” the man said. “Privilege of birth.”


  “Rank.” Neme sniffed and turned back to Matheson. “Okay, let’s go. Orris, you’re coming, too.”


  Orris sighed and followed them out of the transport. He looked about fifty and his Central-tan skin had acquired an indoor pallor. He was on the tall side of average, but stooped a little and carried extra weight around his middle that exaggerated his bad posture. His graying blond hair was thinning on top and brushed straight back, and he clearly gave no sort of a damn for elegance—over his street clothes he wore an ancient uniform jacket so stained and worn it looked pale blue rather than the buff-and-khaki Matheson wore. Neme’s barbs didn’t bother him either.


  They crossed the few meters of alley in silence and entered the building. Matheson stayed at the rear, rubbing the back of his sweaty neck as fine needles of tamped panic stabbed into his empty gut.


  Neme coughed in revulsion and Matheson looked past her, searching for Inspector Dillal. He saw Istvalk lurking near the inner security door and taking shallow breaths through his mouth. He continued his visual search for the inspector, not sure what to do next.


  Dillal was crouching beside one of the bodies in the gaming room and, aside from the stirring and breathing of the people beside Matheson, all was silence.


  “GISA graces us with its new Forensic Ofiçe,” Neme observed aloud, shattering the momentary calm. She began to walk across the bar room floor. “Quite a jump—IAD to Inspector in a year. I didn’t think Pritchet would send his precious new toy out for a gang war.”


  Without turning, Dillal pointed a warning finger at Neme. “Don’t contaminate my scene.”


  “The hell—?” Neme snorted and stared at him in affront.


  Dillal turned without rising and gave her a baleful stare. The artificial eye cast a red gleam toward the Gattian and Neme stiffened, recoiling from her first view of Dillal’s face before she stopped herself and let a flicker of disgust curl her lip.


  The inspector did not break his cold expression with an answering reaction. “The blood in the carpeting is still fluid,” he said. “If you step onto the floor here, you’ll track DNA into these samples. I’ve already found several patches of cross-contamination. I’d prefer not to have more.” His tone could have chilled nitrogen liquid from the air.


  Surprise rippled over Neme’s face before her usual sneer slid back into place. “Really? What about your own feet, you officious little rag?”


  Dillal, entirely composed, rose and pointed to a bit of clear sheeting nearby. “IAD Istvalk provided me spray seal and sheath—per procedure.” He looked at the IAD. “You can go now.”


  Istvalk’s gaze flickered to Neme, who narrowed her eyes and twitched her head at him in dismissal. As the IAD left, Dillal stepped over the body and onto the sheath material, making his way back along the edges of the room to the bar.


  Neme glowered, but stepped back onto the ash-clay tiles near the vestibule, waiting in the less-sensitive zone away from the blood-soaked carpets. Self-important ass, but not stupid. And it appeared that the inspector had decided to own her insult rather than take umbrage. Orris stood slightly behind Neme with his arms crossed over his chest, hands tucked into his armpits so a band of scruffy wrist was all that showed.


  Dillal joined them, glancing at Matheson as he stepped onto the tiles. He rubbed his fingertips together and the spray seal peeled here and there, rolling into tiny gray grains that clung to his skin. Orris reached in front of Neme and handed the inspector a packet of clean up wipes from his own pocket. Matheson caught himself frowning at the gesture, too tired to wonder why.


  “Thank you.” Dillal wiped the translucent coating off his hands and wrists. He didn’t move to clean the spray off his shoes, though Matheson could see the film on their surfaces.


  “So,” Neme began. “I assume your magical analysis has already solved the case and it’s just a matter of rounding the bastards up. Right?”


  Dillal shot her a dismissive frown. “There are sixteen bodies here and a great deal of other material to be sorted out. The forensic system does not run any faster in my skull than it does in the lab, Detive, though it does run more discreetly.” He finished wiping down his hands and looked up at Neme, who was practicing her superior smile. “However, it should allow me to proceed with a thorough investigation much faster than you would.” He looked at Orris.


  The older man just shrugged, his hands tucked away again. “If Pritchet says it’s yours, I got no argument.”


  Neme bridled and her expression went cold. “For the record, what does the evidence say, right now?” She was following protocol on handing it off, though normally she’d be the one reciting sit rep, not the incoming investigator. She doesn’t like handing off, or is it just handing off to him?


  Dillal tilted his head and studied her for a long moment. He quirked the right corner of his mouth into an ironic smile and turned back to regard the scene. “The victims are all Dreihleen adults—six female and ten male, from fifteen to seventy-two years of age. All local and all recorded in the database as required—do you want the names?”


  Neme scowled and shook her head. “Get on with it.”


  Dillal nodded. “They died about four hours ago—between oh-one-thirty and oh-two-thirty, most likely. Causes of death are variously trauma or blood loss from wounds to the head and neck. These wounds were inflicted with two types of weapons—short-plasma projectors, and small-caliber firearms. As yet, no casings or bullets have been recovered, so I can’t say if all the shots were from the same weapon or from several—”


  Neme smirked. “You’re not sure?”


  Dillal cast his red-sparked stare back at her. “The bullets will have to be removed from the bodies for comparison before I can make absolute statements. We’re not set up for an autopsy here—much less sixteen of them.” He returned his gaze to the bodies. “The plasma burns are most likely from pen torches, but, even if we find them, the weapons wouldn’t be much evidentiary use in court without DNA and prints to tie them to suspects.”


  Neme clenched her teeth. Orris stood and watched the byplay with a sarcastic smile of long familiarity and Matheson had an inkling of what had induced Dillal to submit to such ghastly surgery.


  The inspector continued, “By the evidence, the victims were robbed, bound, and gagged, and placed on the floor, but not all at once. They were collected over an hour or more while the killers robbed the premises and lay in wait for more victims. Two of the victims weren’t tied when they died.” He paused to point to two bodies that lay the farthest back in the room, away from the rest. “They appear to be the only ones with defensive wounds—but all were killed within a few minutes of each other. Then the killers left. Possibly one of them—or one of our own men—tracked blood onto the tiles in the vestibule and alley, leaving partial sole impressions. Either before or after the robbery, the door lock was broken.”


  Neme had glowered through the whole recitation, now she interrupted again. “Santos and Matheson were first on the scene. The rookie says they broke the lock to gain access.”


  Dillal turned to Matheson, inquiring with a look. “Santos—my TO—ordered me to break it when I arrived,” Matheson said, scowling. All of this was in my report. “We’d split the block because of the alley and his knee was slowing him down—he’d twisted it earlier while we were in pursuit of a pickpocket. I was about halfway around, rousting a dealer from a doorway, when he called me. When I got here, Santos was just outside the door. He thought the situation was suspicious, so I checked the door myself and broke the lock. We stepped inside and saw the scene, then I called it in.”


  “Why did Santos call you?”


  “He was concerned that the jasso was locked up when it should have been open for after-hours business. He’s been on this patch for a long time and I guess—”


  “Don’t guess. Where is Santos?”


  Matheson shifted his eyes away from Dillal’s gaze. “He . . . was injured, sir.”


  “He went jumpwise,” Orris answered, “and knocked his brain loose. He was just sittin’ up again when I got here. The rook—” he added, jerking his thumb at Matheson, “blew lunch, but he stuck on until I arrived. Sent Santos to Public Health, and Admin held Matheson there to spring you while they argued with the docs. The rest of us have been standin’ around like the Pillars and readin’ the graffiti until you got here.”


  Matheson was sure he could see something moving in Dillal’s head. What sort of machine did Andreus shove in there?


  “Do you surmise that the killers locked the door as they left?” Dillal asked.


  “Must have,” Matheson replied, feeling a little queasy.


  “Was the ventilation off when you arrived on the scene?”


  Matheson had to think before he could answer. “No. It was on.”


  “Who turned it off?”


  Orris answered for him. “ForTech. To put collection filters in the vents.”


  Dillal’s right eyebrow descended into half a scowl. “Humidity and insects degrade evidence and the filters will catch nothing if there’s no draft.”


  Orris nodded, but didn’t move.


  “What about the shoe?” Neme asked.


  “Shoe?” Dillal seemed thrown by the question.


  “The one that made the bloody print by the door. Can’t you tell whose it is?” she sneered.


  “It’s an indeterminate print. I need to make comparisons and eliminate all the GISA personnel on scene. It may be Santos’s or Matheson’s as easily as one of the killers’.”


  “You seem pretty sure there’s more than one perp.”


  “Yes. The holding and binding of the victims would require two, but it was probably more.”


  “The more gang members there are, the more likely one’ll grass,” Neme said. “You know the fucking drecks and humps always brag their kills—they’ve been slaughtering each other over clan rights since before First Settlement.”


  “This wasn’t clan against clan or Ohba against Dreihleen,” Dillal stated in his dry, measured tone. “The Paz da Sorte is neutral territory in the Dreihleat, and there aren’t any society marks in evidence, either Ohba or Dreihleen.”


  Neme peered down her nose at the inspector. “And you should know.”


  Dillal cocked an eyebrow at her. “As well as you should.” Then he changed the subject. “Have the ofiçes learned anything from witnesses, yet? It’s not likely anyone heard the shooting with such small caliber projectiles and plasmas, but perhaps something—”


  “Something is nothing,” Neme snapped back. “So far, no one saw or heard anything. Which is why it’s got to be a clan thing. It’s not system-hoppers, and if it was humps or mets, the drecks would be crushing each other in their rush to point fingers. These insular duck-fuckers are tighter than a mouse’s ass when it’s their own people for the chop.”


  Dillal didn’t seem to hear Neme’s slurs. “Then we’ll continue asking. Coordinate the canvass in the Dreihleat before you go, and turn the reports over to me later. Matheson and I will continue with the scene. Detive Orris, are you still on shift as IOD?”


  “About four hours into overtime, just like the kid, here. Half the guys assigned to this patch were up too late the night before, too—you know this fuckin’ festival schedule.”


  Matheson had had his baptism by fire: his first week on the street was the second week of Spring Moon—a month-long mutation of some agricultural fertility festival Angra Dastrelas clung to like a greedy monkey that couldn’t stand to pull its fist empty out of a nut jar. With engineered agribusiness, the festival’s timing was moot these days, but the tourism and its revenue stream remained—which was all the planetary corporation cared about. The showier events were staged in more glamorous or family-friendly venues near Cove Quay, run by and for people higher on the social scale, but the hardcore traditionalists and culture mavens could still find the real thing in the Dreihleat—if they didn’t mind the pickpockets and drug dealers.


  Dillal nodded at Orris. “No reason for you to stay. Tell someone to turn the ventilation back on as you go, and send your report to my office before your next shift. I’ll check on Santos.”


  Orris flipped a sardonic salute to the inspector and wasted no time leaving the building. Dillal, Neme, and Matheson followed him outside and toward the transport.


  Matheson sucked in purging lungfuls of thick air scented with boozy urine and the odors of early breakfasts cooking. The keyhole glimpses of sky over the alley showed pink. He looked at his mobile: 0537. He’d thought it was later.


  The comparatively clean air was no substitute for sleep. He was abraded by exhaustion and the rough grit of his reined and unsorted emotions—he was too tired to be horrified, now—he only felt chilled, and so detached from his own brain that he moved in slow motion.


  “You going to toss it again, rook?” Neme asked.


  Matheson squeezed his eyes and ground his teeth against a surge of fury that was pleasantly warm. Probably thinks overtime’s beneath her. He caught a breath through his nose and cut a look at the senior detive. “No, sir.”


  “Detive,” Dillal said.


  Neme turned her superior smirk toward Inspector Dillal. Rank or not, she thinks he’s beneath her, too.


  Neither spoke for a moment.


  “As Santos is not available,” Dillal said, “I’ll require SO Matheson’s presence here a while longer, and I’d like to second him to my office for the duration of the investigation. As you are handing off, do you have an objection?”


  Neme frowned and flipped a hand dismissively. “Oh, now you’re by the book are you?”


  “Have you ever known me not to be? I could go to Belcourso, or Pritchet, if you prefer . . .”


  She snorted—it almost seemed as if she spat. “No. Why should I object? What good is he on this patch if he falls apart over a bit of blood? He’ll be your millstone, now.”


  Matheson scowled after her as she walked away into the alley, patting her pockets.


  
    
  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Day 1: Morning


  What does he want with me? Matheson was nearly too tired to care. The smells of cooking teased his nose, but his stomach gurgled whenever memory of the jasso’s interior raised its head, and he thought the only cure would be to spend the next twenty hours in the embrace of a mattress and cool, dry air. Not that he’d get that.


  “. . . Matheson?”


  He jumped, realizing that Dillal had spoken his name several times already. “Sorry, sir. Yes, sir. What can I do?”


  Dillal blinked at him a few times, his eyelids unsettlingly out of sync and his expression an unreadable, swift montage that faded to blankness. He shook his head. “Get some coffee—or whatever will keep you awake a few hours longer. I’d send you home too, but now I’m here, I can’t leave so soon and I wouldn’t like to risk Andreus’s ire by working alone,” he added in a dry tone.


  “The doctor—”


  Dillal stopped him with a raised hand. “I can imagine what she said. This,” he added, touching the shaved left side of his head, “is experimental and not to be left unobserved in the field. Yes?”


  Nanny duty . . . Matheson cast his gaze down and nodded as a shameful heat rose in his face again. He tried to change the subject. “There may be coffee in the transport.”


  Dillal gave the barest smile and shook his head. “Orris will have drunk it all, if it was drinkable. There used to be a café on Rua dos Peixes, facing the park.”


  “There’s still one there.” Not salvation, but at least a temporary respite from his foggy state. “How do you take your coffee, sir?”


  “If there’s a man at the counter, tell him I sent you. Otherwise, plain.”


  Matheson started to turn, then frowned and turned back. “Sir,” he said, turning back, “didn’t we just agree you’re not to be alone?”


  This time he got a real smile out of the inspector—it was one-sided and didn’t show any teeth, but it tugged the raw skin around the prosthesis and brightened his remaining human eye for a flickering second. Was that a test?


  Dillal motioned to one of the ofiçes at the cordon—Charley Tyreda, olive-skinned, baggy-eyed, and stuck with the extra shift like the rest of them. “Tyreda, assist me for a moment.”


  “Ah, fuck, Dillal . . . Why me?” Tyreda muttered, but he went along like a lamb—a skittish lamb in the company of what could be a small, but dangerous wolf.


  Dillal knelt by the door in the glare of Tyreda’s Sun Spot and examined the lock. It yielded no useful information. He scowled and went back into the jasso, pausing to reapply the spray seal to his shoes and hands. The slowly stirring air inside smelled of aerosol solvents more than it did of blood and excrement and the beginnings of tropical rot for a moment before the humidity and stink fell back onto them.


  Tyreda followed the inspector’s example before trudging after him, disgust and horror vying for control of his expression. “Why are you bothering with all this crap?” he asked.


  Dillal paused on the sheath beside the bar room wall and turned slowly back to face the SO. He narrowed his eyes, the left responding a beat slower than the right. “Bothering? With the investigation of murder?”


  Tyreda dragged his gaze away from Dillal’s face and shuddered. “No. With all this.” He flapped his hands as if dismissing a cloud of smoke between them. “This on-site forensic cat shit. There’s no fuckin’ way that cybernetic freak show is actually functional.”


  “You think not?” Dillal’s voice was cool.


  Tyreda swallowed hard and glared back. “Yeah, I ‘think not.’ I mean . . . I gotta credit you with some hefty balls for goin’ through with it—I knew you were crazy, Dillal, knew you were ambitious—but this stuff . . . How does it even work? Takes a database the size of a desk and a room full of techs with machines and microscopes to manage scene analysis any other time, but here’s you, what . . . sixty-eight, seventy kilos and a head half-full of hardware and you can do it right here, right now? It’s gotta be a con. You agree to the show, they promote you—for whatever reason Pritchet’s got, which I don’t know and don’t want to,” he added, holding up his hands to ward the information away, “—and you finally get out from under that blue-assed bitch, get a promotion you shoulda had years ago. That’s a good deal. But the rest . . . ?”


  “It works.”


  “Cat shit.”


  Dillal cocked his head and waited.


  Tyreda couldn’t hold out more than a minute before dropping his gaze. “That’s cold, that silent thing you do. It’s even creepier with your face like that and I’ve known you . . . what? Six years?”


  “Seven.”


  Tyreda shrugged. “Whatever, but since before you booted up to IAD and left this patch to me.”


  “Have you ever known me to lie about my abilities before?”


  Tyreda paused and frowned, thinking before he answered, “No. You’re the best street investigator I ever saw—even when the guys you’re trying to help would rather see you dead than say thanks. But you’re kind of an asshole—you’re arrogant and you don’t know your place—”


  “My place . . .” Dillal gave a bitter chuckle. “How is my parentage or the color of my skin an indication of my worth, my willingness, or my intelligence?”


  “We’ve done this before,” Tyreda said, shaking his head. “You’re the wrong guy every time, but you just keep going till you hit the wall. And then you force your way through it anyhow. I admire your guts, but you’re nobody’s kid—not Dreihleen enough, not Ohba enough, and not somethin’ else, either. You’re too smart, too pushy, and too colored for your own good, no matter who’s measuring.”


  Dillal sounded irritated, but less than Tyreda’s words might merit. “I’m no more colored than you—just an inconvenient shade. The Dreihleen and Ohba have been here longer than any so-called First Settlement family and will be until whenever the corporation finds an excuse to wipe them out.”


  Tyreda rolled his eyes. “That again . . . I’d think you’d be too busy keeping your own skin intact to worry about the future of folks who keep trying to kill you—Neme included. I don’t suppose you give a razor cat’s howl what happens to her sort, though I never thought you’d go this far to get past the color bar.”


  Dillal gave the SO a sideways look, tilting his head slightly as if measuring Tyreda in his red-glinting eye. “I’ll go as far as I have to.”


  Tyreda stared back at him, then he turned his head a little and closed his eyes, muttering, “Fuck me . . .”


  The inspector neither moved nor spoke. Tyreda didn’t look at him, but after a minute of silence, he said, “So . . . this hopper-headed shit works?”


  Now Dillal smiled with only the right side of his face—the left blank and unresponsive. “Help me collect the bullets and I’ll show you.”


  I should feel belittled, maybe, being sent off for coffee, but, damn, anything to get away for a while. Matheson knew he was missing things—hints about the inspector, things about the crime that just weren’t coming together in his head—but his brain felt like a loose bag of mud in his skull and incapable of connecting anything more complex than “put one foot in front of the other.” And even that wasn’t so easy. His legs were rubbery and he dropped into a walk as he rounded the corner onto Rua dos Peixes and headed toward Yshteppa Park, and the canal beside it that marked the north and west edges of the ghetto. Just like the night before, chasing the pickpocket.


  The district was busier here on the wider street, but not quite as it should have been. Under the green and gold Spring Moon banners that crossed from building to building over the road, the universally tall, slim Dreihleen weren’t rushing to work or festival pleasures. They didn’t pause to listen to the street corner political speakers or park bench revolutionaries whose numbers seemed to multiply daily in the Dreihleat, but walked with nervous steps and anxious glances. The dawn light gilded their skin brighter gold, flax yellow, and amber, but it didn’t lighten their mood. A crew of workers in orange Criminal Detention coveralls skimmed the trash from the green water of Southern Star Canal in preparation for the canoe races, but they didn’t speak, glared over by a single well-armed supervisor in a GISA uniform with a rugged-looking dog pacing at his side. Shop keepers swept up last night’s trash or roused the last of the homeless and addled who’d been sleeping in their doorways and sent them away with whispered admonishments. Even the children who picked through the festival trash for dropped treasures worked without chatter.


  Gazes brushed over Matheson, and then away, and whispers sounded behind him like the brushing and ticking of bare branches against windows late at night. The unsettled feeling he hadn’t had in days crawled up his neck and across his scalp like a spider. They already know. But how could they miss two-dozen GISA personnel crowded into one alley?


  He turned in at the café’s door. The strong scent of fresh coffee and hot baked goods shocked his numbed senses. For a moment he just stood still in the doorway and breathed it in. It left him dumb and weak after the grim reek of the crime scene and the hospital, and too many hours without sleep.


  “Heh,” the counterman muttered—his features seemed undecided, but his voice was low enough that Matheson decided to stick with “male,” for now. “What I can do for you?” The distinctive rolling R and the Dreihleen clicking of the man’s tongue against his closed teeth brought Matheson back to himself.


  “Coffee. Two. Very large.”


  The lanky man had drawn his dark brown hair into a short spray of tiny braids at his nape. Matheson hadn’t yet got the knack of consistently reading a Dreihle’s age with a look and had to guess at something between thirty and forty-five. The counterman issued an interrogative sort of snort. “How you’re want them?” The hard consonants were clipped, the vowels throaty behind habitually clenched teeth that turned “them” into “zem.”


  “Umm . . . Inspector Dillal sent me to get them. Plain is fine.”


  “Huh. Is Inspector now, is’t?” the other replied, turning toward his steam pipes and samovars.


  Matheson only nodded and watched the man juggling hot liquids like soft toys. How to answer that? He didn’t say anything.


  “He working that thing over Paz? What’zat?”


  Matheson shook his head. “I couldn’t say.”


  The counterman squeezed lids onto the cups, pressing them tight and shooting a sideways glance at Matheson. “Murder.” It came out “mare’t. dair.” “Is bad. Is what I hear.” The word “is” buzzed into a long Z.


  Matheson frowned. “Really . . . I can’t say. Not yet.”


  The man nodded and put the sealed cups into a gossamer-thin box, his whole body bobbing in thoughtful agreement; he waved Matheson’s payment away.


  “No,” Matheson insisted. “It wouldn’t be right, otherwise.”


  The counterman gave him a cockeyed smile. “Right man, heh?” He chuckled to himself and swiped Matheson’s mobile with the payment wand, but he didn’t hand the drinks over at once. He dropped two small pastries in and folded down the top of the box. Then he handed the package over the counter. “Keep you well, Ofiçe. And keep you right.”


  Weird turn of phrase. Puzzling over it, Matheson gave an absent nod to a Dreihle woman who had stopped just inside the doorway. She ducked her head away while watching him from the corners of her eyes. He’d seen the odd glance so often, he’d begun to think of it as “Dreihle-wise,” though hers was sharper than most.


  It all felt strange and it wasn’t due to his own anxiety and lack of sleep alone. The counterman had met his eye and spoken directly to him about what was happening at Paz. But most Dreihleen wouldn’t look straight at non-Dreihleen, just like the woman in the doorway hadn’t. Yet another mystery. Matheson couldn’t quite hear the conversation in the café behind him—and wouldn’t have understood the language if he had—before the door hissed shut. Gossiping about the crime. He shivered.


  He trudged back to the crime scene, keeping his head down. He was aware of quickly averted glances. Uncomfortable thoughts dogged him. How much information’s leaked into the neighborhood by now? Is it already muddying the witness statements? Will the street-corner agitators try to spin this into a corporate conspiracy? Rumor’ll be a nightmare . . . though it won’t be worse than the reality.


  He crossed through the cordon, searched for Dillal, and found him back inside the club. Even with the ventilation on, the stink still crawled over Matheson like a cloud of gnats, but he barely flinched this time. It wasn’t that he was used to it—please, don’t let me ever become used to it—but he didn’t have the energy left to be sickened.


  The inspector and Tyreda stood at the end of the bar, examining something laid on the surface under a harsh light.


  “. . . Off-world,” Dillal was saying. “Possibly military origin . . .”


  Matheson stopped on the entry tiles and both men turned toward him. Tyreda looked unnerved. The inspector made no show of noticing, but he said, “Tyreda, find someone to stand guard outside the door while Matheson and I take these back to the transport. And see about organizing relief for the remaining SOs and IOs—we can start sending them home once the alley survey is done.”


  “Sure, D—sir,” Tyreda stuttered, hurrying to pass Matheson and get out of the bloodstained room as quickly as possible.


  Dillal took a handful of evidence bags off the bar and shut off the lamp before walking over to join Matheson on the tiles. “The woman wasn’t in the shop?” he asked.


  “Huh?” It took a second for Matheson figure what Dillal meant. “Oh. No. A man and a female customer. How—?”


  “I can smell the pastries. She would never have given you those. He’s a useful man to know.” Dillal cast a look back into the room. “There’s too much yet to do, but it won’t spoil in a few minutes.” He glanced at Matheson’s mobile, secured in the parallel loops on his uniform shirt. “Fifteen minutes for coffee should be all right. These must go into the catalog, in any event,” he added, holding up the bags as he walked toward the door.


  Matheson peered over Dillal’s shoulder at the contents of the bags. “Bullets?”


  “From the walls in the bar room. Come along, before the coffee’s cold.”


  Matheson followed, though he was beginning to feel that he spent all his time shuttling from one place to another, learning nothing, and expecting something awful to happen. It was a relief to sit down in the dry and quiet of the transport and just drink coffee. It had cooled enough to feel wonderful going down. As the internal heat and caffeine hit, he closed his eyes and let his shoulders slump. Not as good as a bed or a bath, but better than the street, or the nauseating air of the jasso. Coffee wouldn’t carry him far, but it would keep him from collapsing just yet.


  “You should swallow that,” Dillal said and Matheson felt something nudge against his arm, which he’d rested against the work table, “though I can’t imagine you’ll enjoy it.”


  With an effort, he sat up and opened his eyes, mumbling, “Sir,” automatically. One of the small pastries sat on a square of flimsy beside his elbow: Caked in sugar icing, it was cup-shaped, about as large as the first knuckle of his thumb, and filled with some kind of tiny seeds in brown paste. He wasn’t sure what the paste was: Gattis grew some damned strange plants and many of them had interesting pharmaceutical qualities. He couldn’t even be sure what the crust was made from, though it looked like ordinary pastry dough. He blinked at the morsel, wondering what the risk was.


  “Gattian water poppy seeds are a stimulant.” Dillal’s measured voice sounded muffled and tired. “They’d be addictive if they didn’t taste like filth.”


  Matheson glanced at the inspector, who’d propped his elbows on the table edge and buried his face in his hands, rubbing his fingers against his temples once again. His whole body sagged. It’s like that moment in the hospital room . . . but he’s been fine since. “Sir?”


  Dillal jerked his head up as if Matheson had startled him from sleep, and clapped his palms down onto the table top. His natural eye was wide and blinking rapidly, while the other remained half-closed. “Callista Matheson.”


  “What?”


  “Your sister. Your father’s K. Parkman Matheson.” Dillal’s face went still and blank again. “Yes or no?”


  Matheson drew back, feeling his shoulders tighten involuntarily. It was going to come up sometime . . . His last wretched meeting with Callista swam into his mind:


  “A policeman isn’t much use to the family, Eric.”


  “I want to do something beneficial—”


  “Then start a charity!”


  He shook away the memory of her icy disgust and the sharp ring of her heels on the floor as she’d left him. He gave the inspector a wary look. “Yes. Why?”


  “Ah,” Dillal said and shrugged it away. “Just a data point. Drink your coffee. I want to finish with this scene by 0900, if possible.” He reached forward, pulled a data stylus and keyboard out of the nearest console, and began typing.


  “Sir, I don’t understand . . .”


  The inspector didn’t look at Matheson, but at the small pile of bagged bullets, entering their information in the evidence catalog. “Nor do I, yet. What do you think of our crime scene?”


  Matheson’s head was spinning. He couldn’t keep up with the inspector’s mercurial changes of mood and topic, any more than he understood the hostility and discomfort that he provoked. Matheson gave up trying to sort it. “I think it’s merry fucked,” he blurted. Then he bolted down half his coffee and forced his mind back to the crime scene before he said more. “It’s not a crime of passion, so it didn’t start and stop at the doorway. The Dreihleen have a history of conflict with the Ohba, but we didn’t hear of any Ohba sighted in the Dreihleat last night and Neme thinks it’s clannish—”


  “I already know what Senior Detive Neme believes. What do you think?”


  “I think . . . that I don’t know enough.”


  The inspector’s voice was still soft, but cut clearly. “You’re avoiding my question. You were the first man on the scene—or near enough.” He finished typing and put the entry equipment away, turning his disturbing gaze back to Matheson. Dillal’s jaw and the corner of his right eye were tight from fatigue or pain. “You’re academy-trained, which means you’re not stupid, you’re well-educated, and you might have some innate skill at this. So, before you were four hours into overtime, when you first saw this scene, what was your immediate impression?”


  “My first impression? Was merry fucking hell, but someone’s a sick bastard. Or very angry. To kill like that . . . so many people . . .” Matheson’s innards twisted and the coffee burned back up his throat.


  The inspector watched him. “But I agree with you that the crime is not one of passion, in spite of the violence of it. It was planned. It was careful—” he raised a finger between them—“up to a point. If this is an act of anger, it’s a very cold sort,” he finished, letting his hand drop.


  “That doesn’t comfort me.”


  One of his twitching, wry smiles escaped Dillal before he said, “No. It implies a disciplined mind at the heart of the matter, and that will make our job much harder.”


  “Our job? I’m just a foot patrolman, an SO. Not even a real cop, just a corporate enforcement officer at the absolute bottom of the ladder.” Yes, I’m bitter. Everyone starts at the bottom—and I wanted to—but not here, not like this.


  Dillal was silent a few seconds, thinking and peering at Matheson as if he could read something off his skin. Then he said, “You won’t be for long.”


  “Which means?”


  The inspector tilted his head but didn’t answer. He just picked up his coffee and stuffed the remaining pastry into his mouth. The right side of his face pulled down in an expression of disgust and he gulped coffee until the cup was empty. Then he coughed and shivered. “Escudos taste abominable, but they’ll keep you awake a while longer.”


  Matheson followed the inspector’s lead and ate the little pastry in one bite. He almost spewed. No amount of sugar and sweet bean paste could cover the horrendous taste of the water poppy seeds: like fermented eggs spiced with strychnine. “Ugh, it’s like being poisoned!”


  “If it had any odor, it would be a perfect aversive.” The inspector gave a faint snort that might have been a rueful laugh. “It’s mostly benign except for the taste.”


  Matheson coughed and drained his coffee. Please, let that terrible flavor fade quickly . . . and don’t let me vomit—how much more awful will it be coming back up? “If it’s so useful as a stimulant, why don’t they just put it in capsules?”


  “There’s always a fool or two who wants to prove how hard they are—why not accommodate them? Capsules don’t taste any better.” The inspector shook himself, rose, and put the evidence bags away in one of the lockers. Then he took a pair of disposable coveralls out of the supply drawer. Matheson despaired of the clammy discomfort they represented.


  “Can you continue, now?” Dillal asked. The expression he offered wasn’t unkind, but it wasn’t warm, either, and the lack of mobility on the left side of his face didn’t help.


  Matheson checked himself. He did feel more alert, even if his mouth tasted like something had died in it. Actually . . . he was more than alert; an almost itchy feeling was starting just under his skin, as if his blood was filled with hyperactive spiders and his nerves were slightly raw. He rubbed his forearm and gasped at the sensation—like sandpaper on wet skin. “I think so,” he said. “If I don’t go crazy first.”


  “It’s temporary.”


  Did he mean the itching, or the insanity?


  
    
  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  Day 1: Afternoon


  Two more hours sweating inside coveralls and spray seal killed off the too-lively sensation under Matheson’s skin and almost any thought aside from his desire to sleep. Even with a team of scene technicians from ForTech, the sheer volume of the work was deadening. Every body, every bullet hole, and every scrap of potential evidence had to be collected and recorded in notes, and motion or still video, and the inspector wanted to see as much of it as possible in situ. Matheson plodded through the rooms in Dillal’s wake, the inspector pausing to crouch and peer at the victims’ hands and faces, and give each one a name, turning them back into humans, not just stiffening, stinking corpses. Matheson’s chest, throat, and eyes ached.


  Dillal took particular interest in one man and one woman—Denenshe Leran and Venn Robesh—who were slightly removed from the rest of those in the gaming room. They were both dead in the same way as the others, but neither of them had been bound with tape. They lay partially across one another, the man—Leran—face down across the woman’s bent legs as she lay on her side, facing him.


  Matheson recorded it all and Dillal rested on his heels, studying them. “These two . . .” he muttered. “Defensive wounds, not bound, no sign of having been forced to kneel on the floor with the rest. Whoever they are, whatever they were to each other, or to the rest, this is the key.”


  “How are you certain?” Matheson asked.


  “How are you not?” Dillal replied lifting his gaze to Matheson without raising his head. “They’re the anomaly in the pattern.” He returned his unsettling stare to the murdered couple and spoke gently, as if to them. “Explain the anomaly and you explain the crime.” Dillal looked at them for another minute in silence. Then he rose without a word and retreated from the room. Matheson followed.


  The alley was no more comfortable with the sun now heating the humid air, but it was a change of scene that was at least less grim. The OLED picto-signs had folded into their leaves, leaving only sunlight to work by. Dillal was no less thorough there. He observed or checked everything, from the removal and recording of twenty-five pictogram handbills from the alley walls—including several political posters with the ubiquitous “Relief, Redress, Revolt!” icons loaded on cheap flimsy—to a sweep of the usual ghetto trash, from the lip ends of cigarettes, food wrappers, alcohol containers, sex and drug paraphernalia, to small injector capsules from single hits of Wire.


  Dillal squatted down beside something near the back of the transport and looked back over his shoulder toward the doors of Paz, his unnatural eye squinting with a whispering hint of machinery beneath his skin. “Twelve meters?” he muttered. “Matheson, do you have the visible beam pointer?”


  “No, sir,” Matheson replied, closing the distance between them and taking care where he put his feet.


  Dillal pointed to the ground just in front of himself—one more bloody shoe print and a broken pen torch lay just past the transport, near a runoff drain. “This is the same pattern as the print by the door. I’d like the true measurement of the distance from the center of one mark to the center of the other.”


  Matheson fetched the beam pointer from the transport and set it up. Dillal squatted down again and squinted at the mark as Matheson adjusted the beam to his requirements.


  Matheson twisted the handle a little.


  “Stop there. Now tell me the distance reading.”


  “Twelve-point-one-one meters,” Matheson read.


  Dillal grunted. “Mark it, and use your MDD to record the new track, the distance measured, and the beam in place with both evidence markers visible. Please.”


  The beam measure could store the information in its own memo, but Matheson did as the inspector asked. The narrowness of the alley made it difficult to back off far enough to get both markers into the mobile’s recording frame. When he’d finished he started to return to the inspector’s side, but the smaller man called out. “No. Stop. Can you see the first mark clearly from there?”


  Matheson squinted. “No. Just the marker. The tiles are a little sunken.”


  Dillal stood up and waved Matheson to return. “Twelve meters from one footprint to the next, but less than one meter from the last footprint to here. Copy the evidence logs when you put this in the transport, and bring them along. I’ll meet you at the skimmer.”


  Matheson fought a yawn in the cool dimness of the transport as he put the beam measure away, and uploaded and copied the logs. What’s the inspector up to? His mind staggered around, groping for answers as exhaustion dragged on him again.


  He stepped outside and blinked in the sunshine that had begun falling into the alley like shards of broken, dirty glass as the sunlight finally reached over the walls on the east. In a few more hours, the sun would slice down on the narrow alley like a guillotine and he would be nine hours into overtime. The thought made him dizzy.


  Dillal was waiting for him in the same skimmer they’d arrived in, his head bent over his mobile once more. The sun played mercilessly on the patchwork skin and the metal beneath it around his mechanical eye. He didn’t say a word until the vehicle was in the air.


  “There are no additional impressions between the first track and the second,” the inspector murmured as Matheson guided the skimmer through thickening traffic. “Take us up higher, please.”


  It took a moment for Matheson to realize the two sentences weren’t connected and another minute to bring the skimmer up above the normal traffic limits where only automated freight and emergency craft were allowed. Having an inspector aboard qualifies as an emergency . . . doesn’t it? Matheson was too tired to care if it didn’t. He felt safer up here where the traffic was thinner and seemed less bent on killing him.


  “I checked the path between the two markers while you were in the transport,” Dillal explained, glancing up and out the front window. “We did not miss more shoe prints—there are none. The second one falls within one very long stride or a short jump to the transport’s door and I saw no other marks proceeding down the alley outside our cordon. There may be more under the transport, but unless ForTech finds some, those two are an interesting conundrum. Did you see any bloody footmarks in the transport?”


  Matheson was concentrating on piloting the skimmer, but he said, “Mostly smears.”


  “What would you imagine their origin to be? Could they be from whomever left the other two marks?”


  Matheson let out a tired little laugh. “You want me to guess now?”


  “Not so much a guess, in fact, but what your instinct tells you about the tracks on the transport’s floor.”


  “I think they were made by Neme, Orris, and the scene techs. We’ll have no luck picking one particular track out of that.”


  The inspector grunted. “I need to find out who left them. ForTech will get elimination impressions from all the GISA personnel who entered the site before we arrived. Otherwise, evidence that the tracks were or were not left by SO Santos will be thrown into doubt.”


  “Santos? What? You think Santos did that . . . that?” Matheson felt sick and couldn’t think of a word that fit.


  “I don’t. But he may have opened the door and stepped inside before he called you to the scene.”


  “Wouldn’t he need a key?”


  “Not if the door was open at the time. You have only his word it was locked. His MDD will have recorded his movement, but the detail may not be fine enough to show whether he entered the building or merely went to the door—”


  “He broke his mobile’s screen earlier, so it might not have been recording video or position,” Matheson said.


  “Broke it? How convenient . . .”


  “It was an accident,” Matheson objected. “He fell—”


  “While chasing the pickpocket?” The inspector grunted dismissively. “Whatever the case, I’m not certain that he didn’t enter the jasso earlier than you claimed.”


  “You think I lied?” Matheson snapped.


  Dillal turned a bland expression on Matheson. “No. I think he did. Santos has been assigned to this patch for a long time. He’s refused opportunities to move to other, less controversial areas.”


  Matheson’s brain seemed to freeze around any useful thought and he scowled. “Why? If he had the chance to go somewhere better, why stay in the Dreihleat?”


  “For the bribes.”


  Matheson stared at the inspector, feeling his stomach fall, and then whipped his gaze to the front windshield in time to slip the skimmer sideways out of the path of an automated freight transport. “What?” was all he managed to say.


  Dillal had turned his head forward again, but he was clearly aware of Matheson while he spoke. “You haven’t been here long, but I’m certain you haven’t missed it. Bribery and corruption are an endemic part of the system here, even more than the chartered principles.”


  “It shouldn’t be that way—one set of rules for the quay and another for the ghetto!”


  Dillal shook his head with a slight, twisted smile on his lips. “Should be and are rarely share the same bed on Gattis. Everything here is artificial and shaped by human desire, from the culture to the depth of the sea. You’ll have to learn to bear it.”


  “Bear it? How?” Matheson demanded. “I saw how you were treated today. Is that something you should bear?”


  Dillal turned his head and studied Matheson with the same cool absorption he’d given to the dead—the glinting ocular making minute clicks. Then he looked aside again, making a speculative noise in his throat. “We should leave that topic for another time. Return your mind to the case. I started my career in Ang’Das on that patch and I know firsthand that to keep operating, the owners of jassos and other businesses pay bribes to the police—not to someone like me, of course, but to a senior SO or a District Coordinator. If Santos was the bag man—the collector of the bribes—for that end of the Dreihleat, he may have had a key to the club. It’s common enough for the same patrolmen who take the bribes to work as security for the jassos on their off hours. A very close arrangement that ensures that the interests of the businesses are not neglected. Since Paz caters to local businessmen after hours, it would have been a convenient way to contact many of his clients at once. This would have been the reason he separated from you when he had not done so before.”


  Santos was too upset by the locked door and I didn’t question splitting the block. I just went along . . . Matheson felt more ill than ever and his mind was leaping and wandering wildly. “But,” he objected, “he fainted when we opened the door.” Shaking down the tourists is one thing. This . . .


  The inspector shook his head. “It may have been a sham, or he may not have seen the extent of the slaughter within until you brought your Sun Spot to the scene. You reacted strongly on seeing it a second time—why wouldn’t he?”


  Matheson latched onto the next thing that jarred his mind. “How do you know I used the Sun Spot?”


  “It’s academy protocol to illuminate a dark and suspicious area in such a situation. Didn’t you do so?”


  “I—” Matheson hesitated. The memory was hazier than it should have been and he had to try hard to get it. “I did.”


  “And what did Santos do when you shined the light on the scene within?”
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