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(Prologue)

DONNER

Ten minutes before I died, I realized I was out of cigarettes.

I stopped on the sidewalk and looked up Broadway. There was a bodega at the corner of 66th, its entrance steeped in darkness courtesy of repair scaffolding that had converted the city block into a wood and pipe tunnel. 

My wife collided gently with me. Pedestrians grumped around us, late for the rest of their lives.

“C’mon, it’ll just take a second,” I said to her.

Elise wrinkled her mouth in vague disapproval. She’d started doing it enough lately that tiny lines were finding permanent homes around her lips. 

“The overture’s going to start,” she said.

I knew. We were running late.

Lincoln Center, our objective, was half a block away. The fountain sparkled, shooting streams of blue-green water into the air. Gold-trimmed banners announced an upcoming jazz festival. As if to punctuate Elise’s point, a couple of them cracked like gunshots in the fall breeze. Other tardy opera-goers hurried across the plaza in their overcoats and furs, laughing, chasing their own exhalations. 

I smiled. The place still gave me a little shiver of excitement, even after all these years. Okay, so maybe it hadn’t aged so well, with its grid-wrapped travertine marble and drippy postmodern columns. But those dated buildings and their flaking stone still housed world-class opera, theater and ballet. How many guys got to splurge once a year and treat their wives to the planet’s largest performing arts center?

“Listen, if I’m going to sit through three hours of this Don Corleone thing—”

“Don Quixote, you fool,” she said, laughing.

“Whatever. I’ll still need a smoke for intermission.”

She gave me the look again. I knew she wasn’t really irritated. The truth was, we were both relieved to be back on solid ground after last night. 

It had been bad. Real bad. 

I shook my head to dispel the feeling. Let the accusations, the cutting remarks, the tears, the guilt, all slide into oblivion. What mattered was tonight. Tonight was going to be great.

“Oh, fine.” She sighed with a patience born of great practice. “I’ll wait here.”

“Like hell you will,” I said. “This city’s dangerous, in case you hadn’t noticed. Especially for someone as gorgeous as you.”

“Yeah?” She ran a finger up my lapel. “How gorgeous am I?”

I closed the space between us. “You are,” I said, touching her copper hair, “the most intoxicating creature I’ve ever laid eyes on. And you know it.”

The cold had brought a blush to her cheeks. The dots of color against her skin’s natural creaminess brought to mind a porcelain doll, or maybe an antique, hand-colored photograph. Some of her features—the delicate nose that turned skyward at the tip, the bud of a mouth—might have looked child-like, were it not for her eyes. Christ, those eyes. Large, probing, they were the anchors of a graceful and commanding symmetry. They countenanced no fools; they demanded immediate respect. The combination was devastating.

She looked almost uneasy at the appreciation in my face. “You’re still nuts about me, aren’t you?” she said.

I rolled my eyes in mock exasperation.

“Tell me,” she said. She pulled us further out of the flow of cranky foot traffic. The air had become cold-blooded in its assault now, but we barely noticed it.

“My job, what I do every day,” I said slowly. “You’re always knee-deep in somebody’s pain. It grinds at you, tries to make you hollow. A lot of the guys go under. Succumb to the undertow. There’s this emptiness behind their eyes, you know? Like they’re dead already and just going through the motions of being alive. But me, well. All I gotta do is think of you. And then the world, this city, my life—it’s magic again.”

Eventually, she remembered to exhale. “Good answer,” she whispered. Her breath trembled in front of her.

“Worth a pack of smokes?” I asked.

She slipped her arm through mine. “Okay. But we’ll go to that one. It’s cheaper.” 

She nodded at a Korean grocery across from the subway. Her small hand melded into my palm, a perfect fit, tugging playfully. “And pick up the pace, Detective! Don’t want to miss the first scene.”

So we hurried into the grocery.

And died.









PART ONE: 

BACK  FROM  BLACK

For certain is death for the born

And certain is birth for the dead;

Therefore over the inevitable

Thou shouldst not grieve.

—Bhagavad Gita
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KOVACS

The cemetery was bleak, forlorn, and totally fucking decrepit.

Christ. Who’d want to be buried here?

Kovacs stamped his feet against the chill.

A rusted iron fence, complete with Gothic spikes, struggled to remain upright amid the weeds and broken glass. Rows of headstones sat skewed like dragon’s teeth. The stones were monstrosities, encrusted with putto and scripture, their once-polished veneers pockmarked and moss-covered. Roots gnarled the pathways like disgorged pieces of bone.

Stupid assholes, he thought, peering at the stones. He knew how he was going out. Vacuum-sealed in a disinterium. So they knew where to find him.

He sucked at his cigarette to dispel his sudden surliness, but the smoke in his lungs didn’t make him feel any better. It was pouring rain. Which meant he already had a grudge against this corpse for making him come out in such nasty shit.

He motioned for Drone, who was currently shaped in an umbrella configuration, to descend closer. As he huddled under its protection, he realized suddenly what was really spooking him. He was Outside. Outside for the first time in ten years. 

He’d taken the Midtown Tunnel off FDR Drive into Queens. Made decent time along the LIE, until he’d come to the barriers and checkpoints. Once he’d received clearance to leave the Blister, he’d driven out onto the Grand Central Parkway, which of course had been empty, like the rest of the freeways. It still creeped him out, all those miles of deserted cement and steel.

Kovacs tossed his cigarette away and pulled the fedora tighter down onto his head. In the distance, the Blister pulsed over the city, conjoined snow globes of energy. Electromagnetic discharges parried with the rain in a surrealistic light show of crimson and turquoise. 

His city. Look what they’d fucking done to it. It felt like he was looking at the cover of one of those pulp sci-fi magazines that had been popular in his father’s day—Weird Space Tales, or whatever. Oh, the city’s silhouette was basically the familiar conglomeration of skyscrapers—the Chrysler, the Empire State, they were still there. But they were now surrounded by pointed silver spires, tube-like shafts and swirling elevated cruiseways. Like someone had morphed Manhattan with Oz.

Drone’s stabilizers whined in protest at a sudden gust, and Kovacs was dosed with a face full of rain. Sputtering, cursing, he turned. A medevac dragonfly was setting down about twenty meters away, its blades adding to the storm’s blast, its chitinous body plates lending it a prehistoric menace.

About fucking time.

Three figures spilled out. They plodded forward in their white environmental suits, appropriately ethereal.

“You call it in, flatfoot?” one of them shouted over the roar of the turbines.

The medic got treated to a scowl. Out here was no one’s beat and the guy fucking well knew it.

“Surprised the graveside monitor was still working.” 

The man looked around. On the street beyond the outer fence was a row of crumbling brownstones. Probably still some skeletons inside. “A nice neighborhood, once.”

“How long since you’ve done a retrieval outside the Blister?” said Kovacs, trying to sound casual.

The man shrugged. “Six, seven years?” 

He pulled a Y-shaped device from his pack that looked like a divining rod. He swept it back and forth, consulting the holographic readout. Its beeping strengthened southwesterly.

“Okay,” said the medic. “Let’s go.”

The device led them deeper into the bone yard, past stunted trees and mausoleums right out of an old flatflick.

God sure had an ironic sense of humor. No, strike that, his mind protested. Leave God out of this. Things were too screwed up. If God actually was behind what had happened… well, beneath that concept lay a hysteria Kovacs knew he’d never be able to wrestle to ground.

“Don’t get your knickers in a bunch, love,” said Drone, noting his tense face. “You’re five by five.” Thinking that Kovacs was worried about the biofilter field Drone was projecting around his body. Its “body language interpretation” mode (highly touted by the manufacturer) wasn’t very good. Even after seven months as partners. 

When they’d almost reached the outermost fence, the divining rod announced that they’d arrived. Kovacs could only see a wild growth of hedges until the medics cleared the underbrush with a couple swipes of a scythe.

There. A thin shaft was bracketed to the headstone. Its wafer-like sensors were encrusted with decay. A red light at its summit strobed the darkness in warning.

“What’s it doing way back here?” 

They exchanged an uneasy glance.

“Can’t see the inscription.” 

Drone grunted and directed a blast of compressed air against the stone’s marble face. Muck clouded into the air and floated away in search of another headstone on which to settle. 




PAUL DONNER

b. 1979, d. 2012




There was a matching headstone beside it. 




ELISE DONNER

b. 1973, d. 2012




Both had died the same year. A car wreck? Murder-suicide? You wish. Anything to keep the bores away. Probably something a lot more mundane. Food poisoning at the local sushi shack. The second grave—the wife’s—was dark, its monitor unlit. Sorry, pal. All alone on your second time around.

The squad leader nodded. “Two-twelve. Don’t get many this fresh anymore. The current crop’s from the 1950s.”

One of the rookie medics smirked. “Pretty soon we’ll be digging up Abe Lincoln.” 

The leader caught Kovacs’s bloodless reaction and laughed. He leaned over and touched a stud on the tube. A bright medical holo sprung into the air from the headstone. The rain and wind distorted its field, making it jitter and flap. The tube spoke. “Thirty-seven minutes to revival,” it stated. “Critical support structures damaged. Without surgical intervention, survival probability six percent.”

The leader spoke into the comm tattoo on his forearm. A roar rose over the rain. They all turned. 

An autodozer growled forward out of the storm, crushing shrubs and bushes in its wake, its steel-toothed maw shuddering in what looked very much like hunger.




***




The coffin dropped onto the mulchy ground. Rain battered away the dirt and decay, revealing its metal skin. “Okay,” said Kovacs to the men. “Knock yourselves out.”

The men attacked its seal with crowbars. The catch released with a crack and the lid was thrown open.

Kovacs’s breath caught in his throat. Contrary to urban legend, hair and nails didn’t grow post mortem. It was the shrinking back of the flesh, exposing more of the nail bed or hair follicle, that created the macabre impression. This guy was no exception. If he’d been handsome once, you couldn’t tell. His features were sunken and wax-like. The lips and eyes were half-open, the hands drifted down to his sides, the Krazy Glue having long ago dissolved. 

But that wasn’t what made Kovacs’s eyes widen in shock.

The corpse wore dress blues. 

Somebody whistled. “A cop.”

“A detective,” Kovacs corrected, noting the gold shield.

His chest was festooned with ribbons, his legs draped in the American flag. 

“Look at them medals. Who was this guy?”

The leader examined the badge. “78th Precinct.”

Kovacs grunted. “Park Slope. Brooklyn.” 

“So what’s he doing buried out here in Kew Gardens?”

No one had an answer.

“So who’s gonna do it?” said the leader. “Manual confirmation’s required.” 

There were no volunteers.

“Pussies,” muttered Kovacs.

He knelt down and pressed two shaking fingers to the corpse’s neck. For a moment, there was no sound but the crackle of rain on vinyl ponchos. Finally, he nodded. “Still dead.”

Despite their training, everyone there sagged with relief.




***




“Please wait,” the room said. “Close your eyes.” 

The top three microns of every exposed surface in the room was flash-incinerated and vacuumed out. There was a popping noise. Red lights went green and the far doors of the decontamination foyer whooshed open. 

The crash team continued with the gurney into the operating arena. Kovacs and Drone started to follow them in, but a territorial resident in a mask stopped them. The man actually made the mistake of putting a gloved hand on Kovacs’s chest. 

“Whoops,” murmured Drone.

Kovacs grinned. He peeled the resident’s fingers back, careful to inflict the maximum amount of pain without permanently crushing anything important. 

The resident’s eyes flashed shock. “Hey, shit! Let go!”

Kovacs squeezed harder, lightening the man’s face a few more skin tones. “Know the penalty for touching a cop?”

“I just—you’re—you’re not allowed in the OR!”

“I document the outcome, pal.”

The resident yanked his hand back. He cradled it under his elbow, glowering, debating another smartass remark. Finally he nodded toward an observation cubicle set off the foyer. “Do it from there.”

Kovacs watched the man flee down the steps into the surgical arena, but the satisfaction he’d hoped for wasn’t there, only numb fatigue. He followed Drone into the cramped space. It stank of sweat and fear. 

Through the window, he watched the crash team sweep the body onto the surgery table. The medics dove in, cutting away clothing, applying sensors and IVs. Diagnostic AIs crawled across the body like Tinkertoy spiders.

Kovacs wriggled in the plastic chair. His ass was already going numb. 

Drone settled beside him. “Want a soda?” it said.

“Get fucked.”

“Such language.”

“Are you recording all this?” Kovacs snapped.

“All spectrums.”

“Then what am I doing here?” he said.

“You’re my date?”

Kovacs closed his eyes. He swore he could actually feel the damned thing smirking. 

Below, in the operating room, the Chief Surgeon probed two dime-sized wounds. One was in the heart area, the other down where the spleen would be. Kovacs marveled at how tidy small-caliber handgun wounds were. You’d think something that could kill you so efficiently would look more… dramatic. Of course, for drama there was the Y-shaped coroner’s incision, sewn shut with loops of heavy black thread.

The body had taken on a sheen, the skin covered in a thin film. A nurse watched data streaming into the air off a black obelisk. “Tissue saturation 45% and falling.”

The doctor touched the skin, brought the moisture up to his nose. “Formaldehyde sweat. Still amazes me.”

“Ready with the trocar,” said the nurse, unimpressed.

Kovacs had seen enough of these procedures to comprehend the irony. Once upon a time, the pointed metal tube had been a mortician’s device used to remove fluids and gasses, puncture the organs and inject preservative into the chest cavity. Now it was employed in reverse, to remove the formaldehyde solution the corpse’s cells were excreting. 

“Cause of death?” asked the doctor.

One of the black slabs replied: “Gunshot wound, left ventricle.” 

“Shot in the heart,” a nurse said softly.

On the equipment behind them, the green flatlines glowed.







***




Donner looked like a freshman biology experiment, the muscle of his stomach neatly pinned back, his abdominal cavity on display. The doctor poked around, prodding spleen, stomach, lungs.

“His organs have grown back nicely.” 

A nurse surveyed his nether regions. “Mmm-hmm.” 

He ignored her. “Secondary wound completely healed. The liver, though. See? That’s degenerative.”

“Cirrhosis? Our hero was a boozer?” asked the nurse.

“Grow another one,” he instructed one of the spiders, which scurried over to something that looked like a microwave oven. 

“Question?” It was the resident. The doctor sighed but didn’t object. “Why doesn’t it regrow healthy?”

“The body comes back exactly how it was at the moment of death, understand? The liver would heal rapidly. But maybe not fast enough. It’s safer to just replace it from his stem cells.” 

Another nurse pointed. “What’s that?”

The doctor pulled a wad of decomposed gunk from inside the abdomen and sniffed it. “Sawdust.” 

Kovacs felt his gorge rise.

“Homicides are autopsied,” said the doctor. “The organs were removed for examination. Afterward, the mortician used whatever was handy to fill the cavity. Sawdust, paper towels…”

“I’ll never eat stuffing again,” someone said.

Kovacs closed his eyes and counted to twenty.

From below: “We’re gonna have to do a full cavity sanitization.”

Drone cocked at a quizzical angle. “Weird. The human need to preserve the body after death.”

“It’s not a need.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s… I don’t know, a cultural thing.”

“It’s a waste of time. And real estate. Is it because of your ancient creation myths?”

Kovacs ground his teeth together. Remember your smarty sensitivity training. “We were made from the earth, so we’re returned to it when—”

“Ashes to ashes. I know,” the machine sniffed. “But flesh ain’t dirt.”

“It’s not literal, dipstick. It’s semantics.”

“Huh? Do you mean a figure of speech?”

“Whatever! Our bodies are matter, but our souls are eternal.”

“Then why do you say smarties don’t have souls? Machines die, too.” It buzzed. “Eventually.”

“You cease functioning. You don’t die.”

“Talk about semantics,” Drone grumped.

Below, the spider was back with the new liver. The doctor glanced at an antique clock on the wall. It read 3:04 AM. The minute hand clicked backwards to 3:03.

“Alright,” he said. “Prep him for surgery.”




***




An hour later, he stripped away his stained gloves. 

“Now we wait.”

Kovacs leaned forward. The wounds had begun to look less black and angry. Their edges were pink with freshly healed tissue. The fact that Kovacs hadn’t seen the change was creepier than its occurrence. 

Drone was softly singing something. “Wake up, wake up you sleepyhead, get up, get out of bed.” 

Donner’s face was motionless in the unnatural way only death brought. Facial muscles only completely relaxed in death, which is why loved ones never looked quite right in the casket. 

 Kovacs remembered his first funeral, age eight. Uncle Pat had dropped dead in the D’Agostinos produce section. Sadly, Pat’s passion for broccoli hadn’t staved off a coronary. At the funeral, young Kovacs had stared at Pat in the coffin, fascinated, repulsed, thinking how strange death was, but glad, too, knowing he’d freak if Unca were to suddenly look at him and grin, a tiny piece of green floret caught in his teeth… 

This is so wrong, he thought.

In the room, Donner sighed.

The resident yelped, stumbling backward into a tray of instruments. The metallic clatter was insanely loud. The doctor shot him a murderous glance. “None of that, goddamn it!” 

On the heart monitor, the flatline suddenly rustled. 

“Come on, come on you, sleepyhead…”

The flatline jumped again. A couple of ragged spikes.

“Ready with epinephrine.”

A nurse raised a heavy syringe, the image of a mad doctor. 

“Get up, get up, you’re only dead—”

Abruptly, the monitors settled into a rhythmical pattern. Healthy, steady peaks. 

Beep… beep… beep… beep… 

Kovacs tasted blood. He’d bitten his lip.

The doctor wiped sweat from his brow with his sleeve. 

Beep… beep… beep… beep… 

A priest stepped from the shadows. He was young, not happy with his job. He bowed his head and made the sign of the cross. “The Lord giveth, the Lord taketh away, the Lord giveth back. The Lord… can’t seem to make up his mind lately. Amen.” He put a dab of holy water on Donner’s forehead and fled. 

“Time of revival, 4:29 AM, October 31, 2054.”

“Hey,” a nurse said. “It’s Halloween.”
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DONNER

Too bright!

The light was blinding. There was pain, strange pain; from a million different places and from nowhere at the same time.

I called out for her.

A tiled ceiling swam into focus, then resolved itself into a pig-faced nurse smiling down at me.

Not Elise.

She handed me a mirror. I looked at myself. Blinked. Looked again. It was a trick. Had to be. Some kind of carnival lens, like a funhouse mirror.

My blue eyes were laced with shimmering gold flecks. My hair was an iridescent white, so bright it almost glowed. My nails were jet black.

I opened my mouth. I felt my lips move, struggling, but only a rasp emitted from my throat.

Don’t try to speak yet, not-Elise said. Rest.

She turned to go. My hand shot out and grabbed her wrist, yanking her back to me with a strength that surprised her. 

Her smile vanished. It had never been real in the first place. 

Is this heaven? I asked.

Way off, baby, she smirked, shaking herself free. This is New York.

I became agitated then.

After the sedative took effect, she asked questions. Name, age, occupation. Living relatives? Just my wife.

Where was I? Was there an accident? Why did I feel so strange?

She spoke in bland autopilot reassurances, telling me nothing. Which terrified me all the more.

Sleep, she said. Your body needs to recover.

From what? I wanted to know.

From being dead, she said.

Bad joke, I said, and closed my eyes.
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MAGGIE




TRANSCRIPT NO:294610-112b | 1200.011.03.54




REBORN:PAUL DONNER, REV. DATE [0430.10.31.54]




ASSIMILATION COUNSELOR:MARGARET CHI, SERIAL NO. 29940723492438




SESSION NO. 1




COUNSELOR’S NOTES:

Subject’s anger and denial are at upper levels of base for Stage One assimilation. Mental acuity exceeds base for early revival.

Subject is resistant to changes in modern language and colloquialisms. Subject uses a grim humor as a defense against the terror he feels. He is unusually strong-willed. He tests 320 on the Hamt Emotional-Psych Scale. While he demonstrates resilience, his adherence to antiquated concepts of masculinity (i.e. repression of emotions that he feels are “weak”, difficulty asking for help, internalizing of stress) is discouraging. This type of personality has a 35% greater probability of failed re-integration into society, with the ensuing violence, drug abuse and suicide that this entails. 




The transcript of the interview is as follows: 




DONNER

I think I just saw a flying Studebaker.




(NOTE: Subject was looking out the window.) 




MAGGIE

EM. John Q. Public thinks they’re the cat’s pajamas, but the insurance will kill you.




DONNER

Huh?




MAGGIE

Sorry. EM means electromagnetic. You called it maglev in your day—remember those high-speed Japanese trains? Same thing. They don’t really fly—they just kind of hover.




Donner

Uh-huh. 




Silence while the subject looked around the processing room, then studied my floating face. 




DONNER

What… what are you? Are you real? 




MAGGIE

I’m a smarty. A Virtual Person. In the parlance of your time, artificial intelligence. You’re currently experiencing me as a Type 3 hologram. I can incorporate in several formats, however.




DONNER

Uh-huh.




MAGGIE

I’m your assimilation counselor. Do you remember how you died?




The subject winced as though slapped. I re-scanned his file. 




MAGGIE (CONT’D)

Oh God. I’m sorry. Shit.




(NOTE to Assimilation Board: once again, the overwhelming caseload has resulted in inadequate preparation time. This does damage to the subjects! Please provide more staff!!) 




DONNER

My wife… 




MAGGIE

I’m sorry. We don’t know why some come back and some don’t. Frank Sinatra is still dead, but you can see Elvis at Radio City every night at 9.




DONNER

Jesus.




MAGGIE

Not yet. Ha.




He didn’t laugh. Tactical change.




donner

They said we were murdered. I don’t remember it.




MAGGIE

That’s typical. Your brain, ah, died before it had a chance to chemically encode your last memories. Probably best that way.




I administered a mild sedative .35 seconds after processing that the subject was going into shock. 




MAGGIE

Look, Mr. Donner, you should know what you’re in for. During the Dark Eighteen, we—

DONNER

The what?




MAGGIE

The eighteen months when the Shift was uncontained. We think it was some kind of bioweapon that mutated. It wasn’t airborne, thank god, but it still moved fast out of New York. Things… fell apart. 




DONNER

“The center cannot hold.”




MAGGIE

What? Oh. Wow. Poetry.




Donner

Yeah, a cop that knows Yeats. Go figure.




Typical fleshpot response. When frightened, get angry. 




maggie

The containment of reborns and carriers to Necropolis is why revivals continue here, but outside it’s pretty rare now.




DONNER

Carriers?




MAGGIE

Normal people who have been exposed to reborns become carriers of the retrovirus, just like reborns. They can cause the Shift to start again wherever they go. By necessity, three million of them were quarantined here with the reborns.




DoNNER

Christ. They must hate us.




MAGGIE

Yes. They do.




Subject closed his eyes.

MAGGIE (CONT’D)

To most norms, reebs are freaks of nature. Not… fully human. That’s not true, of course. You’re not a zombie or a vampire or anything. Just… 




DONNER

Just back from the dead. And growing younger, they tell me. Everything in reverse. Destined to be a teen again, then a baby, then a fetus—then adios, muchacho. 




MAGGIE

This is traumatic. But the quicker you accept what’s happened, the quicker you’ll get on with—




DONNER

Life?




Subject laughed harshly. Three seconds of silence.




DONNER

I’m surprised they didn’t nuke the city.




MAGGIE

They almost did.




That got a reaction out of him.




 MAGGIE

Luckily, saner heads prevailed.




DONNER

What stops people from leaving? You can’t wall up an entire city.




MAGGIE

Actually, you can. When completed, the geodesic domes of the Blister will finalize Necropolis’s containment. 




donner

Nothing’s one hundred percent.




maggie

Beyond the Blister is roughly one hundred miles of uninhabitable desolation, the Blasted Heath. No electronics operate there. No cars. No life, no food, no water.




DONNER

Sounds like an improvement for Jersey. 




MAGGIE

Necropolis is actually quite a nice place to live. 




DONNER

Yeah? We have a good baseball team?




MAGGIE

We’ve provided a job and an apartment for you.




Two tiny dots glowed on the subject’s wrist. This startled him.




MAGGIE

You’ve been implanted with ID and credit pebbles, so you can get settled. Pass your wrist under any scanner. Prudently spent, the funds should last a couple months. There’s also a dickenjane.




DONNER

Huh?




MAGGIE

A primer. A lot has changed. Your body, for instance. Some new advantages and some new disadvantages. It also has a history/technology review, to help you catch up on current affairs. Just wave it at any smartscreen.




DONNER

Where’s the job?




Subject noticed I was avoiding his eyes. Must remember that he was a detective. 




MAGGIE

Um. In a ball bearings factory.




donner

Guess the NYPD doesn’t have an undead affirmative action program, huh?




MAGGIE

It’s the NPD now… the Shift… it’s turned the world on its head, Mr. Donner. People are rattled.




Heart rate and respiration jumped 20 percent. Capillary dilation evident in face.




DONNER

They’re rattled? My wife and I are murdered, then I come back as some side-show freak in a nightmare world, and they’re rattled??




MAGGIE

I suppose it wouldn’t help to know that anger is a common reaction.


The subject’s only response was an icy stare.




MAGGIE 

We’ll be meeting twice a week on— 




DONNER

Thanks, but I’m done here.




The subject rose, shakily, looking for a door.




MAGGIE

This isn’t something you macho through on your own, Donner. The percentage of reebs that end up crazy or incarcerated is—




DONNER

Life’s a bitch, then you’re reborn.







MAGGIE

I’ll be downloading to your home.




DONNER

I don’t need some fucking electronic watchdog!




MAGGIE

My Virtual Personhood is based in a quantum magneto-plasmatic memory web. There are no electronics involved. And for future reference, smarties have feelings. Which can be hurt.




The subject let out an ironic laugh, but he appeared too overwhelmed to fight any more. 




DONNER

Am I free to leave? 




I nodded. Subject headed for the door.




MAGGIE

Donner. Do, uh… you remember anything?




DONNER

You mean like God, heaven, a tunnel of white light, like that?




I nodded.




DONNER 

No. Does anybody?




MAGGIE

No.




NOTE TO PROCESSING: Delete last ten seconds of exchange before archiving.




END SESSION 0000.
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DONNER

I got about four blocks before somebody beat the shit out of me.

I’d left the hospital quickly, accepting the clothes they offered, signing the required legal disclaimers (We Are Not Responsible For Your Afterlife!) and making a promise I had no intention of keeping to attend another counseling session.

As I dressed in the changing room, fumbling with unfamiliar button-fly pants, looking at the snap-brim fedora and the wide-lapelled jacket, the panic started. First, in my fingertips, then swirling into a tight, cold knot in my stomach. By the time I was striding across the lobby, I was actively fighting the urge to run.

I burst through the front doors like a sprinter hitting the finish tape. 

Out on the street, the relief I’d been chasing didn’t appear. Only terror. I stood on the sidewalk, the leather shoes stiff and biting through absurdly thin nylon socks. A wind played with the raw skin of my face. My first shave in forty-two years.

I’d survived my own death. 

No. Worse. I’d survived the death of my whole world.

I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to deal with this.

Was I really alive again? Revived, like they said? Dreaming? In some perverse afterlife? At that moment, on that sidewalk, anything seemed possible.

It was rush hour, the streets packed. I eyed the men in their blocky suits and hats, the women in their wool skirts, mesh stockings and pumps. Christ, some of them had pillbox hats. I caught a few other styles as well. A shaggy-haired guy in a tie-dye tee, fringed suede vest and bellbottoms. A black guy in what looked like a purple zoot suit. They all bustled down the street in that familiar, harried, self-absorbed big city way.

But no cell phones. No laptop cases. No iPods, no Starbucks coffee cups. Just heavy-looking briefcases, cute little one-clasp handbags. The whole fucking vista could be a piece of vintage newsreel… 

… except for the traffic cop in a lozenge-shaped pod at the intersection, directing the Packards, Hudsons and Buick Roadmasters, which hummed wheellessly along, six inches above the street… 

… or the holographic newspapers tucked under pedestrians’ arms… 

… or the tiny glowing dots many of them had in their temples… 

… or the swirling stacks of streets high above my head, aerial highways crammed with cars. Worse, the streets moved, they changed, redirecting themselves like some solid yet fluid river, reacting as traffic thickened or lightened, adding lanes, anticipating flow… 

I tore my gaze away, overwhelmed with vertigo. I tried to focus on the wall next to me, but my eyes were drawn to a movie poster. It featured Alan Ladd and Russell Crowe in something entitled Shane Comes Back.

No escape. Even the sky was wrong, swirling and out of focus behind the magnetic Blister. The whole thing, the combination platter of styles and periods, made me want to curl into a tight ball right there on the cold street.

I’d busted this crack fiend once. He’d been a real hardcase, back from a two-week suicide run during which he’d stolen his grandmother’s silver, gotten kicked out of another shelter and flushed his last chance at redemption down the crapper. I remember him telling me, as the cuffs clicked shut: “I got no place to go that I understand.”

Now I knew what he was talking about.

My body started shaking.

C’mon, Donner, get it together. You’re not a civvie.

I had to treat this unknown like those dark hallways I’d faced as a cop. Putting one foot in front of the other, trusting my reflexes and my judgment to get me through.

But what was this body? Was it really mine? Every muscle felt stiff and unwieldy, every contraction forced. I looked down at the bizarre coal-black nails. My eyes shone a freakish gold and my hair was Andy Warhol white. And what about my mind? I couldn’t summon up the last day of my life. What was here that I actually could trust, even within myself? At least, before, when everything around me went to shit, I still had myself. Could I still count on myself?

Approaching paralysis. Let’s go, I told myself. One foot in front of the other. You do have somewhere to go. An address in your pocket. A new apartment. Start with that.

I moved. A foot, then two. Slowly, and then more surely.

Things actually might’ve been okay if the old woman hadn’t screamed.




***




She lay on the sidewalk fifteen yards distant. Her hose were torn, her skirt ridden up to reveal a girdle that looked like a medieval torture device.

Surrounding her were five young reborn freaks. Their dreadlocks were spiked whole feet into the air by immense amounts of gel, forming actual two-dimensional words and images. One hairdo was shaped like a hand with its middle finger extended. Creative. Another said, inexplicably, MAURY LIVES! Their faces were tattooed black around the eyes and nose to look like skulls. Goth and punk, with a dash of Night of the Living Dead thrown in for flavor.

They tore the purse from the woman’s grasp and bolted away, shouting and waving fists.

I moved to the woman before I was even aware that I was in motion. Instincts apparently still intact. Reflexes weren’t so awful, either.

I reached down a helping hand. She saw me. Took in my eyes, my hair. Screamed again.

Then, from behind me: “Step away from her, corpse.”

I turned. Almost a dozen pedestrians had stopped. I didn’t know who’d actually spoken, but it didn’t matter. They all had the same look. Not too hard to recognize hate.

Two cops encased in riot gear pushed their way to the front. No, not cops. Private security? They were bulging and steroidal. One tall, one short. The word SURAZAL was emblazoned across their body armor in block white letters.

I straightened. “Three white males, heading north on foot—”

The cops surged forward. I briefly hoped they were going to help the woman. Instead, they grabbed my arms. Their strength was legit. They moved me across the ground like I was an empty sack of clothes, toward an alley. Angry shouts of encouragement followed us in. Then we were deeper between the buildings, all witnesses gone. 

Going to get bad fast now. 

I tried anyway. “Hey, boys, hold on—”

They threw me through some trash cans. As my new clothes were coated in garbage, part of my mind was thinking, metal trash cans, not plastic, hey, even the trash is retro.

I tried to pick myself up, brush myself off, but my body objected. My legs went south and I staggered back down into rotting egg shells, old tampons and coffee grounds. The cops sneered through their visors.

“What’s wrong, reeb,” Taller said. “Legs don’t work yet?”

“Must be a fresh one,” Shorter opined.

I kept trying. “I used to be—”

I was thrown against the brick wall. As skin tore and flesh abraded, I realized the sensation was strangely comforting. Pain was the only old friend who’d stuck around.

“I was on the job,” I managed to croak.

“Right,” replied Shorter. “And I’m Martin Luther King.”

He jabbed his baton into my diaphragm. Stars flashed. I dropped to my knees again, not even able to gasp.

“You know what I like about you freaks?” asked Taller. “You can take twice the beating a norm can, and you won’t die. You just—” A fist to my kidneys. “—won’t—” A sap to the solar plexus. “—die.” A baton across my face. 

Darkness screamed at me. My mouth worked, a fish out of water. Shorty laughed. “He’s still trying to talk.” He yanked my head back by my white hair.

“What’s that, freak?”

“I didn’t… touch… that woman…”

Grins. “Good for you.”

They descended on me with fists and batons.
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KOVACS/LORETTA

Kovacs sat in the Desoto, waiting for the whore. She was a new girl out of Yousef’s stable. Thought she was hot shit. Thought that she didn’t have to play by the rules. It was Kovac’s job to show her how wrong she was.

It was a standard piece of freelance muscle work. Nothing unusual, but Kovacs was unsettled anyway, for two reasons. First, it was odd that Yousef wasn’t dealing with Loretta himself. That was a pimp’s number one job: keep the bitches in line. You handled all problems personally, because in the end all you had was your street cred. 

Secondly, Yousef had sounded nervous on the phone. Yousef never sounded nervous. In the ten or so gigs Kovacs had performed for him, Yousef had been dependably brutal and indifferent to risk. 

Kovacs thought about the platinum-blonde chippy he had stashed away in his Hell’s Kitchen efficiency. Okay, she wasn’t much. She was way past prime, but that made her desperate, which was good. She rubbed his ugly feet, brought him whiskey, did anything he wanted, as long as he paid the gas bill and kept her in hooch. He was lord and master. What more could you ask for? He wanted to be there right now, in the peeling bedroom, with the radiator ticking and bathing the room in oppressive heat. With his girl tending to his every need. That’d be a whole lot better than this mess.

Next to him in the passenger seat, Drone scanned the fog in a variety of surveillance modes. Kovacs didn’t see why he should expect any trouble from this cooze, but it never hurt to be careful.

Because Yousef had been nervous.

“What time is it?”

“Twelve fifteen thirty-three,” said Drone. Its tone belied its discomfort with the current operation.

“Look, this ain’t payola,” said Kovacs for the third time. “It ain’t cream. This is sideline stuff, okay? Hired muscle.”

“Your body fat percentage is 37.”

“It’s seman—a figure of speech, dickhead!” Kovacs ground his jaw. This fucking contraption got under his skin faster than anything alive or dead—and that included three ex-wives.

“You won’t hurt her?”

“We’re gonna put the fear a’ God in her, that’s all.”

“What if we, I don’t know… traumatize her?”

Kovac’s belly laugh threatened the continued existence of the steering column. “She’s a junkie whore! Her dad was rod man for the Hartley crew. She was born traumatized.”

Drone clicked and fidgeted, but said nothing more.

The Department’s Virtual Person liasion had once told Kovacs something interesting about his morphinium partner. Drone had chosen its own generic name and shape. Although it could, within limits, shapeshift into anything it desired, it opted to emulated the robot stereotypes of the 1930s. Hence the functionless lights on its chest, the inverted triangle of a head (complete with camera-lens eyes and speaker-grill mouth), the accordion arms—all mounted on a cylindrical body. 

Smarties that were into the retrowave style approved; those that weren’t reacted with disgust and dismay. To them, it was the equivalent of a black man running around dressed like a lawn jockey and acting like Stepin Fetchit. 

Kovacs just wished there was an off switch.

Kovacs heard the click-clack of heels on pavement. He peered into the gloom. There never used to be fog, before the Blister. It made him feel like he was on a stakeout for Jack the Ripper.

A form materialized. At first, he could only make out that she was small, around five-one. She moved with the confident strut of a professional. Then she got closer, and the blood leeched from Kovacs’ face.

A reeb. A fucking reeb.

Yousef hadn’t told him. Probably because he knew Kovacs would’ve nixed the gig. It went deeper than the sight of a whore who looked seventeen but could be fifty. No, what got to him were the dull eyes, the jaded patina of world-weariness from years under the fist of hard drugs. Nothing in the world was more dangerous than someone with nothing to lose.

Drone humped over the armrest into the backseat. She slid into the car, tiny on the wide seat. She pulled the door shut.

“You Kovacs?”

He snorted. “You better hope, now that you’re in my car.”

“You’re him. Yousef said you’d be a fat cop in a Desoto.”

Drone twittered. Kovacs ground his teeth.

“I’m Loretta,” the whore said. “So what’s the rumpus? I’m supposed to throw you a freebie or what?” She looked at Drone. “I won’t do him, though.” 

It took Kovacs a moment to realize that she was kidding.

“I have a message from Yousef,” he said.

Her blithe smile faltered. Kovacs cringed inside. She looked so fucking young!

“You didn’t frisk her,” said Drone from the back.

The thought of touching her made his flesh crawl. “You packing, Loretta?”

“Hell. Where would I put it?” She smiled, arching her penciled eyebrows. “But you can frisk me if you like.” She slid forward on the seat, her legs coming apart, the fringed flapper’s skirt riding up her thighs. Her rolled stockings were held fast above the knee with pretty elastic garters. There were needle tracks on the bruised flesh beneath.

“You should lay off the hop, Loretta.”

“And you should lay off the crullers, John Law.”

Another snicker from Drone. Ferocity arced inside him, and quite suddenly Kovacs had reached his limit with both of them. His hand swept across the car. Loretta’s head snapped into the window with a crack. Her hair leapt against the glass, a momentary halo, then settled in a shroud over her face.

Drone freaked. “Oh shit!”

Loretta looked back at Kovacs, and the submission he’d hoped to see wasn’t there. Only defiance and finger-shaped redness creeping across her cheek.

Fine. Get it over with and get the fuck out of here. “No more side tricks! You hear me, bitch?” He grabbed her, fingers sinking into the young flesh of her shoulders, and shook her back and forth. She didn’t resist, just let herself be tossed around like a broken marionette. “Any trade you tumble to, Yousef gets his piece, or I come back for a piece of you. You get me?” He threw her against the door, panting. Loretta slowly straightened the strands of hair that had fallen across her face. She smiled. There was lipstick on her front tooth.

“Sure, John Law. I get you. I’ll be a good girl.”

Kovacs stared at her. He’d just threatened her goddamned life. Was she that far gone?

“I don’t think you’re taking me seriously, Loretta.”

“Serious as a heart attack, John Law.” She leaned across the seat and rested her tiny hand on his thigh.

“What—”

His voice cut out uncertainly on him. Her hands drifted deeper, searching, finding. As she manipulated him through his trousers, Kovacs discovered two things that were surprising. The first was that he could respond to a reeb. But here he was, his breath getting labored, his mind clouding.

The second surprise, which unfortunately came right on the heels of the first, was the nickel-plated Smith and Wesson that had somehow materialized in her other hand. It was cold as she pressed it against his neck at the juncture of skull and spine.

And Kovacs realized, in that briefest of milliseconds, why Yousef had sounded nervous.

Fuck m—

His face exploded forward, drenching the windshield in clots of smoking brain. Drone shrieked and batted around like a trapped moth. It threw open every commlink it had. 

“Officer down! Officer down!”

Loretta turned. “You’re blocked, hon. No outgoing calls.”

Drone processed this, and the inside of the car suddenly lit like a supernova, white light shooting out every window. As it faded, Drone gasped to see Loretta shaking her head, still very awake, rubbing the stars out of her eyes.

“That was my highest setting! You should be down!”

She pulled her hair back from the nape of her neck, revealing the blinking protective subderm. Then she yanked a small black slab from her garter belt.

“Don’t you carry anything stronger than a neural disruptor?” she asked, checking the settings on the box.

“Smarties don’t kill,” whined Drone, extremely confused.

“Admirable.” She hopped onto her knees facing Drone, and reached over the seat with the slab, which had already begun to change shape. “Now, honey, this won’t hurt a bit.”




***




Loretta waited under the street light, seriously hurting. If this bitch is late… 

The woman showed on time, though. She was ill-defined in a lumpy raccoon coat and Empress Eugenie hat, a rolled-brim velvet thing with an ostrich feather. A heavy veil covered her face, obscuring her features. Strange combo. Loretta handed the smarty’s extracted data core to the woman, who nodded and produced a baggie full of dark brown chunks. Loretta’s whole body reacted to the sight of the godsmack.

“Why’d you kill the cop?” the woman asked.

A shrug. “He slapped me.”

The woman nodded as if this were perfectly reasonable. “I need some volunteers. People no one will miss.”

“I know lots of people like that.”

“Then I’ll be in touch. Careful,” she added, nodding at the baggie. “That stuff’s very pure.”

“Yeah, yeah.” All she could think about was getting back to her kit.

The woman in the hat watched with amusement as the whore raced way into the fog.
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SATELLITE INTERCEPT

TRANS00\INTERCEPT\GEOSAT231\110554 PRIORITY05-32\CLASS5EYESONLY




WEBSQUIRT INTERCEPT AS FOLLOWS:




(NAMES AND OTHER IDENTIFYING INFORMATION HAVE BEEN DELETED PER NSA REG 1037459324)




1: He’s back.

2: Who?

1: The husband.

2: What? You gotta be kidding. Are you sure?

1: It was in the drone’s data core. Revival confirmed.

2: How did this happen, boss?

1: Plain old bad luck. The odds were, Jesus… 

2: Hmmm. [THREE SECOND PAUSE] What’s his status?

1: He’s a fucking mess.

2: You think he’ll move on, or start digging?

1: It was over forty years ago. 

2: Not to him. And he’s a cop, remember? 

1: He’s got enough to deal with.

2: Loose ends, loose ends… 

1: Should I burn him?

2: No. You’re right. I’m overreacting. But watch him.

1: Already done.

2: What about our other problem? The good doctor?

1: Nothing. 

2: Hmm. [A LAUGH] Maybe I can kill two birds with one stone.

1: Meaning?

2: He is a detective, after all. Why not put him on the case?

1: You mean hire him? [LAUGHTER] Oh, man. You are bad.

2: It’s in my genes.

1: It’s awfully dangerous… 

2: He’ll never make the connection. Besides, if he does, we can always kill him again.




END END END TRANS00\INTERCEPT\GEOSAT231\DATE END END END
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DONNER

She’s on the couch. I’m down in front of her. In my entire life, I have never been so terrified. Not even when that gangbanger held a modified Tech-9 to my head last year.

Marry me, I blurt.

Ooh, he got down on his knees and everything, Elise giggles. I kinda like you down there.

I give her a don’t tease me at a time like this look.

Okay. Let’s see. I can keep my own name, right?

I act wounded. What am I, a Neanderthal?

Just checking. Actually, I like your name better. But it’s the principle of the thing.

Elise!

Do you promise to love, cherish and protect me?

I hesitate. Hmm. 

She kicks me, and I laugh. Cross my heart. Hope to die.

Will you bring me roses on my birthday?

Big red ones.

No, big blue ones.

Blue?

Big blue ones.

Okay, big blue ones.

She crinkles up her face in thought. An infinite moment. Okay. You’ve got yourself a deal.

I have never been so relieved in my life. She slides off the couch into my arms.

You are such a push-over, she sighs.




***




The hot ash made contact with my skin, waking me. I jerked up, flinging the cigarette away. There was a moment of disorientation.

My ribs were still tender, but the raccoon eyes had faded to yellow-green splotches. The busted toes would knit crooked, but who cared. All in all, I’d taken the thrashing pretty well for a seventy-five-year-old man.

I took in my surroundings. The new place.

My apartment had been furnished (as in “provided by”) by the city, and furnished (as in “decorated by”) the city as well. They’d put me in the Slope, a stone’s throw from my old haunts. I didn’t know if it was accidental or a deliberate attempt to make me feel more at home. As if that were possible.

I’d expected some subsidized government shit hole. But the building had turned out to be a trim brick six-pack within walking distance of Grand Army Plaza and the park. Not totally shabby, either. The staircases were free of graffiti, the floors were clean, and the locks were solid. The building had a name edged in stone over the front door, from a time when they named buildings. The Hoover. “I’m at the Hoover,” you’d tell someone, and they’d know exactly where you meant, the hell with an address. Because they were natives and knew every inch of the terrain. They’d probably never ventured more than twenty miles from where they’d been born. Manhattan? That was just something to dress up the horizon. 

The past didn’t die all at once. Maybe it never died. Even after a couple centuries you could still find a few slate squares amid the neocrete sidewalks of the city.

My furnishings consisted of overstuffed couches and chairs, hardwood bureaus, and heavy gilded mirrors. The walls contained cheap art prints, early Deco period. All in all, I suppose an average Necropolitan would have rated it as satisfactory.

I hated it. Everything was something it wasn’t. The chrome appliances in the kitchen looked like leftovers from Donna Reed’s garage sale but responded to voice commands. The iron bed had eight settings, including heat, massage, and something terrifying called “virtual pleasure partner.” Worst, the bookcase wasn’t a bookcase at all, but a hologram that turned into an enormous screen.

So I destroyed it. 

Slowly, methodically. I ripped the stuffing from the couch, pulled the paintings from the walls, tore down cabinets. It took most of a drunken day. When the heavy furniture proved too much for me, I went out, bought a hack saw, came home, and continued. The pieces were stacked against the wall like cordwood. Somewhere in the back of my mind it occurred to me that what I was doing was deranged, but I didn’t care. If I was living in hell, it should look like it.

Now I was at a table that I’d allowed to survive, working my way through a bottle of JD. I brought the whiskey to my lips, welcoming the burn. Leaned over to pour another and went white.

Floating in the air, a few feet away, was Elise.

It was a photo of her from her 35th birthday party. I’d hired a Mariachi band to surprise her… actually hid them in the walk-in pantry, five chubby Mexicans with their sombreros and instruments. She’d screamed, then howled in delight as they tore into “Jarabe Tapatio” amidst the boxes of instant mashed potatoes and Tuna Helper. When she’d turned back to me, aglow with delight, I’d snapped that picture.

Now it floated in front of me like an angel’s reproach.

I flung the drink aside and brought my fists down hard enough to splinter the table. The picture of Elise dissolved into another face. Maggie.

“You asked for that photo last night. Or don’t you remember?”

I didn’t. I lit a cigarette. Maggie looked impressed. “How’d you get those? Smoking’s illegal.”

I ignored her.

“It’s bad for your health,” she added.

“So’s dying,” I replied. “I got through that okay.”

“Negative health behaviors accelerate the youthing process. Or haven’t you scanned your dickenjane?”

 I grappled with the remote, trying to turn her off. Instead, the bookshelf reformed into a websquirt. “Hello, Mr. and Mrs. America, and all you ships at sea—let’s go to press!” The announcer’s voice had the archaic, nasal style popular in old movies. In the age of Bogart and Mitchum, it had embodied toughness and cynicism. Now it just sounded like the guy needed to have his adenoids removed. “This is Walter Winchell, to dish the dirt and gab the gossip for all you reborn skirts and shirts. In entertainment, the Beatles’ long-anticipated reunion concert got underway last night.” I perked up. They’d rebuilt Shea Stadium and it was overflowing with thousands of screaming fans. There they were, reborn octogenarians Paul, Ringo, George, and… Pete Best? Lennon hadn’t come back. What a cosmic fucking insult.

“Unfortunately,” Winchell continued, “the second set came to a tragic halt when Ringo suffered a mild stroke during ‘Get Back.’” On the screen, Ringo stopped drumming, gurgled, and pitched off his stool.

“Christ,” I said, shutting it off.

“With the smoking and drinking, you’ve probably youthed two weeks for the one week you’ve been back. Switch from Jack to smack and you could be fifteen in a couple months. Then again, a gun against the soft palate would do the job instantly.”

“Beat it.”

“I’m serious. What are you hanging around for, taking up space? C’mon, let’s get this over right now. Free up this place for some Joe who’ll actually use his second chance.”

My lips curled. “You’re not so clever. Reverse psychology got me a lot of confessions in my day.”

“But it ain’t your day, Donner. That’s the whole point.”

I picked up the overturned whiskey bottle. There was still a finger of forgetfulness in it, which I quickly drained. I checked my watch and wobbled to my feet.

“Where are you going?”

To find something familiar, I thought.

But what I said was, “None of your fucking business.”
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DONNER

Brooklyn’s 78th Precinct was a limestone neo-Renaissance police palazzo on the northeast corner of 6th and Bergen. It might’ve looked elegant if there weren’t so many AC units jutting from its windows like tumors. Fifty-some years into the 21st century, the city still hadn’t sprung for central air.

The cops standing out front wore uniforms that John Dillinger would have recognized. Their thigh-length blue tunics sported square flaps that brass-buttoned across the chest. Their caps were crisp, their white gloves spotless, their shields large and proud and shining.

I couldn’t help smiling, even after my encounter with their Manhattan brethren. They looked elegant, regal. Cops were the chosen people.

I crossed the street into the light from the floods mounted under the cornice of the building, my hands relaxed and open at my sides. They watched me. I went slowly up the cement steps past them. Nobody moved to intercept. As I cleared the outer door and stepped into the security vestibule, a light behind a mesh grill flashed and a siren bleeped.

“Attention. Reborn DNA detected.”

The room went silent. All eyes slowly swung over to me. I crossed to the desk officer’s station, my footfalls the only sound in the room.

The duty desk was a massive, high oak thing, bookended by antique globe lights. The sergeant cast down a quick shot of unconcealed loathing and went back to his paperwork.

I cleared my throat.

“Shove off,” he said, without looking up. “Nobody’s gonna take your statement.”

“My name is Donner,” I said. “Forty years ago, I was on the job here.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “So?”

“I’m looking for a friend.”

A smirk. “An old friend, I’ll bet.”

“Bart Hennessey.”

That got a reaction. “He retired.”

“I was told he still consults here part-time.”

The sergeant gave me another ice water bath. I held his gaze, not aggressive but not going away either. His breath finally hissed out of him.

“Wait outside.”




***




I ground a third cigarette butt under my heel as Bart finally exited the building. 

The sight of him rendered me speechless.

I’d known Bartholomew Hennessey as a third-generation Irish detective in his early forties, with red hound dog cheeks and redder hair that threatened to overrun his forehead.

But the man in front of me was a senior citizen. By my frame of reference, in less than a week he’d grown old. It was like he’d fallen into the gravity well of some neutron star, his flesh pulled like taffy toward its center, his bones thinned and compressed. 

Bart’s face, too, was a mix of revulsion and wonder. 

He’s having the same reaction that I am, I thought, except in reverse.

We slowly stepped toward each other. Then he ran his hand through his sparse gray hair, and the gesture was so familiar to me, such a “Bart-ism”, that joy and memory surged through me. Without thinking I bolted forward for a hug. 

Bart let out an almost girlish squeal and backpedaled away. There was a tense moment as we regarded each other from opposite sides of the mortal divide.

“Christ,” I said, finally. “You got old and fat.”

He nodded, registering the professionally administered bruises on my face. He shook his head, not needing to be told from whence they’d come.

“They’ll be gone in a day or so, I’m told,” I said. “Courtesy of the Shift.”

Bart visibly willed away a shiver. He looked back, suddenly conscious of the patrol cops that were openly laughing our way. They were cracking wise to each other in that taunting manner only truly mastered by urban natives. Yeah, we’re talking about you, fuck face. Wanna do something about it?

“Uh, Donner. What say we go down the street?”




***




Lefty’s was a grimy boxcar that had been ready for the scrap heap a century ago. Its interior had been enlivened with mirrors and police memorabilia, but it didn’t help much.

Lefty had been an ex-cop who’d washed out on the detective exam, drifted to foot patrol for a couple years, then gratefully bailed when, during a budget crunch, the city had offered an early retirement package. His nickname came from legends about how once, on a solitary stakeout, he’d jerked off in his undercover car—but with his non-dominant hand, so his right paw was free in case he needed his Glock. Hence, Lefty.

Bart led me to the darkest corner, next to a window sill decorated with mummified flies. We settled into a booth of cracked red leatherette.

I’d spent many nights in this very place, winding down from a tour of duty. Coming to Lefty’s to depressurize with my crew was as much a part of the job as putting on my gun and shield. 
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