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      Harry Watt’s office was at the intersection of Dumaine and Bourbon Street, on the first floor above the casino, and across from the strip club in the heart of the French Quarter in New New Orleans. Any faded private eye pulp novel from the last two hundred years would have contained an office like Harry’s. It was small and dark, and would occasionally creak and vibrate as the hover-trains flew through, or when events got a little heated down below. He had made repeated requests to his landlord to undergo repairs, but such matters tended to get lost in translation. Mandarin was not Harry’s chosen language, neither, one could argue, was English.


      Born to an English father and French mother, Harry had spent all of his childhood in New New Orleans, watching the place become increasingly lawless. He was nineteen when his father was gunned down and killed for the sake of twenty credits. Shortly thereafter he left the family business and applied to join the Bureau, where he served for twelve years, mostly with distinction, until his suspension and subsequent resignation.


      When he first began as a Bailsman, Harry would listen intently to what his clients had to say. His hand would scribble away, (he hated the digital graphene tablets), taking notes and questioning every other remark, just so he had the complete picture. In these latter days however, complacency was his enemy. He had heard every story, every wrong doing that people did to each other, continually it seemed. He would listen for maybe a minute before his brown eyes started glazing over.


      Harry hated the term Bailsman. Though the job description had changed a great deal over the last century or so, it was still a weak, insipid title to him. Bounty Hunter, that’s what he was. An iron willed, square jawed no excuses kinda guy who took no shit from anybody, someone who got the job done, a maverick, and yes, even a desperado at times. It read Fugitive Recovery Agent on his door, which was slightly better than Bailsman, but not by much. Yes it left little doubt as to his occupation, but it was just so run-of-the-mill. Bounty Hunter. Mention that to anyone and it conjured up a certain mystique, certain ne'er-do-wellness. Plus it had gotten him laid numerous times.


      And so here he was, three years and one divorce down the track, sat in his office, waiting for life to start again.


      It was Tuesday. Harry hated Tuesdays. Only one thing he hated more than Tuesdays was a wet Tuesday, like this one. They were filled with grey skies and grey people. Take his latest client, back again. Grey suit, grey eyes, grey hair, grey teeth. The Honorable Judge Joseph Belmont Headlock III Junior stood at the window, looking out at the grey and damp world, relaying all the usual bullshit, trying to make the trite sound interesting.


      “I want this guy back in custody by the end of the month, understand?” the Judge was saying, tapping one hand onto the other behind his back.


      “End of the month, check,” Harry replied, leaning back to stretch his athletic, eighty odd kilogram body.


      “God this place is filthy,” Headlock remarked, shifting his gaze to inspect the plasti-glass.


      Behind him, Harry pulled a face, and drew a hand through wavy, brown hair before yawning, and clacked his tongue on the roof of his mouth. The Judge continued to yabber on about something, but Harry’s mind was already shifting to more important matters. He opened a drawer in the desk to check his gun, a custom made Smith & Wesson .45 semi-automatic, an exact replica of a model manufactured over a century before, circa 2030. It nestled snugly in a beautifully crafted walnut and velvet box beside a silencer and five magazines of ammunition. It took a thirteen round clip, and was fitted with a laser sight, palm print ident grip, flashlight, the works. Yep, still there, still ready and loaded. He pictured it up against the Judge’s skull, the look on his face right before he pulled the trigger.


      Harry had a major mistrust of most things modern, weaponry included, and had no time for the latter day excuses for guns, all that silly compressed air pellet nonsense. He was a bounty hunter after all, and a bounty hunter required an appropriate weapon, one that sounded like Hell’s fury, not a high pitched fart.


      “Are you listening to me, Watt?”


      “What?”


      “I said are you listening?” The Judge had turned round, staring at him with an expression that would sour milk.


      Harry grimaced and closed the drawer. “I heard you. End of the week, like you said.”


      “Month, you dumb ass! End of the month.”


      Bang!


      “Even you can’t get to Mars and find this guy in a week, though I admit that would be impressive. Once you have him back here, you take him to Tyrell’s on Burgundy first. Okay?”


      Harry frowned. “Tyrell? What does he want with him? Isn’t this a federal case?”


      “He owes him for dry cleaning. How the hell should I know? Just make sure he sees him first before you bring him back to the courthouse. Understand?”


      “I understand.”


      “Good. Questions?”


      “Just one if I may. According to the last press release you’re only looking for one man. But it’s really two isn’t it?”


      Headlock narrowed his eyes. “Who told you that?”


      “I have a source.”


      “A source eh? This source wouldn’t happen to speak with an Irish accent would it?”


      “Is it true?”


      “Even if it were I’m not giving you any more information than you need.”


      “Fair enough.”


      “Very well. The State will pay the usual fee plus expenses. And in answer to your earlier query, the Feds have given me autonomy on this one.”


      “Really?”


      “Cut out the inquisitor crap, Watt, you’re not with the Bureau anymore.”


      Harry moved his lips but didn’t say anything.


      Would that I were, smartass.


      Headlock paused in preparation for his next sentence. “And there’s another fifty once Tyrell’s finished with him.”


      Harry raised his eyebrows. “Fifty? Something tells me this isn’t no ordinary criminal.”


      “A double negative. Stop trying to sound like a gangster, it doesn’t become you.”


      Harry shuffled in his chair and coughed.


      Gangster, eh?


      He pictured the .45 pushed into the Judge’s mouth, his damn grey eyes pleading for mercy.


      “Too late, Judge, you had your chance to apologize, now it’s clover pushing time.”


      “Daisheys.”


      Bang!


      “Is there likely to be anything left after Tyrell’s finished with him?” Harry asked. “I won’t get paid if I drop a stiff on the courthouse steps.”


      “There’d better be,” said Headlock. “That bastard owes me too. So don’t you go breaking anything either.”


      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Judge.” Harry appeared wistful. “Fifty huh? What did he do?”


      “He broke the law then jumped bail! What else do you need to know?”


      “Nothing. Just the fifty that’s all. You’ve never paid me anyway near that much before. Must be important.”


      “That’s for me to know, and you not to find out. Remember you’re on bail too. You do what I tell you, when I tell you. You do that, and keep your mouth shut, you’ll get your extra fifty like a good boy.”


      Again, Harry ruminated, asking himself for the countless time how he’d got here.


      “Whatever it is you’re thinking about, forget it,” said the Judge, snapping Harry out of his reverie. “Just bring him back here on the next shuttle run. Think you can do that?”


      “Have I ever let you down?”


      “Frequently, you miscreant. Any more questions?”


      “Dossier? Would be good to know what he looks like.”


      Forgot didn’t you, you smug bastard?


      The Judge grunted, and digging a hand into his coat pocket, threw Harry a plastic disk. He caught it deftly with his wrong hand, and played with it between his fingers.


      “Now I want this to go smoothly. No mistakes, like on your last trip out there. Understand? Christ the shit you put me through on that one. And I can see you’re getting maudlin. You’re here because of what you did, your choice. Don’t you ever forget that.”


      “Yeah, I know. I don’t need reminding.”


      “Well it seems that you do!” the Judge squeaked, and Harry thought for a moment the man’s head was going to explode. “You were caught with three crates of portable atomisers fresh out of the Boondocks. You were lucky not to have been summarily executed by the Martian police. I had to let that pederast Sheriff Pratt beat me at pseudo golf in order to get you off. Christ I hate doing that.”


      “That must have been hard for you, Judge,” Harry remarked, trying not to sound too sarcastic. “I’ve seen your handicap. Department champion last three years.”


      The Honorable Judge Joseph Belmont Headlock III Junior paused, thinking back to those eighteen holes of torture. Yes, it was good work, ass licking of the highest order, something neither he nor Pratt were likely to forget.


      He shook himself. “Just don’t screw this up, Harry, okay?”


      “Okay.”


      Harry knew the Judge was through with the lecture once he referred to him by his first name. Despite their chequered history, he liked to think the Judge had a soft spot for him. It was probably between his legs if the rumors were true.


      “I mean it. Get to Mars, and bring him back here. Period.”


      “You got it.”


      “And try and avoid any run-ins with the local Constabulary, Pratt especially. If he gets wind of this he’ll want his bloody cut as well. The last thing I need is to kowtow to him again. Got it?”


      “I got it. Straight in and straight out.”


      “Good.”


      “Still, that only gives me around thirty days,” Harry said, spinning to and fro in his chair, staring at the paint peeling off the ceiling. “I would have to hire something pretty fancy to get me to Mars and back that quick.”


      “Bullshit. The new ships are doing the Martian run in less than two weeks now. That should give you plenty of time to get there, get your man and get the next shuttle back.”


      “Two weeks?”


      “Something called a StrateLine Drive that bends space-time or something.”


      “Sounds expensive,” Harry persisted.


      “First class would be. Super economy wouldn’t.”


      “I see.”


      “I sincerely hope you do.”


      Headlock made to leave. He adjusted the collar of his overcoat, and threw a pink and white striped scarf around his neck, a crooked monstrosity that looked like it had been knitted by a blind woman. Harry frowned, something the Judge caught. “My daughter made it. Any questions?”


      “Looks great,” Harry lied.


      Headlock growled. “The Flying Dart leaves tomorrow at 05.00. If you’re not on it I’ll know.”


      “I’ll be on it, don’t worry.”


      “And if you can’t stand being with the plebs, use some of your extra to bump yourself up.”


      “I’ll need an advance.”


      “Ha!”


      The two men parted with a mutual understanding that if this one went south, trouble would be coming north, as well as east and west.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            2


          


          

            Larry


          


        


      


    


    

      Harry didn’t need an alarm clock. If he wasn’t in the sack by 2 then he seldom slept at all. This was going to be his last night on Earth for a few weeks, so he was going to make the most of it. After the Judge had left him, he checked his flight status, and then called his source, Manny, who was also his occasional lackey and confidante. Manny wasn’t interested in an all nighter, and suggested, in his thick Dublin accent over the sound of loud music and people having a good time, that he should, “get some sleep. Either that or risk a return to prison. Now get lost!”


      Click, brrrrrrr.


      Harry grimaced as he replaced the receiver on the desk unit. He checked his watch. 15:00. Another fourteen hours before his flight, and no drinking buddy.


      Brenda. Now she could show him a good time, as well as something he couldn’t get from Manny. He hadn’t seen her in months. In fact the last time he saw her he got laid, which was also the last time he got laid. He crossed his legs and pulled at his crotch. He dialled her last known number. Nothing. He felt a cold breath of air across the back of his neck.


      Here he comes…


      “What are you doing, Harry?”


      Harry almost jumped out of his skin. Despite always receiving advanced warning that his departed ex-partner was about to make an appearance, Harry could never get used to his sudden voice. The receiver shot from his hand, and clattered on the desk in front of him. He turned, a lingering, cold shiver rippling down his back, to see his ex-partner sitting in the other chair, scraping dirt from under his nails with a ballpoint.


      “Jesus, Larry!” Harry exclaimed. He fumbled for the receiver before replacing it on its cradle. “I’ll never get used to this. You’ll give me a heart attack one of these days. Mon Dieu!”


      “Can’t have that now can we?”


      “Aw, don’t be like that. Look, I’m sorry okay? You scared me is all.”


      “Apology accepted. So, where are we off to?”


      “I am off to Mars, in about twelve hours or so. You, my friend, are not.”


      “What’s the case?”


      “The usual, though the Judge wants this guy back here tout de suite.”


      “Must have done something pretty bad to warrant such alacrity. Don’t give me that look. There’s nothing fancy about an expansive vocabulary. You should try it some time.”


      Harry frowned, vaguely realising he had just been insulted. He thought about repaying the compliment in French, but since his friend’s untimely death, Larry would be able to interpret it. Something to do with life in the spirit world that gave him limitless access to all that had gone before.


      “Screw you, Larry!” he decided on. Short and to the point, always reliable. “Why don’t you float off and go bother someone else?”


      “You know I can’t do that. You’re all I’ve got, Harry, all I’ve got till you break the case.”


      “I thought we’d settled this. I got hit on the head remember? I don’t remember a thing.”


      “You remember getting hit on the head.”


      “Very funny. That sonofabitch Hackman left me for dead too you know. Three weeks I lay unconscious.”


      “Days, you devious prick. Three days. Every time you tell the story the coma gets longer and longer.”


      “So I exaggerate a bit, big deal. When I finally came to you weren’t there, you… Well, you know the rest.”


      “I know, pal. Sorry. It’s not easy being on this side either you know.” Larry lifted his tall, lanky figure out of the chair and walked over to the window. He wore the same black suit he had been wearing the night he was killed, his flaxen hair drawn back tight and flat, and tied in a little bob behind his neck. He looked out. “Must be Tuesday,” he remarked, tilting his head to the darkening sky.


      “I still get headaches, flashes, you know?” Harry said behind him. “Sometimes I see my father, lying there instead of you.”


      Larry turned back round. “Your father’s in a good place, Harry, I’ve told you before.”


      “I know.”


      The pair were silent for a while, each lost in memories that were best forgotten.


      “I think I should come with you on this one,” Larry said eventually. His pallid face broke into a smile, his banana colored teeth emerging from behind blue lips.


      “You know you really don’t look well,” Harry commented.


      “Three years dead does things to a man.”


      Harry’s friendship for Larry ran deep, though as often as not they used to drive each other crazy. They had started with the Bureau at the same time and had immediately hit it off. Their test scores were pretty much identical, though Larry was by far the more intuitive of the pair. Once out of the academy, they served together for twelve years until that fateful day.


      They were both adulterers. Nothing unusual about that, except that the women in question at the time were their respective wives. For a while they were the laughing stock of the Bureau. But there came a time when Larry had finally had enough of the taunts. He boasted that he had in fact slept with just about all of his fellow officers’ wives, sometimes over their own desks. Some laughed and backslapped him. Others, one in particular, did not laugh. That very same night Agent Adam Hackman confronted his wife, and after her confession, shot her four times. He later surprised both Harry and Larry outside their favorite bar, and shot Larry with the remaining three bullets. Luckily for Harry, his partner’s assailant, having run out of bullets, and after a brief struggle, (Harry was stoned), hit him repeatedly over the head with the butt of the gun, knocking him into the aforementioned three-day coma. He was only spared death by colleagues running out of the bar on hearing the shots. Hackman had already fled, and had never been seen since.


      And so there stood Larry, a mirage, a friendly spectre, waiting for Harry to find the bastard that killed him and administer justice.


      “You know, maybe I could use you on this one,” Harry said. “Something tells me this isn’t going to be straightforward. Did I tell you the Judge wants me to take him to see Tyrell?”


      “No, but that doesn’t surprise me. I can see that surprises you.”


      “Yes it does. Why would Headlock insist I take him to see Tyrell first, and throw in another fifty for my trouble? Something’s not right.”


      “Perhaps, dear partner, you should read the file, instead of speculating and thinking about your libido.”


      Harry made a noise. He opened another drawer and took out his small personal computer. He switched it on and waited. “Takes a minute,” he said to Larry’s amused expression. Eventually the screen lit up and a curvaceous brunette invited him to enter his password, followed by an iris scan, thumbprint, and voice recognition. With an embarrassed grunt he activated the keyboard and typed away.


      “Some things never change,” said Larry. “She looks like Sybil. How is she?”


      “Don’t ask.”


      “Voice check identification Harry dear,” said a distinctly feminine-computer voice.


      “Holy shit!” Larry exclaimed. “She even sounds like Sybil.”


      “No she doesn’t.”


      “Why do you have a talking hologram of your ex-wife on your computer?”


      “It’s not Sybil okay? It just happens to look like her.”


      “Okay. Well, how’s Grace?”


      Harry rolled his eyes. “God she hates that name, and me because of it. She’s anything but, okay? At least she was the last time I saw her.”


      “Which was when exactly?”


      “I don’t know. Two years maybe?”


      “Two years? You have a daughter you haven’t seen in two years? Christ. I bet I’ve seen her more times than you, and I’m dead. Harry, I’m ashamed to call you my friend.”


      “Look,” said Harry turning to confront the dear departed. “It’s nothing to do with you, right? They’re both better off without me. Surely you can agree with me on that.”


      Harry spun away, his face as hard as a cold chisel. Why was his life surrounded by ex something or other? His wife, his partner, his boss, and pretty much even his own daughter. Was there anything current? Even his FRA license was a week out of date. His self-pity reminded him to get it renewed. Last thing he wanted was to be running round the Solar System unlicensed.


      The file on his mark contained nothing out of the ordinary, at least on first glance. Larry pointed out that this usually meant the worst was yet to come.


      “This is just petty larceny stuff,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “If Headlock wants him that bad there must be something he isn’t telling us. We need to dig deeper.”


      “Me,” Harry corrected him. “Not telling me.” He was still sore at Larry about the family stuff.


      “Okay, you then. But I thought you were taking me along.”


      “It’s not like I can stop you is it? No matter where I am, there you are. And do you have to smoke that shit?”


      “You must have been thinking about me, somewhere in that excuse of a head of yours,” Larry replied, blowing smoke Harry’s way.


      Harry made no answer, but instead waved his arms in front of his face, wafting away the offending smoke. Anyone else in the room would have thought he was having a seizure or something. Then he tried to hide most of the screen, so Larry couldn’t see. After a while of this game, Larry realized what was happening. and went to sit down near the window.


      Harry grunted. “Had enough already, eh?”


      “I’ve seen all I want to see, thank you,” Larry replied. He stubbed the butt out on his palm, and waved a hand. “As it stands this is open and shut. Once you get past the minor misdemeanours it seems your guy embezzled funds from a company jointly owned by Tyrell, our good Judge, and one other notable. If you ask me this file is too polished. I’m with you, Harry. Something doesn’t smell right, and it’s not your socks.”


      “Very funny.”


      “Well, that’s my considered opinion, for what it’s worth.”


      “About as much as one of those things you smoke.”


      Harry spent the next twenty minutes or so delicately picking his way through the legal jargon on the disk, painstakingly putting together a feasible explanation as to why Headlock wanted this guy so fast. Normally the Judge didn’t care how long he took, provided he got the job done, and didn’t empty the State’s coffers in the process.


      According to the dossier, Headlock, Tyrell, and one other, who, after further cross-referencing, was off planet, jointly owned the company that the mark had allegedly drawn funds from, Hansel & Gretel Exports based in New Utah. The mark in question was a man named Gustavo Petersen, a thirty two year old inventor and hydrologist with the company, and had been with them since graduating summa cum laude from New Wisconsin State University. Harry nodded his head in approval. According to the Judge’s testimony, Petersen had become disillusioned with the company’s policy regarding residual income from his designs and patents, and had decided to take it upon himself to change that. Pretty circumstantial, and certainly no more than a subjective view, at least that’s what Harry was thinking. But what was puzzling him as he read through the report was the piddling sum Petersen had stolen. It hardly seemed worth it to go flying across the System to bring him back.


      Harry stopped his reading, and looked over at his dead colleague. Larry was ignoring him for the time being, his interest taken by the corner under the bookshelf. Already doubts were being raised. Something about this case just didn’t add up. Larry had always had a greater knack of ploughing through the bullshit, and getting at the truth then he ever had. Could his cadaver of a cohort be right about this one too, having only read the synopsis?


      He looked back at the screen. Okay. Petersen was on Mars. A month to get there and bring him back. To what? A firm beating from Tyrell and possibly Headlock too? For stealing a lousy million? “I don’t think so,” Harry thought out loud.


      “What was that?” asked Larry. “Yell if you need a hand, you know, like why is it so important to get this guy so fast simply to bring him back here to a beating. Mmm.”


      Harry’s skin did a somersault.


      “You really think that’s gonna happen?” Larry said, peering more intently into the corner.


      “I don’t know what to think at the moment. But you’re right. This doesn’t add up.”


      “Glad we agree on that. There’s something else here that doesn’t add up. Interesting.”


      “What?”


      “You have a parasteatoda tepidariorum here with only seven legs.”


      “Eh? A what…?”


      “A spider, you idiot. Here, see? Only seven legs.”


      Harry dropped his shoulders and shook his head. “I got the other in a jar by the door. I thought I’d seen the last of that sucker.”


      “That’s good, Harry, good.”


      “What is?”


      “You still don’t kill them, even though you’re afraid of them.”


      “I’m not afraid of spiders.”


      “Oh yes you are. No shame in it. They are quite fearsome creatures. The perfect predator.”


      “Well that fella needs a crutch if he’s ever going to catch anything again. Look, can we…”


      “Not at all. He’s nearly finished here. Fascinating to watch. So patient, they build their trap and let their prey come to them.”


      “I….” Harry paused, the deep workings of his mind grinding out his next sentence. After a second he sat back in his chair and folded his arms, a resigned look on his face. “I sense a Larry Watkins epigram here.”


      “Patience is a virtue.”


      “Oh very deep. That’s it?”


      “Not so much an epigram my friend, more a piece of advice.”


      “Blah!”


      Harry threw up a hand and returned to the computer. “Pourquoi ai-je pris la peine?” he muttered to himself. Now, where was he? Petersen on Mars. But what of the others? Headlock and Tyrell didn’t interest him, but the two others, Timothy Rogers and Jacob Hammerstein, did. There was nothing in the dossier about them that caught his eye, so he accessed confidential police files, (thanks Manny), nothing, and then the local records house. Rogers was a postgraduate, in a similar role to Petersen, who obviously, Harry assumed, couldn’t possibly have been at the company long enough to form an opinion about the fiscal rewards. He knew also, thanks to Manny again, that Rogers was the second guy he tried to get Headlock to mention earlier. Larry’s one other notable, Hammerstein, on the other hand, was a bit of an enigma. He was a founder member, along with Headlock and Tyrell, but prior to 2147 there was nothing on him.


      Harry had a sudden hunch. He quickly accessed the flight manifest for the Mars run over the last few months. Nothing. Puzzled, and more than a little frustrated, he bit his lip and thought.


      “Is that steam coming out of your ears?” asked Larry.


      “Drop dead,” Harry suggested, with absolutely no idea what he had just said. A second later he snapped his fingers. He keyed in the same query, but this time for the Venus run. Sure enough there were Rogers and Hammerstein boarding within twenty four hours of each other, ten days ago. A rapid cross reference showed Rogers’ flight pretty much coincided with Petersen’s swift exit to Mars. The errant inventor/hydrologist had boarded the Whispering Spear, one of only three StrateLine Drive ships doing the Earth-Venus-Mars run, two days before Rogers fled to Venus Station.


      Harry looked hard at the data before him. It was obvious to him now that both Rogers and Petersen were on the run. That bastard Headlock knew it, but chose not to tell him. Why? Why would the two brightest minds of a grey chip company suddenly want to up sticks and move to opposite sides of the System, and at the same time? Why did the Judge only want him to go after Petersen and not Rogers as well? And how did Hammerstein fit into all of this? What was he doing on Venus Station? Did the Judge feel he needed someone else on the case too? Too many questions equalled more doubts.


      The three off-worlders would not be too hard to track down, if he could get a ship to take him to Venus Station first before scooping off to Mars. Harry thought he could reach Venus and question the two guys before the Judge got wind of it to stop him.


      But wait a minute. Harry had to reel himself in. He was no longer with the Bureau. Why should he want to go traipsing off to Venus when the money was on Mars? He wasn’t a bloody detective anymore! But he couldn’t help himself, couldn’t resist a mystery, and there would be plenty of time to get to both Venus and Mars before his time was up, especially with this new StrateLine Drive! If Headlock found out before he got to Mars, he would just tell him he had followed his hunch, that there really were two people involved. Manny was seldom wrong about such things. Headlock should be happy he was using his initiative, getting both men for almost the price of one.


      “Hmm,” said Harry, and he actually rubbed at his chin.


      “Got something?” asked Larry.


      “You know I have. Patience, dear boy,” he added with a shifty smile. He reached for the phone and dialled Manny again. “Hey, Manny.”


      “Not interested,” came the Irishman’s tired voice over the speaker.


      “I haven’t told you anything yet.”


      “You don’t have to. I’m busy.”


      “Yeah, I can hear how busy you are.”


      “Her name’s Trudi, and she is keeping me very occupied thank you very much. Goodbye.”


      “No wait! Manny, I need your help.”


      “Forget it. I told you. You need to get off the broads and on the case. I’m also your accountant remember? Excuse me a second.”


      There came the muffled noise of voices, and an urging from Manny for Trudi to behave herself.


      Harry looked like he was chewing a three-day-old dog turd. “Lay off the broads,” he murmured. “Chance would be a fine thing.”


      Larry belly laughed.


      Harry waved a hand at him. “Manny? Manny, you there?”


      “I’m here. Jesus, Harry, you should see what she’s doing with a bread roll. Hotdog!”


      “Oh brother. Listen. I need a lift to Venus Station, tout de suite.”


      “Venus? This case has suddenly changed planets has it?”


      More laughter from Larry.


      “Just a minute.” Harry glared at him, and picked up the receiver. “Manny, listen, this is important. I’m on the case, buddy, trust me. I need a ride to Venus Station, tomorrow at the latest.”


      “Venus? Harry, if I recall correctly, you sent me the details of the contract last night, and you said you were meeting with Headlock today. Correct?”


      “Yes.”


      “As your accountant, lawyer and general gopher, I have to advise you that although the contract states you can use any and all means necessary to apprehend your subject, you should also exercise due diligence, and use reasonable and responsible means to expedite such a proceeding. And now you want to go to Venus? What gives?”


      “Something’s come up. I can’t really discuss it over the phone. Can you do it?”


      “Today? Not a snowball’s chance in Hell.”


      “Well tomorrow then. Can you do it?”


      “You know I can, otherwise why did you call?”


      “Atta boy. Right, single cabin, en-suite, with a view screen. And one that’s got this new StrateLine Drive thing too. Sounds fast. Got it?”


      “Are you fucking serious?” came Manny’s implacable reply. “I can’t guarantee any of that at such short notice. The best I can do will be a freighter, I think. Limited passenger occupancy.”


      “Oh, right.” Harry sounded disappointed.


      “You sound disappointed.”


      “Well just a little maybe. But never mind. Whatever you can muster I guess.”


      “A lot of the bulk freighters have started taking paying passengers to help finance their dwindling demand. The damned multi-nationals are squeezing the little guy dry. They…”


      “Yeah yeah. It’s tragic, Manny, it really is.” Harry tried and failed to sound interested. He pulled a face for Larry, and pointed to the phone. He’d forgotten that his friend was also the New New Orleans union head for the Space Traffic Workers. He wore that many hats it was sometimes hard to guess which Manny you would get.


      “Try and sound concerned, please,” said the Irishman. “No matter what you think of the little guy, he’ll be getting you to Venus.”


      “I know. Sorry, pal. How long’s the trip in one of those?”


      “Is this going to go on much longer?”


      “I’m nearly done.”


      “Well I’m not!”


      “How long to Venus?”


      “From where I’m standing about five minutes.”


      “Damn it, Manny, be serious.”


      “This time of year about ten days.”


      “Ten days! I could be on Mars in that time.”


      “For your information, Venus is currently in conjunction with the Earth, or inferior conjunction to an observer on Earth to be precise. Be thankful you didn’t want to go three months ago. The trip would have taken ten weeks.”


      “Yeah yeah. I do have some grasp of celestial mechanics, thank you.”


      Hand over the phone, “Will you stop it!”


      Harry rolled his eyes and waited. Manny returned, gasping, “You could have fooled me. And for your further information, if you are so bloody interested in the StrateLine Drive you’ll know that it doesn’t work properly heading inwards, that is towards the sun. Something to do with the torsion field, and the effects it can have on the flux wavelength surrounding the vessel. Or something like that.”


      “?”


      “You still there?”


      “Er, yeah. Now look. The next thing I need you to do, if you haven’t already guessed, is to convince Headlock that I am travelling to Mars on the Flying Dart.”


      “And just how do you propose I do that?”


      “You have to take my place. It leaves tomorrow morning.”


      “No fucking way! You’re crazy!”


      “I’ll pay you.”


      “What? Sorry, I wasn’t talking to you. Can we finish up soon?”


      “Now was that meant for me?”


      “Yes!”


      “Did you hear me? I said I’ll pay you.”


      A long silence. “How much?”


      “Ten thousand.”


      “You don’t have that kind of money. I’m your accountant, remember?”


      “Headlock is paying me an extra fifty to bring this guy back from Mars, but first I have to go to Venus Station.”


      Manny was heard to whistle. “Fifty K? Must be important.”


      “Can you do it?”


      “It’s peak season you know. Everyone wants to go to Venus and Mars this time of year. It’s quicker but not cheaper.”


      An even longer silence. “Fifteen?”


      “What time does the ship leave?”


      “05.00.”


      “Okay, you got a deal. But I’ll need five up front. I got a few strings to pull and pockets to fill.”


      “And ladies to pay no doubt.”


      “Hey! Trudi’s not that kind of girl.”


      “Well I guess I should apologize. Thanks, Manny. Got a lot to do here. Call me with the flight details.”


      “There’s a good idea.”


      Click. Brrrrrrr.


      Harry pulled the receiver away from his ear as though it was on fire.


      “Your ship leaves for Mars in under fourteen hours,” said Larry, as he watched Harry switch off his computer, place his hands behind his head, and smile. “But we’re not going to Mars, are we?”


      Harry turned slowly in his chair to grin at him. “You said it yourself. Dig deeper. Pack the tanning butter, buddy, Venus is hot this time of year.”
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      It took Manny another three hours, but he finally found Harry a berth on a freighter lifting out of New New Orleans bound for Venus Station the next morning. He also secured passage on the space liner The Infinity Wing, a StrateLine ship currently docked at the station, bound for Mars. The freighter would not have the same luxuries as the liner. These ageing stalwarts of the cosmic ocean had been retrofitted with passenger compartments, to subsidise, as Manny so eloquently put it, their dwindling income. The major downside to this was that some of the older tugs had to sub-divide the cargo hold into twenty or so staterooms, thus reducing their cargo capacity. A paying passenger was just that, however Earth commodities were still a premium for the inner planets, and so to some this action was deemed something of a white elephant.


      The Venus freighter Dragonfly was carrying the latest batch of pseudo-asbestos, the new wonder material being used for the current plan to cool Venus down just a tad more, so that humans wouldn’t melt on its surface. As well as this it had the usual paraphernalia required to re-stock a Station not yet self-sufficient. Items such as stationary, foodstuffs, and safety equipment were all onboard, together with a substantial supply of prophylactics. Apparently Venus was living up to its name. It was a little trickier for Manny to falsify Harry’s boarding of the Mars shuttle, as the Irishman didn’t look remotely like his occasional employer. However, someone at the Martian Shipping Line owed him a favor, and agreed to his request, a request that turned into a threat, as Manny had to remind him he still had the holographs.


      There was only one thing that could go wrong with Harry’s little deception. If Headlock had someone watching the port, confirming his boarding by a visual, then he was screwed. But Harry didn’t believe the Judge would go to the trouble, especially as he thought Harry thought this was just a routine search and pick up.


      So it was that right on time, Harry Watt, would-be Bounty Hunter, boarded the Mars cruiser Flying Dart, whilst at the same time taking his seat onboard The Dragonfly.
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      Inter-planetary travel is boring. There is nothing to do but watch the blackness outside, which is only slightly less tedious than watching the whiteness inside. But on this particular trip there was a distraction, a 38-24-36 distraction. Harry had watched the hour glass goddess board just before him, and caught sight of a bursting khaki green flight suit with tied back black hair, being helped through the airlock by two gormless, mischievous, unctuous little grease-hands. He wanted to punch their godforsaken, sweat smeared faces as they plied their clumsy charm on the divine beauty before him. As she disappeared into the ship, they turned, grinning and talking with each other, to be confronted with Harry’s deadpan expression. Their smiles dropped away like a second stage rocket, and Harry was not averse to wreaking some revenge on these ungallant wrench heads. This took the form of accidentally breaking wind just as his backside swung round within centimetres of their heads, as he pushed through the airlock. He apologized, naturally, blaming his untimely deflation on the zero g, and the flaming tacos he had consumed on the way up.


      Farting in micro gravity is not as easy as you would image, especially when you have to take into account Newton’s Third Law. However, to Harry it was a practised art, and took little effort to summon up the demon gas just at the right time.


      His quarters were cramped and grimy, which he expected. There was also a double bunk, which he did not expect. He sighed as he dropped his bag, and wondered if this was the start of things to come. He went to pick up the phone, but as if to pre-empt his needs it rang, startling him.


      “Hello?” said Harry.


      “Is that Mr O’Hanlon?” asked a scratchy male voice.


      “No. I mean yes. Yes this is Mr O’Hanlon.”


      “Incoming call for you, sir. Mr Harry Watt. Reversed charges. Do you wish to take it?”


      Harry sighed again. “Yes, put him through.”


      Why do I get the feeling that the shit is about to hit the fan?


      A few seconds of static, then Manny came on the line.


      “Harry, I’ll keep this sort as you’re paying for it. Don’t ask me how, but Headlock has got wind of your duplicity. He’s going nuts. Expect a call soon. Thought I’d better warn you. I knew this would happen. Jesus, fella, you’re not with the Bureau anymore. Get your arse to Mars boy, didn’t I tell you? Instead here I am, roughing it on your behalf. I can see the Earth receding, blue and green, it’s beautiful. Could be time for a bath soon in my en-suite, and maybe a bucks fizz or bourbon from the mini bar, or some hors d’oeuvres from room service. God this is Hell. The things I do for you. Anyway, you need to be on your guard. Don’t bother replying. I hate the bloody lag. See you in about four weeks. Ha Ha!”


      Harry slammed the receiver down, cursing his bad luck. After the dust had cleared from his grinding teeth, he commenced beating his fists on the wall, damning all the Bailsman Gods and practically everything to do with authority.


      Once he’d settled down, he decided the best course of action was to concentrate on the one thing he could do something about, plus it was also a puerile way of getting back at Manny. He picked up the phone and dialled Customer Relations. What was the point now of using that bloody Irishman’s name? It was always going to confuse things anyway. Now he had the perfect excuse to revert back to his own identity, and stop all this covert nonsense.


      “Hello, this is Harry Watt in cabin 304.”


      “Who? What?”


      “This is Harry Watt… Merde. I mean this is Manny O’Hanlon in room…”


      “What?”


      “Yes, Watt, I mean O’Hanlon. There’s a ….”


      “What?”


      Harry sighed. He would never have got used to this. “My name is Manny, I am in cabin 3….”


      “Stateroom.”


      “What?”


      “I think you mean stateroom, sir. We have no cabins on-board the Dragonfly.”


      “Yes, be that as it may. There are a couple of things I need straightening out. First, there is a double bunk in here, and I distinctly remember paying for a single cab…. stateroom.”


      “So what do you want me to do about it?”


      “Pardon me?”


      “I said what do you want me to do?”


      “Put me in a single cabin!”


      “Stateroom.”


      “Whatever. Look, can you help me or not?”


      “No.”


      “Pardon me?”


      “What number did you dial?”


      “What?”


      “I said what number did you dial.”


      “Yours!”


      “Do you wish to change staterooms?”


      “Yes!”


      “Well this is the Bursar’s office. You need Guest Relations.”


      “Well that’s the number I dialled.”


      “You can’t have, sir, otherwise you wouldn’t be talking to me.”


      Harry thought, and not for the last time, how you always seemed to meet the chief asshole in your life either on the other end of a phone, or when you weren’t carrying your gun.


      He took a deep breath. “Very well. What’s the number?”


      “It’s written on your stateroom wall next to the phone.”


      “Can’t you just re-direct me?”


      “Oh no I can’t do that. Sorry.”


      “Why not?”


      “It’s against regulations, sir, sorry.”


      “What regulations?”


      “Demarcation, sir. The communication techs can get very upset.”


      “To Hell with them! What about your guests?”


      “We are full up on this trip. There are only five single staterooms, and all are taken.”


      “I know that. I should be in one of them!”


      “I see.”


      “Do you?”


      “What?”


      “Never mind.”


      “Do you wish to register a complaint, sir?”


      “No. I merely wish to be put in the room I paid for.”


      “As I said. All the single staterooms are occupied. If you wish to pursue this matter further you should speak with someone from Guest Relations. Thank you.”


      “Wait!”


      Harry slammed the phone down and cursed. Taking a deep breath he dialled again.


      “Bursar’s office.”


      Slam!


      He paced the room, head and hands to the ceiling in silent offering to the communication gods. Another deep breath, and he dialled a third time.


      “Bursar’s office.”


      “Look, I keep dialling the right number for Guest Relations but I keep getting you. Can’t you please re-direct me?”


      “Who are you again, sir?”


      “I’m Watt.”


      “I said, who are you, sir?”


      “I’m Watt, ah shit. I mean, I’m O’Hanlon in room 304.”


      “Just a moment. 304?”


      “Yes,” through clenched teeth. Harry could hear the faint rustle of paper. “You will have me down as O’Hanlon, my travelling name, but Watt is my real name.”


      “How should I know? Are you feeling all right?”


      “I’m perfectly fine. Why do you ask?”


      “You just asked me what your real name was. What do you need a travelling name for anyway?”


      “I was travelling incognito, but it’s no longer necessary.”


      “No sir, you are in 304.”


      “What?”


      “We have no stateroom called Cognito, or suite for that matter. Well, we don’t have any suites actually.”


      “Look, I am merely trying to inform you that I am in a stateroom with a double bunk when I distinctly paid extra for a single room. Also, I need you to change my name on the manifest to Harry Watt. Can you do that?”


      “So you are saying that you wish to change your name and stateroom. Yes?”


      “Yes. That is exactly right. Please, please try and understand. I am Harry Watt travelling as Manny O’Hanlon. Please tell me you can understand that. Please.”


      There was silence on the other end of the line that seemed to stretch through decades. Then eventually: “Oh, your real name is Watt! Now I understand. I bet you get this all the time, eh, sir?”


      “Can you help me?”


      “With your enquiry or your name? Ha ha!” Silence. “Ahem. What is the nature of your enquiry?”


      “I paid extra for a single room, and there’s a double in here.”


      “Lucky you!”


      “What?”


      “That’s you name. You must get confused a lot.”


      “Look, I don’t want the double bunk, okay? And I’m not feeling particularly lucky either. In fact I’m feeling quite frustrated.”


      “Then you must be someWatt irritated. Ha ha!”


      Harry closed his eyes and tightened his grip around the man’s throat. Actually it was the receiver, but it did his soul good to think he was slowly strangling the idiot. “Yes, I am somewhat. Very funny. Now, do you think you could please help me?”


      “You need Guest Relations. The number is…”


      “I know the damn number! Every time I dial it I get you.”


      “We are having some teething problems with the new comms. Sorry for any inconvenience, Mr O’Hanlon.”


      “Oh mon Dieu. Look….”


      At that moment the door opened, and so did Harry’s mouth. It gently came to rest just above his navel as a figure dressed in khaki green led by two mountains of joy entered the room. Their eyes met. Harry tried to smile. She looked disgusted.


      “Sir? Are you there?”


      “Never mind. Everything’s fine.” He hung up. “Hello.”


      “Not interested. What the hell is this?” The woman indicated the double bunk.


      “You can have the top one, or the bottom, I really don’t mind. Lady’s privilege.”


      “Save it for the whores at the Station. I’m not staying here. Where’s the phone?”


      “Right here. Be my guest.” Harry genially almost moved out of the way. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling as she glided past. Yes, glided. This Siren did not require feet! She simply swept herself along, and all others with her! He caught her scent. Jasmine!


      “Hello? Guest Relations? Bursar? I want Guest Relations. What? I don’t know. Didn’t it come up when I dialled? Wait a second?” To Harry; “What’s the cabin number?” To the phone; “What? I don’t give a flying fuck! It’s a bloody pigpen as far as I’m concerned. You realize I’m staff, and I’m in here with a passenger, and a male one at that! Wait!”


      “304,” said Harry.


      “And what are you grinning at?”


      “Nothing. Carry on, please.”


      She threw him a truly evil stare.


      Over the next few minutes, Harry listened and watched like an eager schoolboy waiting to catch a glimpse of his favorite sports star. The woman cursed, gesticulated and shouted down the phone, only to eventually hang up close to tears. She turned to look at Harry, who was trying to appear serious.


      “Damn shame,” he said, with a drawn mouth and a shake of the head. “Guess we’re stuck together.”


      “Huh!” The woman fumbled in her top pocket and pulled out a cigar. She jammed it between her teeth and proceeded to roll it from one side of her mouth to the other.


      “Is that a cigar?” asked Harry by way of polite conversation.


      “Fuck off!” replied the woman.


      “Name’s Harry, Harry Watt,” Harry said undaunted.


      “Drop dead.” She started to open her kit bag, but suddenly thought better of it. Harry caught a brief glimpse of a lemon colored garment before the bag was zipped shut.


      “Well I don’t plan on doing that for a while yet,” he said. “Look, I spent much longer on the phone talking with that moron. This is a shit heap, I know. But it’s getting us both to where we want to go. Ten days isn’t all that long. Ever been to Triton? That takes months.”


      The woman looked astonished, and Harry prepared himself for another barrage of carnal verbs. But she visibly relaxed; her shoulders dropped and so did the act. She burst into tears. It was as natural as waking up with a hard on for Harry to walk over and take hold of her.


      “There, there, it’s okay,” he said softly, patting her back. “Harry. My name is Harry.”


      “Raquel. Raquel Belch,” she replied, spitting out the squashed cheroot.


      “Hello, Raquel.”


      “Hello,” she sniffed, and bawled even more.


      Harry took the moment. Having a woman pressed close to him was a feeling he would never grow tired of. The fact that it had been months since the last time bore no significance to the event. She was limp in his embrace, which didn’t bother him. What did bother him was the growing lump down below. He never got a chance to say goodbye to Brenda, and now here he was with this serene Helen seemingly at his mercy. The thought of them entwined flickered across his synapses for a second before disappearing. He couldn’t do it. Even he, Harry Watt, had standards. He settled for a quick, hopefully unnoticed grope, of her wondrous breasts, and let her go. He handed her a tissue.


      “Why the act?” he asked.


      “You have to be tough out here.” She blew hard into it, and then managed to sneeze as well. Some tiny balls of snot caught Harry on the cheek. He blinked with a fixed grin, seemingly oblivious.


      “So why let those bastards grope you at the airlock?” he asked, attempting surreptitiously to wipe off the mucous with a wave of an elbow.


      “Listen. I have to work with those guys, okay? Let them have their fun. Each one knows if they ever come near me uninvited with anything more than an offer to buy me coffee I’ll rip their balls off.”


      “Fair enough.” Snot gone. “How about me?” Harry’s eyes were starting to mist over, and he assumed an expectant posture, just like a loyal dog about to receive a treat from its master.


      “What about you?”


      “Can I buy you coffee?”


      Raquel scoffed. “Look, I let my guard down just for a minute. That doesn’t give you salvage rights, okay? I didn’t mind your little grope. Guess you earned it.” She pulled another cigar from her flight suit.


      Now Harry felt embarrassed, and stupid. He coughed, and straightened himself. “Sorry about that. It’s just that, well, you are….”


      “I am what? Fair game on this tug? Let’s get one thing straight here, bud.” She aimed her cigar squarely at Harry’s crotch. “If he comes anywhere near me again with you attached, I will personally cut off your meat and two veg, and serve it to the ship’s cat. Understand?”


      “Got it.” And despite himself, Harry smiled.


      “I’m taking the top bunk.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      Raquel squinted at him, and threw her bag onto the bed. “Time for chow I think. You hungry?”


      “Starving. Lead the way, bunk buddy.”
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      The mess room lived up to its name. It wasn’t exactly dirty, but neither was it all polished tiles and glass. State of the art space liner it was not. Harry relinquished his chance to eat with the paying guests, who were cordoned off in one corner, in order to eat with Raquel. The guests’ eating area was slightly better than the crews’, with pressed pseudo-velvet chairs instead of the hard, sweat inducing regular ones, and multi-colored tablecloths and cosmic inspired prints on the walls. A hard faced female tech stood at the entrance, her dedication to keeping out any member of the crew apparent as she double-checked all room key cards.


      Harry and Raquel made a passable meal from the auto-server of boiled rice, pseudo-chicken with lemon sauce, and for dessert, what Harry thought were, but couldn’t possibly be, mangoes in syrup. Raquel commented that it would have been a last minute thing. One of the passengers must be a high flyer. Either that or it was a clerical error. They washed it down with a genuine beer, something Harry insisted on buying them both. It was ice cold, and just what he needed.


      As they sat eating, Harry took the time to try and get to know his new bunkmate. It was hard not to look at her. She was a classic, voluptuous beauty, with deep ebony eyes and a complexion like alabaster. One thing was puzzling him though. He decided he couldn’t wait any longer.


      “Belch,” he said casually, moving rice with a fork. She looked at him. “Is that really your name?”


      “Burrrrrp! Yep,” Raquel answered, wiping her mouth.


      Harry laughed, and was delighted when she joined in. It had broken the ice. “So what’s your story? Are you really working on this tug or sight seeing, like me?”


      “Working,” she replied, starting on the mango. “Those two guys you saw me with at the airlock? My workmates. Sat over there actually, both of ‘em. By the looks you’re getting I don’t think you’ll be making friends any time soon.”


      Harry turned round, spotted them, smiled with a wave, before turning back round.


      “Christ, do you have a death wish?” Raquel said, her head lowered over her dessert.


      “Just trying to make friends. You never know.”


      Raquel shook her head and grunted. “You’re not sight seeing. How did you get that by security?” She dabbed her spoon at his shoulder without looking up.


      “You noticed, huh? Trained eye. Interesting.”


      “So?”


      “I’m a bailsman, or felon retriever I think is the latest nomenclature.”


      “Why wear it in here? I don’t need protection.”


      “I can see that. Occupational hazard.”


      “Who you chasing?”


      “You believe me?”


      “You can’t make that shit up. Besides, you don’t look like a cop or some ego maniacal Space Marshal to me.”


      “How would you know?”


      “Seen plenty. He’s just sat down over there.” She indicated the man with a sideways glance. Harry did likewise, and saw a corpulent, sweaty individual devouring a plate of something only recently de-frosted. He was wearing grey fatigues with ankle length laced black boots and a black beret. But to make sure you definitely knew who he was there was a large badge over one breast pocket emblazoned with Space Marshal.


      “So, who you after again?”


      “A guy who took a whole lot of money from some other guys, and high tailed it to Mars. At least that’s the official line. I’m on my way to bring him back.”


      “Pardon me for saying, Mr Bailsman, but Mars is that way.” The spoon pointed over his head. “What you doing heading for Venus Station?”


      “Call it a hunch. Something’s not right about this case. There are two people on the Station that I would like to talk to, get a few things cleared up.”


      “Who’s paying for all this?”


      “I can’t tell you that. I think I’ve already told you more than I should have. How’s the mango?”


      “Good.”


      Harry followed the fruit around the bowl before giving up and taking it in his hands, much to the amusement of Raquel. Funny, but it didn’t seem wrong telling her all the stuff about the case. Larry, were he here, would have told him to clam up by now.


      Harry was enjoying the mango. He had finished it and the remains of the beer when the captain made an announcement over the PA.


      “Attention please all passengers and crew, attention. It is with deep regret that I have to inform you that the ship’s cat, Henry, has passed away.”


      Raquel held up her hands. “Hey, don’t look at me.”


      Harry laughed and shook his head.


      “He was a good moggie and kept the Dragonfly vermin free for over ten years. He will be sadly missed by us all. There will be a short service by the aft airlock at 1200 hours tomorrow, whereupon we will eject his ashes and commit dear old Henry to the cosmos. Except for essential detail, ship personnel attendance mandatory. Passengers are also invited to attend under pain of death. Ha ha!”


      Harry and Raquel exchanged bemused looks.


      “Cocktails and light buffet lunch will follow. Come meet your fellow passengers! On a more technical note, the A.C. on decks 4 and 5 has shorted again. Until it is fixed, passengers and crew are requested to refrain from smoking, and any heavy exertions. That is all.”
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      Over the next few days, Harry and Raquel became good friends, but to Harry’s frustration that was all. He couldn’t understand it. He was a reasonably handsome man, young, well built, with a libido ready to cut through walls. And here he was sharing a room with a buxom, well-hipped goddess with tumbling raven hair who seemingly just wasn’t interested in the opposite sex.


      They would meet up at mealtimes when Raquel was on the right shift, and occasionally she agreed to an informal get together when she wasn’t working. But that was it. When they were alone she would talk about ship stuff that Harry wasn’t even remotely interested in. Jumpless for weeks, this only added to his malaise, which over the days grew heavier and heavier, as did his scrotum.


      He made no attempt to force himself upon her. Despite the knowledge that she would pretty much castrate him in his sleep if he did, even with Henry out of the way, he had a vast respect for her, something that at first had surprised him. For whatever reason, Raquel had chosen an occupation heavily dominated by men. Harry could not recall a single ship he had been on where the position held by Raquel was also taken by a woman. For a man such as Harry, all the places he had been, all the shit he had seen, he respected Raquel deeply for what she was doing. He just wished he knew what she did to relax! It certainly wasn’t sex, at least not with him. Maybe she didn’t like men. He found it difficult to accept that she might not find him attractive. Surely his actions at their first meeting, his machismo if you like, accounted for something. So far it had been the first and only time he had seen her vulnerable. Yet one thing Harry Watt was not, and that was a quitter.


      It was during one particular dull afternoon aboard, that things got a little brighter, and intriguing too. It happened that whilst they were sharing coffee in the mess, Raquel mentioned that some of the containers carrying the pseudo-asbestos had cracked open, and leaked their gunk everywhere in a section of the cargo hold. Harry was putting on his most, I’m really interested face, whilst stirring idly at his drink.


      “This’ll cost them a pretty penny when it’s all done,” Raquel was saying.


      “Cost who?” asked Harry, rubbing a hand down one side of his face.


      “The company, who else? Real odd name too, Handle and Gretchen or something.”


      Harry bolted upright. “What?”


      “Eh? What’s with you?”


      “The name, what was it?”


      “I can’t remember exactly.”


      “Was it Hansel and Gretel?”


      “Could be. Why?”


      “Can you show me the crates?”


      “No chance. Not until it’s cleaned up.”


      “Please?” Harry said, his smile showing his teeth, and he was blinking rapidly.


      “Boy, must be something important, right? Something to do with your case maybe?” Harry continued to smile at her. “Well, I’m sure you can do better than that.”


      “Pretty please, with chocolate sprinkles and a cherry on top?”


      Raquel chuckled. “That schoolboy look again, those dimples. You know I can’t resist.”
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      Raquel was good for her promise. On her next shift she managed to get them both through security after promising sexual favors to the guard. Harry was astounded on hearing this, naturally, and was more than a little angry when Raquel laughed at his expression. They were stood in the corridor leading to the cargo elevator.


      “He’s sixty five and has the on set of dementia,” she said. “He calls me Betty half the time.”


      “One day he’ll remember, and then what are you going to do?”


      “Get Betty to do it for me.”


      “Funny. Why in Hell would you have a security guard with dementia?”


      “We get the pick of what’s down here, dumb ass.” Harry recoiled at the insult, remembering his last meeting with the Judge. “That’s how we got mangoes. Not a clerical error I found out, but one of the guys down here.”


      “Sounds like a good scam you’ve got going.”


      “Sure. Plus Bruce is only three weeks from retirement, full pension. We all keep quiet about it and cover for him. If the Company get wind of it they can get rid of him, and only have to pay him half what he’s entitled to. Any appeal would take years.”


      “Yeah yeah. I don’t need the full run down, thank you.”


      “You’re peeved, aren’t you?”


      “Oh you think?”


      “Why?”


      “Why? Why, she asks. Mon Dieu! Well maybe it has something to do with offering sexual favors to a guy twice my age when I’ve never had a sniff. Plus I think it’s bloody cruel. You know, I hope Bruce or whatever his name is regains full cognitive function and demands payment!”


      “My my, which side of the bunk did we get out of this morning?”


      “Wrong side, as usual. Are we there yet?”


      Raquel turned her nose up and walked on. They did not speak again until they reached the hold. They were an age in the elevator car and all the time Harry wanted to say something, but he wasn’t sure what that something should be. He ought to apologize, after all here they were. He was about to get a great lead on the case, he knew it, and it was thanks to Raquel. Yet all he could think about was that she wouldn’t give a second thought to offering to screw a slightly confused, myopic pensioner, whilst at the same time leave him dangling.


      The doors opened and they entered the cargo hold. It was dark, and smelled of oil and fresh earth. Raquel told him they didn’t have long, and that they mustn’t switch any lights on. It was a sure way to bring security down here in a hurry. Despite this it wasn’t difficult to find the damaged crates in the gloom. Their footsteps echoed in the cavernous depths, and Harry, forever keen to play the fool, held his flashlight under his chin and pulled faces. Raquel shook her head and pushed him away.


      It seemed that two of the crates had worked loose from their housings, and as they had hit the hard alloy floor they had cracked open and spilled some of their contents across a small area of the floor. On closer inspection, Harry could see that inside each crate were a number of flasks, each containing an amount of the brown powdery pseudo-asbestos. It was one of these that had broken on impact, or more correctly, had done so as the second crate had followed the first and smashed it to smithereens. The spillage had by now solidified, and resembled a huge diarrheic turd.


      As a precaution the area had been cordoned off. Well, sort of. The maintenance guys had simply thrown up a temporary fence using four hat stands and decorative bunting. Raquel said it must have come from the Governor’s container. Using the remains of one of the crates someone had scrawled,


      Beware! Some bad shit here!


      Obviously they were not expecting paying passengers or indeed Health & Safety down here any time soon.


      “They’ve started cleaning some of it up,” Raquel said. She shone her flashlight on the ground about their feet. There were remnants of the spillage, now rock hard, with shards of blue ceramic stuck in it, the remains of the broken canister.


      “Must be bloody hard stuff,” she added, noting a broken shovel and a large blunt drilling bit. Placed near the base of the remaining crates someone had stacked the unbroken canisters and tied them together before lashing them to a stanchion. Harry went over and knelt down to examine them. He tugged at the cord holding them together and plucked one out.


      “Careful!” Raquel said, making him jump.


      “It’s okay, only glass, or something.” He straightened up, turning it in his hands. He scoffed.


      “What is it?’ asked Raquel.


      “It says, ‘Extremely hazardous. Appropriate PPE to be worn?” He looked at Raquel.


      “Personal Protective Equipment.”


      “Ah, thank you.” He read on, ‘Do not inhale. Keep away from children and naked flames.’ That made him chuckle.  “Hmm.”


      “What?”


      “It also says, ‘Just add water.’


      “So?”


      “There’s not much water on Venus, honey.”


      “Oh. Boy, you’re good at this aren’t you?”


      Harry smiled at her, his best well, it’s nothing really, smile. There was hesitation in Raquel’s eyes, and then she too smiled, her darks eyes sparkling back at him.


      Okay, what’s that? Admiration? Attraction?


      He decided to play it cool, but it didn’t stop him stumbling as he walked backwards, and shone his light up at the crates above them. “Can’t see a name,” he said, his voice just a little shaky. “Where did you see it?”


      “Round the other side. Are we on to something?” Harry looked at her quizzically. “I mean, this is exciting, isn’t it?”


      “There is a certain appeal when a new lead comes up, sure,” he said, trying to be as matter-of-fact as he could. He definitely sensed a change in her, a quickening of her speech, as well as her breath. He couldn’t ignore her chest rising and falling like a pair of bellows.


      “Round here,” she said, and led them round the other side of the stacked crates. Harry followed her, taking it in turns to stare at her hips, and fine, rolling buttocks. “Here, see?” Raquel shone her light up to reveal stencilling on the crate. Sure enough there it was. Hansel & Gretel Exports. New Utah, New America.


      “Mon Dieu,” breathed Harry.


      “Is it what you hoped for?” Raquel asked, in the same hushed voice.


      “Absolutely, baby. Absolutely.”


      Harry was not thinking how his response could be construed as referring to something else, something lacking in his life for months now. However, Raquel had other plans. She dropped her light, grabbed him by the lapels of his tunic, and kissed him hard on the lips. Harry caught a brief taste of cigar, and the scent of sweat and grease, not all together unpleasant given his circumstances, and responded in kind. Was this the moment when he finally got to know her the way he wanted to? Her bellows were pressed as hard as her lips against his chest. Her hand reached down to say hello to his growing manhood.


      Oh boy! This is it!


      There was the sound of a door creaking open. They froze, she in mid grope, he in mid ecstasy.


      “Betty? You in here?”


      “Christ, it’s Bruce,” Raquel hissed in a whisper.


      “Isn’t he deaf too? Don’t stop.”


      “Shit, we gotta go.”


      “No we don’t. He’ll leave in a minute.” Harry made a grab for those hips.


      “Get off!” she hissed again.


      They heard footsteps getting closer, and the beam of Bruce’s flashlight played across the crates to the side of them. Raquel moved away and walked into the light.


      “No,” Harry pleaded, in a voice like one who’d had their favorite toy taken away.


      “Hi, Bruce. Yes, I’m here.”


      Bruce aimed his light at her, peering over his spectacles. “Ah, there you are. Your friend here too?”


      “Yes he is.” She beckoned Harry to come out with a frantic flap of her hand. Harry looked to the heavens, then he too stepped out. The light shifted from her to him. All Harry could see was a white sleeveless shirt, a black baseball cap and the glint of a pair of spectacles scrutinising him. All the while he was aware of the dwindling lump in his pants.


      “You know you folks shouldn’t be down here. Not safe since the spillage.”


      “We were just leaving, weren’t we?” Raquel looked at Harry, then a quick glimpse at his crotch. She giggled, and put a hand to her mouth.


      “Yes,” said Harry, far from happy.


      They picked up their respective flashlights and made a quick exit. Bruce watched them leave before turning his attention back to the broken crates.
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      “So, Harry, what you got, huh?”


      Harry was back in his room, pacing up and down, rubbing his hands together. “Headlock’s company is all over this job to cool Venus down, fine, I’m cool with that too. Ha ha!. And it doesn’t need a genius to know where a hydrologist fits into all this. Or two even.” He stopped, his expression fixed on the floor. “But where’s he getting the water from? And where the hell is Larry? I need his input. Come on you old goat!” He looked at the ceiling. “Well?” he asked, his hands held out in expectancy. He pulled a face and continued pacing.


      But, to Hell with trying to figure out Headlock’s machinations. Harry had a more important matter to attend to. Getting inside Raquel’s knickers. At last he was going to get his hands on the prize, as well as other parts of her body. It had only taken him three days, but she could be forgiven for holding out that long. Yes, this was going to be one hell of a night!


      The phone rang. Puzzled, Harry went to pick it up.


      “Hello?”


      “Yes, hello. Is that Mr O’Hanlon?”


      Harry sighed. “Yes it is.”


      “Hello, Mr O’Hanlon, this is Miss Perkins from Guest Relations.”


      “Hello.”


      “Hello, sir. I understand you have a complaint regarding your accommodation?”


      “What? Oh that. No no, that was cleared up days ago. It’s all fine now. Thank you.”


      “Well that’s good to hear. If you have any other issues please don’t hesitate to call.”


      “Well there is still one issue that I would like clearing up.”


      “And what is that, sir?”


      “My name. I spoke with one of your colleagues soon after coming onboard. For some reason you have me checked in as Manny O’Hanlon. My real name is Harry Watt.” Harry decided to keep the explanation as simple as possible.


      “I see. Well, I don’t know how that could have happened. Just let me check, sir.”


      Now this was hopeful. Miss Perkins sounded like someone who knew what they were doing. Yet his mind was racing in anticipation of what was to come. Why was he wasting time with this when there was seduction and romance afoot?


      “I see here that my colleague has made some notes. Oh, I don’t think he needed to put that down! Sorry, Mr O’Hanlon. Boris is not the most conciliatory among us. Oh sorry! There I go. I called you Mr O’Hanlon just now! Sorry about that.”


      “That’s quite all right. All done now is it?”


      “What is, Mr Watt? Ha ha!”


      “Ha ha, very funny. Thank you, Miss Perkins.”


      “You’re welcome, sir. Any other issues?”


      “Not right now, no. Thank you.”


      “Well you enjoy the rest of your trip, Mr O’Hanlon. Please don’t hesitate to call if you need anything else resolved.”


      Harry closed his eyes. “I will. Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome, sir. Enjoy the rest of your stay here with us onboard The Dragonfly.”


      “I will. Thank you.” He replaced the receiver. “Merde.”


      Now, back to Raquel’s knickers. Tonight he was going to…..


      The phone rang again.


      “Ce qu'au nom de Dieu…?” He went to lift the receiver once more but then hesitated. He suddenly remembered what Manny had said.


      “What if it’s Headlock? Am I a coward or an honorable man? What would Larry do?” He froze for a moment, hand poised to lift the phone and listen to the interminable rants of a megalomaniac. Who else could it be but Headlock?


      “Hello?”


      “Is that Miss Belch?”


      “Do I sound like a woman?” Harry said, his voice shifting up an octave.


      “Actually you do. Are you feeling all right?”


      “Of course! Never better! What can I do for you my good man?”


      “Erm, so you’re not Miss Belch then, I take it?”


      “Spot on, dear boy! What’s up?”


      “I’m sensing sarcasm here. If you’re not Miss Belch then you must be, err, oh yes, Mr O’Hanlon. Is that you?”


      “Oh Mr Hanlon! Yes that’s me, absolutely it is, yes indeedy. But Miss Belch isn’t here right now. She’s busy getting ready for the time of her life!”


      “I see. Well, when you see her, please let her know her dry cleaning is ready for pick up. Can you do that please?”


      “Absolutely I can. No problem at all. Was there anything else I can help you with?”


      “Err, no thank you, Mr O’Hanlon. Be sure to pass the message on, won’t you?”


      “I will, don’t worry. Bye now, bye bye.”


      Harry replaced the receiver as if it was made of the most fragile material known to man. He closed his eyes and thought. Over the past few days he had all but forgotten about Headlock. But recent events had once again brought his scoundrel boss to the fore. His blithe plan to explain to him that two collars were better than one somehow didn’t quite fit the bill anymore. He paced the room, waiting and waiting for the phone to ring again, somehow sensing that the next time it rang it would be the bloody Judge. For ten minutes there was nothing, then, inevitably, the damn phone sang out its death knell.


      “Mr O’Hanlon?”


      “Yes it is.”


      “I have a call for you, Mr Justice Headlock. It’s a secure channel sir, using the sub-ether band. Wow, this guy must be worth a few credits.”


      All that meant was that their transmission would be instantaneous. The Judge was demonstrating he had wealth as well as influence to pay for a sub-ether call. All Man had to do was figure out a way to attached a spaceship to the signal and the StrateLine Drive would be obsolete before it had barely started.


      Harry sighed, and closed his eyes once more. Taking a deep breath he opened them, ready to take his punishment like a man.


      “Sir? Are you there?”


      “I am here. You may put him through.”


      “Connecting you now.”


      A few seconds of static again whilst the connection was made.


      “Hello? Watt? Are you there?”


      “Judge! Hello. How are you?”


      Start off cheery, try and put him in a good mood.


      “Actually I’m doing fine. Thank you for asking. How are you?”


      How am I? What kind of a question is that?


      “I’m well too, Judge, thanks. Listen, about my little ruse. I can explain. But before I do, please tell me you haven’t issued any paperwork with my name on it.”


      “Oh, ha ha! Of course not. Don’t be silly. I know you had your reasons for disobeying me. To be honest I was expecting it. I think sometimes I never give you enough credit for your initiative.”


      “Wow. Well, what can I say to that but thank you. I thought you’d be hopping mad. I thought you were going to put me through the ringer.”


      “Ha ha! The thought did cross my mind, but I thought to myself, well, Harry knows what he’s doing, I should allow him to play this out, see where it goes….”


      As the Judge spoke, Harry sensed his Honor was not being entirely truthful with his praise. He waited for the conversation to turn into the inevitable shit-storm.


      “…. So I commend your forethought. Speak to Rogers and Hammerstein, and see if you can get them to return voluntarily.”


      “And if I can’t?”


      “You still have your .45 don’t you? Ha ha! Don’t worry, only joking. I assume you have Manny onboard the Flying Dart?”


      “Yes. Wasn’t easy.”


      “How much, may I ask?”


      “Fifteen.”


      “Wow! Manny’s getting expensive. I’ll see what I can do. How are you for money? It can’t have been cheap getting a flight to Venus at such short notice.”


      Where the hell is all this going?


      “I’m okay thanks, Judge. Thanks for wiring the initial ten so promptly.”


      “Well, as I said this is a special case. I needed my best man on it. That’s you in case you’re wondering. Ha ha!”


      Definitely not right this. He’s never this bloody chipper. I have blatantly disobeyed his instructions. He knows of my suspicions regarding Rogers. And how does this Hammerstein fit into it all?


      “Keep me appraised, Harry. Good luck. And goodbye.”


      That was it. Short and sweet, with an undertone of menace. Harry was stunned. He replayed the conversation in his head, over and over. Had the Judge just given him the green light to pursue Rogers and Hammerstein? Why would he do that, when only a few hours ago he was denying they even existed? Harry was too good an ex Bureau guy to believe that Headlock wanted nothing less than total co-operation from him. Was he being played? If so, to what end? But what if he wasn’t? What if the Judge really did want him to use his Bureau skills to go after the delinquent duo?


      God, all this to-ing and fro-ing was making his brain ache. He decided that for tonight, at least, the job could wait. It was time to devote the rest of the evening to the delectable Raquel. He went into the bathroom to shower and shave and to put on his finest raiment. He sang cheerily, dabbing the foam onto his cheeks. He performed a little jig, before finishing his shave and stepping into the tiny shower cubicle. Once finished, he dried himself off, and put on his best clothes and aftershave, and waited. And waited.


      It is often said that anticipation of an event can be more thrilling than the event itself. And that was all Harry was going to experience on this matter. Upon her return to the room, Raquel was as cold as a Triton winter. Poor Harry couldn’t understand it. She explained that she had been overcome in the moment and now that moment had passed. She didn’t even apologize. Was she truly without compassion?! It took all of Harry’s self control to nod while smiling inanely, and hence excuse himself from the room.


      He wandered the corridor looking for something, or someone even, to hit. He was now extremely worked up, coiled tighter than the finest watch spring, like a cobra ready to strike, like a camel’s asshole in a sand storm.


      Presented with this situation, he did what any honorable, well-respected professional would do. He got drunk; blind, legless, insensibly and speechlessly inebriated. He had heard a story about a space marine on leave from the Boondocks who had spent his entire three-day furlough hooked up to an I.V. of pure grain alcohol. Whether that story was true or not, he was going to get like that guy if it killed him.
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      “And another thing!” Harry slurred, pointing a finger at the man sat to his left.


      “What?” said the man.


      “Yes?”


      “What were you going to say?”


      “Say? Oh yes. Sorry. I thought you were talking to me.”


      “No. You were talking to me.”


      “I was?”


      “Yes.”


      “Oh.”


      Behind the counter, the barman watched this interaction with amused interest. He had seen numerous sots come and go through his bar, some happy-go-lucky, some drowning their sorrows after a visit to the Dragonfly’s excuse for a casino. Then there were those who simply, for whatever reason, wanted to forget the world for just a few hours. But this guy, well, he took drinking to a whole new level. It wasn’t company policy to tell a paying passenger that they had had one too many. After all, that’s what paying passengers were for, to pay for things. And if that meant allowing some of them to spend a small fortune imbibing then all the better. However, Bill the barman was on the verge of having to say to Harry that it was time to hit the road, or more accurately the corridor outside The Jolly Spaceman. Besides, he was nearly out of cosmic gin, something this guy was drinking by the bushel.


      “So what did you want to say?” asked Harry’s drinking buddy.


      Harry thought hard about this. The dull weight behind his eyes had grown steadily heavier as the drinking bout had progressed, and this did not help his thinking process. He waited, and so did his drinking buddy and Bill.


      “I can’t remember,” he finally announced.


      “Well I’ve just remembered I’m playing pseudo-golf in the morning, so I need to get some shut eye,” said Ralph, Harry’s new friend.


      “Oh no, stay, stay,” Harry insisted, patting Ralph on the shoulders then pushing him back into his seat.


      “Besides, it’s already morning,” Bill informed them.


      “It is? When?”


      “About three hours ago. You two have been the only ones in here for the last two. It’s been great, but I too need to clear up and get ready for breakfast.”


      “Ooh yes please!” said Harry, clenching his fists in anticipation of food.


      “You need to go, now, sir,” Bill told him, lightly, but firmly.


      “Go? Where?”


      Harry, his conscious soul already locked in the second ring of Hell, had been unable to prevent his corporeal self falling into the third ring of ordure. He looked upon the barman with just enough comprehension as to warrant pity.


      “Back to your cabin, sir.”


      “Ah! Well that’s where you’re mistaken my good man,” Harry said waving a finger in front of the barman’s face. Unwise. “You see, there are no cabins on the Butterfly. There are staterooms I think you’ll find, staterooms aplenty, but no, definitely no cabins.”


      “Well you need to go back to yours, sir. I need to get ready for….”


      “Breakfast. Yes! I know, you already told me that. Could I have pancakes, please?”


      “Yes you can have pancakes, pancakes aplenty. Why don’t you go back to your cabin and  …”


      “Stateroom.”


      “Okay. Stateroom. Why don’t you go back to your stateroom, and I’ll rustle you some up quicker than you can say Rumpelstiltskin.”


      “Rumpelstiltskin! Ha! Where are my pancakes?”


      Bill put down the glass he was cleaning. Ralph very discreetly put his own glass down, slid off his barstool, and made an equally discreet exit on tiptoe.


      “Okay, sir,” said Bill leaning in. Harry, still unaware of his imminent ejection, also leaned in, eager to hear what the nice barman had to say. “Here’s the deal. Get up and walk out now, or, if you prefer, don’t get up and walk out now, and instead, glide out of here on a hover gurney bound for the infirmary. How does that sound?”


      Harry frowned, thinking hard. Unknown to him it had been around twenty minutes since his last drink and slowly the cloud was beginning to lift from his troubled brow. He looked at Bill the barman, smiling at him, but smiling like a man about to steal your wallet.


      “I can’t go back to my cabin, stateroom, whatever,” he said quietly.


      “Why not?”


      “Because she’s there.”


      “Who?”


      “Betty, of course.”


      “And who’s Betty?” Bill asked, pressing a button under the counter.


      “Ah, who is Betty indeed? I wish I knew. I can’t get near her. Imagine. Me, Larry Twat, prime investigator and righter of wrongs, reduced to drinking all night because of a woman.”


      Bill the barman leaned back, and spread his hands across the bar. “You think you’re the first sap to do that? Is this what this is all about, a woman?”


      Harry nodded, then wished he hadn’t. He closed his eyes and rubbed at his temples.


      “Look, Mr Twat.” Harry opened his eyes, his face glowering. He looked behind him but there was no Mr Twat. “I like you, okay? Boy, you can put the sauce away. But it’s time to go now. These two gentlemen will escort you back to your room. Please go quietly otherwise you may break something. Okay?”


      Harry turned around again to see two broad-shouldered, square jawed security guards standing in the doorway. His smile was one of understanding, and he quickly realized where he was, and what he had been doing for the last five hours. He was suddenly quite sober.


      “Very well, er…” He pointed a finger at Bill.


      “Bill.”


      “Very well, Bill. And thank you for a swell evening. We must do it again sometime.”


      “Yes indeed. Get some sleep. I’ll have your pancakes waiting.”


      Harry smiled wistfully, and slipped, rather than stepped, off his bar stool. He walked towards the guards, who, after a hands off signal from Bill, stepped out of his way and allowed him to pass between them. Harry bid them goodnight, and one of the men dipped his cap and wished him the same.
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      The Dragonfly fell into a synchronous orbit with Venus Station nine days and five hours after leaving Earth orbit. This gargantuan relic had been built during the great onrush of colonization in the latter years of the last century. It had been designed in the classic style, and resembled a huge, spinning, white cartwheel, some two kilometres in diameter, with its central hub connected by six spokes. Though it was showing its age, the Station was still an important stop off for all inner planet traffic. Below it spun another marvel of the inner solar system. Venus hung like a gigantic, scarred pearl amidst the proximity and frenzy of the Sun; an opaque ball, beautiful, yet deadly to human life. But not for much longer. The planet was slowly giving up its secrets, as Man strove to take control of the atmosphere and tame this hostile world.


      The docking was being delayed due to an unforeseen rodent scare on the Station. Apparently the last ship to dock, an ageing Clipper class rust bucket out of New New Delhi had, along with its cargo of exotic silks, inadvertently deposited a dozen or so rats. Due to industrial action by the union in charge of scanning and decontamination, these furry little bastards had hopped aboard unnoticed, and had then proceeded to do what it is that furry little bastards do when left to hang out in dark, secluded areas. Their spawn then progressed to eating their way through half the Station’s supply of dehydrated foods and toilet paper. Harry didn’t mind rats. Hopefully they were chewing their way through any spiders they might encounter as well. What he did mind was the delay. This just seemed another unwarranted mishap that he unfortunately had no control over. And he still wasn’t sure if the Judge was leading him on. His turn of face just wasn’t like him. For all he knew he was at this very moment engaging some troublesome flatfoot to seek him out.


      Harry parted with Raquel on good terms, though thankful that their brief liaisons were finally over. She had become too much of a distraction, making him lose focus, which wasn’t like him. It was high time to get back on the case. He had decided that yes, she was a beauty, and yes she was fun, but he had had enough of flirting and trying to get her in the sack. Yes, his sack was full, but there would be a chance to rectify that. Venus Station had a System wide famous cathouse, Delilah’s. And even the Mars’ shuttles had their own knocking shops. It was still a long trip, even with the new StrateLine Drive. Yes, he would make straight for Delilah’s, no messing around.


      Yet over the last few days Raquel had been quiet, almost withdrawn. The best word to describe her disposition during that time would be morose. Harry wasn’t that much of a fool to think it was purely down to any missed opportunities between them. It was something else, but there was no time now to ask what it might be. He had to make the next Mars ship, the StrateLine Cruiser Infinity Wing, leaving the day after next, and those bloody rats weren’t helping matters.


      They made a promise to meet up again on the next run, but they both knew that wasn’t likely to happen. Yet Raquel had one last surprise. She was there at the airlock as Harry disembarked. She waved, and he groaned. As he approached she held out a small box.


      “For you,” she said. “Think of me when you smoke ‘em.”


      Harry thanked her, but didn’t feel it necessary to tell her he didn’t smoke. He received a perfunctory kiss on the cheek, a hushed goodbye, and she was gone. He watched her disappear back into the ship, and couldn’t help wondering if he would ever see her again. But she suddenly appeared once more, strode right up to him without a word, and kissed him; a warm, soft, beautiful lingering gesture, on the lips, the absolute last thing he expected. They parted, and Harry saw tears welling in her eyes. But before he could say anything he was tumbling ass over tip and had to be reined in by two baggage handlers.


      He was brought back down to where everyone else was waiting in line.


      To Hell with zero g! I can float out of here without it after that. Watch out! Coming through!


      “Anything to declare?” asked the Customs guy.


      “Only my desire for that woman,” Harry replied, pointing back into the airlock. He turned to follow his finger, but Raquel was gone, this time for good. “Oh shit. Never mind.”


      “I said anything to declare?” asked the Customs guy again, short and wiry, eyes tired, chin too.


      “Just this.”


      Harry dropped the .45 on the counter top, along with five clips of ammunition.


      “Wow, that’s a beauty. Smith & Wesson, right?”


      “Right,” Harry replied with an approving nod.


      “That’ll be eighty credits, plus five each for the clips, or we take travellers cheques or any charge card really.”


      “Eighty? Holy cow.”


      “Once paid you have thirty minutes to find your room and deposit your weapon in the gun safe. Failure to do so will triple the charge and will result in immediate detention.”


      “No weapons on the Station. I get it.”


      “Or you could just leave it all here till you leave. It will be perfectly safe, I promise.” The official smiled in a way that told Harry it would be far from safe.


      “I have the eighty.”


      “Plus forty for the ammo.” The official offered a sickly smile, and ran a hand over the clips, like he was tantalizing a set of piano keys. Harry frowned, and using his well-trained left hand, deftly thumbed out the correct amount from a roll in his jacket pocket. The Customs guy looked disappointed. Harry returned the smile, signed the declaration document, picked up his stuff, and strode through into the Station proper.
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      The room was tight but comfortable. It had its own washbasin and shower cubicle, albeit in the same space. The toilet too was in there, so if one wished one could alleviate and wash at the same time. Harry threw his bundle on the single bed, secured his weapon, and picked up the guide map from the side table.


      “First things first, Harry, my boy.”


      He sat and stretched out next to his kit bag and opened up the pages, scanning keenly for the location of Delilah’s. But as he read through the thin pamphlet he felt his eyes growing heavy. Compared to The Dragonfly, the bed felt like the hands of a dozen angels stroking his weary body and beckoning him to slumber. He lay down, stretching his shoulders and rolling his neck.


      “Boy, this sure is comfy.”


      As he settled into the softness of the mattress he found he couldn’t concentrate on the very simple act of reading the information leaflet. His head fell forward twice, and he jerked himself awake on both occasions, momentarily at a loss as to where he was. The third time however, his chin fell forward and did not come back up.


      Harry Watt, would-be Lothario and wannabe bounty hunter, fell into a deep and restful sleep.
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      Delilah’s was not hard to find. As Harry wandered through the market precinct of the Station, there were signs pointing him in the right direction. He’d slept for a blissful four hours, the most satisfying and reflective sleep he’d had in months. His mind was a lot clearer, and only one thing remained in order to focus his entire actions on the case.


      He turned a corner to be greeted by a dead end, about five metres deep, in the middle of which was a single door. Above this, and much larger than necessary, was a huge gaudy red neon sign flashing out Delilah’s. He smiled broadly and walked up to it.


      He was about to go through the door when he heard the sound of a scuffle coming from the adjacent alley. Like most alleyways on the Station they were blind, one-way in, one-way out, designed to accommodate emergency exit doors and garbage bins. He was aching to go inside, but his years on the Bureau had to count for something. And there was no doubt he was going to investigate when he heard the tremulous voice of a woman echo through the street. With a deep sigh he walked over, and poked his head round the corner. He saw two men. He felt a kick in his stomach for what at first he thought was a child, standing between them. His humanity, for want of a better word, wanted to jump out immediately and do something. But his Bureau training held him back, and insisted he assess the situation.


      He took another furtive look, and after a second or two he realized it was a young oriental woman the two men had a hold of. It was easy to forgive Harry for mistaking her for a child. She looked about twenty, weighing no more than fifty kilos to his trained eye, and about 150 centimetres, even in the heels. All she was wearing was an orange band that covered her breasts, and an equally colored and flimsy garment around her hips. But what struck him most was her flame red hair. The first man had a flick knife at her throat while the other was busying himself with removing his pants. Harry thought quickly. They were more or less his size, but he didn’t have Larry with him this time, or his gun.


      He set himself and walked into view pretending to check the guide map. He stopped and looked at them. “Oh, hi guys. Sorry. Hey, what’s going on?”


      Both men turned at the sound of his voice. “Nothing, bud,” said the guy with his pants round his ankles. “You’d better get lost.”


      “Wow, she’s a cutie,” said Harry. He mocked surprise on seeing the knife. “Oh. Look, I don’t want any trouble.”


      “Damn sure you don’t,” said the guy with the knife. “Get lost.”


      All the time the woman was looking at him with terrified eyes.


      “Okay okay.” Harry made to leave, then stopped and turned back round. “But I was just thinking.” The two men were visibly pissed off. The first guy now produced a knife, as Harry expected.


      Perfect. Pants round your ankles and one hand holding a knife. I’ve got you covered, asshole.


      The second guy pressed his closer against the woman’s neck. But his free hand, his left, was hard up against himself and the wall.


      Amateur. These guys are idiots, opportunists.


      The woman had closed her eyes and was whimpering.


      Harry had to be quick. “I say. Can I have some fun, too? It’s been a long time for me.”


      “This is your last chance, fella,” said the second man. “Get lost or you can have some of this.” He turned the knife in his hand.


      “What if I pay you for the privilege?”


      The two men looked quickly at each other. The one closest to Harry squinted, unsure. “How much?”


      “You tell me.”


      “Two hundred, in advance.”


      “Deal.” Harry reached into his jacket and pulled out the money.


      “Here,” said the first man, and Harry stretched out his arm. The man snatched it from him. He laughed. “You idiot. Don’t you know the cathouse is just round there? You could have had one for a whole half hour for that. What else you got?” He thrust the knife up to Harry’s nose, and he backed up slightly, still carrying on the pretence.


      “Easy easy,” he said holding up his hands. “I’ve got more, but I don’t keep it in my jacket.”


      “Where, then?”


      Harry indicated his crotch with a nod of the head.


      “Are you serious?”


      “What thief would want to put his hand down there?”


      “He’s got a point,” said the second man.


      “Shut your face,” said the first. He turned his attention back to Harry. “Let’s have some fun with this guy. Okay, fella, let’s see it?”


      “See it?”


      “The money, you asshole.”


      “Oh yes, of course. Sorry. I thought you meant, well, you know.”


      “That too.”


      “Pardon me?”


      “I said that too. And hurry up, time’s getting on.” The two men laughed together.


      Harry undid his fly front, and took out his best friend. The would-be rapists were evidently impressed. However, before they had any time to ask where the rest of the money was, Harry seized his moment. The first guy was now so close, Harry could smell his stale breath. The second man had lowered the blade just sufficiently to allow him more time. Harry’s well trained reflexes thrust out an arm and grabbed the first guy’s wrist that was holding the knife and twisted it backwards, fracturing the bone. The man screamed as Harry took possession of the knife before it hit the floor. He then kneed the guy in the jaw as he dropped to his knees, and fell unconscious to the cold, alloy floor. Just to make sure, Harry kicked him hard in the ribs. He didn’t move.


      Harry took the knife and made ready to throw it at the second man. He now felt he had the situation pretty much under control. But the man still had the knife pressed hard against the woman’s neck. Harry trusted his aim, but any automatic reflex from the man could inadvertently stab her. The last thing he wanted was a messy end to this stand off, at least on the girl’s part. But there he stood, ready and poised to inflict pain to the ones who deserved it. He spread his legs, and made sure his manhood was in clear view. He recalled something his first sergeant had told him. He’d only been with the Bureau a few weeks, and this piece of advice had stuck with him ever since.


      “The best way to get inside the bastard’s head who thinks he’s got advantage over you, is to make them think you’re crazier than they are.”


      “What’s it going to be?” Harry asked in a cocky tone, his John Thomas ready for action. “Think you can cut her before I cut you?”


      “Easy now, fella. Don’t you wanna share?” The man’s gaze kept drifting to Harry’s man-sack.


      “Oh no, no thank you. It’s way too late for that.” Harry started to swing his hips.


      “At least put it away.” The man nodded at Harry’s you-know-what.


      “I kinda like it. Feels nice and free, no restrictions. You should try it.” His dong was swaying round and round, like an out of control pendulum. He smirked and began whistling. He was starting to enjoy himself.


      The man laughed, but it was an uncertain, I’m not sure, laugh. “You’re crazy.” But he kept looking down below. Harry’s old fella was drawing his eyes in better than any hypnotist’s trick. Round and round it went. Mesmerising.


      However, the man still had the knife where Harry didn’t want it. “Your turn,” he said. “Take it out or I stick you. What’s it going to be?”


      “I’ll stick her first.”


      “I’m pretty fast with this. Your friend didn’t last long, did he? Come on, let’s see it.”


      Swing swing.


      “I’ll cut her. I swear to God I’ll do it!”


      “Go ahead. You cut her, that gives me ample time to cut you.”


      “For Christ’s sake! Can you please put your dick back in your pants!” The guy pointed the knife at Harry’s wedding tackle.


      Harry let fly with his knife. It flew through the air as silently as a prayer and stuck in the man’s chest, away from the heart. All this time he had been weighing the switchblade in his hand, and had thrown it with just enough force to break the skin and maybe slice some muscle. He didn’t want to kill the guy, but he didn’t want it to be painless either. The man screamed and fell to the side. The woman immediately ran forward to land her face in Harry’s chest. He took her in his arms.


      “It’s okay, it’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. Are you all right?”


      She stuttered something that Harry didn’t catch. They stood together, he holding her to try to stop her shaking, she it seemed content just to stand there and be held. However, his ex-wife’s ex-best friend was still hanging free to the elements. He politely informed the woman that he had to perform a re-insertion.


      “What’s your name?” he asked, by way of a distraction.


      “Akiko. I mean, Angel. My name is Angel.”


      “Hello, Angel. I’m Harry.”


      “Hello, Harry.”


      “Hello, Angel. I take it Akiko is your Japanese name.”


      “Yes, I am Japanese.”


      “Your English is excellent.”


      “So is yours.”


      “Parlez-vous francais?”


      “No French, sorry.”


      “Well, no-one’s perfect.”


      The delicate matter attended to, they resumed their somewhat stilted conversation. “You know you really should be careful round here,” said Harry. “Delilah’s is just round the corner. That scoundrel was right. If I may say so, although you look great, you might consider dressing more appropriately.”


      Angel’s mood changed dramatically. She moved away, and looked up at him. “Look, mister,” she began, and noticing her purse, bent to pick it up. “Contrary to what just happened I can look after myself.” She paused to stick a heel in the unconscious man’s gut. “I thank you for what you did. If you’d like to follow me your charitable deed will not go unrewarded.”


      “Eh?” Harry pulled away. It was his turn to get a bit upset. “Look, I didn’t do what I did in order to get a reward, whatever it is you have in mind.” He looked down at her. Petite, smooth skin, exceptionally beautiful features, indeed perfectly formed for her size. “I did it because I’m a good guy, generally, and good guys help people who are in trouble. Forgive me if a young woman on her own with two assailants each brandishing a knife…”


      “Only one had a knife before you showed up.”


      “Well excuse me,” Harry said with as much indignity as he could muster. “Guess I’ll be on my way.”


      He turned to leave, but not before retrieving his money. As he bent to pull it out of the man’s grasp his eyes flickered open, and on seeing Harry, he let out a long, low moan. Harry grimaced, stood up, and laid him out again with a punch to the side of the head. The other attacker had somehow managed to crawl a few metres but now lay panting, a hand over his wound. The knife had fallen out. But Harry couldn’t care less. He walked off, chuntering to himself. After a few seconds, Angel followed. He thought she was going to offer an apology, but instead she just brushed past him. Harry, not really caring now, made a big deal of opening the door to Delilah’s. He grinned when he saw the girl turn and look back.


      Once inside, the foyer was pretty much what Harry expected to see. It was lit just enough to allow discretion over sight-seeing. Lots of red lace and velvet backed chairs and even a chaise long. Soft music reached his ears, and the scent of rose petals was in the air. On the walls hung seductive murals depicting various acts of carnal pleasure; nothing gaudy or distasteful, simply the use of a medium that left the looker in no doubt that they were in the right place.


      Very nice indeed. But where are the girls?


      The only person Harry could see was the Madam, seated behind the booth, filing her nails. She looked up and greeted Harry with a practised smile and beckoning gesture. Harry approached eagerly, keen to expedite proceedings.


      “Good evening, sir, and how are you?”


      “I’m well, thank you. Err…”


      “First time?”


      “No no. I’ve been laid before.”


      What! Did I just say that?!


      “I mean first time in Delilah’s?”


      “Yes of course. First time here.” Harry forced a laugh.


      “Fine,” said the Madam, totally unflustered. She had seen and heard it all before. “What can I interest you in?”


      “A woman.”


      Aagghh! What the hell is wrong with you?


      “Well of course. A fine looking gentleman like you, Mr....?”


      “Hmm? Oh. Err, Watkins, Larry Watkins”


      “Of course it is. Any particular taste, Mr Watkins?”


      “Pardon me?”


      The Madam flashed her long eyelashes. “Blonde? Brunette? Redhead?”


      “Brunette. No. Actually, a redhead. I think.”


      “Black? White? Asian?”


      “I’m not fussy.” An Asian redhead. Now there’s a thing. “It’s just been a long time, you know?”


      “I understand, dear. Take a seat, and I’ll bring some of our ladies out to meet you.”


      “Thanks.”


      The Madam stepped from behind the desk and walked across the hall, her movements deliberate and honed over many years to catch the eye. She was around sixty, with bunched up curly white hair. Harry admired the fact that it didn’t appear dyed, that she was quite the natural beauty. She was wearing a simple black dress with a ruff and frilly cuffs and a burgundy colored front which allowed the eyes to explore her curves perfectly. She smiled as she drew level, allowing him ample time to admire a magnificent pair of fun bags. To Harry’s practiced eye he could tell they were not enhanced in any way. It was obvious she was putting on a show for him. Nothing tawdry, just very sensuous. She moved passed him and winked. Harry watched a pair of fine hips move majestically atop a pair of stately legs, as this elegant, mature, sexy lady continued her catwalk and disappeared through a door. Down below, Mission Control was priming for lift off.


      Oh boy.


      Harry grinned as the door closed, and sat in one of the red velvet chairs. It was high backed with lots of black studs round the edges. Elegant, but cheap at the same time. He rubbed the arms and settled back. There was a small, octagonal table adjacent to the chair, upon which were some holo-pamphlets advertising the establishment’s facilities. Harry was about to pick one up when he heard a door open. Out tottered a wizened Oriental man in the region of a hundred and fifty years old. He wore a permanent smile, displaying yellow and brown teeth. Long, scraggy grey whiskers hung from either side of his mouth, like a shredded violin bow. His back was bent like a boomerang, and he was carrying a silver tray in his trembling hands. On it was a crystal decanter filled with what appeared to be scotch, and a small shot glass.


      Harry watched with nervous intrigue as the moustachioed Methuselah approached. Without a word, the old man smiled, and bowed his head, offering the tray for inspection. Harry bowed back, and nodded his approval. The ancient Asian set the tray down on the table, then attempted to pour a measure into the glass. Harry watched in an agony of wanting to help, but also not wishing to prevent the old timer from doing his job. The decanter clinked and clattered against the glass, but he eventually succeeded in filling it without spilling a drop. His duty discharged, he bowed once more, turned about and doddered back towards the same door he had appeared from. Halfway there it opened, and two women emerged. Taking an arm each, they muttered some Mandarin rebukes, and dragged the poor fellow back through the door.


      Harry chuckled, and shook his head. He sniffed at the glass, nodded, and downed it in one. He coughed and refilled the glass, not really caring how much each shot was costing him. He was about to make it disappear when the door opposite opened. Out stepped another elderly gentlemen, but this one was of Caucasian descent, and just barely able to walk unaided. Behind him emerged a girl wearing a black lacy corset and a bored expression, bored that is until she caught sight of Harry. Her face changed to a look of, where the hell were you an hour ago? Harry automatically fell further back into the chair. At the same time the Madam re-appeared with a trio of women filing through behind her.


      “Good evening, your Honor,” she said to the lurching figure. “See you next time.”


      His Honor coughed a reply before being escorted through another door; different to the one Harry had entered through. The Madam assembled the three ladies before him. They introduced themselves as Pixie the brunette, Daisy the blonde, and yes, you guessed it, there was Angel the redhead. Each wore a corset matching their hair color and the ubiquitous high heels. Harry smirked as Angel stared back at him. Her look went from astonishment to disinterest in a flash.


      “As you seemed undecided earlier, sir,” said the Madam, “I thought you wouldn’t mind if I gave you the pick of the best.”


      “I’m impressed,” replied Harry. And he was. There were all divine looking, and though his gaze more than favored Angel, he decided to play a little game. “You know, faced with a choice I’ve discovered I can’t decide.” Angel turned her head in disgust. “For now I only want a quick fix, and this is only complicating the matter.”


      The Madam, noting his hesitation, came up with a tried and tested solution.


      “Why don’t you close your eyes, sir. I’ll get the girls to mingle and then you point. How does that sound?”


      “Sounds good.”


      Harry closed his eyes, and putting a finger in each ear, commenced to hum. He figured the odds were pretty good that he might pick Angel. If not, well, the other two were equally delicious. Still…. He felt the vibration through the floor and followed Angel’s tiny feet as her heels clacked. The Madam tapped him on the knee and he took a finger out of an ear and pointed.


      “A great choice, sir.”


      Harry opened his eyes and saw Angel smiling for him. The other two walked away and Harry was left to conclude business with the Madam. Shortly thereafter, Angel led him to a room, the inside of which was set up to resemble a traditional Japanese bathhouse. In the middle was a huge circular bed, draped with red and black satin sheets, and around the walls were many frescos depicting ancient Japanese scenes. Without a word, Angel went to an alcove in the middle of the wall and beckoned Harry to her. He walked over, grinning like the proverbial Cheshire cat, and stopped in front of her, whereupon she commenced to undress him. Harry watched her for any signs of recognition, that huge grin still on his face.


      “So what do I call you?” he asked. “I know you girls all use pseudonyms, but do you want me to call you Angel or Akiko?” Akiko/Angel made no response. “Well if you’re not going to tell me I will call you Akiko, how’s that?” Akiko/Angel scowled at him. “Okay, Angel it is.”


      Still not speaking, Angel directed him to sit on a bamboo chair in the shower cubicle and commenced to undress herself. Now they were both fully naked she poured a soothing gel over Harry’s shoulders, and began to lather him up. She leaned across him, one of her small breasts brushing his forehead, and turned on the faucet. In each of her tiny hands she held a soft sponge and proceeded to wash him all over, top to tail. She took her time down below, ensuring she brought him to a full state of readiness.


      “Cap-com, we are green for go.”


      Harry was in the place where everything was okay with the world. He was beaming from ear to ear. During all this time, Angel said not a word, nor indeed did Harry. What could one say when one was getting everything one desired? Angel took her time to thoroughly rinse off all the suds. When finally she stopped the water, she proceeded to dry Harry off with a towel, again taking her time on the launch pad.


      “Cap-com, we have main engine start.”


      Once done she moved her mouth to his ears and began nipping at them with her teeth. It was at this point she whispered the two words that were the sum of her conversation.


      “Arigatou gozaimasu.”
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      Before he left, Harry asked the Madam, who had insisted he call her Dolores, since he was now a valued customer, where the nearest bar was.


      “Head for Jonny’s,” she told him. “It’s not far, honey. And I shouldn’t really say this but I know it’s where Daisy and Angel like to go after knocking off here.”


      “Thanks,’ said Harry. An appropriate turn of phrase too, he thought.


      “They both like you, I can tell.”


      “Well I’ll try and get back before I leave, but I’m on a tight schedule. Thanks again.”


      “If you can’t make it back here, there’s always our other establishment, one reserved for the more, discerning gentleman, like yourself. Or lady, for that matter.”


      “Oh really?”


      “Yes. The Zero G Spot. It’s down in Venera 3. Can’t miss it, my dear.”


      “Zero G Spot? Interesting name.”


      “Oh yes. Weightlessness is sooo much fun, if you follow.”


      Harry chuckled. “Yes, I think I do.”


      “I knew you would. Well, thank you, Mr Watkins. You’re welcome back anytime.” Dolores winked at him.


      Harry caught it and guessed correctly its meaning. “Do you…?”


      “Absolutely, honey, I do. Are you interested in the mature woman too?”


      “Not as a rule, but then there are always exceptions to the rule, eh?”


      “Well aren’t you the one? How are you fixed for time?”


      “Erm…”


      “You weren’t too long with Angel.”


      “As I said, it’s been a while.”


      “Well that’s not true anymore is it?” her voice as soft and smooth as the chaise long. “We can take our time unless you have an appointment.”


      “Nothing that can’t wait,” Harry found himself saying.


      “Wonderful.” Dolores rang the desk bell, and from behind a beaded curtain two hands appeared to separate it and Pixie stepped through. “Hold the fort, Pixie dear. Mr Watkins and I are going to attend to some business.”


      “Sure thing. Enjoy.”


      “Oh I intend to,” Dolores answered, taking Harry by the arm.


      Now this is what I call working the case!


      Another twenty minutes later, Harry and Dolores emerged from their room, he smiling broadly, and she looking quite flustered. They stopped at the reception desk where a very bewildered Pixie watched as Harry bent to kiss Dolores’ hand.


      “Merci beaucoup, madame,” he said. “Vous êtes un vrai délice.”


      “Oh my. Mr Watkins.” Dolores actually blushed, placing her free hand to her chest. She thanked him again for his custom, and Harry practically skipped out of the door.


      “Anytime,” Dolores purred as the door closed.


      “Dee? You okay?”


      “Never better, Pixie dear,” her eyes still fixed on the door. “Never better.” She turned away and walked back to the room, singing and swinging her necklace.
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      Dolores was true to her word. Jonny’s wasn’t far. Harry wasn’t out for a drink. He now had just forty-two hours before The Infinity Wing left for Mars. In that time he had to find Rogers and/or Hammerstein and garner what information, if any, he could. The bar simply seemed the best place to start, after Delilah’s of course. And as luck would have it he wasn’t to be disappointed. In fact he struck gold. Harry had come across numerous individuals who, for one reason or another, had an axe to grind or were just simply pissed off with life, the Universe and everything. Rogers was one such guy. This hirsute little upstart was seated at the bar, wearing a horrendous day-glow Hawaiian shirt, and brandishing a wad of notes thick enough to buy the Station, let alone a round of drinks. He was getting all kinds of looks from the waitresses, working girls and boys, and what passed for the local hoodlums as he shouted and cavorted almost as loudly as his shirt.


      Harry rubbed his hands together. “Boy, this is turning into one heck of a day. Nice one, Harry, my boy.”


      He sauntered over in the direction of Rogers’ party. As he approached, a small altercation started at a table by the door. Two men stood up, and words were exchanged that sounded like Greek, but Harry was no expert. There were cards on the table so it was pretty clear what had transpired. The accuser pointed a thick, hairy finger in his opponents face, and the accused man gesticulated at the table with hands together, palms up. The hairy finger turned into a hairy fist and connected with the second man’s jaw. He went flying backwards, hit the wall and fell in a heap to the floor. He didn’t move. To the victor the spoils. But as the first man began collecting the money from the table, an even thicker hand clasped his shoulder, turned him round and frogged marched him out the door. All the time the man was remonstrating in his native tongue, trying and failing to free himself. He swung this way and that, rather like he was caught on a meat hook. The second man was treated with a little bit more care as two more of the bar security picked him up and carried him out. He groaned and Harry saw blood seeping from one side of his mouth. The punch had also caused him to bite down on his tongue. That or he’d lost some teeth, or both.


      This little sideshow concluded, Harry proceeded into the bar. There were three women sat with Rogers, all laughing at his jokes, all drinking his money. As he got closer though, he shook his head.


      Lucky for him I’m here. With this level of ineptitude this kid will be either dead or broke by the morning. Or both.


      His eye was distracted by a familiar face sat in an alcove facing the bar. Well that settled it. Man he felt good. He’d had the best sleep in months, got laid, found his mark, and now had got re-acquainted with Larry, all within hours of docking.


      “And about goddamn time,” he muttered.


      Larry waved at him, beckoning him with lank, jaundiced fingers.


      “Hi, Harry, what’ll you have?”


      “I’m good. Where the hell have you been?”


      “I could ask you the same question.”


      “Just letting off steam. You can guess the rest, I’m sure.”


      “May I assume you used my name?”


      “Of course. Some things never change.”


      Larry grunted and laughed. “Good thing I’m dead. I’d never hear the last of it.”


      “So?” asked Harry.


      “You know I hate flying, buddy. Sure you don’t want some?”


      “I’m good.”


      “Suit yourself.” Larry poured another glass of what appeared to be bourbon. He was smoking again. “Say hello to Jonny.” He hooked a thumb at a large birdcage that took possession of the entire adjacent booth. Jonny was a parrot, a rather large, scraggy looking parrot whose green and yellow feathers were scattered on the cage floor. He whistled as Larry introduced him.


      “The quality of mercy is not strained. The quality of mercy is not strained. Scraawk!!”


      Harry’s eyes looked like they were about to blow up. Larry cackled. “Cute, huh?”


      “He can see you?” Harry said, settling into his stool.


      “Of course. Most animals can. And children too.”


      “If you can keep your head when all around you are losing theirs and blaming it on you. Scraawk!”


      “If animals and kids can see you, what does that say of me?”


      “That you’re smart and instinctive. And you adapt well to your environment.”


      “If you can fill the unforgiving minute with sixty seconds worth of distance run. Scraawk!”


      “Thanks. But what’s this about flying? This Station isn’t exactly terra-firma you know.” Harry was keeping a wary eye on Jonny, who had shuffled to the end of his perch and was casting a beady eye on him.


      “The time has come the walrus said. Scraawk!!”


      “What?”


      “Off with her head! Off with her head! Scraawk!!”


      “Eh?”


      “It’s Lewis Carroll, you philistine,” said Larry shaking his head and laughing. “And Shakespeare and Kipling before that. Jonny here is quite well read. But this bird,” he said indicating the Station, “is only spinning. It’s not flying.”


      “Depends on your perspective. To an observer on Venus we could be said to be flying.”


      “We are in orbit my friend. We are not flying. And speaking of Venus, where’s Raquel?”


      Harry did a double take. “You know about Raquel? How?”


      “Raquel! Raquel! So buxom, blithe and debonair! Scraawk!!”


      Harry gazed at Jonny, astounded.


      “Be quiet a minute, Jonny,” Larry said.


      “Quiet for Larry, quiet for Larry. Scraawk!!” Jonny hopped to the other side of his cage, and sticking his beak into a small white bowl, commenced to throw seeds through the bars at the people seated in the other adjacent booth.


      “Of course I know about Raquel,” Larry continued. “Well?”


      Harry decided long ago it was pointless to pursue the matter as to how Larry always seemed to know what he’d been up to. One curse of not being quite entirely dead, he supposed.


      “She’s still on The Dragonfly. I can’t meet her, I don’t have the time. Besides, you don’t know the trouble I had with her. I did everything but get down on my knees and beg. Nothing. She’s just not interested in me.”


      Jonny had emptied the bowl and started ringing his bell.


      Ting ting.


      “Play the guitar just like he’s ringing a bell. Go go! Go Jonny go!! Scraawk!!”


      “Just because a woman is not willing to throw herself at you within five minutes of meeting you, you naturally assumed she either doesn’t fancy you or she’s gay. Right?”


      Ting ting.


      “Erm, well…. Yes, okay, you got me there.”


      “Well it’s neither of those things, okay?”


      Ting ting.


      “How can you possibly know that?”


      “Try one of her cigars.”


      Ting ting.


      Harry looked at his ex-partner as if his hair was on fire. Larry was up to something, and it made him mad because he didn’t know what that something might be.


      Ting ting.


      And that bloody bird was starting to get on his nerves. However, he did what he was asked and lifted the packet of cheroots out of his breast pocket. He was about to place one in his mouth when Larry stopped him.


      “What?” asked Harry, starting to get annoyed.


      “Take a closer look.”


      “Eh? A closer look at what?”


      “Can’t you see it? Are you that blind?”


      Suddenly Harry did see it, a tiny white dot on the end. “What the hell…?”


      With extreme care he peeled back the leaves. Encased in the tobacco was a thin white filament running the length of the cigar. He turned it in his hand and examined it. “Is this what I think it is?”


      “Lucky, huh?”


      “How did you know?”


      “Just a hunch.”


      “Come on, you’re not that good.” Harry very carefully placed the ruined cigar in the ashtray on the table. He brushed his hands free of the flakes and smelled them.


      Ting ting.


      “Well okay, I’m not. Just a moment. Jonny? Behave yourself now. Be good.”


      “Jonny be good, Jonny be good! Scraawk!!”


      “Yes!” Larry exclaimed, and fist pumped the air. He laughed, which quickly turned into a nasty sounding coughing fit. Harry waited patiently. “Sorry, couldn’t resist,” Larry said at length, his eyes watering. He noted Harry’s look of bewilderment. “Mid twentieth century blues musician. Chuck Berry?”


      “I know who Chuck Berry is, thank you. You were saying?”


      “I was? Oh yes. As soon as you docked I was back with you and so I was able to have a sneaky look-see at you two.”


      “I never saw you.”


      “You don’t always see me, buddy.”


      “That’s comforting. Will I ever have any privacy from you?”


      “Sure. Find the bastard who shot me and return the favor.”


      “Or live in something that’s permanently flying.”


      “That would work, yes,” said Larry, and blew smoke into the air.


      “So? Anything to report?”


      “Someone visited Raquel in her cabin last night. This guy handed her those cigars and told her to make sure she gave them to you as you left.”


      “Did you recognize him?”


      “He never entered the room.”


      “Nothing distinguishing? Tattoos? Scars?”


      “He never entered the room, Harry. Just the voice, like a scalded cat fighting another scalded cat.”


      “That distinctive, huh?” Then, with an expression like he’d just been handed a live grenade, Harry leapt out of his chair. “Hackman! Christ Almighty, Larry! You always used to say he sounded like a scalded cat. Jesus!”


      “Sit down, you idiot. You’re drawing attention to yourself.”


      Harry realized he was standing up, and to all eyes was shouting at the wall like a madman. He looked round sheepishly before sitting back down. The low background murmurings resumed.


      “How in Hell did he get on The Dragonfly?” Harry said in a whisper. “He’s supposed to be long gone.”


      “That’s for you to find out, buddy.”


      “Did he say anything else?”


      “I got the impression that Raquel was working for him, but that she was no longer keen to comply. I figure he has something on her. He leaned in close at one point and whispered something that caused her to turn as white as a ghost, if you’ll pardon the expression. I didn’t catch what he said.”


      “That sonofabitch.”


      “Yes indeed. But it gives us a great opportunity to crack two cases for one. You nail that s.o.b. Hackman here before moving on to Mars. It’ll be a cinch. You and me working together again.”


      “I see your point. But I’ve got less than two days before The Wing leaves for Mars. I can’t afford to miss it or Headlock will have my nuts for golf balls.”


      “True. But Hackman knows you’re here, and he’s already tried to get rid of you. Just keep yourself visible and that bastard will make his move, I guarantee it.”


      “Wish I shared your certainty, old buddy.”


      “But if you feel you need some more help, something to keep you focused, there is something you can use. But you’ll need to find a bribable physician.”


      “Shouldn’t be hard up here. What is it?”


      “BrainTicker. You remember it?”


      Harry laughed. “Of course I do. We used it to get through the entrance exam for the Bureau, and pretty much every test thereafter. It’s still illegal.”


      “So it should be.”


      “I got some good results because of it, but I also had lots of sleepless nights. A couple of bad trips too, I remember.” Harry stared at the floor and shook his head. “I don’t know, Larry. I would have to be real careful with the dose. We don’t have Carson up here to stop us frying our brains.”


      Larry chuckled, and began coughing again. “Yeah, good old Carson. Best medicine man in the whole of East America.”


      “But I don’t have that long, Larry. We gotta move fast.”


      “Aucune merde.”


      “Oui, no shit.”


      The pair fell silent for a moment. Larry continued to blow smoke into the air, Harry was pondering his next move.


      “Well,” he said at length, “I was thinking that if I stay off the sauce I should be fine.”


      “You? No chance!”


      “Thanks for your confidence. But I mean it. As for the BrainTicker, I’ll keep it in mind. But I’m worried about Raquel. If she’s being coerced I need to get her off The Dragonfly. She can’t stay on there, not after this.” He indicated the ashtray.


      “Sure she can. That’s the safest place for her. You can’t have her here. You said so yourself you can’t work round her. She’s too much of a distraction.”


      “Yes I know I said that. But that was before you told me about her and bloody Hackman.”


      “I know. But he’s off the ship now. He’s here.”


      “How can you know that? Why are you so sure? Is it your undead intuition?”


      “There’s no such thing, you idiot. But I do know how a psychopath’s mind works, and Hackman definitely falls into that category. He’ll want to see you get it. If not he’ll want to do it himself. He’s here, trust me.”


      Again Harry looked at the floor, looking quite desolate.


      “Do you know Headlock spoke to me?” he remarked suddenly.


      “I missed it. What did he say?” Harry filled him in. “Hmm.” Larry stroked his weathered chin. “Interesting.”


      “In what way? Come on, out with it.”


      “I don’t trust him any more than you do. When you went to inspect those crates he must have found out somehow. He was probably feeling you out.”


      “How could he have known about that? Oh wait a minute. You suspect Raquel, don’t you?”


      “Why not? Don’t let your crown jewels deaden your logic, Harry. In situations like these you have to be objective.”


      Harry pulled his lips tight shut and was silent for a long time. He hated to think that Raquel might be spying on him for Headlock, but he had to reluctantly admit the evidence was mounting. What did that bastard have on her? Her demeanour had changed drastically after they had inspected the crates. Had something happened to her after that? There he went again, taking it for granted that all her actions were the result of her operating under duress. But it was difficult for Harry to see Raquel as some sort of Femme Fatale.


      “It might be worth your while getting hold of Manny,” Larry suggested. “He can help by keeping us informed.”


      “I know, but I have to assume Headlock is watching him. Not personally of course. That sonofabitch never gets his hands dirty. I don’t plan on making contact with Manny until I get to Mars. Last thing I want is Headlock suspecting I suspect him of duplicity.”


      “Wise words my friend,” Larry said. “Oops,” he added, casting his eyes over Harry’s shoulder. “Watch out. Waitress coming over.”


      “What’ll ya have, sweetie?”


      “Huh?” Harry turned round to see the waitress standing behind him; tall and skinny, with a yellow headscarf tied in a bow, keeping a mass of auburn curls in check.


      “I said what’ll ya have?”


      “Nothing, thanks, I’m good.”


      “Listen, sweetie, ya gotta order something. One drink at least, that’s the rule.”


      “Marge is a sweetie. Marge is a sweetie. Scraawk!”


      Marge scrunched up her face and threw Jonny a seed lump from her apron pocket. He caught it deftly in his beak and commenced chewing and spitting it to shreds.


      “What rule?” asked Harry, wiping off pieces of sunflower seed from his sleeve.


      “The rule that says ya gotta buy one drink if you come in here.”


      “I’m not thirsty.”


      “It’s not about whether you’re thirsty or not. Ya gotta buy a drink or you’ll have to leave. That’s the rule here.”


      “Dumb rule.”


      “Dumb rule, dumb rule. Scraawk!”


      The waitress dropped the nicey-nice act. “Look, buster, either order something or Clyde over there, he’ll ask you to leave.”


      Harry tilted his head to see where the waitress was pointing, and saw a reasonably massive individual who looked far from friendly. In fact Harry recognized him as the same man who had evicted the pugilist.


      “Clyde big guy, Clyde big guy. Scraawk!”


      “Harry, why do you needlessly antagonise people?” Larry asked.


      “Blow me.”


      “Blow me, blow me. Scraawk!”


      “Okay. I don’t need to hear that. Clyde!”


      “No no, not you. I was speaking to…” Clyde had put down his book and was getting out of his seat. “Okay okay. I’m sorry. I’ll have a club soda, please.”


      “Clyde coming over. Oh dear. Scraawk!”


      Clyde had arrived. “How you doing, Jonny boy?”


      “Clyde main man, main man. Scraawk!”


      “You better believe it.” Another seed lump. “Everything okay here, Marge?”


      “Ask him.”


      Clyde looked down at Harry, huge blue eyes and head to match. “Is there trouble here, sir?”


      “Absolutely not, Clyde, just a misunderstanding.”


      “I see.”


      “Nietzsche.” Harry pointed to the book.


      “Indeed,” said Clyde turning it over. “You’re a fan?”


      “Nietzsche sucks, Nietzsche sucks. Scraawk!” Marge put two fingers to her lips and giggled.


      “Oh how can you not be?” Harry asked, becoming increasingly agitated by Jonny the bloody parrot. “Certainly my favorite philosopher of the last two….”


      “Three,” interjected Larry, sensing, as usual, where this was going.


      “Sorry, yes, three hundred years.”


      “Mmh. What areas interest you?” Clyde, scepticism a requirement in his line of work, folded his arms, and waited for Harry’s erudite reply.


      “Erm, that’s a toughie.” Harry rubbed his chin, hoping this made him look thoughtful. He glanced at Larry, who at first rolled his eyes, then grinned. Clyde followed his gaze and frowned at the back wall.


      “Ready?” asked Larry.


      Harry indicated a yes with a slow blink.


      “Well,” said Larry/Harry, “his thoughts on the realities of the world, his concept of life-affirmation I particularly enjoy. It’s an interesting premise to dismiss religion as a human creation.”


      “Indeed it is,” said Clyde, his expression showing obvious surprise. “I like how he questions the value and objectivity of truth.”


      “Radically,” Larry/Harry suggested.


      “Yes, radically,” Clyde agreed, nodding his head. Between them, wearing a bemused expression, stood Marge. If she had had a cigarette in her mouth, it would by now have fallen out.


      “Are you serious?” she asked. “There’s only one philosopher worth talking about.”


      Clyde waved her away. “You and your Wittgenstein.”


      “Wittgenstein main man, main man. Scraawk!”


      “Oh yeah?” said Marge, hands on hips, undeterred. “Just because your man was born a century before mine doesn’t make him any less important or influential. Logical necessity? Anti-realism? Metaphysics?”


      “All of which are fine but there’s no denying Nietzsche’s Will to Power is influential.”


      “Ha! Tell that to Alfred Adler.”


      “Who was born after Nietzsche. I rest my case.”


      “Nietzsche never fully defined it in his work. You’re talking out your ass.”


      “I don’t have time for this. You enjoy your stay, sir,” Clyde said, and tipped an imaginary hat.


      “Thanks.” Harry looked up at Marge. “Impressive.” She made a rude noise. “Club soda?”


      Marge twisted her mouth. “Sure.” She turned on her heels and left them alone.


      “Boy that was fun,” said Harry chuckling away. “We’re a good team, Larry.”


      “Indeed we are. Now, back to business. You concur with my little plan?”


      “Which one?”


      “Killing Hackman, what else?”


      “Absolutely, my friend. If Hackman is here I will find him and I will kill him. How does that sound?”


      “Simple and straightforward. I like your thinking. But how will you do that without your gun?”


      “I’ll think of something. But now I would appreciate your input on those crates. What do you think the Judge is up to?”


      “I’m not sure. But Tyrell is tied up with all of this as well. So is this Hammerstein chap. And on that subject isn’t that your mark at the bar?”


      “Yes,” Harry replied without turning round. “He’s another one that could end up dead if he’s not careful. The crates?”


      “Hansel & Gretel, you say?” Harry nodded. “Interesting.” Larry rubbed at his chin again. Harry sighed and waited. “The stuff was rock hard when you found it which would indicate the moisture in the air made it so. That’s where the water comes in.”


      “That was my thinking. But where do you get all that water?”


      “Earth, naturally.”


      “Again I thought so too. But you are talking millions, heck, billions of tonnes. Think of the payload. You’d need thousands of shuttles to get that into orbit and shipped out here. Hardly cost effective.”


      “Good thinking, Harry. I concur. Nice to see you working this one right for a change.”


      “Spare me your platitudes, please.”


      “So?”


      “My guess is the asteroid belt. At first I thought maybe Titan, but it’s too far out. Ganymede maybe, as long as you’re not in too much of a hurry. For me it’s the asteroid belt. Once you get the mining operational you just keep loading the barges and away you go. And this all ties in with Petersen’s disappearance and this guy.” Harry hooked a thumb over his shoulder.


      “You have been thinking the case, haven’t you? But if that’s all true, what is Petersen doing on Mars?”


      “Ah. I haven’t figured that out yet.”


      “I see. So, let’s back up a bit here. Headlock wins the contract to manufacture the pseudo-asbestos. Right?”


      “Right.”


      “That done, he now has to figure out how to get billions of tonnes of H2O to Venus in order for it to work.”


      “Correct.”


      “But in the meantime two of his top employees go AWOL, one of whom is a crack hydrologist and also decides to take some spending money from the company coffers.”


      “True, but I think we both agree that he didn’t take anything. Headlock’s story is bullshit.”


      “Agreed. Harry, I think you’re wrong. I think all your answers are waiting for you on Mars. Petersen is the key player here. Headlock knows you too well. He knew you couldn’t resist coming here to question Rogers, that you would take some pleasure in disobeying him. He’s played you, I think.” Larry backed away slightly and held up his hands. “Don’t say it, you’ll only draw attention to yourself…”


      “Sonofabitch!”


      Harry shook his fists at the wall, again giving the impression that he was losing an argument with empty space.


      “You’re going to get yourself locked up one of these days,” Larry told him. “You need a drink, and I don’t mean club soda.”


      “I’m off the booze.”


      “Oh come on, you’re not fooling me.”


      “I’m off the booze, like I said.”


      “Christ, Harry, you’re serious aren’t you?”


      “Not for ever, just till I crack this one.” He shook his head. “Bloody Headlock. That bastard has been the bane of my adult life.”


      Larry made a noise, leaned over and broke wind. “What, you’re an adult now?”


      “Very funny. He holds that damn gun running caper over my head like a, like a…”


      “Like a sword of Damocles, I think is the phrase you’re looking for.”


      “Some Greek guy’s monkey, anyway.”


      “Roman.”


      “Whatever. You know what I mean. God that stinks!”


      “Best ones always do. But you were caught red handed, Harry, you can’t deny that.”


      “And so what I did is any worse than what Headlock and his associates get up to?”


      “Hey. You’re preaching to the choir here, buddy. We’re singing from the same hymn sheet. But he, and they, have the power. What you need to do is tilt the table in your favor.”


      “I’m listening.”


      “Well, even I can’t think of everything.”


      Harry slumped his shoulders. “Thanks for nothing.”


      “You’re welcome. Now we’ve put the world to rights, let’s get back to the present. There’s Rogers. What’s your plan?” Larry blew more smoke out of the corner of his mouth and flicked the butt away.


      “Isn’t that dangerous?” asked Harry, his eyes following it.


      “Only if you’re in my realm. And certainly no more toxic than one of my farts. What are you going to do?”


      “Get him away from those bimbos for a start.”


      “You’ll need a distraction.”


      “I’m all ears.”


      “Light one of Raquel’s cigars and stand well back. And for Christ’s sake don’t put it in your mouth.”


      “Why didn’t I think of that?”


      “You did. It was lurking down there somewhere. I just beat you to it.”


      “Very funny.”


      “Really? I thought I was flattering you.”


      “Beat it. I’ll see you later.”


      Harry stood up and turned around. Larry never just disappeared before his eyes. It is something the undead just don’t do. Even Jonny moved to the far end of his perch. During their very first meeting after his partner’s death, Larry had told Harry that, “if you do happen to be looking at a spirit when they dissolve into the ethereal then there is every chance you could be dragged in with them, kicking and screaming as all things from your deepest nightmares fight for your eternal soul. Yes, not very nice.”


      “Here’s your soda, sir.”


      “Eh? Oh, thank you,” Harry said, somewhat startled by the re-appearance of Marge the waitress. He stepped back slightly as she thrust the glass into his chest and squared up to him.


      “And whatever you and Clyde think, I’m with Jonny. Wittgenstein rules and Nietzsche sucks.”


      “I concede your point.”


      “Good.” She looked at him oddly as the departing Larry lifted Harry’s hair up. They both shivered as a breath of cold air passed over them. An expression formed on Marge’s face, one that Harry had only seen once before when Larry did his vanishing act. Just for a moment Marge looked lost, a once habored soul suddenly cast upon the terrible drifting limbo tide. Jonny too, was going ape shit in his cage. He flapped and squawked like one demented, sending feathers everywhere till his cage resembled a shaken snow globe. Then just as quickly he settled, and Marge was also back, with only a slight wobble. She steadied herself on Harry’s arm.


      “Are you okay?” he said, genuinely concerned.


      “Yes. I am now. Your friend, he…” She struggled for the words, searching. “I’m okay. Thank you.”


      “Larry gone, Larry gone. Scraawk!”


      “Harry,” said Harry, throwing Jonny a cursed look.


      “Thank you, Harry.” She looked down at the glass. “On the house.” When she looked back at him, her eyes were different, less hostile. She actually smiled, and this one gesture touched Harry’s heart more than anything he could remember in recent memory.


      “Marge, I need you to leave, right now. Can you do that? I have to do something and I’m not too sure what’s going to happen.”


      “Okay,” she said calmly. “I can do that.”


      “Good. Right now, okay? Grab your things and go home.”


      “Go home. Okay.”


      “You’ll feel better in the morning, I promise. Hopefully you’ll remember nothing.”


      “Okay. Bye, Harry.”


      “Bye, Marge.”


      Harry watched her go, appreciative of the fact that Larry had touched another troubled soul and calmed it. So soon as Marge was out of sight, Harry took out the packet of cigars and bade them another inspection. There were six left in the packet, and all had the same filament running through them. However, as he looked closer he noted that only three were white and the other three light blue in color. Obviously these would react differently to the white ones once ignited.


      “Damn,” Harry cursed under his breath. “Which one?”


      There was no way he could possibly tell what color did what, so he would just have to trust to luck. “Blue or white?”


      “Take the white one, Harry, take the white one, Harry. Scraawk!”


      He pondered for a moment, and for no reason whatsoever chose blue. With a mean look at Jonny, he picked one out and put the packet back in his inside jacket pocket. He gazed over at Rogers, still cavorting with his paid entourage. A sudden doubt came over him, a leaden cloak of uncertainty that was quickly replaced by one of absurdity.


      What the hell am I doing? Why am I not on Mars collecting a simple bounty? I just can’t keep my nose clean, can I?


      But he could not deny himself the truth. He was excited. It was like being back with the Bureau. If Hackman was on the Station then he wanted Harry dead. Why else would he give Raquel the cigars? And what did he have on her to make her do such a thing? He almost squashed the cigar as he thought of what he wanted to do to that man. Was he worth a quick death? Should he not go out the same way he took Larry from this world? For the first time since his partner’s death, Harry asked himself if he was really capable of taking a life simply out of revenge. When faced with the brutal decision to take a life or spare it, what would he do?


      God, there was so much shit going on in his life at the moment. It seemed an age ago since Headlock walked into his office.


      “Enough thinking, Harry,” he said to himself.


      In dramatic fashion he swept up the club soda and downed it in one. Wiping his mouth, he waited a second, belched, and then lit the cigar. He knew enough about explosives to know that the charge inside it was sufficient to take your face off if it was in your mouth. Or it would simply make a loud noise and maybe scorch the fake brickwork if he threw it back into the booth. Either way it was the perfect distraction. Jonny would just have to take his chances. If he moved the cage it would look suspicious. With a deft backward flick of the wrist the cigar went sailing into the vacant booth and settled on the fake leather where it started to smoulder. Harry moved away and waited. And waited. And waited. He heard a faint pfftt, and his heart sank.


      Don’t tell me they’re joke cigars after all that.


      He turned and watched, open mouthed, as a thin pale pillar of smoke rose up, billowed out as it hit the ceiling, and finally settled over Jonny’s cage. There was a smouldering black patch where the cigar had been. He watched transfixed as Jonny stood to attention, scraawked his last, and then spun round on his perch to land beak down, hanging like a fruit bat, his claws forever closed around his perch in a iron death grip.


      “Oh shit,” said Harry. “I’ve killed the bird.” It wasn’t everyday you got to say something like that.


      Now it didn’t need a genius to deduce that what he had ignited was not an explosive. He looked round furtively. For half a minute it was business as usual. But slowly more and more patrons began drifting their eyes over to where Jonny ought to be squawking out his one-liners. Evidently he was not normally this quiet for so long. Harry did the most sensible thing he could and started walking away in the direction of Rogers. As the seconds passed, more and more people began lifting out of their seats until someone announced that it appeared Jonny was no more. He was indeed, an ex parrot.


      Now all the bar was up and straining to see as those nearer gathered round the cage. Clyde and a few other staff members pushed through them to see what had happened. For a second Harry’s heart was in his mouth as he thought others might succumb to whatever had taken poor Jonny. But fortunately there were no more fatalities. Then Harry thought that Clyde might put two and two together and remember he had been sitting in the booth.


      Yet for all the sadness surrounding poor Jonny’s demise, it had, albeit inadvertently, created just the distraction Harry had hoped for. He looked over at Rogers to see he too was craning his neck over heads to see what the commotion was all about. His three female companions had separated themselves from him, and one of them was actually crying and being consoled by the other two. Now was his moment. He moved quickly, and was just about to grab Rogers and push him through the exit when he suddenly found himself confronted by Angel and Daisy.


      “Fancy seeing you here,” said the latter.


      “Oh. Hi….”


      “Daisy.”


      “Daisy, Angel. Look…”


      “If I didn’t know better I’d say you’d come here to find me,” said the blonde. “Angel told me all about what you did.”


      “What!”


      “Oh! Not what you did together, silly. Well, not all of it. I mean what you did to help her. So brave.” She giggled, and bent her knees in a coquettish fashion.


      Angel pushed her. “I could have taken them,” she said.


      “Well that’s not what you told me.” Daisy moved to stand in front of Harry. “Can’t get enough of a good thing, huh?”


      “True true. Look, I’m kind of busy with something at the moment. Can we…”


      “Isn’t it awful?” Daisy turned and pointed at the cage. “Poor Jonny. He’s been here years, all the time I’ve been here too. He’d call me hot pants. So funny. So sad.”


      Harry sighed and took a hold of her. She smiled warmly, and closed her eyes as she snuggled into his chest.


      “Oh please,” said Angel, turning away in disgust.


      “Just what I need,” Daisy said. She waved at Angel to get lost. Angel replied with a hand gesture. But then a strange expression came across her face. She grinned and moved in to join Daisy. She too put her arms around Harry


      “Oh I’m so glad you chose me,” she said, in a scared, drowned kitten sort of voice. She was practically nose-to-nose with Daisy. The blonde scowled at her and mouthed a very vulgar suggestion. Angel went on undaunted. “I haven’t been treated like that for such a long time. You made me feel so special for twenty minutes. Will you be coming back?”


      Harry lifted his head to the ceiling.


      Oh brother.


      Yes he was flattered, yes Angel had been great, and yes he didn’t need this right now. He looked back down and made his mistake. He locked eyes with Rogers, who had been watching them. Jealous probably, as he could see this was genuine affection, at least on Daisy’s part, and Harry hadn’t spent a credit on either of them, well not in the bar anyway. But as they stared at each other, Harry saw Rogers’ expression change from one of envy, to downright fear.


      Shit. Am I that obvious?


      Rogers dropped his drink and broke into a run, or at least he tried to. The throng of people, (word had spread to the mall outside), prevented him from making any hasty retreat. Harry rather unceremoniously untangled himself from the clinging females. He picked Angel up by the tops of her arms, and deposited her to the side followed quickly by Daisy. He kissed them quickly on the head and made off after his mark.


      Behind him, Angel wore an expression of disgust, which quickly turned to one of regret. Daisy blinked several times and waved meekly.


      “Anytime,” she said, her voice weak and sad.
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      Once outside, Harry’s keen eyes searched the busy thoroughfare. For a moment he couldn’t see his quarry. Then he caught sight of a flaying arm above the crowd as Rogers fought to remove himself of his ridiculous Hawaiian shirt.


      “Very smart, young man, and quick, too.”


      Harry set off in pursuit, but quickly found he was panting. He kept himself in shape, but had lapsed during the flight up. He also didn’t need reminding he was chasing someone nearly half his age. Rogers kept up a good pace and tried all sorts of tricks to try and lose Harry, but he maintained his distance. He shouted out once, but it was impossible to try and talk him into stopping as the hustle and bustle of Main Street drowned out any attempt at communication. All Harry could do was keep after him and either hope Rogers tired first or he got a chance to talk to him.


      As they ran, it became apparent just how small this section of Venus Station was. Within a few minutes they came up against a sealed bulkhead. Rogers panicked for a moment, but the sheer throng of people enabled him to backtrack and edge his way to the other side of the concourse. Cursing, Harry did likewise, pushing and excusing himself numerous times. Within a minute or so they found themselves on the outskirts of Main Street once more.


      Off they went again. “This is nuts,” declared Harry.


      Rogers was only about ten metres ahead when he suddenly bolted into a side door. As Harry approached he realized it was the entrance to one of the six spokes that connected the outer circular habitat to the central hub. Above the padded arch a sign read, Venera 3, together with a brief list of its attractions. Below that was another sign warning of micro gravity.


      “Terrific,” Harry moaned.


      Rogers was already well inside the tube. As Harry watched him slowly getting smaller, he had a very distinct attack of vertigo, just for a moment, as his brain struggled to determine whether he was heading down or up. He closed his eyes, set his teeth, and pushed himself in.


      The spoke, or rather the pressurized section of it, was around eight hundred metres long, and about ten metres in diameter. Now, if that was eight hundred metres straight down, or up, then the average human being would maybe make it fifty metres inside before unmitigated panic set in, turning them into a gibbering, helpless wreck. It would take no great effort of the subconscious mind to convince someone they were plummeting down a kilometre long tunnel. Fortunately, Venus Station was designed with humans in mind. Every forty metres there was a pressure bulkhead, with a large convex window either side of it, and a wide Flexi-lock in the middle. Through this ran a travelator, chugging along in either direction at a sedate two klicks an hour, with two pairs of hoops every two metres for your feet.


      The bulkheads served two purposes. First and foremost they were there to seal off a section of the tube in case of emergency depressurization. Second, they helped to deceive the eye and mind into thinking you didn’t have that far to go. And just to make the journey more interesting, at irregular intervals the tube would veer to the left or right. You wondered what might be round the next corner. However, despite all these devices designed to put the mind at ease, the external structure remained one, continuous conduit.


      For the first hundred metres or so, there was no discernible difference to Harry’s weight, but gradually he felt himself becoming lighter. A third of the way in it was impossible to walk correctly, let alone run, and he had to resort to pulling himself along on the handrail, his feet bounding in great leaps of three metres or more. He tried the travelator, but it was moving much too slowly for felon pursuit.


      Harry had to excuse himself several times as he shoved and ducked his way past many people. Some were merely standing to the side, looking out at the spectacular views afforded by the very large concave windows. Venus was out of sight, showing only as a bright diffused mass below the Station. But the stars were enough to keep the tourists happy. Harry took one look outside and wished he hadn’t. His stomach felt like there was a lead baseball rolling around inside it.


      Ten minutes of tugging himself along, and Harry was beginning to tire. Boy, was he out of shape. Up ahead, he could see Rogers was approaching the exit into the hub. As he struggled on, Harry noticed a flashing red neon sign, buzzing slightly as he drew level with it. The Zero G Spot beckoned him inside, in all its tawdry naughtiness. There was a blacked out window either side of the door, and from each hung a similar garish neon invitation. One read, ‘You haven’t lived till you’ve done it in zero g!’ while the other one glared, ‘And you still haven’t lived till you’ve done it at The Zero G Spot!’ Despite his rather frantic situation, Harry couldn’t prevent himself from smiling as he glided past, hand over hand, his legs akimbo.


      “Some other time,” he muttered.


      Rogers was now at the end of the spoke. Harry saw that he appeared to be arguing with two men, rather well dressed, and extremely well built.


      “Hey!” Harry yelled, as he pressed himself through the final Flexi-lock. “Restrain that man. I need to speak to him.”


      He was either not heard, or ignored. Harry sensed it was the latter. A second later, Rogers was past them and disappeared into the hub.


      “Goddamn it!” Harry gave the handrail an extra tug. His upper arms were starting to cramp, and the accompanying feeling of nausea did not help. He reached the end to be confronted by the same two men. It turned out they were the doormen to the rather plush and expensive revolving restaurant that occupied most of the central hub.


      “That guy you just let in,” Harry began as he drew up to them. “Didn’t you hear me? He’s wanted for questioning.” He was horizontal as he talked, and fought to drag himself upright. Beyond the two men, Harry could see the spinning restaurant, complete with crystal chandeliers, glistening silver cutlery, and pristine white tablecloths. The sight of the rotating waiters and patrons made him distinctly queasy.


      “Who are you?” asked one of the doormen.


      They were happily attached to the ground, their broad feet inserted through two pairs of hoops.


      Harry thought quickly, which wasn’t easy as his brain, arms and stomach were all competing to quit on him first. As he pushed himself to stand nose to chest with these guys, one thing he knew was certain. To tell them he was a bailsman simply wouldn’t cut it. One look at these two lugs convinced him of that. “I’m Special Agent Dick Tracy,” he announced. “That guy’s a felon. Let me through.”


      “Not without ID, Agent Dick,” said the first doorman, with a very pronounced smirk.


      “And a tie,” added the second, with an even bigger pronounced smirk.


      Harry looked from one to the other. “What?”


      “Tie,” the man repeated, wagging his fingers below his neck as though he was playing an invisible clarinet.


      Harry held up a hand. “No, no. You don’t seem to understand. The man you just let through is a wanted felon. I need to take him in.”


      “Seemed like a decent sort to me,” the first man said.


      “Yeah,” offered the second one.


      “Look, fellas. Don’t make me have to take you downtown as well. Let me through, and we’ll forget  that at this moment you are impeding a Bureau officer in the course of his duty.”


      The two doormen crossed their arms but said nothing.


      Harry took a deep breath. “I’m ordering you both to stand aside and let me through.”


      “Not without ID,” repeated the first man.


      “Or a tie,” repeated the second man.


      Okay. Bluff not working.


      Harry leaned forward, but as he did so, the laws governing inertia tipped him ass over elbow. The doormen waited silently and patiently as Harry completed his own little orbit. He was all set for another one before he called out. “Goddamn it, guys. Help me out, will ya?”


      They looked at one another then dragged Harry back down. “Thanks,” he said, regaining his composure. “Look, fellas. You got me. I’m not a special agent, okay? But I do need to talk to that guy you let through. Please, help a bondsman out, huh?”


      Shit! You idiot.


      The first doorman chuckled. “You’re a bondsman? Couldn’t get a real police job?”


      Harry swallowed hard, and told himself he had to let it go. “Yeah, that’s right. Ex-wife took everything, so I figured I can make just enough doing this so I don’t have to pay alimony.”


      “Neat,” said the second man. He didn’t appear to have much in the way of conversation.


      “That’s a real shame,” said the first. “But I still can’t let you in without ID.”


      “I just told you I’m not who I said I was. Did the other guy show you ID?”


      “Yes. Lots of ID.” The doorman rubbed a thumb over the fingers of one hand, and grinned.


      Finally, they were getting to the rub. Harry sighed, but tried once more, nonetheless. “You do realize you’re attempting to bribe a licensed bailsman, don’t you?”


      Even as he said this, Harry’s mental strength buckled just slightly as his conscious self reminded him that he hadn’t yet renewed his damned license.


      “Whoa, there. Who said anything about a bribe? You’re merely contributing to the staff retirement fund.”


      “I’m what?”


      “Or you could just buy a tie.”


      The doorman indicated a rack adjacent to where Harry stood. He looked at it. With a resigned hunch of the shoulders he picked one up. “How much?”


      “A hundred creds.”


      “A hundred creds!” Harry shrieked. “When are you retiring? Tomorrow? After this shift?”


      “Hey, you’re a funny guy. Just for the wisecrack, I’ll let you have it for ninety-five.”


      Harry shook his head in disbelief, but dug deep into a pocket nonetheless. The money wasn’t a problem. He’d been in this situation countless times before. The delay was. He deftly thumbed the notes in his pocket, flipping aside the higher denominations with practiced ease.


      “I’ve only got eighty,” he announced, holding up a crumpled wad.


      The doorman pondered for a moment, then extended a hand. “Enjoy your meal, sir,” he said. “Please watch your step as you enter the carousel.”


      “Thanks,” Harry replied, without a single trace of sincerity.


      The human doorway parted, and Harry pushed on through. After a few false starts he managed to synch his movements with the revolving treadmill that encircled the restaurant. It resembled an airport baggage retrieval conveyor belt, and was surrounded by hundreds of glass panel balustrades to prevent anyone from accidentally stepping on it. Harry had to wait several seconds until a gap emerged. His heart sank when he saw the maître d’ standing there, smug and starched in his immaculate DJ and bow tie. He was giving Harry the once over, concluding already, it seemed, that our good bailsman was below the standard of clientele his restaurant expected.


      “Good evening, monsieur,” he said all the same, in a pretentious French accent, as Harry deftly alighted from the carousel. He stumbled to a halt just inches from the maître d’. “Do you have a reservation?”


      “No. But...’


      “I see. Well then do you at least have a tie?”


      “Yes. But...”


      “Then I must request you put it on, monsieur. I cannot admit you without it.”


      Harry muttered something, and held up the tie. The maître d’ merely raised an eyebrow and waited. Harry muttered something else, or maybe it was the same curse, and proceeded to place the wretched thing round his neck.


      “There,” he announced. “Now I...”


      “So it is a table for one, monsieur?” the maître d’ asked, persisting with his ridiculous accent. “Or are you expecting company, oui?” The man’s brow jumped, he cracked a smile, and stroked his pencil moustache. He finished this absurd routine with a knowing wink.


      “I’m not here to eat,” Harry snapped. “I’m looking for a man.”


      “Well, each to his own, monsieur. The Zero G Spot is back that way.” The maître d’ pointed over Harry’s shoulder.


      “What? Oh, no, no, no. I’m pursing a felon. He came through here just a moment ago. You must have seen him.”


      “Ah, indeed I did. He went that way.” The maître d’ pointed to the other side of the restaurant. “Happy hunting.”


      “Thanks.” Harry set off, but was stopped by a hand to the chest.


      “That will be fifty credits, monsieur.”


      “Eh? Excuse me?”


      “Our cover charge, monsieur.”


      “But I’m not eating. I’m just passing through.”


      “Nevertheless, our policy is quite clear. Fifty credits, or if you prefer you can take up the matter with our service team.”


      “Service team? Who the hell are they?”


      The maître d’ smiled and pointed once more, this time back towards Venera 3. “If you like I can call them over and you can discuss it with them.”


      Harry took a deep breath, and dug deep once more. “No need,” he said, handing over the money. “Boy, some racket you boys got going on down here.”


      “I like to thing we are at the center of things round here, monsieur.” The maître d’ bowed his head, and turned his hand over in a welcoming gesture. “Welcome to Maison De Manger, monsieur.”


      Harry did his best not to laugh, and he almost succeeded. Time to leave, but there was always time for a bit of fun.


      Okay, I’ve had enough of this pretentious prick.


      *“Merci beaucoup, monsieur,” he said. “Je souhaite à tous vos clients la diarrhée et un mauvais cas de syphilis pour votre bien-être. Au revoir.”


      (*“Thank you very much, sir. I wish all your patrons diarrhoea and a bad case of syphilis for your good self. Goodbye.”)


      The maître d’s expression glazed over. “Err….”


      Harry winked and stepped away.


      The pretentious prick had pointed towards Venera 5. To get to it, Harry had to weave his way through the many tables separating him from another trawl through the tubes.


      “This is nuts,” he grumbled to himself once more, as he dodged an assistant waiter with an armful of dirty plates. He chucked them into an auto-dishwasher as it trundled by. Another waiter whizzed past, balancing a stack of main courses hidden beneath plastic covers. They looked like a giant Scooby snack.


      As Harry neared the exit, he spotted another waiter who was distributing digestifs around a table before him. Harry eyed a glass that appeared to be filled with brandy in front of a rather corpulent individual. In a split second the decision was made. Harry had to have that drink, at all costs. He was out over a hundred credits, and all he had to show for it was some disrespect and a crummy tie. To hell with that!


      The man ignored the waiter completely, as he appeared more concerned with chatting to the young nymph to his left. She was a sight to behold, and no mistake; tousles of auburn hair over each shoulder, breasts the size of mangoes, long, elegant, tanned legs, crossed, naturally, and ending in immaculately manicured feet inside open toe black stilettos. Those toes were painted bright scarlet to match her dress; tight, with just enough of it to ignite the imagination. She batted dull lids at the man’s insipid monologue. As Harry drew near, their eyes met. He smiled at her; she was stunning to look at, after all, and Harry couldn’t help himself. In one deft movement, he swept up the glass, winked at the dusky beauty, and was out of her life in that one brief instant. Behind him, the young woman had a hand to her mouth, hiding her smile.


      Harry rolled the cognac in the glass, took a sniff, and downed it in one. “Excellent,” he declared. As it warmed his throat, and slipped down to ease his still shaky stomach, he felt damned proud of himself, and a lot calmer about things, too. He looked about him, at all these people happily stuffing their faces, totally unaware of his predicament. His calmness lasted all of ten seconds. Like a mallet to the temple came the realization of where he was and what he was doing.


      “This is nuts,” he said again, his phrase for the day, it seemed.


      Suddenly resolute, he slammed the empty glass down on the nearest table, and swung open one of the glass panes, to step out onto the moving belt. The exit approached. Harry jumped forward, timing his leap to perfection. Without heed he stepped through, once more the dashing, if not a little desperate, bailsman/bounty hunter.


      There was no sign of Rogers in the tube, but after all the delays Harry expected nothing less. His aching limbs did their best to push him back towards the pseudo-gravity of the outer wheel, but they had more knots in them than a belt of ancient oaks. Through bulkhead after bulkhead he tugged along until at last he felt himself getting heavier once more. His arms could now take a rest and he started to lope along, gradually increasing speed as his feet found solid ground. He passed no people, in either direction. Venera 5 was strictly an access tube, purpose built to cater for the restaurant and the few shops at the hub.


      Eventually, Harry emerged back into the main thoroughfare. This particular section appeared to be a commercial and business area. The place was deserted, which included Rogers. Evidently all had left for the day. Harry looked around. The area was broken up by many office buildings, some projecting overhead while others were single storey affairs, seemingly scattered indiscriminately. The place looked like some huge disassembled Rubik’s cube. The whole effect was one of chunky clumsiness. Doubtless it was the demon brainchild of some feckless architect. But in the midst of the architectural anarchy was a small park, with several benches and tables fashioned in pseudo wood placed amongst the plastic trees and grass. A huge vid-screen displayed woodland animals frolicking in a meadow, with a stream running through the middle of it.


      On the periphery of the park, a dust-bot was slowly doing the rounds, picking up used food wrappers and the like with deft precision, whilst at the same time vacuuming the grass. It employed a trunk-like hose with a wide flat nozzle for the latter, while the former was deposited into a funnel atop its cuboid body using two wiry tentacles equipped with grasping claws. Harry watched it for a moment, a queer smile on his face.


      He started to take a proper look about him. The rear of the park, upon which projected the woodland scene, was also a pressure bulkhead. Harry could make out the door seal from where he stood, and the red light above the access panel. Unless Rogers was a super tech wizard, he couldn’t have gone that way. He’d have to know the code in order not to trigger the alarm. If he’d gone anywhere, Rogers had to have gone west, back towards Main Street. He probably was a super tech wizard, but something told Harry not today, not on this occasion.


      From where he stood, pondering, Harry could make out the curve of the Station, and as a consequence only about a hundred meters of the wheel was visible. He should be racing back along the wheel, back towards Main Street. What was holding him back? Surely that was the only direction Rogers could have taken, wasn’t it? Unless that’s what he wanted him to think. Call it a sixth sense, but something was telling Harry to hold fast, to look around some more.


      Interspersed between the office blocks were the ubiquitous narrow alleyways. Down these, Harry continued to search. The place was ill lit, but his keen eyes were able to peer into each one without difficulty. Nothing. No surprises there. He tried some of the nearer office doors, but all were locked. He turned his head; left, right, up, down. Somehow, he knew Rogers was not far away, but this thought didn’t prevent his stomach asking his heart for directions, as his head was not currently taking any calls.


      Behind him, the dust-bot rumbled over to the left hand wall of the park. Harry could see it out of the corner of his eye, but he wasn’t paying it any attention. That was, until it attempted to lift its body in order to deposit the days rubbish into the garbage chute. It made it about half way before it’s hydraulics groaned and gave up. As it sank back down, the body made a noise exactly like the rasping breath of an asthmatic. The pistons retracted, it tried again, but with the same result. Something went gurrmph inside it. One more try. Nothing doing. Harry stopped his searching and looked at it. An amber light was now flashing on its head, a steady pulse for help. The thing wasn’t moving. The repair techs would by now have been notified of a malfunction and would be heading this way soon.


      Now, Harry was not the brightest star in the sky, but he was no brown dwarf, either. The bot must do this everyday, presumably without a hiccup. Now today, of all days, when he’s chasing someone, it can’t get it up?


      Harry approached, slowly, on tip-toes, in the same manner he had employed so many times in the past to vacate a lady’s bedroom. All the symptoms that precluded an arrest were now helping to pump adrenalin into his bloodstream. There was the twinge in the belly, the sudden rush of blood, the quickening of the pulse, you get the idea. But there was something else. He was grinning. He was having fun with this. He felt exultant. He’d out-smarted a summa-cum, whatever, graduate. Rogers was hiding in the dust-bot!


      Ha! Got ya, fella! Smart move, but not smart enough to out-smart Harry Watt!


      He was within three metres when the side of the bot fell open, and sure enough out popped a man; dusty, grimy, and with paper and plastic wrappers stuck to him, but a man nevertheless. He was wearing a burger carton for a hat. As he tumbled to fall at Harry’s feet, Harry set himself, legs apart, fists at the ready.


      “Okay, Rogers, the game’s up. Nice try, bud, but you’re dealing with Harry Wa.... Who the hell are you?!”


      The man had turned his dusty and grimy face upwards. It wasn’t Timothy Rogers. He made to speak, but then put a hand to his chest and coughed. The cough turned into a wheezing fit. Harry looked on, incredulous. After a few seconds of this, with eyes watering, the man coughed one last time, and spat out a piece of cellophane. “Blaaah!” He flicked his tongue back and forth before wiping it with the back of his hand. Only then did he look up at Harry. “Don’t hurt me, please. I’ll come quietly. I’ll... Who the hell are you?!”


      “I... I asked first!” Harry yelped back, trying to regain some sense of authority. “What the hell are you doing hiding in a garbage robot?”


      The man took a moment to answer. “A guy asked me to do it. Paid me a hundred creds, too, straight up. You see, I’ve been hanging around here, picking up scraps since those bastards laid me off.” He pointed at one of the more larger office buildings. “I thought you were Security. They usually give me a bit of a kicking and send me on my way. Erm, you’re not Security, are you?” The man started to bring his arms up.


      “No, I’m not. Who’s this guy?”


      Like a seasoned CI, the man’s eyes shone just a little brighter at the thought of more easy money. “Another hundred and I’ll tell you.”


      “What?”


      “You want this guy. I can tell you where he is.”


      Despite the urgency of the matter at hand, Harry was having none of it. He’d bribed enough people and sucked up enough bullshit for one day, than you very much. “Another hundred, huh? How about I haul your dusty ass in, and book you for vagrancy, huh? How about that?”


      “You don’t fool me. You’re not police, or security. The guy told me you’d try and pull something.”


      “What guy?” Harry said, baring his teeth. He moved to step over the man, who threw his arms over his head.


      “Not telling!”


      “You.... You..... Goddamn it! Here.” For a third time, Harry dug deep. Two, fifty credit notes fluttered down.


      The man’s hand whipped them up before they hit the ground. “Him.” He pointed behind Harry.


      “Huh?” Harry spun round to see Rogers legging it for all he was worth. “How.... Where..... Hey! Wait! I just wanna talk. I....” But Rogers just kept on running.


      “Boy, he’s quick,” said the dust-bot man with admiration. “Better get after him if I were you.”


      “Oh, for the love of....” Harry sighed and set off.


      As he ran, Harry called for Rogers to stop, almost pleading with him to do so. But his younger quarry was almost at the next bulkhead. Over the Flexi-lock was a sign, advising you that the lock was one-way until 7am Station time the next morning. The night revellers of Main Street were through there. If Rogers made it through, it may be impossible to find him.


      Rogers was within ten metres of the bulkhead when Harry had his epiphany. Call it what you will, but epiphany will do just fine. He fumbled in his pocket and took out the packet of cigars. He made sure he had one of the white ones this time before lighting it. He tossed it into the air as far as he could in front of him and stopped. A second later it went off, a careering boom! echoing round the tight, vacant piazza. Instantly, Rogers stopped, and instinctively help up his hands. Harry sighed with relief, gulping and drawing in quick breaths so he wouldn’t keel over.


      “Don’t shoot me!” Rogers shouted.


      “Just, just don’t move for a minute, okay?” was all Harry could summon up to say. He was gasping like a winded seal. “I need you to listen to me. Turn around.” He began walking towards him, and placed a pointed finger inside his pocket to continue the illusion he was carrying a firearm. Rogers had by now turned fully round to face him.


      “That’s good,” said Harry. “Now, I’m not going to hurt you. In fact I’m here to help you, maybe even save your life.”


      “Just don’t shoot me! I made a mistake, I know. I promise I won’t say anything. It’s Petersen you want, not me.”


      “Petersen I will get to in good time. For now I’m interested in you and Hammerstein.”


      “Hammerstein? Who the hell is Hammerstein?”


      “Look, I…..”


      There was another loud report, right above Harry’s head, it seemed. He crouched down, and covered his ears as a second deafening concussion clamored through the air followed quickly by a third.


      “What the hell!”


      Harry looked up just in time to see Rogers drop to his knees, the look of death on his face. He stared blankly at him before looking down at his chest. Blood was seeping through his white vest in two distinct spots. A bizarre grin settled over his face, which turned into an expression of wonder, and finally terror. A second later he fell quite dead onto the concourse.


      Harry remained in his crouched position, taking a moment to figure out what had just happened.


      “I wouldn’t stay there if I were you, Harry,” came a voice that sounded like a scalded cat. “Not safe round here.”


      Harry dropped his arms and knelt up, just like a sprinter waiting for the gun. Maybe that wasn’t such a comforting analogy. He looked around and saw another exit, a back door leading somewhere.


      “I see it too, Harry. Think you can outrun a bullet?”


      Screw you!


      He set himself, and bolted for all he was worth. Behind him, above him, in front of him, everywhere in fact, the voice echoed, taunting him. He knew all too well who it belonged to.


      “Run, Harry, run, Harry, run run run.”


      In what seemed an age he made it to the door with no more shots fired, and to his eternal relief it flew open and clanged against the wall, trapping two of his fingers in the handle. He howled like a wounded banshee, and felt them dislocate as he wrenched them free and fled inside. He had made it, escaped. But poor Rogers was lying back there, never to get back up. As he ran through the building, Harry played it over in his mind what had happened.


      First things first. That was Hackman’s voice, no question. Second, he had had the perfect opportunity to kill him too, but chose not to. Why? Third, third. What was third? The shots! Of course. Not compressed air pellets, but discharge cartridges. There was no way Harry was going back, but if he did, he knew he would find two .45 slugs somewhere in Rogers’ chest, and the third would be conveniently lodged in the wall somewhere for easy forensics pick up. The autopsy could take a while, but the bullet in the wall could be retrieved in a matter of hours, hell, minutes!


      The only conclusion to be drawn for the last few seconds was that Harry was now a wanted man. He was being framed. What the hell was going on? Two hours ago he was in a state of nirvana, between Angel and Dolores. Now he was in the shit deep. He needed Larry now more than anytime before. He shouted his name as he ran through the shop front, pushing aside shopping carts and startled shoppers. He emerged into the central plaza, in the very center of Main Street. If it were possible, the crowd had doubled during his absence.


      “There he is!” someone shouted.


      Harry spun in the direction of the voice. They can’t have discovered the body and traced the bullets to his gun that quickly. Then he saw the sign, Jonny’s. In his blind panic he must have run the entire length of the block and was back where he started. He saw Clyde and two others marching towards him, the former looking very angry. Somehow, Harry knew Clyde was in no mood to begin another philosophical discussion. He ducked to the left and made off at a sprint in the opposite direction. Thank God he hadn’t given his name. As he ran, he noticed Angel on the periphery of the crowd, looking lost. She was biting her lip; one foot bent inwards, one hand on her tiny waist, the other just hanging, and her gorgeous thick red hair tousled over her shoulders. God, she looked great.


      Stop it, you idiot! Concentrate!


      As far as Harry could see through the throng, there was no one near her, not even Daisy, thank goodness. A quick glance around, he noted another exit behind her. He darted into the crowd, not taking his eyes off Clyde. The man mountain stopped, and turned his head this way and that. Good, he’d lost them, for the present. Running as best he could crouched down, he sneaked up behind Angel. Taking a second to gaze upon her perfect posterior, he grabbed her by the hips and yanked her backwards, taking care not to use his broken fingers. She squealed, and Harry was quick to place his good hand over her mouth, but this didn’t stop Angel taking a bite. Harry grimaced, but didn’t scream, though it hurt like hell. He dragged her into the vacant room and kicked the door shut.


      “Angel it’s me, Harry! Harry!”


      “Mmhffrrmmh!”


      “Don’t scream, please. It’s me. It’s Harry.”


      “Mmhffrrmmh!”


      Angel managed to work free as Harry relaxed his grip, and took another bite, this time drawing blood. And this time Harry did scream, boy did he scream. She spun on him and aimed an accurate kick at his nethers. He moaned like all good men before him, and took a right hook to the jaw for good measure, which sent him staggering backwards. He swayed for a second before dropping to his knees, and rolled over onto his side.


      “Okay. Guess I deserved that,” he said, in a voice not unlike Hackman’s. “Do what you will. I am lost, I am lost.”


      Another hit was on its way when Angel stopped in mid kick, recognition finally filling her face. “Harry! It is you! Oh shit, honey bunch. Are you all right?”


      “Yeah, I’m fine,” his voice vaguely his own. “Honey bunch? That’s nice of you.”


      “Oh my dear.” She rushed to put her arms round him but stopped suddenly. “You scared the shit out of me! What were you thinking?” For a few seconds Angel’s well-honed survival skills kicked in again, (no pun intended), and she resumed her attack. She was fierce, and Harry could do nothing but lie where he was and take his punishment.


      This truly is the end. I’ve killed the most popular mascot in the System, I’m a murder suspect, and I’m about to be beaten to a pulp by a twenty-something, forty-five kilogram redhead. Oh death, where is thy sting?


      After what seemed an hour, but was only a few seconds, Angel desisted, and plonked her perfect behind on the floor next to him, breathing heavily.


      “Are you done?” asked Harry. It was an effort to speak. “I mean carry on if you want, you have every right. Just let me turn over. That way I can get an all over beating.”


      He moved, but decided it was too much trouble. Angel was staring at him, undecided as to either take him up on his offer or to administer comfort. Thankfully for Harry she chose the latter. She shuffled towards him, and inspected his bitten hand. From a pocket in the band around her waist she took out a paper napkin, spat into it, and proceeded to dab it over the cut. She didn’t talk, but merely concentrated on tending his wounds. He looked at her in wonder.


      “Thank you,” he said simply.


      “For what?” she replied curtly, not looking up.


      “For not running out the door and screaming, ‘he’s in here!’”


      “You’re welcome.”


      “You’re sore at me, I can understand. It’s just…”


      “I don’t want to know. You must have a good reason for doing what you did. Poor Jonny.”


      Harry groaned and fell back on the floor, holding a hand to his forehead. He started laughing, and found he couldn’t stop despite the racking pain in his chest and abdomen. Needless to say this did not go down well with Angel. She threw his hand away and spun round.


      “I’m sorry, Angel,” Harry said, tears spilling from his eyes. “You and Dolores aside this has been the worst day ever.”


      She turned on her bottom to face him. “You and Dolores? Are you serious?”


      “Well….”


      “Aahh!”


      Hell hath no fury….


      Unknown to Harry, though he was now finding out the hard way, Angel was a karate Sho-dan and a tae-kwon-do Sabum, sixth degree, as well as being an expert Thai kick boxer. Though chivalry demands that you don’t hit a man when he’s down, Angel was not a man, and chivalry is generally reserved between men anyway. She pounded Harry’s torso, venting her anger and then some. It was at this stage of proceedings that Harry felt at least three ribs pop. But he was beyond pain. He just wanted the assault to finish so he could concentrate on dying.


      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he said, his voice straining to be heard. “Please stop. You win. I had no idea our twenty minutes meant that much to you.”


      “You bastard!” And she punched him in the stomach as a fiat accompli.


      Harry let out a low groan and rolled over again. “Find a happy place,” he said hoarsely. “Find a happy place.”


      Instinct forced him into the foetal position, and he lay there for the next five minutes, unaware of the world, his troubles pounding on his mind and body like Satan himself, with the entire horde of tortured souls of Hades thrown in for good measure.


      He saw a grey mist, and out of the mist came a voice, tugging at his consciousness like a lifebuoy.


      “Each must find their own road, Harry my boy. But yours does not lead to perdition. Get up, you asshole.”


      “Huh? Larry?”


      “Who else? Get up now.”


      “Larry. Oh thank God. Where have you been?”


      “Doing your job for you. You need to get up, Harry. It’s not safe here. They’re checking every building round here. You need to move. You can trust the girl.”


      “It’s all gone nuts. For the first time in my life I don’t know what to do.”


      “You need to calm down and focus.”


      “Calm down? I’m a damn murder suspect!”


      “Is that the best you can do?”


      “What?”


      “You were never really good at swearing, Harry, unlike Manny.”


      “What! Okay. I’m a fucking murder suspect! There. That better?” Harry exploded, imitating his Irish associate.


      “Yes. That’s better. More passion. It’s going to be needed. Come on now, you need to get moving.”


      “I can’t move. I think my ribs are broken. Ow!” He tried, and finally managed to sit up again. “Larry?”


      “Hush now, honey bunch. You’re delirious. Oh Harry. I’m so sorry I hit you.”


      “Angel? Where’s Larry?”


      “I don’t know who that is. You passed out. You had me worried. I’m so sorry.”


      “Passed out? How long?”


      “Ten minutes, maybe longer. You were talking to yourself. You really scared me.”


      Harry recoiled and closed his eyes, arms up in a feeble defensive gesture, but no more fists came a-flying. “Ten minutes you say?” he said, opening one eye. Angel nodded at him. He could see she looked worried, either for their safety or for what she had done to him.


      “I think there are policemen outside,” she said, biting her lip.


      Oh God, that is so sexy. Stop it, you bloody fool! Get a grip!


      Suddenly, Harry, like he’d just received a charge to his testicles, jumped up off the floor and looked around. He winced at his ribcage and placed a throbbing hand there, the one he’d trapped in the door during his escape from Hackman. The two middle fingers looked like a pair of burnt carrots. The other, bearing teeth marks, he offered to Angel.


      “Come on, sweetheart,”  he said, in his best macho voice. “We need to move. Now.”


      “Okay,” she answered, in that perfect feline whisper. No objections, just blind trust. Even then, Harry thought how brave she was.


      She took his hand and he pulled her up. She fell into his arms and looked up at him, finally accepting that this man had indeed saved her life. Those eyes, that hair, those lips. What the hell! They kissed, and for Harry the whole damn world could go fuck itself, for three seconds at least.


      “Better?” she asked in a sexy undertone, stroking his chest.


      “You bet, baby. But we really do need to move. Come on.”


      “Where are we going?”


      “Anywhere but here for the time being.”


      “I have an aunt.”


      “Good for you. But we…”


      “No, silly. I have an aunt that I live with, in the East district.”


      “Oh I see. How far?”


      “How far?” Angel giggled, and a dimple formed on either cheek. “You’re new to the Station aren’t you?” Harry made a face. “Two blocks, about five minutes.”


      “I get your point. It’s not a big place. I have kinda figured that out already. Okay, let me check the exit then you can lead the way.”


      Harry very slowly opened the door and peered outside. Sure enough, what passed for local law enforcement was busy checking each building. He guessed they had about two minutes. He motioned Angel to take a look. She did so, and Harry couldn’t stop himself from taking another opportunity to inspect her perfectly shaped backside. She glanced back, and saw what he was doing. She smiled a wicked smile, took his hand, and led them out.


      “Boy, I didn’t think they would be this serious about it,” Angel commented as they skirted the plaza.


      “Indeed,” replied Harry. He tried not to show it, but every movement was an agony. He had definitely fractured some ribs, and his crotch hurt like hell. Added to that the fingers he had caught in the door handle had swelled up even more to resemble a pair of rotten bananas. His jaw too looked like a badly designed golf course. He was walking like a chimpanzee, and steadily getting lower and lower. Eventually he had to stop. Even if all the flatfoots in the System were after him, he could go no further. Angel had certainly down the deed on him. He slumped down on the wall, people milling about them.


      “Harry, it’s not far now. We can’t stay here.”


      “I can’t go any further.” Harry found he was short of breath, his face stretched as he tried to hide the pain. “Angel, I need to tell you something, and you’re not going to like it. I cannot risk you getting involved any further. You should go. This was a mistake.”


      “Oh here it comes. You’re married, aren’t you? Well do you think you’re the first guy to lie to me about that? I don’t care. I’ve got a thick skin.”


      “No no. It’s nothing like that. I’m not married. Well, I was. But that was a long time ago. I have a daughter too, not much younger than you actually, but that’s not what I want to talk to you about.”


      “You have a daughter? How old?”


      “Erm, fourteen I think.”


      “You think? You don’t know how old your own daughter is?”


      “She’s fourteen, I’m pretty sure.”


      “Where is she?”


      “Back on Earth with her mother. But that’s not the point.”


      “You think?”


      “Look, forget it. You should go. I’m sorry.”


      “It’s too late for that, don’t you think? Tell me how I can help.”


      Harry sighed, and rested his head on the wall. “I’m booked on The Infinity Wing, heading for Mars day after next. I can’t miss that flight.” Angel made to say something, but stopped herself. “But first I’m going to need a doctor. Do you know anyone I can go to, someone who won’t ask too many questions?”


      “There’s Doctor Noe. He’s a bit of a quack, but he takes care of the girls when required.”


      “Sweetheart, we are talking compound fractures here, not a social disease. And maybe, I think, a ruptured spleen.” Harry adjusted his posture and pulled a face.


      “I’ve never had one of those,” Angel pouted. “How dare you.”


      “I didn’t mean to offend you. You’re a sweet girl. You don’t belong in that place.”


      “Miss Richards, that is, Dolores, takes good care of us. Besides, this was my last day believe it or not. Me and my aunt are shipping out the day after next.”


      “Really? Where to?”


      Angel made a smug face. “Take a wild guess.”


      Oh that’s just dandy. “Mars. Wow, that’s great. I’m really pleased for you.”


      “Well try and sound it. My aunt and I have bought land in the Lowell district. We’re having our own house built. With this new StraightLine Drive you can be there in twelve days instead of six weeks.”


      “So I’ve heard.”


      There was a brief pause. “Harry?”


      “Mmh.”


      “Why did you come into the bar? Was it to see me? Or Daisy?” She made a noise. “Why did you kill Jonny?”


      “That’s what I need to talk to you about. We sort of went off track there. But I’m feeling a bit better now. Let’s move. We can talk later.”


      Angel seemed satisfied with that and helped him up. “Do you want me to hold anything?”


      “You can, gorgeous, but we may get arrested.”


      Despite herself, Angel giggled her cute giggle. “You are silly.”


      Harry allowed himself to be supported by this delightful, diminutive beauty that seemed to belie her size with her physical strength. He couldn’t recall many men who had hit him harder. And boy was she fast.
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      They reached Angel’s aunt’s apartment without further mishap. Angel had managed to make a call from a public booth warning her of their arrival. Her aunt naturally wanted to know what had happened. Harry spent a tense couple of minutes waiting, his eyes everywhere, while Angel relayed the brief details. Once at the apartment, Angel’s aunt Heidi met them, and Harry was struck by another beauty, though not an Oriental one that he was expecting. Heidi was Caucasian, around forty, slim, only a little heavier and taller than Angel, and curved in all the places where a woman should be curved. Her hair was a shock of short-cropped platinum blonde, trimmed into hoops below each ear, and in stark contrast to Angel’s sensational flame top. But what drew Harry in most were her eyes; deep brown, intense, with a spray of tiny freckles below them and across her nose.


      Together, the two women placed Harry breathless on the living room couch.


      “Aunt Heidi, this is Mr Watt.”


      Harry picked up straight away on the formal introductions. Angel had changed her demeanour completely for her aunt. Either this was to continue if Heidi was strict, or what he hoped would happen is that once he had been introduced the formalities would be dropped.


      Heidi extended a slender, soft hand, nails manicured and painted red. “How do you do, Mr Watt.”


      “Harry, please.” He took the hand and resisted the temptation to kiss it. “I can see where your niece gets her good looks.”


      “Well aren’t you the charmer? Mr Watt, I have to truly thank you for what you did.”


      “I was in the right place at the right time. Anyone else would have done the same.”


      “Up here I doubt that very much. It was extremely brave and selfless. Thank you.”


      “Well then, I will say you’re welcome.”


      “Excuse me. I’ll get some water and ice for your hand.”


      Harry watched Heidi move across the floor with a wide smile. She was barefoot, which to Harry only heightened the sensuality of a woman, with her toenails colored in the same deep red as her fingers, and dressed in a simple black one-piece. She walked with a smooth rolling motion, her hips accentuating all movement.


      This woman enjoys a carefree outlook to life. But something tells me I wouldn’t want to cross her.


      Angel noticed his appreciative glance at her aunt’s rear, and narrowed her eyes at him.


      “Angela, can you get some towels from the bathroom, please,” Heidi called from the kitchen. “Also, ask Mr Watt if he would like some tea.”


      “Okay.”


      “Angela?” said Harry, eyebrow raised.


      “Yes. Any questions?”


      “No. It’s a very nice name. Do you want me to start calling you Angela?”


      “No, I do not want you to start calling me Angela, thank you very much.”


      “Tea?” came Heidi’s voice once more.


      “Yes, he’ll have some tea,” Angel hollered back.


      “Yes, apparently I will. Does your aunt know what you do?”


      “Of course she does. What kind of question is that? I have no secrets from her.” Angel opened her hands at him. “She used to do it too, but now runs the financial side of things. She works mainly from home.”


      “I see. Does she know we were together earlier?”


      “Were we? I had no idea.” Harry made a noise. “She doesn’t need to be told. Aunt Heidi has a sixth sense for these kind of things.”


      “And what kind of things are we talking about? Are you in the habit of bringing clients home or just those who saved your life?” Harry closed his eyes. You idiot! “I’m sorry, Angel, I shouldn’t have said that. Please forgive me.”


      “Of course I forgive you. After all, you saved my life.”


      “Try not to sound that sarcastic will you? Is your aunt seeing anyone?”


      Angel glared at him. “Boy, you move right along don’t you?”


      “I only…”


      “Don’t go getting any ideas, Harry. You’re here because I did this to you and I want to make things right. And…” Angel trailed off and turned away.


      Harry took a deep breath. His line of questioning had paid off, and he hated himself for what he was about to say. “Angel. Angel, look at me.” She turned round but wouldn’t look at him. “I am very flattered, but we’ve known each other a matter of hours. Your feelings only stem from what I did.”


      “That’s not true. Why would you say that?”


      “Because it needs to be said. Are you saying that if nothing had happened to you, and I had just walked in to Delilah’s you wouldn’t have treated me like all the other punters?”


      “Now you’re just being cruel.”


      “No I’m not. I’m being realistic.”


      “Don’t you like me?”


      “Of course I do. What’s not to like? But hell. I’m sure I’m old enough to be your father. You know absolutely nothing about me.”


      “I know enough,” she said, almost in a pleading tone. “You’re great fun, you’re great in the sack.” She moved close to whisper in his ear. “I wasn’t faking, by the way.” She backed up. “And you are mixed up in something that I want a part of.” She brightened a little, and for a moment, Harry thought she was going to start clapping and jumping on the spot.


      “No, you don’t.” Harry shook his head. “This is not right. I should go.”


      “Go? Go where? I’m not the brightest star in the Heavens, but I’m beginning to suspect this is more than just a dead parrot. The cops don’t go knocking door to door for that.”


      “You’re smart,” Harry conceded. “It is much more than that.”


      “Then what? Tell me.”


      “If I tell you, then you are in it too. I could use some help, but I don’t want to see you get hurt, or your aunt for that matter.”


      “Neither do I. Trust me, we can handle ourselves.”


      “Actually, I don’t doubt that for a second.”


      “So what is it?”


      Harry took a deep breath and set himself. “Soon, if not already, I will be wanted for questioning in relation to a murder.”


      “Which you didn’t do presumably.”


      “No, I didn’t. You believe me?”


      “Coming from you, I believe it. You’re nothing like the regular assholes I have to deal with.”


      Harry cringed, and for the first time, despite all he’d said to put her off, he realized he had feelings for Angel.


      Oh boy. Now what am I going to do?


      Heidi returned with a bowl of ice water and a small ceramic pot full of steaming black tea. She made a signal to Angel, a surreptitious and practiced one that even Harry didn’t spot.


      Angel nodded. “Oops, forgot those towels,” she said, and excused herself.


      Heidi gingerly placed Harry’s right hand in the bowl.


      “You should drink this tincture,” she said, handing Harry a fine bone china cup half full with the black liquid. Harry sniffed at it and then looked up at her. Heidi laughed. “It’s an ancient Chinese remedy. Great for pain relief. It’s my liquid tai chi.”


      “Thank you.”


      “But for what ails your heart only you can fix that.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Yours I don’t care about. But if you break hers, regardless of what you’ve done to save her, nothing in the Galaxy will stop me from tearing you a new one. We understand each other?”


      “Yes, ma’am.” Harry took a sip. It was very bitter, and smelled like tree roots and old socks, but he drank it all the same. There was an odd silence for a while. Harry kept looking over the cup, watching this new beauty, observing. Heidi seemed lost somewhere, contemplative. Then:


      “I’m all she has,” she said, staring in the direction of the bathroom.


      “Oh, I see,” Harry replied, placing the cup on the table before him. “Her parents?”


      “Dead, younger brother too.”


      He shook his head. “I’m so sorry. May I ask how?”


      “Hit and run two years ago, on Earth. She made her way here, I still don’t know the full details how, and now I don’t ask anymore. I found her one day wandering the streets near here. She was in a terrible state. I took her in, me and Dolores.” She met Harry’s look of surprise. “I’m not really her aunt, obviously. Thank you for not pointing out that rather plain fact. It says a lot about you.”


      “All good I hope.”


      “We’ll see,” Heidi said with a faint smile. “Dolores is my aunt, but we had a little falling out you could say.”


      “Over Angel?”


      “In this house she’s Angela, or Akiko if you prefer.”


      “My apologises, Heidi.”


      “Accepted. I can tell you’re a good man, Mr Watt. May I apologize for what I said earlier.”


      “Think nothing of it. And call me Harry, please.”


      “I’ll keep it formal, for now. You seem like a good man, in spite of what you’ve done.”


      “It was an accident.”


      “I’m sure it was. And the other thing?”


      “Complicated. I must say you’re very intuitive.”


      “I have good ears, Mr Watt. Well?”


      “I’m being set up for a murder I didn’t commit.”


      “So I heard. Care to elucidate?”


      Harry obliged.


      “Mmm. That is interesting,” Heidi remarked. “Certainly not the regular, down on my luck, please give me your sympathy, kind of story.”


      “Hey, I’m not here for money or sympathy, or any of that. I’m sorry for getting you and Angel, I mean Angela, involved. I should go.”


      Harry tried to heave himself out of the chair but soon discovered he couldn’t. He was stiffening up tighter than the wrong side of a bi-metal strip.


      “Mr Watt, you misunderstand me.”


      Harry fell back, breathing heavily. “God, I hope so.” He looked frankly into Heidi’s eyes. “I didn’t want to come, but I’m glad I did. I need Angela’s help, I need your help.”


      “And you’re going to get it, for Angela’s sake. Trust me, if she didn’t like the look or feel of you she’d have led you right to the police station.”


      “That is a comfort.” Harry took another sip of the drink with his eyes closed.


      Heidi watched him. “So how did this happen?” she asked, pointing at his ribs.


      “A fiery little redhead. I thought she’d told you on the phone.”


      Heidi threw back her head to laugh. “No. She neglected to tell me she’d half beaten her savior to death. But that’s her. Did you deserve it?”


      “Absolutely.”


      “Well that’s fine by me. Can you try and sit up again?”


      “Yes.” Harry put down the cup, and tried once more to get himself upright on the couch. It did hurt, but not enough to warrant the grunts and groans he emitted. Heidi was smart, and with only a slight trace of a smile contrived to get her arms under him and lift him upright. Harry was grinning from ear to ear as this delectable woman pressed herself against him.


      God, you smell fantastic!


      He returned to feigning intense pain when she sat back to look at him.


      “Thank you, Mr Watt. Now, if you can, please take off your jacket and shirt.”


      “If you insist, but I hardly know you.”


      “Mr Watt, don’t be naughty now.”


      “You started it.” They both chuckled. “You’re a nurse too?”


      “I have studied. I have a doctorate in medicine.”


      “Really? Sorry, it’s just I thought….”


      “You thought me a whore too?”


      Harry flinched. “God, no. Christ, I hate that word.”


      “I’m glad to hear it. I have no regrets about my past, Mr Watt. Prostitution no longer has the stigma it once had. Half the men up here would go nuts without Delilah’s.”


      “So true. But I do have one question, if I may.”


      “Of course.”


      “Was Angela willing to be a prostitute for you and Dolores?”


      “I gather by the wording of your question that you are not asking your real question. I think you want to ask if Dolores and I coerced Angela.”


      “Did you?”


      “The quick and honest answer is no. Angela told us that she had been an escort for a while, on Earth, to make ends meet, you know? She was living away from home when the accident happened, working in a school in Europe. She is an excellent linguist and has an innate knack of picking up languages. I only assume the money wasn’t good because she never speaks of that time anymore. You can guess the rest, a young girl far from home, little money.”


      Harry nodded. “Can’t have been easy. And you don’t know how she came to be here?”


      “No. As I said, I don’t trouble her with it anymore. And it doesn’t matter. She’s here now, with me, safe.”


      “Well said.”


      “Anyway, we found her, took her in, and allowed her time to heal. Once she told us of her time as an escort, Dolores wanted her to start at Delilah’s straight away, but I said no. The poor girl was not herself, it was fairly obvious even to an untrained eye. Don’t get me wrong. Dolores meant no harm. You couldn’t wish to meet a kinder lady. However, my aunt does not read people very well. It was so evident to me that Angela needed looking after, and I wanted her to take as long as she needed before she was ready to make her own decision about paying her way. Besides, over the months, as she grew back into herself, I was more interested in adopting her as my legal daughter and heir.”


      “Wow. She must have made quite an impression.”


      “As with you, I think.”


      “And you’ve managed that?”


      “Yes.”


      “So legally you’re her mother, but she still calls you aunt, not mom?”


      Heidi smiled. “I know. It’s a habit she can’t break. It would be nice if she did, but I fully understand why she can’t.”


      “Of course. So, you have no children of your own? Sorry, that’s not my business.”


      Heidi chuckled. “But asking if Dolores and I are Angela’s pimps is your business?”


      “Touché, mademoiselle.” Heidi raised her eyebrows. “My mother is French.”


      “Eh bien, bonne fortune vous apporté à cette chambre, monsieur Watt.”


      “Wow, vous parlez très bien le français.”


      “I spent a year in Paris, many years ago.”


      “Well I’m sure it wasn’t that long ago. Enchantée, Heidi.”


      “Enchanté, monsieur Watt.”


      “Please call me Harry.”


      “No, not yet.”


      Not yet? Interesting.


      “But for your information, no, I don’t have any children of my own.”


      Harry waited for the return question, but it didn’t come. He wondered if he had caused offence, and so did not offer to inform Heidi about Grace or Sybil.


      “Angela chose for herself, Mr Watt. She saw how well the other girls were treated as well as how much money she could make. She has a wise head on young shoulders.”


      “Yes indeed.” Harry looked about the room, thinking of the next thing to say. “Angela tells me you guys are off to Mars soon, is that right?”


      “Oh, enough small talk. Now, Mr Watt, off with your clothes, thank you.”


      Harry, never one to refuse an offer to undress from a lady, tried his best, but somehow found he couldn’t quite manage it. Heidi had to help again. Damn shame. Once he was semi-naked, Heidi leant in close to look and touch his torso. Harry got a whiff of strawberry scented hair and the sight of a wondrous cleavage. He felt a sudden jab in his ribs and yelped.


      “Behave yourself, Mr Watt. I allowed your first indiscretion to pass. You’re in my house. My rules.”


      “I’m sorry, Heidi. You must forgive me.”


      “I do. You are an extremely attractive man, I will not deny, and you keep yourself in shape. But I am not about to jump into bed with you, let’s get that straight.”


      “That’s a relief. I’m hardly in any shape to do you justice.”


      Heidi couldn’t stop herself from giggling. As Angel at last returned with the towels, she found them both laughing fit to burst, Heidi with a hand over her mouth, Harry holding onto his ribs.


      “What’s this?” she asked, putting the towels down on top of the couch.


      Heidi straightened up and coughed, as did Harry. Very sheepishly he placed his hand back in the ice.


      “Ahem. Third and fourth ribs on the left side certainly,” Heidi said, “and just the third on the right.” She turned to look at Angel. “You certainly let him have it, girl,” she said with a wink. Angel merely shrugged her shoulders. Heidi returned to her examination. She delicately took Harry’s jaw in her soft hands and felt it. “Mmh, not broken, fortunately.” She then lifted his hand out of the ice and assessed any damage.


      “What’s the prognosis, Doctor?” Harry said, grinning like an idiot. Boy was he enjoying the attention.


      “It’s fine.”


      Heidi furtively caught Angel’s eye again. She nodded and sidled up to Harry. “Hey, honey bunch, wanna go again, right here? My aunt Heidi likes to watch.” She pushed her crotch into his shoulder.


      Harry spun his head round. “Eh?”


      Heidi pulled on two of his fingers and clicked them back into place. Harry’s yell was loud enough to waken the dead and shatter the windows. Heidi thrust his hand back into the ice like nothing had happened.


      “Jesus!” screamed Harry. “You two are worse than Burke and Hare! Merde!”


      “Oh don’t be such a baby,” said Heidi. “Now. Have you passed any urine?”


      “Just now? What do you think? Ow!” Harry made to take his hand out of the ice, but Heidi stopped him with a shake of the head and a wag of her finger.


      “Well?” she said.


      “Yes of course. Lots.”


      “I mean today, you idiot.”


      “Oh, right. Well I guess so, yeah.”


      “When?”


      “A few hours maybe. Mon Dieu!”


      Harry breathed through his teeth, clenching and unclenching them. Yet despite the excruciating pain in his right hand, he smiled at Heidi when she looked at him. She returned it, attempting and failing to be covert about it. Angel crossed her arms, and began drumming her fingers across her forearm. Harry looked up at her still smiling, but it quickly disappeared.


      “Well see if you can pass some more,” said Heidi. “You said you might have ruptured your spleen. There’s bruising there, but I don’t think there’s cause for worry. Are you able to pass some now?”


      “Lead the way!”


      “Oh really, Mr Watt. You’re incorrigible. I’ll let Angela take you.”


      “Yes, let me take you,” Angel snapped.


      Between them, Angel and Heidi managed to get Harry to stand up. He felt a tighter than needed grip from Angel compared to the gentlest of touches from Heidi. This notwithstanding, the pain in his ribcage had intensified, his bite from Angel throbbed like crazy, and thanks to Heidi’s little subterfuge, the fingers of his right hand now resembled a pair of aubergines. Even if both girls demanded to be ravaged, somehow he didn’t feel he would be up to the job.


      Angel led him to the bathroom, and with one hand holding the door ajar, contrived to drag him through and help him with his pants. Harry couldn’t help but think how things had changed since the last time she relieved him of his garments. Given the opportunity, Angel would probably bite it off at the moment. He just had to laugh. Angel became very indignant, but her intuition, her innate knowledge that Harry did care for her won through, and she too started laughing. She even held his preferred weapon of choice with one hand and a plastic beaker with the other as he relieved himself. Now what woman, other than one in uniform, would do that for a man she barely knew?


      When they returned to the living room, Heidi had set up what appeared to be a portable chem lab on the table.


      “What’s that?” asked Harry as Angel helped him to sit back down.


      “A portable chem lab,” Heidi replied. “You have the specimen?”


      “Here you go, auntie.”


      “Thank you, Angela dear. Well, it looks like you two have sorted out your differences.”


      “Auntie…”


      “Angela, please, dear. I will not deny he’s very attractive, but I would never, not without your permission.”


      “Eh?” said Harry, incredulous.


      “My house, my rules, Harry. Remember?”


      “You called him Harry,” Angel said, getting excited. “Does that mean…?”


      “Yes it does. Go and get her.”


      “Yippee!!” Angel ran forward and grabbed Heidi in a tight embrace. “Oh thank you, thank you. Mwah!” She kissed her repeatedly on both cheeks. She then turned to Harry, and gave him a nice, soft and gentle one on the top of his head. He wasn’t sure whether this was some sort of ritual or she was simply being considerate to his pain. Then she skipped out of the room like a ten year old.


      Harry, in his best-confused look, watched her go; he looked at Heidi, looked back in the direction of the vanished Angel, then once more back to Heidi.


      “Er, what just happened?” he asked. “Please be gentle, as I’m not too sure I want to hear the answer.”


      “Angela has many suitors. Her work at Delilah’s only enhances her status amongst the Stations eligible males, believe it or not. You are the first man she has brought home whom I have called by their first name. Welcome to our home, Harry.”


      “Is that all? Phew.”


      “It is a great honor, Harry. I don’t think you realize what this means to Angela.”


      “You think?” he said, indicating her departure.


      “The next few moments are very important for her. I hope you’re ready.”


      “Ah, now you see, erm… Look, Angela is great, but I explained to her that, well, we hardly know each other. I mean, what I did and all, I don’t want…. Ah, shit.” Harry hung his head and shook it.


      “You’ve overcomplicating things, Harry. Just wait a moment, and all will be revealed.”


      Harry was now totally confused. But before he had time to ask another question, he heard a noise behind him, the distant murmurings of excited voices, two in fact, speaking in Japanese, and then the soft pitter-patter of tiny feet running. More voices. Then he heard the door to Angel’s room open, and the same gentle shuffling of feet coming down the hall. He found that his heart was pounding, and he sensed Heidi was watching him intently. He looked across at her, and she motioned, with her eyes, for him to turn around. He did so, and saw a sight. He thought Angel was the cutest, prettiest thing he’d seen in years, and Heidi equally so. But standing next to Angel was the most adorable little girl, no more than four, dressed in a floral white dress, and her shining black hair tied in a ponytail atop her head. Her dark eyes were staring at him. She held in one hand a single red flower; the other was holding Angel’s. Harry looked at her then at the girl. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do. Angel bent down and whispered something in Japanese. The girl came forward to stand in front of Harry, who was still seated on the couch. Without a word she handed him the flower. Harry took it, and when she bowed her head, Harry felt compelled to do the same. He looked at Heidi, who was close to tears.


      “I have honored them,” she said, indicating Angel and the little girl. “I have honored you.” She paused. “But more importantly I have honored their mother and father.”


      Harry Watt was a tough son-of-a-bitch when he wanted to be. He hadn’t killed anyone or anything like that, but he had been in a few near death scrapes and seen colleagues gunned down during his time with the Bureau. Yes, it was safe to say that Harry Watt, despite his occasional happy go lucky attitude to life, was a bit of a tough bastard. Yet Heidi’s words bit through his soul as surely as the most powerful and sophisticated ordinance. A dozen flak jackets would have been no defence. He looked at her. She looked at him. He looked at the tiny pair of dark eyes staring back into his. He suddenly saw Grace stood before him, same age, same deep intense eyes. Fragile, innocent. And then there it was. His heart jumped.


      Despite the pain, Harry reached out and took the child in an embrace, his eyes bursting with tears.
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      “Well?” asked Harry.


      “Your spleen isn’t ruptured, you’ll be pleased to know,” Heidi replied. She took out the specimen and chucked it in the disposal, along with a pair of rubber gloves. She switched off the machine.


      “Yes, I am pleased to know. Thanks.”


      “But your ribs are a problem. If we are to get you on The Infinity Wing day after next we are going to have to get them fixed, tonight.”


      “I don’t see how. Unless you know someone who can give me a shot, and place a gel jacket round me. I’m guessing from your smile that you do.”


      “I do.”


      “Doctor Noe?”


      “You know him?”


      “No, I don’t know Noe, but Angela told me about him.”


      “It’s okay now, Harry. You can call her Angel if you prefer.”


      “Thanks, Heidi.”


      After being accepted into the household, Harry had proceeded to tell Heidi and Angel all that had happened, from his meeting with Headlock right up to him grabbing Angel. The stunning little redhead wanted to know more about Raquel, but Harry told her she was not in the picture. Throughout, Heidi was strangely reticent, shifting her gaze from one to the other.


      All agreed that Harry could not possibly board the cruiser Infinity Wing as himself. The newscasts had his face displayed permanently in the bottom right corner, with a number to call if sighted. Somehow they had gotten hold of his old Bureau ID, the one that made him look like a career criminal. In addition, he had neglected to inform them that technically he was already en-route to Mars aboard the Flying Dart, an oversight that did not impress Heidi.


      “You certainly know how to complicate your life, Harry,” she said.


      “Indeed I do,” he replied, accepting another rose petal from Chisato, the little girl. She giggled before scurrying off to get more.


      It turned out that she was Angel’s baby sister, and not her daughter as Harry had first thought. Heidi did reveal a little more about Angel’s past; that for six months following the deaths of their parents and brother, until the pair had met Heidi and Dolores, they had lived on the streets of Venus Station. Harry had not pried, but it didn’t need an extensive line of questions to know how hard that must have been. No wonder Angel did not wish to discuss the matter. She was only nineteen when her parents were killed, making her twenty one now, and Chisato was barely two when the tragedy occurred. Needless to say this fresh information only heightened Harry’s respect for Angel, and his inherent need to want to protect her.


      Heidi went on to explain that the first thing to do was to fix his ribs, and somehow disguise his bruised jaw. A little make up would work for the jaw, but the ribs were a different matter. But Heidi reassured him that Doctor Noe could be persuaded to fit Harry with a state of the art analgesic gel pack. This marvellous invention supported the troubled area, in this case Harry’s ribcage, and was only microns thick, whilst at the same time maintaining body temperature and allowing the skin to breath.


      However, there was still one thing that was troubling Harry. His gun. Somehow he had to find a way to smuggle it onboard the ship. This was the one part of the plan neither woman was happy about.


      “We’ve been through a lot together,” Harry explained. “It means a lot to me.”


      “How can you be emotionally attached to a gun?” Angel asked.


      “He’s a man, Angela, honey,” said Heidi with a wry smile. “You know how they love their weapons. I bet he even has a name for it.”


      Angel waited. “Well?”


      Harry made a noise, and puckered his lips “Captain Chaos,” he said, feeling silly and rightly so.


      Both women laughed. So Harry went on the offensive with another concern.


      “You’ve fixed my jaw, you’ve taken care of the ribs. But how do you plan to actually get me onboard?”


      The girls looked at each other and giggled. Harry lost patience. “Look, this is serious. I need my gun, or certainly a gun, and I need to be on that ship. How do you plan to do it?”


      “With this.” Heidi picked up a small device from the table in front of her, which all this time Harry had mistook for the multi-media remote. Heidi keyed in a code. There was a humming sound and a small section of the far wall collapsed.


      Harry managed to stand up and look round. Heidi and Angel were exchanging amused looks. “Holy cow!” exclaimed Harry. “Where did you get that? What’s it doing here? Shit, who the hell are you guys?”


      “Come and take a look, Harry,” Heidi said taking his arm.


      They walked slowly up to the hole in the wall. Chisato came running back into the room, clutching more rose petals in her tiny fist. Angel scooped her up, but she still managed to stretch her arm out and offer them to Harry. He smiled as he took them, crossing his eyes as he did so. Chisato giggled and hid her face.


      Inside the alcove was a device Harry had seen several times during his tenure with the Bureau. He knew exactly what it was, and he also knew it was highly illegal. Before him was a FaceChanger, a device that was pretty much self-explanatory. They were originally developed as an alternative to expensive plastic surgery, and for special occasions, or simply to frighten the children. However, like all good things, they were also employed by the criminal element, after which it was made illegal to privately own one.


      “I love it!” Harry declared. “I’m going to Mars!”


      “We all are,” Heidi said, squeezing his arm.
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      It wasn’t easy, but Heidi was able to get Harry to see Doctor Noe that same evening. Harry was slowly figuring out the amount of influence the delectable blonde had on the more important members of Venus Station’s hierarchy. Noe’s Surgery was on the other side of the city, which if you lived on Earth would have been a real problem. But on Venus Station you could pretty much get to any point on foot within thirty minutes.


      They took a cab so that they arrived there almost immediately. Heidi bribed the driver into faking a single fare, and the two of them hopped off at Rillington Place, a seedy looking district noted for discount operations, plastic surgery and animal welfare. Heidi directed them down a street with poor lighting and an ominous smell. Harry saw his first rats on the Station at the end of the street, and pretty much decided there and then that this guy, whoever he was, was not sticking anything in him, for love or money.


      On the subject of the former, Harry could no longer deny his feelings for Angel. He knew what it felt like to lose a parent, never mind two. After hearing her story, it only strengthened his resolve to help take care of her and Chisato as best he could. But for that to happen would involve some kind of relationship with Heidi. The scoundrel he was, Harry knew the kind of relationship he would like to have with her. However, reality tended to get in the way of such fanciful imaginings. He felt sure she was not as tough or as independent as she made out, and there had been a definite attraction between them back at the apartment. But was he bold enough, or stupid enough, to act?


      Yet this whole set up was crazy. He’d known them both a matter of hours, but already, it seemed, these two women were going to be a part of his life for the foreseeable future.


      On the subject of the latter, Harry was just about out of funds. Bribes and kipper ties had seen to that. In addition, the 15k he had given Manny had pretty much cleaned him out, and Headlock had not wired any more. All of which could only mean one of two things. Either everything Harry had pieced together about the Judge was wrong, and he himself was being coerced, (not likely), or Headlock was tightening the screw, and waiting for Harry to make a mistake. (More likely). The Judge was privy to all headline making news around the System, and so would most certainly be aware of Harry’s predicament. Since no help had been forthcoming, it was pretty obvious to Harry that he was being set up. To what end, only time would tell.


      Harry had thought about asking Manny to give him back the 15k. But since the shooting, any calls he might now make to him would most certainly be intercepted, and the whole Station fleet would be on top of him. But the one thing that Headlock had perhaps not anticipated was him finding allies, people who did not take on face value information given out by the authorities, people who actually thought for themselves, who questioned. People like Heidi and Angel.


      It was plain that Heidi was not short of a few credits. Headlock had his fingers in a lot of pies, but so too did Angel’s aunt. Heidi, as well as her accounting skills, medical training and desirous looks, was an extremely shrewd businesswoman. She was not forthcoming about the depth of her wealth, but twice Harry overheard calls being taken in real time from Earth and Mars. She confirmed what Angel had told him earlier, that between them they had managed to save enough money to buy a plot of land in the more affluent Lowell District of Mars Central, and have their own design of house built on it. All that, as well as a suite onboard The Infinity Wing.


      Harry felt sure Heidi could easily afford to fund their Martian adventure by herself, but somehow he knew that the two women had come to some agreement that Angel should pay her way, however small. He learnt too that they were going to rent out their place on the Station, keeping it as an investment for Chisato’s future. Angel’s little sister was one of those children whom you took an instant liking to. She was so adorable, so polite, but quietly stubborn. At such an early age, and with only a short time in her presence, Harry could see she knew her own mind, just like her big sister.


      The apartment building housing Doctor Noe’s Surgery glowed spectrally in the dim shadows of Rillington Place. A faint amber streetlight emitted just enough light to illuminate the front of the building. Now, Harry loved the old movies, and the scene reminded him of more than one horror film he’d watched. As his over-active imagination began to work its terrors, all that was missing, as his and Heidi’s feet clattered down the street, was thick, rolling fog, eerie, unsettling violin music, and maybe some bats. And let’s not forget the killer, watching them from beneath the streetlight, shrouded in orange fog, wearing a top hat and cape. Unseen to them, the phantom turned the butcher’s knife in his hand.


      As they approached the light, Harry half expected the knife wielding manic to spring forth from the darkness and come at them. He kept close to Heidi, instinctively drawing her away from the lamppost. His eyes were everywhere. Only when Heidi opened the door and he jumped in behind her to close it, did he start breathing again.


      “You okay?” Heidi asked, frowning.


      “I’m fine,” Harry answered, a little shakily. “Lead the way.”


      They climbed the stairs to the first floor.


      Doctor Noe greeted them personally as they entered the office. He was taller than Harry by a good six centimetres, but extremely thin. His lank black hair framed a face that resembled a pug dog, and Harry wondered how on Earth someone this ugly could ever get laid. To top it off he wore glasses, had spots, and a missing molar. Not a lot going for him.


      “Ah! Good evening, Miss Heidi,” he said, in a broken Mandarin accent. “So nice to see you again, if a little late. And who is your friend?”


      “The one I told you about earlier. You know, the broken bird?”


      “Ah yes of course. Hello. How are you?”


      “I’m good, thank you,” said Harry, bowing along with the doctor.


      “I think not. Otherwise why you here, yes?” Noe broke out into an exaggerated laugh, one not shared by either Heidi or Harry. After a few seconds he calmed down. “So, three rib was it?”


      “Yes,” said Heidi.


      “With Peking sauce or barbeque?” He laughed again, and this time so did Harry. He thought the joke a good one, and nudged Heidi to join in. She did, if not a little stilted.


      “You wait here please. Back soon.” He indicated two chairs, and they sat down. He disappeared into the back office.


      “He’s got dirt under his fingernails,” Harry whispered.


      “It’s ink,” Heidi replied, speaking into the back of her hand.


      “Ink?”


      “He’s also a tattoo artist.”


      Harry looked at her in astonishment. “What? Are you serious?”


      “He’s very good, apparently.”


      Doctor Noe returned, his hands clasped together. “Okay, Mr… er….”


      “No names,” said Heidi.


      “Ah, of course. My apology. This way, please.” He indicated another door adjacent to the office. They got up, and Heidi took Harry’s arm. “This is where I leave you.”


      “You’re not staying?” Harry said, half pleading.


      “Mommy has a few errands to run, honey. You’ll be fine. I’ll be back in an hour, okay?”


      Harry stifled a laugh. “Okay,” he replied, playing along. “Don’t be long.”


      Heidi kissed him on the cheek, and winked as she pulled back. Harry watched her leave with a pleasing look.


      Oh brother.


      “This way, sir, please,” said Doctor Noe, bent slightly with both arms acting as an indicator. Harry frowned as his libido was dragged back to the present. He walked from the waiting room into the surgical room. Doctor Noe got him to sit down in what could only be described as a cross between a 20th century dentist chair and a medieval Iron Maiden.


      “Please take off your jacket and shirt,” he said. “Then place your head back and arms by your side, thank you.”


      Harry did as requested, though with a little difficulty. Where was Heidi or Angel when you needed them? Lying back, he waited while Noe busied himself at the small glass table. Harry felt incredibly vulnerable, lying semi-naked, and in the hands of an MD/Tattooist who was probably one operation away from a malpractice lawsuit.


      Harry shivered.


      “Ask him for some BrainTicker, Harry.”


      Harry leapt from the chair, even though he was expecting to hear Larry’s voice.


      Doctor Noe looked up. “You okay?”


      “Yes, sorry about that.”


      “Don’t say anything or he’ll think you’re crazier than he is,” said Larry. “Ask him for the BrainTicker. You remember. It heightens the part of the brain necessary for sustained higher function. Repeat after me. Hey Doc…”


      “…I have this friend who needs some help with his studies. I’ve heard there’s something you can take that ensures optimum brain activity. I hear it goes by the name BrainTicker or something?”


      “I don’t know what you mean,” replied Noe.


      “Aw, come on. Sure you do.”


      “You come here for broken rib. No questions asked. Are you Cop? Or Bureau?”


      “Neither. I just wanna help a friend.”


      “First we fix you up, then we discuss your friend. Okay?”


      “Okay, sounds good.”


      Noe was a few more minutes preparing the hypo, and to Harry’s intense relief he saw him actually sterilising it. Noe injected it into Harry’s left upper arm, and immediately Harry felt relief.


      “Wow, that’s good stuff.”


      “You feel nothing now, yes?”


      “Not a thing, Doc. Thanks. Wooo.”


      Harry felt his head start to spin. But whatever Doctor Noe had given him, it had certainly taken away all the pain.


      “Now we fix you up with gel pack, mister. Okay?”


      “Whatever you say, Doc.”


      “Harry. Harry, you need to stay awake.” Larry’s appeal went unheard.


      As Harry lost consciousness, Doctor Noe watched him for a few seconds before disappearing into his office.
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      When Heidi returned, Harry was seated in a chair in the waiting room, beaming from ear to ear. She frowned at him, and then at Doctor Noe.


      “Just the effects of the anaesthetic,” he said. “Pain all gone, gel pack fitted. He A-Okay now.”


      “Well he doesn’t look it. Why’s he smiling like that?”


      “He likes you! Ha ha!”


      “Yes, of course.” Heidi handed over the money from her purse. “Come on, Harry, time to go home.”


      “Home is where the heart is,” he said. He was grinning like a stuffed fox.


      Heidi put an arm under his, and managed to get him upright. His legs bent beneath him before he steadied himself sufficiently to look at her. “Oh, I know you. God, you are so beautiful. Le voeu de mon coeur.”


      “That’s nice.”


      “Oh, I almost forgot,” said Noe. “This is for his friend.” He handed Heidi a small vile filled with a blue liquid.


      “Friend?”


      “He has a friend. Needs it for study.”


      “How much?”


      “On house!”


      “Well, thank you, Doctor Noe. Be sure to pop by soon, and I’ll have one of the girls take care of you.”


      “Thank you, Miss Heidi.” Noe bowed and proceeded to show them out.


      In the cab home, Heidi could get little out of Harry that made any sense. He just kept smiling at her, and telling her how beautiful she was, both in English and French. Then he would make duck lips, and brush his finger up and down them, making burr burr noises.


      Eventually, Heidi had had enough. She made him sit over the other side, and told him to be quiet. She needed to think. What she couldn’t understand was why Noe had had to administer an anaesthetic. Harry didn’t strike her as someone who had a low threshold to pain. For him to be fitted into the gel pack would have caused extreme discomfort, but that’s what the pain relief was for. She’d seen his injuries. How he had not passed out at some stage was truly remarkable. If Noe had given him the option, she knew Harry would have refused, given his circumstances. Despite hardly knowing this character, Heidi’s feminine instincts told her Harry simply wasn’t capable of the crime he was accused of. The parrot was a different matter, and she had accepted his account of what had happened.


      She shivered, and pulled her arms around her shoulders


      “You see it don’t you, Heidi,” said Larry. “You need to get our man off the Station as soon as possible.”


      “Larry? Is that you?” Harry said, jolting upright, eyes half shut.


      “Go back to sleep,” Larry and Heidi said together.


      Larry smiled at her. Heidi looked around, her expression intimating recognition of something not quite right.
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      It took Harry a couple of hours to come round from the anaesthesia, and thus return to full cognitive function. He had asked Heidi to analyse the vial Noe had given them, and it was found to contain a substance, (highly illegal), that increased brain function dramatically depending on the dose. Heidi informed him there was enough of the mixture to supply ten, two-hour doses.


      “What do you need it for?” she asked over dinner.


      “That is very difficult to explain,” Harry replied. “Can I ask you to trust me?”


      “Yes,” said Heidi. “You may ask.”


      “Will you trust me on this?”


      Heidi looked deep into his eyes, and Harry returned the stare. The two maintained lingering glances at each other for the remainder of the meal.


      Once dinner was completed, Angel announced she was going to finish packing.


      “Chi Chi, come with me now,” she said. “You can see Harry in the morning.”


      “I want to stay with Harry-san,” said Chisato.


      “We have shopping in the morning, remember? We both need new shoes. Come now.”


      Chisato put on her best glum face, which both Heidi and Harry mimicked. For a while all three of them sat staring at each other with deep frowns and arms folded. Slowly, Harry began to pull a face until Chisato started giggling.


      “Go on now,” Heidi said. “It’s time for bed, my little cherub.” She held out her arms, and Chisato came into them for an embrace. Then it was Harry’s turn.


      “We’ll be gone around 08.00,” Angel told them. “Right after breakfast. Let you oldies have a lay in. Goodnight, Harry, goodnight, aunt Heidi.”


      “Goodnight you two.” She got a kiss from both of them, as did Harry.


      He looked bemused as he watched the sisters go and close the bedroom door. “So, er, where do I sleep?”


      “You’re a smart guy, Harry,” said Heidi, collecting blankets from the linen cupboard, “you figure it out.”


      “Yes, the couch looks comfortable. Thank you.”


      “How are the ribs?”


      “They feel great,” he said, drumming his fingers on them.


      “That’s good.” Heidi folded the sheets over one arm, but didn’t put them down on the couch. Instead, she started walking into the other wing of the house, towards her own bedroom. Halfway down the hallway she stopped and turned round. The faint luminance from the far wall caught her exquisite figure in a tight silhouette. She put one hand on her hip. “Well, are you coming or are you going to stand there all night?”


      “Wha…”


      “This way, you idiot. I’m getting tired.” She turned round and walked to the end of the corridor. She opened a door and walked in. Just to be sure that he understood the situation, Harry waited to hear it close. It didn’t. Then another thought struck him.


      Is this some sort of loyalty test, to see if I can stay true to Angel? God, this is madness. I don’t know these people.


      He walked slowly down the corridor to stand outside Heidi’s room. She was busy between the wardrobe and the bed, adding a few last minute items to her case. “You’re here, finally,” she said, not looking up.


      “Answer me one thing, before I come in.”


      “I’ll try.”


      “Is this some kind of test? Am I expected to sleep with you or stay on the couch?”


      “You have the choice, Harry. You’re the first man to get this far. To be perfectly honest I’m not bothered what you do. Angela likes you, a lot, and your reaction to little Chisato was simply perfect. That decided it for me. It decided it for Angela. You would never have seen it, but she gave me her permission soon after that. You can share us both if you wish, or you cannot. You decide.”


      “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”


      “Well say something.”


      “Erm, well… This is probably not the best time to tell you this, but I have a daughter, and an ex-wife.”


      Heidi chuckled. “You’re right. Your timing is lousy, but I appreciate your candor. Not many men would tell someone they want to sleep with about an ex-wife and a daughter. However, I do know that.”


      “You know? How?”


      “I have my sources. We can discuss it or you can come in.”


      “What about you? Do you have secrets?”


      “Like I said, lousy timing.”


      Harry took a step forward. “I have to know. Do you want me? Will you stop doing that please?”


      Heidi stopped her packing. She looked ahead of her, not at him. “Yes, I want you.”


      Harry closed the door. He got within a few metres of her when she turned to look at him. “But know this. If we do this, we are together, all four of us. I could never say it before, but we need you too. You have proved yourself worthy of our trust.”


      “Heidi?”


      “Yes?”


      “You talk too much.”


      Harry took her hand and found she was trembling.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            14


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            A Rude Awakening


          


        


      


    


    

      Harry was woken by the sound of the doorbell ringing incessantly. Beside him, Heidi still slept soundly, one arm across him. He carefully lifted it to one side and slipped out of bed. It was only 05.00. What the hell?


      He dressed quickly, but only had his pants on when he heard Angel answer the door. There were raised voices and the clatter of hard soled footsteps entering the house. Harry knew this was not good. He barely had time to wake Heidi when the door to the bedroom was flung open and several storm troopers, clad in full riot gear, filed in, rifles raised, ready for anything. The first one stopped short on seeing Heidi rise up, bearing all above the waist, and the others all ran into the back of him. The result was a pile of mumbling and fumbling bodies that blocked the doorway. Behind them the lieutenant cursed their ineptitude, and pushed past them into the room.


      “What is the meaning of this?” Heidi demanded.


      “Ha!” said the lieutenant. “As if you didn’t know.” He strode further into the room, his tight neoprene uniform squeaking. His men had managed to get back up and arrange themselves in a neat semi-circle behind him. Their guns were trained on the bed, but Harry was standing to the side.


      “Hey!” he shouted. “I think it’s me you want. Cut that out.”


      Heidi had by now pulled the sheet over herself. The lieutenant whacked the nearest trooper with his nightstick, and all guns moved to the left.


      “That’s better,” said Harry. “Now what’s this all about?”


      “Ha! As if you didn’t know,” the lieutenant repeated, throwing back his head.


      “Is that all you can say?” Harry sneered.


      Heidi looked up at him, her mouth open in surprise. Harry squeezed her arm, which told her everything. ‘Leave this to me, sweetness. This is my department.’


      “You will be silent,” said the lieutenant. He was tall and lean in his pressed black uniform and peaked cap. The only things missing to complete the archetypal villain look were a monocle and a scar across one eye, and/or possibly an eye patch. But his theatrics did not fool Harry. He already had the measure of the man.


      “And you will address me properly and show me a warrant,” he demanded. “I want your name and rank before either of us says another word.”


      “Absolutely,” said Heidi. She patted his hand, which was all Harry needed to know that he had been given the green light.


      The lieutenant faltered slightly. “I am First Lieutenant Alex Gruber. And you are?”


      “You know who I am, otherwise why are you here?”


      “You can be as smart as you like. But we have you surrounded.”


      “No shit.”


      Heidi pulled the sheet to her mouth and giggled.


      The lieutenant narrowed his eyes. He thought this always made him look steely. “My sergeant has the warrant. He is checking the other rooms.”


      “There is a child. You’d better not scare her.”


      “We will do what we have to do.”


      “Yes, and that will involve not scaring her.” Harry picked up his shirt, mumbling something in French. Six well-trained riflemen followed his every move. Pulling it over his neck, he wrestled it into place before continuing. “All this jack-boot bullshit. What’s this about?”


      “Ha! As if…”


      “I didn’t know, yeah. Well you can tell me anyway, if your vocabulary stretches beyond a dozen words.”


      The soldiers started looking furtively at each other through their riot helmets. Who was this guy to speak so cockily to their lieutenant?


      “Such insolence,” Gruber said with a curled lip. “You are only making it harder for yourself.”


      “I deny myself little when it comes to pleasure,” said Harry, cryptically.


      “What?” asked Gruber.


      “Yep, have to agree,” said Heidi nodding. “You got me too there, Harry.”


      It was at this point that the rest of the soldiers arrived outside the door, at least another six that Harry could count. “Wow, you really do have us surrounded. Twelve men plus a sergeant and a lieutenant to arrest two women, a baby and a semi-cripple. Congratulations, Lieutenant. Another successful sting.”


      Heidi was beside herself. “Christ, Harry, you’ve got balls.”


      Gruber eyed them both, still hoping, apparently, that his hard stare would have its desired effect. “You are being sarcastic. I recognize that.”


      “Well, risible certainly, I like to think,” said Harry as calm as you like.


      Heidi’s body was shaking with the attempt to prevent herself from committing all out laughter.


      “Ha! You and your fancy words.” Gruber walked over to a bookshelf and ran a gloved finger along the wood. “Is there anyone else in the room?” he said, staring intently at the end of his fingers.


      “Look behind you,” Harry told him.


      First Lieutenant Gruber spun round, poised like a mantis, karate chop at the ready, only to be confronted by the wall.


      That did it. Heidi collapsed back onto the pillows, laughing her heart out.


      Before Gruber could respond to this latest ridicule, Harry saw Angel’s face appear between two troopers. She looked frightened. He tried to re-assure her, and felt a sudden pang of guilt.


      I should have been with her last night. She looks terrified. But how could I have known this was going to happen? Heidi would have been left alone.


      It was then that Chisato appeared between a gap of uniformed legs. On seeing Harry, she ran forward, too quickly for Angel to stop her.


      “Harry-san, Harry-san,” she cried, her tiny arms outstretched.


      The nearest trooper stepped out, and grabbed her roughly by her nightie, making her squeal with alarm. Harry, with a rage that surprised everyone, not least himself, leapt upon the unfortunate soldier, and laid him out with one punch to the solar plexus and another to the side of the head. He screamed as his clenched fingers smacked into the soldier’s helmet. Heidi yelled out as more than one rifle butt and a nightstick beat Harry senseless, and eventually unconscious to the ground.
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      When he woke, Harry, groggy for just a few seconds, soon realized where he was. He’d seen plenty in his time. The holding cell was a grey cube about two metres on a side. He knew this because as he stood up off the bunk he brained himself on the ceiling. He fell back onto the bed, rubbing at his scalp, and uttering curses that would shame a space marine. For a moment he saw stars. He checked to see if all his teeth were still where they should be before gingerly standing up again. He knew that somewhere some sadistic bastard was having a good laugh at his expense. He guessed (quite correctly) that the ceiling and walls were on hydraulics. They would have measured his height and adjusted the ceiling accordingly. This system of detention was tried and tested where space was at a premium. Either side of Harry’s cell would be several others, each adjustable according to occupancy.


      It didn’t take long before an officer arrived. Harry was handcuffed and led away to an interview room. All the time he asked the policeman about Heidi, Angel and Chisato. The man said nothing, employing another tried and tested method of detention; let the offender think the worst before you tell them anything.


      Once inside the room, the handcuffs were taken off and the guard waited by the door. A few minutes later another man came in, dressed in the same uniform that had been at the house, minus helmet, gloves and shield. Harry’s heart sank until he saw the man’s rank: Sergeant.


      Good. At last someone I can talk to, get answers from.


      “Hi,” he said, rather too eagerly.


      The sergeant made no reply and did not even make eye contact, but simply sat down in the opposite chair. He looked about thirty, well built, and Harry just knew this guy had seen it all before, even for one so relatively young. He took out a grey, misty piece of plastic from his satchel, not unlike a large photo negative, and unrolled it onto the table in front of him. At this point, Harry decided his one word was enough, and waited now for his interrogator to talk.


      The sergeant took his time reading through the report on his flexi-tablet. Once he was satisfied he had all the facts, he rolled it up and placed it back in his case.


      “Now,” he said, interlocking his fingers and looking at Harry for the first time. “To begin with I would like to apologize for my men attacking you. It was inexcusable.”


      “Well, that’s the last thing I expected to hear,” said Harry. And it was. “But shouldn’t your lieutenant be sitting where you are? I’d like to hear it from him. You’re not responsible for that asshole. You have nothing to apologize for.”


      The sergeant smiled and looked away. “You don’t know, of course you don’t. How could you? Your friend, Miss Matsui, managed to incapacitate three of my men, and attacked the lieutenant when she saw what had happened to you and her sister.”


      Harry laughed. “The result?”


      “Two of my men with fractured ribs, and the lieutenant has concussion and a broken wrist.”


      Harry shook his head. “Damn shame. Boy, I know how that feels.”


      “She…?” The sergeant pointed to Harry’s chest. He nodded. “Wow, one hell of a lady.”


      Harry nearly said thank you to the sergeant for calling Angel that. He could think of plenty in his position who would have called her a lot worse, just to test his mettle. But he reserved the platitude. Another piece of advice came into his head from his first sergeant. Nothing too prophetic, but always relevant nonetheless.


      “Never, I repeat never, underestimate your protagonist. It’s a sure-fire way to get you killed.”


      Or receive several broken ribs at least.


      But he simply had to know if Angel was all right. “How is she?” he asked, trying not to sound too concerned.


      “She was eventually restrained by the remaining troopers. No injuries I hear.”


      Harry nodded his head. Silence.


      He now wants me to ask about Heidi and Chisato. It’s pretty useless to expect him to believe they mean little to me. After all, I was found in Heidi’s bedroom, and I only received my injuries trying to stop that bastard harming Chisato.


      “And the other two?”


      “Same. All three are in a room just down the hall. When we’re through here you can see them.”


      “Any charges?”


      “Miss Matsui is up on assault charges and actual bodily harm. A good lawyer can get her off if he can mitigate her actions as self defence.”


      “Which they were.”


      “That’s for the Judge to decide.”


      “They were attacking her baby sister.”


      “She was being restrained.”


      “A four year old? Best of luck with that in Court.”


      The sergeant took a deep breath and sat back in his chair. “We can discuss your friend’s actions or we can talk about you. I have all the time in the world, but I understand you are all heading for Mars.”


      “Humph. Like that’s going to happen.”


      “Not for you, perhaps, but certainly your friends can still make the trip, if you co-operate. Why don’t you tell me what you know, what happened?”


      Okay, where’s this leading? I’m not about to do your job for you, sunshine, no matter how friendly you appear to be. And I’m certainly not going to risk incriminating myself.


      “I think I’ll plead the fifth on that, thank you.”


      “I see.”


      “You know your history.”


      “The old American Constitution. I am familiar with it. Pity for you it’s not law up here.”


      “Well I’m still not going to say anything. Sorry.”


      “That’s okay. Well,” said the sergeant standing up. “That will do for now. Can I get you anything? Coffee? Sandwich?”


      “Just a visit with my friends. Thank you.”


      The sergeant smiled, but made no answer.


      Son of a bitch!


      He reached the door, and was about to open it when he turned around. “By the way.”


      “Yes?” Harry said, trying to act unconcerned.


      “You never asked me what this is all about.” He smiled and left.


      Now that did take Harry by surprise.
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      “What do you mean I’m free to go?”


      “You’re free to go. It’s official, here.”


      The lawyer handed Harry a release docket screened onto his tablet.


      “This is insane. I don’t understand.”


      “Read it, Mr Watt.”


      Harry peered at the screen and took a moment to scroll down it. What he saw absolutely astounded him. He read out loud:


      “In the case of Watt, Harold Alphonse, October 15th 2150.


      Read:


      In the case of Watt, Harold Alphonse, license number 11726213598.


      Charge #1: Failure to renew Bailsman license.


      Contravention of Section 4D paragraph 2 article 3 of The Bailsman Code of Conduct, Regulatory Statute Earth, District: New America, Seventeenth Edition 2145 states:


      If any license issued by a recognized authority is not renewed on or by its’ expiry date, a grace period of seven (7) sidereal days is granted after such date for renewal to take place. Failure to renew after this time will result in the relevant fine appropriate to license issued and/or prosecution. Any said fines or imprisonment are subject to the relevant issuing authority in effect at the time of the offence.


      Outcome of charge: Fine paid in full. Party to be reprimanded. Three (3) sidereal month suspension, suspended for two years.


      Charge #2: Assault of a police officer. Mitigating circumstances: Defence of a minor. Outcome of charge: Preliminary hearing before the presiding Judge.


      “What! Is this for real?”


      “Absolutely it is. Miss Heinlein has paid the fine. You’re free to go.”


      “Heidi? That gorgeous, beautiful, scrumptious, miniature Madonna? I, I can’t believe this.”


      “Believe it, Mr Watt. Now please leave before they change their minds.” Harry looked at the lawyer. “Only joking. There will be a hearing tomorrow before the Judge for both charges, but I am assured by Miss Heinlein that that will be a formality.”


      “How can she be so sure?”


      “You’d better ask her that. The worst that can happen is sixty days, thirty for each offence to run concurrently. But that will only happen if the Judge decides to overturn the mandatory punishment for the first charge, and that’s very unlikely. Just don’t piss him off in court.”


      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


      “And you even get to choose where you want to spend that time seeing as you’re not a permanent resident of Venus Station. But like I said, that won’t happen. Miss Heinlein has paid the fine and that should be sufficient to please the Court. As for the other charge, again I was told to pass on to you that you’re not to worry.”


      “I see.” Harry shook his head. “C'est incroyable.” He was silent for a moment, taking it all in. Then: “How much was the fine?”


      “Substantial is all I was told.”


      “And what about Angel?”


      “Again, Miss Heinlein has taken care of it. Miss Matsui will be after you with the Judge tomorrow morning. Her plea will be entered as self-defence, protection of a minor. Yes, she broke several bones, but she had mitigating circumstances.”


      “Damn right she did. Guess the sergeant was right.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “Nothing. Go on.”


      “What I will say is that if it wasn’t for Miss Heinlein’s assurance that things will go well, Miss Matsui could be looking at six to eighteen months.”


      “How can Heidi be so sure?” Harry said again, this time rhetorically.


      “I’ve known Miss Heinlein a while. When she says something like that I tend to believe her.”


      “I’ve known her a matter of hours, and I tend to believe her too.” But a sudden thought struck Harry. He drew the lawyer to one side. “But what about, you know, you know….” he whispered, tilting his head.


      The lawyer was a moment deciding what Harry was inferring. Then he got it. “Oh that. It seems the guy that got shot had a jealous lover. He was found a few hours later, gunshot to the head. Same gun that killed, err…”


      “Rogers, Timothy Rogers.”


      “Yes, that sounds right.”


      “He was gay?”


      “Appears so.”


      “Didn’t appear so to me. I know he was paying, but the women were all over him.” Harry shook his head and re-read the release docket. His keen detective mind was beginning to roll into action. He gave more thought to recent events. Slowly doubts started to rise.


      “Was there a note, I wonder?” he asked, thinking out loud.


      The lawyer frowned. “I’ve no idea. I assume so.”


      “You assume?”


      “Well yes, it being suicide.”


      “Assume makes an ass out of you and me.”


      “I don’t see the need to be concerned with it, Mr Watt. The police are not interested in you for the murder. As far as they are concerned they have their man. Murder-suicide. Open and shut.”


      “Perhaps. Just seems too easy.”


      “What does?”


      “I don’t mean the license nonsense, I mean the other stuff. I didn’t do it, obviously, but who’s the gay lover? How long did Rogers know him? Did they arrive together?”


      “No idea. They wouldn’t tell me anyway. It’s not going to trial now. You’re free.”


      “Amen to that.”


      The lawyer chuckled. “You have a singular wit, Mr Watt. Or is it Watkins?”


      “You can call me Harry.”


      “So what’s with the Watkins name?”


      “It’s my dead partner’s name. I used it when I visited Delilah’s. Don’t look so shocked, he would have approved. And you are?”


      “Luke, Luke Elliot.”


      “Well Luke Luke Elliot. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Harry held out his hand.


      “The pleasure is mutual, Harry,” Luke said taking it.


      “You’ll be with me tomorrow?”


      “Of course.”


      “And Angel too?” Elliot nodded. “Good. If you’re good enough for Heidi you’re more than good enough for me. You’re just a little young that’s all.”


      “So I’ve been told. But I have represented the ladies on more than a few occasions. Assaults mainly.” Luke shook his head. “I will never understand why some men feel they have to do that to a woman.”


      Harry nodded. Yes, you’re okay. “Heidi is a good judge of character.” He patted Elliot on the shoulder. This seemed to prompt him.


      “Oh. I almost forgot. Miss Heinlein bid me give you this.” He handed Harry a piece of folded paper. It was sealed with real wax, and stamped HH. “She is old fashioned like that,” he added, nodding at the paper. “You’re very lucky, Harry.”


      “I know. I thought I was for the rope.”


      “No, I mean, you’re very lucky.” He looked down at the letter.


      Harry smiled. “Yes I am. She’s a remarkable woman.”


      “Well I’d better be off. I have a few things to attend to in time for tomorrow. The exit is that way. Good day, Mr Watt.”


      Luke left Harry holding the note. He remained, statue like, the letter in his hand, for what seemed an age. He was slowly getting a grasp of what had happened over the last few hours. Finally he opened it. It was penned beautifully in Heidi’s own hand.


      Well well. Who’s been a naughty boy, then? Do you want to know what I do to naughty boys? You mustn’t worry yourself about the fine. It’s all been taken care of, and so has Angela. I’ll explain when I see you. Unfortunately, Angela has to remain in custody until tomorrow. I’m booked in at the Hilton with Chisato. She’s fine, but asking for you and Angela. We are in room 237 under Heinlein.


      Come as soon as you can.


      H xxx.
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            Larry Meets Heidi And Chisato


          


        


      


    


    

      “Thank God you’re both okay,” Harry said again. He had embraced Heidi, and kissed her and kissed her till she had to tell him to stop. He had scooped up Chisato, and swung her round with such joy that it brought tears to Heidi’s eyes. The little doll of a girl laughed and laughed. Once all was settled, and Chisato had been put to bed, Heidi filled Harry in as to what had happened after he was beaten and taken away. They were seated together on the couch, a glass of wine in hand.


      “Those bastards got it good from Angela. I wish you could have seen her. She was like a wild tiger.”


      “I think I can imagine the scene. Thank you again for getting me out. But I’ve screwed everything up. We can’t possibly make the Mars ship now.” He saw Heidi raise a smile. “Can we?”


      “Leave that to me.”


      “What? Are you serious? You’re telling me you can delay the launch of a Mars cruiser?” Heidi was laughing. “Miss Heinlein, you should run for System President. You’d get my vote.”


      “Mmm, and something else I hope.” She put her arms round his neck, and kissed him passionately.


      “Boy oh boy.” Harry adjusted himself and coughed, making Heidi giggle. “Err, Luke seems to know what he’s doing,” he remarked. He could see Heidi was more than a little tipsy.


      “Yes. I am very fortunate. He has morals. Rare indeed up here.”


      “I know you have influence, Madam President, but I’m still unsure as to how you’re going to get me off, let alone Angel. Inter-planetary craft is one thing, planetary legal stuff is another.”


      “You’re a smart guy, Harry, you figure it out.”


      Harry frowned. “The last time you said that to me we ended up sleeping together.”


      “Yes we did. But not tonight. I have too much on my mind.”


      “Hey! I’ve got morals too, you know.”


      Heidi laughed and allowed herself to fall into Harry’s arms again. They clinked their glasses. “To you, Harry Watt, a man among men.”


      “Why thank you, my lady. And here’s to you, and Angel, and Chisato. Thank you for…”


      “That’s enough of that. Let’s not get maudlin.” Heidi finished her glass, and leaned across Harry’s lap to grabb the bottle.


      Harry felt a brief rush of cold air across the back of his neck, and it wasn’t the fact that Heidi was deliberately kneading her breasts in his groin. He felt her shiver too. She straightened up, bottle in one hand, glass in the other. “Ooh,” she said, shaking her shoulders. “Felt like someone just walked on my grave.”


      Harry turned his head to see Larry standing in the corner near the drapes. He held up his hand, and went to sit down in a chair near the window.


      “Er, this is awkward,” said Harry.


      “What is?” Heidi asked, topping up her glass.


      “If I was to tell you I have frequent contact with my dead partner, would you a; believe me and think nothing of it, or b; think me crazy and kick me out?”


      “Well those are hardly fair alternatives.”


      “What if I could prove it?”


      “Harry?” said Larry. “What are you doing?”


      “Do you mind if we wake Chisato and bring her in here?”


      “What?”


      “Harry, that’s not a good idea,” Larry cautioned. “You’ll frighten her.”


      Heidi looked at him. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


      “I am. Would you do it? Otherwise it’s going to look like it is. That I’m having a conversation with myself.”


      “And I thought this was going to be a dull evening.” Heidi put down her glass and stood up. “Okay, Mr Watt, I’ll play your game. But I promise you this.”


      “Yes?”


      “You’ll be the one staying up with her when she can’t get back to sleep.” Heidi walked off, a little unsteady thanks to the wine. Halfway to the bedroom she hiccupped and burped in quick succession. “Oops, I’m sorry,” she said to herself, placing the back of one hand over her mouth. She used the fingers of the other to trace a pattern along the wall, as carefree as you like.


      A minute later she returned, carrying Chisato in her arms. Harry stood up and offered his own arms to her. Chisato, bleary eyed, reached out, and he took her from Heidi. She didn’t look angry, merely intrigued.


      Bless this woman.


      “Hello, little one,” Harry said quietly, Chisato’s tiny arms curled round his neck. “Do you want to play a game?” She nodded. “Good. I want you to do something for me. Can you see another man in the room? Don’t be afraid because he is Harry’s friend. I want mama Heidi to meet him, but he is playing hide and seek. Can you see him?”


      Without a word, Chisato raised one arm and pointed to the chair by the bed.


      Heidi looked horrified, but then she smirked. “Oh, I get it. Well I’m not playing this one. Harry, fancy waking her up for this. That’s just plain mean. Shame on you. Give her back right now.”


      Chisato turned her face. She wore her meanest frown. “Mama Heidi, he’s there. He says hello.”


      It was Heidi’s turn to frown, but a second more to look into Chisato’s eyes told her all she wanted to know. She put a hand to her mouth. “Holy shit!”


      “Bad word, mama Heidi,” Chisato said, turning her head back. She waved at the chair.


      Harry squeezed her ear the way she liked him to, and kissed her on the forehead. “Thank you, Chi Chi. Do you want to go back to bed?”


      “No. I want to stay here with you.”


      “Is that okay, mama Heidi?” said Harry.


      “Yes. Of course it is. Let me take her.” She gave Harry the hard stare as she took Chisato back.


      “Heidi, it’s okay. Larry was my partner. He was killed three years ago by the same man who tried to frame me for the shooting.”


      “Larry? You called out his name on the way back from Doctor Noe’s. Which reminds me. Gotta pay that s.o.b. back for snitching.”


      “I mentioned his name? Well there you are. You shivered just now. Did you feel a cold wind, just before I spoke of him in the cab?”


      “Oh God. I don’t know if I want to hear this.”


      “He’s sat over there, waiting.”


      “Waiting for what?”


      “That’s what I want to find out. Please, Heidi, come and say hello. Please?” Harry held out a hand.


      “This is insane.” Heidi stared at him. She muttered something in frustration. “Let’s put you back to bed, sweetheart.”


      “I want to say hello, too,” said Chisato. She reached out for Harry again, and he took her back. The two adults looked at each other. “There’s a bird,” Chisato exclaimed. She pointed to where Larry was still sat. Harry and Heidi looked over.


      “What does he look like, baby girl?” asked Harry.


      “Green and yellow. He’s talking. He’s funny.”


      “Sounds like Jonny.”


      “It is.”


      “What’s he saying, Chi Chi?”


      “He doesn’t blame you for what happened. He knows you didn’t mean it. But you should have listened to him.”


      “Ha! Take the white one, Harry,” Harry said, mimicking Jonny. It made Chisato giggle. “I’m sorry, Jonny.”


      Heidi shook her head. “I don’t believe this.”


      “Come on, let’s go over.”


      Harry let Chisato fall gently down, and he walked over with her, holding her tiny hand. Heidi hesitated before joining them.


      “Well that was fun,” said Larry. “Say hi to Heidi for me.” He smiled at Chisato and waved. “Hello, beautiful. My name is Larry.”


      “Larry says hi,” Harry related.


      “Likewise, I guess,” Heidi replied, with the utmost disinterest.


      Chisato hung her head, her dark eyes, unsure, looking up at the strange, new man. She put a finger in her mouth, biting on the end.


      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” Harry coaxed. “Larry is my friend. Don’t you want to say hello?”


      “Don’t want to,” she said, and turned her face away. She clung to Harry’s leg.


      “Okay,” said Heidi, sternly, “enough of this charade.” She went to pick up Chisato, but the little girl rounded Harry’s legs to appear on the other side. Heidi hesitated, watching her.


      “Hello, Larry-san,” the little girl finally said, her voice so quiet.


      “Kon’nichiwa, Chisato,” Larry replied, smiling once more.


      “You look funny. Are you all right?”


      “I am fine, thank you. It is very kind of you to ask. Would you like to see a trick?”


      “Yes.”


      All the time, Harry was repeating what Larry was saying. Heidi was simply lost for words. She looked at Harry, she looked at Chisato, and she looked at the chair. Jonny sat on Larry’s shoulder, and although Harry couldn’t see him, Larry would keep taking seeds out of his top pocket and they would disappear out of his hand. Harry simply had to ask the question.


      “Is Jonny pissed at me? I know he said it’s not my fault, but why is he still here? He’s not waiting for me to cop it too, is he?”


      “Bad word, Harry-san.”


      “Sorry, little one.” He crossed his eyes, and stuck out his tongue. Larry did the same. Chisato giggled, and covered her eyes with her fingers. She moved over to stand beside Heidi, ready to play peek-a-boo around her legs.


      “He’ll be on his way soon, I think. I met him soon after you, you know. He was pissed, especially as he told you which color to use, but hey, these things happen.”


      “You use bad word too, Larry-san,” Chisato told him.


      “Anata wa tadashī utsukushī shōjodesu. Gomen'nasai.” Larry bowed his head.


      “That’s good, Larry. Thank you,” said Harry. “He just said something to Chisato in Japanese,” he explained to Heidi. “Not sure what, though.”


      “He said sorry,” Chisato said.


      “And?” Larry prompted.


      “And that I am a beautiful girl.” She blushed and spun round playfully.


      “Well that’s nice,” said Heidi, looking completely bewildered.


      “Give Jonny my apologises, will you?” said Harry.


      “Done.”


      “Aahh,” Chisato sighed. “The bird makes sad noise. He says it is time for him to go. Bye bye, birdie.” She started waving.


      “Guess that’s all it took,” said Larry. “He just wanted to hear you say sorry. You two should wave as well. I think it’s the least you could do.”


      “We need to wave,” Harry said to Heidi.


      “You’re kidding, right?”


      “Not this time. Please. I do feel guilty for killing Jonny. We should give him a good send off.”


      Heidi put up her hands in supplication. “I don’t believe it. I’m actually going to do this. Okay, sugar pie, where’s the birdie?”


      “Right there.” Chisato pointed.


      “That’s right,” said Larry, as the three of them waved their farewell to the departing parrot.


      “Safe journey,” Harry added.


      “Is he gone?” asked Heidi.


      “Birdie gone,” said Chisato, and buried her head in Heidi’s legs. “Larry-san show me trick now,” she added, emerging round the other side. Heidi stroked her hair.


      “Oh yes.” Larry produced a Ping-Pong ball from his pocket, and placed it in his mouth. He then pulled the kind of face you do when you’re constipated. Chisato laughed and pointed at him. Larry stood up and the ball was lying on the chair. Harry too thought it worthy of levity, and clapped along with Angel’s baby sister. Heidi just shook her head.


      “I need to sit down,” she announced. She went and sat back on the couch.


      “Lovely girl,” said Larry.


      “Which one?”


      “Touché, mon ami. You’re a lucky man, Harry. These are good people, honorable. They’ll stick by you if you do the same.”


      “I know. Thanks for the re-assurance. What’s up?”


      “I have been doing a little scouting around. You were right about it being too easy. Hackman didn’t expect you to find Rogers so quickly. He was hoping to get you bang to rights for his murder, but you going straight to Jonny’s changed everything. Of all the bars in all the city you walked straight into the right one.”


      “Bit of luck, for a change. But he still killed him.” Larry waited as he always did. Harry clicked his fingers. Chisato looked up and tried to imitate him. “Of course! So who was the poor guy he killed to make it look like a murder-suicide?”


      “Just some homeless guy who’d been hanging round the park. Wrong place at the wrong time. The official line is Rogers was this guy’s boss. He was waiting for him to come out of the office, and killed him out of revenge for getting fired.”


      Harry closed his eyes briefly, and clenched his fists. “That goddamn son of a …..”


      “Hey! Language,” Heidi called from the couch.


      “Sorry,” Harry replied, one hand raised.


      “And what are you two talking about? Do you think it’s for the ears of a child? Chisato, over here, now please.”


      Chisato pulled a face. Harry told her with a slight nod of the head that she should do as she was told. Larry too told her she should go. “I’ll make sure we speak again soon, okay?” he said.


      “Okay.” She turned and went to re-join Heidi.


      “Cute kid,” said Larry.


      “They all are, cute I mean. That’s why….” Harry had to stop himself. He pulled another chair over and sat almost head to head with his old partner. “I can’t risk anything happening to them,” he began in a low voice. “In so short a time they’ve all become very important to me. I can’t explain it more than that.”


      “Jeez, Harry, you’re getting soft.”


      “It’s a good thing I know you well enough to know you’re joking, otherwise you’d be out of that chair by now.”


      “That would be a neat trick, me being dead and all.”


      Harry chuckled. He was silent for a moment. “Well, it’s plain to me now that Hackman and Hammerstein are one and the same.”


      “Agreed.”


      “When I confronted Rogers, he had no idea who Hammerstein was. Hackman got him before I could ask any more questions.” Harry took a moment. He leant forward to put his elbows on his knees, hands clenched under his chin. “Damn. Hackman, Headlock, and Tyrell. They’re all in this together. Have to be.”


      Larry was nodding sagely.


      Harry straightened back up. “This is all starting to tie in with the pseudo-asbestos onboard the Dragonfly. Which reminds me, I’ve still got to get Raquel off there.”


      “I have a feeling that’s been taken care of, despite my wishes to the contrary.”


      “What? How?”


      “I’m not clear on all the details, but events were set in motion that will make that happen.”


      “Forgive me, old buddy, but I will need more assurance than an after-life hunch.”


      Larry pretended to look put out. “Harry, I’m upset. Fancy not putting faith in the undead.”


      “I know. Call me old fashioned.”


      “Well you won’t be able to get anywhere near the ship. There is tight security at the moment.”


      “What happened? Is it to do with me?”


      “Don’t be such a self-centred ass. One of the crew was found dead, an old guy, part of the security staff.”


      Harry got that kick in the stomach feeling again. “Oh no, not him.”


      “Who?”


      “I’m guessing it’s Bruce. Although I hated him at the time for ruining my chances with Raquel, he was a sweet old guy, really. Close to retirement. Jesus!” Harry kicked the floor, and raised his voice, causing Heidi and Chisato to look up. Heidi was reading quietly from an old hardback.


      “I’m not clear on any details,” said Larry, “but I met him briefly on his way up. Names don’t really mean anything once your time’s up. But I’m guessing you’ll be right. With all the security I would say foul play is suspected.”


      “Goddamn it!” Again Harry hit the floor with his foot.


      “Is this going to go on much longer?” asked Heidi. “Have you any idea how stupid you look talking to the wall, kicking and swearing?”


      “She’s right,” said Larry. “It was a smart move introducing me, especially now you’ve explained what they mean to you. But it’s time for me to go. Time’s running on, Harry boy. I can’t really wait much longer.”


      “Hold on. What do you mean?”


      Larry was hesitant. “It’s like this. I’ve been granted a stay. But if you don’t finish this soon, I’m going somewhere I don’t particularly want to go.”


      “I don’t like the sound of that.”


      “Trust me, neither do I.”


      “How soon? And where?”


      “How soon I’m not entirely sure. Time is linear for you; over here it means nothing, unless you’re in limbo. As for where, well, use that sharp intellect of yours. Turn around, buddy, and make sure Chisato is looking the other way.” Larry smiled, but it was lacking in sincerity. For the first time, Harry saw the beginnings of fear in his late partner’s eyes.


      “I’ll get this done, Larry. Keep the faith my friend.” He stood up and returned to the couch. He made sure Chisato was occupied as Larry departed. They all felt the brief rush of cold air.


      “Right,” said Harry clasping his hands together, “who wants cocoa?”
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      “Court is in session,” said the clerk. “All rise for the Honorable Judge Smitkin.”


      “Pfft, honorable,” said Luke under his breath.


      The entire court stood up as a familiar figure came stuttering into the room. Harry was still recovering from Luke’s unexpected remark so that he didn’t look at the Judge until they were told to sit. So soon as he gazed across to see his chief facilitator, all things became clear. He looked over at both Heidi and Dolores, who were seated together in the public gallery, with Chisato squirming and restless between them. Heidi wore her widest smile, and so too Dolores. The latter winked at him.


      This is going to be a cakewalk.


      “You may sit,” said Judge Smitkin, taking his own chair, and throwing back his scarlet robe. “Derek, first case, please.”


      “Yes, M’lud,” replied the clerk rising. “First case is State versus Harold Alphonse Watt. Case numbers 12345X and 12345Y. Case X Read: Failure to renew Bailsman license. A statutory fine of 1,100 credits has been paid. It just remains, M’lud, for you to issue the standard caveat and pronounce the suspended sentence common with this offence.”


      “Indeed,” said Smitkin.


      “And Case Y Read: Assault of a police officer whilst performing his duties. Defendant has pleaded guilty with one mitigating circumstance, that of protection of a minor.”


      “Yes, I see,” said the Judge, reading from his own copy of the charges.


      “If I may, M’lud,” said the prosecutor, standing up.


      “You may not, Mr Hamm. The fine has been paid. I am therefore satisfied that case X may be put to bed.”


      Harry heard both Heidi and Dolores giggle.


      “With all due respect, M’lud, am I not entitled to cross-examine this defendant?”


      The Judge sighed, and removed his reading glasses. “You are indeed, Mr Hamm, but these cases are pretty open and shut. Ha ha! Case X is a simple failure to renew a license, that’s all, not a bloody fraud case or whatever. The fine has been paid. Case Y is slightly more serious, I grant you. However, the defendant has pleaded guilty, albeit with mitigation.”


      “Nevertheless, M’lud, my right to cross-examine remains.”


      The Judge let out a more than adequate sigh and glared down at the young prosecutor. Harry had to admire the man’s determination in the face of some fearful intimidation. “Very well, Mr Hamm, you may proceed. And by the way, please do not trouble yourself again to remind me of the law in my own courtroom, there’s a good chap.”


      Judge Smitkin, glasses in hand, waved his consent before replacing them on his nose, and returning to his notes.


      “What’s he up to?” Harry whispered through his teeth to Luke.


      “No idea,” he replied. “He’s entitled to ask you questions.”


      “I thought this was all done, open and shut to paraphrase our good Judge?”


      “It is. He’s got nothing on you unless there’s something you haven’t told me.”


      Harry thought quickly. He had informed Luke about the attack on Angel. He was ready for that if either of those bastards came forward. The murder nonsense had been cleared up, so what could it be?


      “Just answer his questions. If I need you to stop I’ll tug your sleeve or something.”


      After the initial surprise, Harry set himself. He knew how to handle this. He had been in court before whilst with the Bureau. His sergeant’s advice came to the fore yet again.


      “Never freely offer information. And remember. They only ask questions they already know the answer to, or think they do.”


      The prosecutor turned to face Harry. “Mr Watt.”


      Harry stood up. “Yes?”


      “That is your name I take it?”


      “Yes, it is.”


      “So it’s not Larry Watkins?”


      “No.”


      “Or Manny O’Hanlon?”


      “No.”


      “It’s not, you say. But you do know those individuals, yes?”


      “You know I do. Otherwise why ask me the question?”


      “Mr Watkins was your partner on the Bureau was he not?”


      “Yes.”


      “How long were you together?”


      “Together? We weren’t married.”


      A chuckle ran through the room.


      “Please refrain from levity, Mr Watt,” said Smitkin in a tired voice. “That way we can finish this a whole lot sooner.”


      “Yes, M’lud.”


      “Thank you. And you will address me as, your Honor.”


      “Yes, your Honor.”


      “Proceed, Mr Hamm.”


      “Thank you, M’lud. Let me re-phrase. How long was he your partner, your working partner, whilst with the Bureau?”


      “Twelve years, give or take.”


      “I see. Was he a good partner?”


      “Depends what you mean.”


      “Mean?”


      “I’m asking you to be specific.”


      More sniggering round the court. The Judge took umbrage again, but this time with the prosecutor. “Mr Hamm, either get to the point or sit down. Really really. You’d better be going somewhere with this.”


      “Indeed I am, M’lud. In fact I am getting there right now. I put it to you, Mr Watt, that you are indeed not Mr Watt at all, that you are in fact Larry Watkins himself, and have been masquerading as him since you arrived on the Station.”


      “That’s ridiculous,” said Harry. “My dead partner? What the hell are you talking about?”


      “This!” Hamm thrust a piece of paper under Harry’s nose. “Read it, please,” he said, turning and smiling at the courtroom.


      “This is a daily log for Delilah’s, dated the 14th. Jeez, I didn’t know they kept logs. No video I hope!” Again the room chuckled, and the Judge had to bang his gavel.


      “It is purely for tax purposes, I assure you,” Hamm informed him. “That and for instances like these.”


      “And what is this instance?” asked Harry.


      “Please read out the fifth name on the list.”


      Harry looked. “Er, Elmer Fudd.”


      The Judge coughed.


      “Sorry, the sixth name, please,” said Hamm, his expression glazing slightly.


      “Larry Watkins.”


      “Larry Watkins. Thank you. So I put it to you, Mr Watt. How can your dead partner be visiting a brothel when he is in fact dead?”


      “Simple. I used the name.”


      “You used the name. You freely admit that?” Hamm was getting excited.


      “Well of course I didn’t use my own name. I mean, who does?”


      The Judge coughed again.


      “But you were there?”


      “Of course.”


      “I can vouch for that!” Dolores called from the gallery, causing more laughter.


      The Judge banged and banged his gavel and started to go red in the face. “Silence!” he bellowed. “Mr Hamm, you have exactly one minute to conclude this nonsense or I shall hold you in contempt. And no more outburst from the gallery!” Boy, was he mad.


      “Er yes. Just a second, M’lud.” Hamm fumbled through his records before pulling a sheet out and reading it quickly. “Yes! Yes, here it is. Okay, Mr Watt, how about this? You are prepared to testify that Harry Watt is indeed your name?”


      “Yes, I am indeed prepared to testify to that fact.”


      “Well, I put it to you again that your name is not Harry Watt, but is in fact Larry Twat! Do you deny this?”


      “Well of course I do. Who the hell is Larry Twat?”


      “He’s you!” shouted the prosecutor, pointing a long accusing finger at Harry.


      “He’s not me.”


      “Is too!”


      “Is not!”


      “Is too!”


      “Is not!”


      “Is too too too!”


      “Mr Hamm!” The Judge banged his gavel yet again, his grey wig flapping cheerfully. “Contain yourself, man. What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?”


      “Look! Look here, M’lud. Look at my court sheet. What does it say?”


      The Judge leaned forward and took the sheet from the clerk. He was a few seconds perusing it before shaking his head. He looked for all the world like he was the only sane one in it.


      “Mr Hamm, this is clearly a typo, two in fact. I have it on good authority that the man before us, before you as well, is undoubtedly Mr Harry Watt, Bailsman. Did Doris type this up for you?”


      “She did.”


      “What’s the day?” Someone called out Wednesday. “Oh yes, Wednesday. Ah. Pseudo-golf with Jeremiah.” The Judge made some notes. “Now then. I take it Doris wasn’t wearing her glasses today. On Wednesday she meets her friend Edward at the Savoy for lunch and a show. Everyone knows this except you, apparently. She believes that by not wearing her glasses it makes her appear younger. Humph! If only that were true. Anyway, you should always go to Stella if you’re in court on a Wednesday. Twenty-twenty that woman has. Remarkable for a lady her age. Pity we can’t say the same about Doris.”


      “But, but, but,” the poor man stuttered.


      “But all you want, Mr Hamm. It’s not going to happen, not today.”


      Prosecutor Hamm’s shoulders dropped, and he was abruptly half the man he was a minute before. With all the presence of a drowned puppy, he was led back to his seat, muttering, his hands by his side, his court paper screwed up inside a fist, his spirit crushed.


      “Mr Watt, you may sit down,” said Smitkin.


      “Wow, I didn’t know there was a cabaret on today,” he said to Luke.


      “He’s been trying for years to crack a really big case. Guess he thought he had you, Mr Twat.”


      “Ha. Nice one. What now?”


      “Your assault charge. Another formality according to Heidi.”


      “I hope so.”


      “Mr Watt, please stand,” said the Judge. “May I apologize for that unwarranted outburst from Mr Hamm. He has been under a lot of pressure lately. Er, Derek, get him some water or something.”


      “Yes, M’lud.” The clerk bowed and filled a glass from the pitcher. He put it in front of the unfortunate Hamm, but he simply stared ahead, evidently going through the case again, or plotting Doris’ disappearance. Who knows?


      “Mr Watt. In the case of failing to renew your bailsman license the fine has been paid. This satisfies the court. It remains for me to inform you that failure to renew again or to inform the relevant issuing authority, in this case, The Bailsman Authority of East America, of your wish to cancel your membership, will result in imprisonment up to but not exceeding thirty sidereal days. This will be suspended for two years. Do you understand?”


      “I do, your Honor.”


      “Counsel?”


      “I do, M’lud.”


      “Good. Now, in light of the prosecuting counsel’s last outburst, I will dispense with counsel on your next charge if your counsel has no objections.”


      “None, M’lud,” Luke replied.


      “Thank you. On the charge of assault I see you have entered a plea of guilty with mitigating circumstances, that of protection of a minor.”


      “Yes, your Honor.”


      “Your plea is accepted. However, I do not take lightly any attack on the police who are merely doing their job, and a very tough one it is, too. Therefore I sentence you to six months, suspended for three years with a 5,000 credits fine, plus court costs.”


      There were murmurs from the gallery. Harry caught sight of Heidi and Dolores. They were talking quickly between themselves, and neither one looked happy. He grunted a laugh as he thought how the two women would deal with the Judge after handing down such a heavy fine. But he had to admire Smitkin’s guts. He clearly did not like the fact that two women had manipulated his court, and felt the excessive fines were his way of extricating some sort of puerile revenge.


      “Are you in a position to pay the fine and costs?” the Judge asked.


      Harry could feel the officers of the court take a step towards him. He glanced quickly at the gallery. Heidi gave a curt nod and glared at Smitkin.


      “I am, your Honor.”


      “Do you clearly understand now the terms of your release?”


      Of course, I’m no idiot. “Yes, your Honor.”


      “Counsel?”


      “I do, M’lud.


      “Good. Then, Mr Watt, you are free to go. Court adjourned for twenty minutes. I need a drink after that.” Smitkin banged his gavel, and slow shuffled it out of the courtroom.
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            Back In Court


          


        


      


    


    

      Next up was Angel. This was not so clear-cut, even with Hamm out of the way. Harry was seated between Heidi and Dolores, and a very nice place it was, too. Little Chisato sat to the right of Heidi, quietly playing with a couple of her dolls.


      These ladies knew how to treat a man. When she thought no one was looking, Heidi’s hand would decide to go walkabout over Harry’s lap. She quickly withdrew it when it came into contact with another hand. She looked over to see her aunt smiling. Heidi was put off for a moment, before she too started smiling, and poor Harry had to sit there and endure a double grope.


      “Court is back in session. All rise. Honorable Judge Smitkin presiding.”


      “Looks like you’ve risen already,” whispered Dolores. “Who’s a good boy, then?”


      Harry fended off their wandering hands and did well to conceal the swell in his pants.


      Below them the entire courtroom stood up, including Angel and Luke. She looked so tiny and lost, and for the first time since Harry had met her, she was wearing more clothing than skin. He tried to catch her eye, but her mind was elsewhere, quite understandably. Harry could see Gruber, his arm in a sling, wearing a neck brace, and a solid looking cast round his torso, making movement difficult.


      Hope it hurts, you idiot.


      “Next case. State versus Akiko Matsui, case number 12345Z.”


      “Thank you,” said Judge Smitkin. “I am familiar with this case. The defending counsel has entered a plea of guilty with one mitigating circumstance, it being the protection of a minor, in this case one Chisato Matsui….”


      “Hooray!” shouted Chisato from the gallery. She clapped before being hushed by Heidi.


      “The defendant’s four year old sister,” the Judge finished. “In light of this I accept the plea. Miss Matsui is fined 1100 credits plus court costs, and sentenced to six months suspended for two years. In that time she cannot leave the System. That is all.”


      Bang!


      “But M’lud,” pleaded the prosecutor. “A case such as this needs evidence to be heard.”


      “No it doesn’t. I have made my decision. The hammer has gone down on this one, Mr White. The defence has pleaded guilty. What more do you want?”


      “We believe the defendant used excessive force.”


      Smitkin removed his glasses again. “Excuse me?”


      “Miss Matsui is expert in tae kwon do and karate, as well as boxing. She overtly used those attributes to gain an advantage.”


      “Gain an advantage?” Smitkin threw his spectacles across his desk. “Do you really want to do this, Mr White?”


      “M’lud?”


      “If I read the police report correctly, it clearly states that Miss Matsui only reacted the way she did after her sister was man-handled by the troopers. Yes?”


      “Er, yes. But…”


      “But nothing. I put it to you, Mr White. How would you react if you saw your little sister treated so?”


      “I don’t have a sister, M’lud.”


      “And that’s your answer, is it? Brother? Do you have a younger brother?”


      “No. I’m an only child.”


      “Why am I not surprised? Well, it is still the ruling of this court that Miss Matsui reacted as any sibling or mother would react when confronted with such a situation. Therefore bail is not required, fine and sentence stands. Six months, suspended for two years.”


      “Fair enough, M’lud, but surely you mean she can’t leave the Station, not the System.”


      “Fair enough, you say? Fair enough!” Smitkin rose and leaned forward over his desk, knuckles pressed hard against it. He glared at White, who leaned back slightly. “And it sounds to me like you are challenging my ruling.”


      “Err, not at all, M’lud.”


      “I should think not. Any more lip from you and I will hold you in contempt.” Bang! “Next case.”


      The prosecutor turned to Gruber and shrugged his shoulders. They were all ushered out of the courtroom as quickly as the disabled Gruber was able. Angel embraced Luke, and kissed him quickly on the mouth. Harry saw it, and noticed Luke’s reaction as Angel pulled away to wave at them. They all waved back, but Harry kept his eyes on Luke. He was happy, obviously, with the outcome, but any man who has held affection for a woman from afar and not had that affection returned, would recognize what Harry was witnessing.


      Well well. Our splendid defender is in love with the defendant. I wonder, does Heidi know? For it doesn’t look like Angel is aware. There’s non-so blind….
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            Raquel Reunited


          


        


      


    


    

      Heidi had come through with her promise, and with Dolores’ help had used their collective influence on the Station to delay the launch of the Infinity Wing by twenty-four hours. Harry was counting up the favors he owed these two remarkable women. Dolores had seriously suggested he come and work at Delilah’s on his return trip to pay off his debts. She knew many a frustrated wife and widow that would gladly pay for his services. Heidi pointed out to her aunt that Harry had saved Angel’s life, or had certainly rescued her from a nightmare ordeal, and that that should expunge any debt. For the briefest of moments, Harry saw himself as the handsome, rugged gigolo, attending to the amorous needs of the Station’s lovelorn. But the image didn’t last for long. There was no denying his growing affection for Heidi. He heard the passion in her voice as she argued the point with Dolores. She did not like the idea, and to him it was obvious she was arguing because of her need for him, rather than as an insult to expect him to pay for his gallantry.


      He looked at her as she spoke, wagging her finger at Dolores as her aunt rolled her eyes. In so brief a time he knew his life was changing, and he wanted Heidi to be a part of that change. She was more or less his own age; whereas Angel, as cute, beautiful and downright sexy as she was, was pretty much only a girl in his eyes. Maybe if she were ten years older…. He thought then if he should tell either of them about Luke, but decided against it. No sense rocking the boat. Besides, he was a great believer that love will out eventually, and would need no guidance from himself.


      The two women finished their little spat, and the one thing evident other than Heidi’s defence of him, was their differing opinions of Angel. To Heidi, she was her daughter and heir, someone to love and protect, whereas with Dolores it was different. She loved Angel of course, and Chisato, but it was more out of sympathy than anything unconditional.


      Dolores kissed Harry on the cheek, bidding him good luck. She made it clear she hoped their next meeting would be just as pleasurable as their first. With a cursory peck on the cheek and goodbye to Heidi, she was gone.


      Heidi shook her head, and for a moment looked like she was about to cry. But she set herself, and settled for a hug from Harry. He didn’t know what to say, and so said nothing, always wise, he thought in these circumstances. It was never pleasant to witness disagreements between family members, and it wasn’t helped by the fact that he still considered himself something of an interloper. But it felt good to hold her. He knew he would never tire of it.
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      “We board in three hours,” Heidi told him. “If you’re not back in two we leave without you.”


      “Understood.”


      Harry wanted to return to his hotel room to collect his gun and luggage. Not that he had much to collect. But he had been wearing the same clothes for the last two days. There were a few articles of male clothing in the apartment, left by the previous occupant, including some particularly horrendous colored shirts that Harry wouldn’t be seen dead in. He’d joked that he would have to be really down on his luck to wear one of those.


      “I mean it, Harry,” Heidi continued. “This is just a waste of time. I can get you a new gun once we get to Mars. It’s still a bit of a wild frontier out there. Pretty much everybody carries firearms. As for clothes, the Mall is full of places to buy.”


      “I know, I’m aware of that.” Harry was starting to get irritated. “But I already owe you so much. I can’t have you buying me clothes as well.”


      “You think I care about the money?”


      “I know you don’t. But I have to do this, can’t you see that? As a ….”


      “As a what? Man? Is that what you’re going to say?”


      Harry sighed. “Yes, as a man.”


      “Pfftt.”


      “What, you think that’s stupid?”


      “Yes, stupid. But I’m not. You’re going to try and get this Raquel off the Dragonfly, aren’t you? Didn’t Larry tell you that was taken care of?” Heidi hung her head and laughed. “Christ, I’m talking about a damn ghost. This is so weird.” She looked back up to see Harry smiling. “Well, that’s the gist of it, isn’t it?”


      “It is. I’m not going to lie to you.”


      “I should think not.”


      Harry hesitated. “Besides, I have a score to settle.”


      “Huh! A score to settle indeed. What good will it do any of us if you’re locked up? I can’t bail you out again.”


      “Who’s getting locked up?”


      “What if you find this Hackman? What then?”


      “That’s a different matter. But I’m not about to kill that bastard. I’m not that stupid.”


      “So?”


      “I’m not sure what I’ll do when I see her, or him, but it won’t be anything that will make the news. Sure, I’m pissed at Raquel, but I’m also concerned. Larry and I both think she acted under duress. Are you listening to me?”


      Heidi had turned away. “Do what you will. Chisato? Let’s get some lunch.”


      “Hey, don’t be like that.” Harry took her arm. “I’ll be back, don’t worry.”


      “I’m not worried. You can take care of yourself, as can we.”


      Harry groaned. “Whatever.”


      Chisato came up to him, and he bent to hug her and kiss her. “See you later, little one,” he said, stroking her silky, black hair. “Soon we’re going on a big ship.” He stood up and met Heidi’s angry look. He quickly kissed her on the cheek, bent to do the same to Chisato, and was out the door.


      “Men,” said Heidi.
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      As he walked, Harry couldn’t help but think if Hackman was about, if the bastard was watching him right now. It was pretty evident that he and Headlock were working together. Just how deep that co-operation was, or how sophisticated their surveillance, he didn’t know.


      He reached his hotel, checked with the lobby clerk for any messages, (a brief, ‘Naw bud,’ and shake of the head), and walked quickly to his room. He was not surprised to find it had been ransacked. All his clothes had been either taken or ripped to shreds. The gun safe was open, and his weapon and all the ammunition were gone.


      “Well, so much for part one of my plan.”


      The thief, (he knew all too well who), had left his calling card, a Hansel & Gretel business holo-card on the table, arranged in plain sight amidst the detritus. Harry looked about the cramped room, twisting his lips, ruminating. Now what was he to do? He couldn’t go back to Heidi with his tail between his legs. All that would get him would be a big, ‘I told you so.’ Not a very manly thing to do. Besides, he hadn’t seen Raquel yet. He wondered just what Larry meant by, ‘events set in motion.’


      He left the building, but not before giving the clerk his best, and meanest, square jaw glare. Once outside, he stood for a moment, considering his options, watching aimlessly the people bustling through their day. He was thinking hard. Then struck with a sudden idea, he reached into his pocket and took out a prepared sample of BrainTicker. Heidi had employed her chemistry skills, and had diluted the mixture into ten vials, all of which he now carried inside a small box. Harry scrutinized it, turning it between his thumb and forefinger, allowing his mind to configure all the implausible scenarios should he be stupid enough to take it. Huh. There was that word again, stupid.


      He popped the cap and swallowed it. He waited. After a minute, he grunted, and decided to keep walking. He had experimented with hallucinogens in his youth, and through his founding days on the Bureau, but nothing during the last three years or so. He figured his body was pretty free of contaminants, and so was a little disappointed when he felt no effects.


      Harry headed in the only direction he could think of, towards the space port. As he approached, he could see the Arrivals and Departures board clearly visible above the main entrance. The Dragonfly was still docked, awaiting security clearance. Evidently the authorities had still not released the ship for departure following Bruce’s untimely death. Harry pulled an ugly face when he thought about the poor guy’s demise at the hands of Hackman. Who else could have done it?


      Whatever his feelings towards Hackman, they offered no advice as to how he was to get inside and reach Raquel. He shook his head, and began to think seriously of returning, yes, with his tail between his legs, to Heidi. As if to prompt him into action, the Departures board abruptly blazed into action once more, indicating the imminent departure of The Infinity Wing, in five hours and thirty-three minutes. This sudden announcement seemed to galvanise those wretched souls waiting in line to action, and each took up their baggage and shuffled forward, though there was really nowhere to move forward to.


      At that, Harry took a moment to gaze upon the scene before him. The check-in area was a microcosm of human behavior. On one side was the calm and serenity afforded to first class and suite passengers; those people for whom a trip to Mars was an exercise in how to spend as much money as possible in as short a time as possible. And on the other was the bedlam of steerage. Here you had the almost haves, and the definite have nots, those who had pretty much spent their last credits securing passage to the new frontier.


      Now, the queue for economy class was glum and sweaty at the best of times, but a twenty-four hour delay had only exacerbated the misery. Harry felt a tiny pang of guilt as he watched the snake of passengers, stuffed into disorderly, single file rows, fumble and mumble to themselves. Some stared with seething malice at the empty line reserved for the first class and suite passengers. A red carpet, with gold braided rope on brass posts on either side, led the way to check-in Nirvana. And beyond that was the executive lounge, with its massage chairs and spa pool, as well as complimentary fellatio or cunnilingus for all Diamond Club members, courtesy of the resident hooker.


      Having booked a suite, Heidi and her party, together with all the other filthy rich passengers, were allowed to board whenever they wished, up to an hour before departure. Currently the line had only one elderly couple in it. At its entrance stood a very tall, male flight steward, all teeth and muscles, pressed into his navy blue uniform. Next to him was an auto-butler, ready to serve chilled champagne and strawberries so soon as any more of the filthy rich decided to arrive.


      The steward dipped his cap to the withered couple, and indicated the check-in desk. On seeing this, one disgruntled man, about a third of the way along the plebs queue, broke ranks, and set about the steward, relating his complaint in a variety of carnal verbs and hand gestures. The steward hid his total disinterest with practiced calm, continuing to smile his smile, while covertly catching the attention of security with a deft wiggle of two fingers. Abruptly, the man was picked up via the armpits by two officious figureheads of the Line, and deposited at the back of the queue. His protests went unheard, and no-one was about to let him re-enter to his original spot. Even his wife had gone deaf.


      As Harry watched all this unfold, it suddenly struck him that he was a bloody idiot.


      What the Hell am I doing? I truly am stupid. To Hell with this! Let’s get back to that scrumptious woman, beg for forgiveness, take your punishment, (yes please!), and start enjoying the pleasures of a first class suite and all the accoutrements. Sounds like a plan to me.


      He turned around, and looked about him. All around, humanity was busy going to and fro, selling this, buying that. What was it all about? Why did they do it? He smiled, which quickly turned to laughter, as he agreed with himself that what he was trying to do was a complete waste of time. Larry had told him that Raquel, somehow, would be onboard The Infinity Wing. When had he ever been wrong? And right there was Harry’s problem. He always found it difficult to trust someone else’s instincts.


      He continued to smile, smug and satisfied with the knowledge that his abrupt and self-deprecating epiphany had cleared his head, and the way, to all things glorious and blonde.


      Yes, he saw it only too clearly now, like the Heavens had opened up and shone a bright beam of golden light upon him. In fact, there was a light, enveloping him in all its shimmering glory. His smile grew broader and broader, and he opened his arms to this splendid, luminous, wonder.


      Suddenly, everything around him lit up in mind-blowing colors. He was only a bit surprised when he saw a purple unicorn, wearing a brown homburg, ride past, with a jolly, green clad leprechaun astride it. The little fellow tipped his hat and blew smoke rings from an enormous clay pipe. Harry grinned from ear to ear as all the passengers took a partner, and began dancing and singing about how wonderful it was to wait in line. A chorus of baby elephants trumpeted the arrival of a dazzling damsel riding a llama. Harry stared with all the wonder of the brainless as the lady slid off her unusual white steed and approached him. She was clad in furs, and her eyes, steel blue, held him for all eternity that lasted a second. She stopped before him, and began to spin on one leg, like a dervish, until she was just a silver blur. Her eyes still held him in that second, not allowing him to turn away. And why would he want to? Why…..?


      Everything went grey. All was gone. Nothingness.


      Harry woke to find himself face down on the ground, the noise and smells of the port beckoning him back to his senses. Almost. He managed to raise himself up sufficiently to decide it wasn’t a good idea to do so. That part of his head, just above the eyes, felt like someone was pressing as hard as they could with their thumbs. He screamed, flapping his hands in front of him, hoping this pathetic gesture would somehow restore sensory equilibrium. Nothing doing. All it did was drop him to the cold, hard floor, his hands not bothering to break his fall.


      When he next opened his eyes, Harry felt something cold running into his mouth. Someone was yelling at him in a language he didn’t understand.


      In a minute, bud, he tried to say, but it came out more like, ‘Burda boodu, pa.’


      Think I’ll just lie here a minute, get my bearings. Ah…. Blessed oblivion.


      When he woke again, a pair of black toecaps appeared at right angles to his vision. Even in his current aberrant reasoning state, Harry perceived that this did not seem to be a naturally tenable position for someone’s feet to be in. He studied them for several seconds. Nothing was coming through that would enable him to accept that what he was seeing was normal.


      But to hell with that. Why was he all wet? And what the hell was that taste in his mouth?


      Lifting his head, he saw a policemen, his deep blue eyes staring down at him. He was talking, and Harry had the greatest difficulty trying to understand him. He coughed and spluttered to somewhere approaching full consciousness, to realize he had been chin deep in the open culvert servicing the local eateries.


      “Hey, dickless,” the policeman growled. “Port security and passengers only beyond this point. Unless you wanna change the gutter for a cell, I suggest you beat it. Now.”


      Somehow, Harry managed to stagger to his feet. The policeman, being upstanding, and a friend to all in need, gave him a perfunctory jab with his electric truncheon, before pushing him to the side. Harry grabbed at the wall, and as his senses slowly returned, the first thing he did was throw up. He staggered a little way before steadying himself, and puked again. He had to close his eyes and concentrate.


      Calm, calm, calm.


      He opened his eyes and stared ahead. He was able once more to make out the Departures board. He fought to control himself, and to get his eyes to focus. He cursed aloud, drawing unfriendly stares from those around him. He beat his fists on the wall until his half healed hand began to throb again, allowing the adrenalin to flush the toxin out of his bloodstream. When he could finally make sense of what he was seeing, he realized his time was up. But he couldn’t possibly have been gone that long. What the hell was in that vial? He staggered away, and tried his best to remain upright, as he slouched and crawled his way from the port.


      Harry had to ask three times for directions to The Hilton. When he finally arrived, he found he couldn’t gain access to the main door. He was another few minutes trying to convince the concierge to let him in, which eventually worked after he pressed his room key to the glass with a hundred credit note wrapped around it. The concierge informed him that Heidi had already checked out, but Harry wasn’t listening. He insisted he let him into the room to find out for himself. Once there, he was dismayed to discover that Heidi and Angel were indeed gone. No note, nothing. How could he have missed them? Surely they would have seen him at the port. He had little choice now but to return there. There was still time if only he could get his act together. His legs, it seemed, were finally agreeing to work with his brain, and he managed to throw water over himself and look half presentable. This included ripping off his own soiled shirt, and putting on one of the garish monstrosities that Heidi had conveniently left for him.


      He quickly brushed his hair, and one look in the mirror told him he still looked like shit. He badly needed a shave and a shower, but there simply wasn’t time. It may already be too late. Just how he was going to board the ship without any identification or ticket, he didn’t know. He would just have to trust to luck. Ha ha!


      As he left the room, something was nagging at him. Despite her threat to leave him behind, he felt sure Heidi would have at least left him his ticket attached to a get stuffed! message. That he would have been able to understand. But for her to leave him with nothing except someone else’s shirt, well, even in the brief time he had known her he didn’t think it was something she would do. But then he started smiling. She could only be angry with him because of Raquel. Whether she intended to or not, she had revealed her true feelings for him. He practically bounced out of the room, grinning like the proverbial Cheshire cat.


      Harry was not a particularly lucky person, but on this day luck was a lady. As he approached the port once more, he spotted Raquel emerging from the Space Traffic Workers Union hut adjacent to the check-in desk. She was chatting with a colleague, and what was immediately apparent was her change in uniform. Well a change of color at least. So Larry was right. Somehow, Raquel had managed to get herself transferred to The Infinity Wing as part of the maintenance crew. Their crimson flight suits were instantly recognisable. As was she, despite her bounteous sable hair tucked away beneath an equally loud baseball cap, and her face somewhat dulled by the rigors of labor. But she was still a beauty despite all that. Harry let out a low groan as he watched her sway this way and that, her identity tag attached to its lanyard bouncing to and fro across her twin mounds of ….


      Concentrate, you bastard!


      As his mind returned from its latest state of blissful daydreaming, he soon realized he had only a few seconds to grab her attention before she cleared security and was gone forever. So he did what he had to.


      “Raquel! Raquel Belch!”


      She turned on hearing her name spoken so loudly. She squinted in his direction, and for a heart stopping moment, Harry thought she was going to continue ahead. Then recognition came over her, and she smiled somewhat hesitantly and waved at him.


      “Oh Dieu, merci,” he said, and walked up to her.


      He wanted to embrace her, then he wanted to hit her, but she stuck out a hand and he had to make do with a rather manly handshake.


      “Hi!” said Raquel, her smile seemingly stuck between her teeth. “Fancy seeing you. I thought you would be long gone by now. God, where’d you get that shirt?”


      “I need to speak to you.”


      “Sure. This is Eduardo by the way.”


      “Hi, Ed. Listen, Raquel, it’s important. Can we talk privately?”


      “Sure. Erm, can you give us a moment, Eduardo, please?”


      Raquel’s co-worker nodded and moved off to smoke a cigar. Harry looked like he was about to soil his pants as Eduardo lit up. But when his face stayed where it was, he relaxed and just had to laugh. Raquel had watched his reaction, and had turned a whiter shade of pale. This alone confirmed Harry’s suspicions. No more benefit of the doubt. He took her by the hands and pulled her to the wall.


      “Ow! You’re hurting me,” Raquel protested. “Let go.”


      “In a minute.” Harry made sure his groin was not within swinging distance of Raquel’s feet. “First things first. I’ve got to get on that ship, and you’re going to help me.”


      “How am I supposed to do that?”


      “You’ll think of something. We will think of something.”


      “And second?”


      “Who gave you those cigars? Don’t act dumb. In fact don’t bother. I know who gave you them. Who are you working for? Don’t bother I know that too.”


      “Fuck you, Harry.”


      “Oh yes please. But that’s not what you do, is it? I will say this, though I hate to admit it. You did play me, good and proper. My compliments.”


      “That’s not what I am. How dare you.”


      “Oh please.” Harry stopped himself from saying more as he saw Raquel’s face drop.


      Is she playing me? If she is, what an act! But if she isn’t… Christ I so want to kill you, Hackman.


      Harry opened and closed his mouth several times, trying to find something to say, but he couldn’t think of anything. However, he had to harden himself if he was to board the ship. “Now, unless you want me to call the police I suggest you figure out how we are both getting onboard.”


      “Yes, that’ll work. Let’s get the police here. You’re the one they’ll be taking away.”


      “I’ve done my bit in court, thank you. It’ll be your turn if you don’t help me.”


      “What can they arrest me for?”


      “Mmh, let me see. Smuggling, there’s a start, fraudulent requisition of ship’s goods, there’s another, err…”


      “Fuck off. You cant prove any of that. It’s my word against yours.”


      Harry stuttered. Raquel was a tough nut, no doubt. “I know about Hackman, that sonofabitch.”


      “I don’t know who that is.”


      “Yes you do. The guy who gave you those bloody cigars.”


      “You mean Brian?”


      “Brian is it? Well, to me he’s Hackman, sonofabitch, Catspeak, the bastard that killed my partner, the one who tried to frame me for murder! And,” he said, moving in closer and actually baring his teeth, “he more than likely killed Bruce as well.”


      “What! How can you say that? Bruce died on duty, the way he wanted to go.”


      “Huh! I can think of better ways to go.”


      “Well, we can all guess how you’d like to go, can’t we?”


      “What was the cause of death, then?”


      “Heart attack.”


      “How convenient. Has there been an autopsy?”


      “No. The body’s been embalmed, ready to be shipped back to Earth for burial.”


      “Ha! Doubly convenient.”


      “What are you saying?”


      “I’m saying that… Aw…. You know what? Forget it. I’m just too tired and hungry to think straight any more.” Harry had by now released Raquel, and stood with his back to the wall, looking up. He rubbed his hands over his face and sighed.


      “Well I think you’re wrong about Brian. He’s none of those things you said. He’s been nothing but sweet and kind to me.”


      “I don’t doubt it.”


      “Watch it!” Harry flinched as Raquel took a step towards him.


      “That’s more like the Raquel I know.”


      “You better believe it. Brian said he wanted to surprise you, as a gift from an old friend. I had no idea they would do that.”


      “So why did you just turn as white as a ghost just now, huh?”


      “It’s all over Venus Station what you did to poor Jonny. They found one of your cigars crushed up in an ashtray. I had no idea, Harry, you have to believe me.”


      “I believe you, if it means you’ll help me get onboard.”


      “Go to Hell.”


      “Not today, not just yet. Someday, maybe. I know Hackman visited you just after we docked. He’s not what you think he is. He has something on you, that’s what I’d like to believe. If you want to carry on lying to protect him, then, you know what? Fuck you.”


      “You bastard! You know nothing about me. Don’t you dare to think otherwise.”


      “Then help me, Raquel. Help me believe you.” They looked frankly into each other’s eyes. After a few seconds Harry shook his head. “You’re not going to tell me, are you? Well I’ll tell you this. When I find Hackman I’m going to kill him. Either that or he’ll kill me.” He threw up an arm and moved away. He stopped a few metres from her and slipped down the wall, squatting with his head in his hands.


      The pair were silent for a long time, until finally Raquel came and squatted down next to him. “So is that it? You’re giving up?”


      “I never said I was giving up.”


      “Good, because I have an idea how to get you onboard, but it will cost you.”


      Harry chuckled. “Go on, I’m all ears.”


      Raquel cupped a hand to her mouth. “Hey, Eduardo?”


      “Si?”


      “What size are you?”
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            Welcome Aboard


          


        


      


    


    

      The MCS Infinity Wing waited patiently in her dock, as patiently as a sleek, three hundred metre long, state of the art super vessel could wait. She glistened against the sable backdrop of the cosmos, the mighty flood lights of the docking port reflecting off her bloated, pearlescent hull. Finally all passengers and crew were onboard, and the journey to Mars could begin. As she slowly withdrew from her supports, crowds gathered at the huge convex windows of the observation lounges to wave farewell to this vision of a spacecraft.


      As she cleared the mooring station, her vast underbelly began to rotate, slowly at first, until it was spinning at several hundred revolutions per minute. The whole ship appeared to wobble, as the StrateLine Drive prepared to do what it was designed to do. As easily as opening a door, yet with the inevitability of sheer untapped power, The Infinity Wing ripped open space/time, and jumped from this continuum to the next. To the viewers on the Station she had simply vanished, leaving only a shimmer, an imprint of herself that lasted the blink of an eye.
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        * * *


      


      The flight suit was ten centimetres too short, and clung to him in all the wrong places, but with Raquel’s help, Harry had managed to get through security, and take his place among the crew. The damn suit fitted him tighter than a condom, causing him to hunch his shoulders, and pull at his crotch constantly, an act that made Raquel titter like a school girl. The security officer had given Harry the eye, but fortunately for Harry, his unshaven and swarthy appearance held him in good stead to imitate Eduardo, who was of Latin descent. Harry had bribed Eduardo with the last of his ready cash, with the promise of more to come if he kept his mouth shut, at least until they reached Mars.


      The pair talked as they made their way through the ship to their quarters. It so happened that Raquel’s transfer had only occurred a few hours ago. Two of the ship’s technicians, Greek cousins in fact, had had a disagreement over a game of cards, which had resulted in one of them receiving a concussion and a fractured jaw, whilst the other was currently awaiting trial for inflicting said injuries.


      Trust did not come easily for Harry, and it had not been easy for him to trust Raquel sufficiently in order to get him aboard. Their casual conversation had certainly helped ease the tension between them, however it wasn’t until they were safely in their cabin that Harry felt he could relax, just a little. So it was that Harry found himself bound for the Red Planet, albeit out of money and out of friends.


      The first thing he wanted to do once he was settled was to take a shower and get something to eat. But of course it was never going to be that straightforward.


      “What do you mean I have to report to engineering?” asked a horrified Harry.


      “You’re not on vacation,” replied Raquel. “You’re part of the crew now, remember? You’ve got to earn your keep.”


      “What? Are you serious?”


      “Absolutely I am.”


      “Well what are they going to do if I don’t? They can’t exactly throw me over-board, can they?”


      “No, but they have a very nice brig I hear.”


      “But I’m no bloody engineer!”


      “According to your papers you are. Eduardo Rodriguez, third stoker, second class.”


      “What the hell does that mean?”


      “I outrank you.”


      “Very funny. I don’t believe this.”


      Harry paced the room, stopping every now and then to utter a curse in French, and pull at his shrunken flight suit. Raquel watched him with great amusement.


      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” said Harry.


      “Whatever gives you that idea?”


      He stopped and pointed a finger at her. “I am not, repeat am not, working in engineering. I should be sat in that damn suite right now,” he pointed to the ceiling, “feet up, a screwdriver in one hand, caviar nibblet in the other, eating grapes, being fanned!”


      “Ah, there you go. You said screwdriver. Secretly you must desire it.”


      “You know damn well I’m talking vodka. And the only thing I desire more than all that has blonde hair and a degree in accounting. Merde!”


      Raquel bristled. “I see. Well, unless you want to draw undue attention to yourself, I suggest you shit-can all that nonsense about an easy life and get your butt down to engineering. You’ll be reporting to assistant third chief Billy No Mates.”


      “Eh?”


      “Well, William Numates. He’s French too, I think, isn’t that nice?”


      “I’m only half French. I’ve never even been to bloody France!”


      “My my, aren’t we getting tetchy?”


      Harry made a noise in his throat, rather like a stalled hammer drill.


      “Well I’m sure you’ll find something to talk about, though I do hear he’s a miserable bastard, hence the nick name. You two should get on famously.”


      Harry lowered his head, and rubbed his troubled brow. “This can’t be happening. Once, just once, I would like to catch a break.” He laughed a sick, hollow laugh. “And it would be really nice to actually board a ship as myself for a change, instead of some, some….”


      “Grease monkey? Go on, you can say it.” Raquel wasn’t put out. She was thoroughly enjoying herself. She feigned a sympathetic expression as Harry continued to doubt the fairness of everything, and pressed home her advantage. “Ah, there there, third stoker second class Rodriguez,” she said patting his shoulder, with all the sarcasm she could muster, together with a thick slice of couldn’t care less. “It’s only twelve days to Mars. You’ll be learning all about the new StrateLine Drive, won’t that be nice? And it will be a constant, constant, reminder, that without it, you would be spending twelve weeks down there. Feel better?” She squeezed one of his cheeks.


      “Thanks for rubbing it in.”


      “My pleasure. By the way, can you speak Spanish?”


      “Spanish? Why in God’s name…. Ah, yes. Eduardo Rodriguez. Can this possibly get any worse?”


      “Don’t worry. I’m pulling your leg on that. Ed is from New Brooklyn, eighth generation. He just pretends to be Spanish.”


      “Why would anyone pretend to be Spanish?”


      Harry continued his prima donna antics for a few more minutes, his unprincipled thoughts sending him to the brink of despair more than once, as first Heidi, then Angel, then champagne, bubble baths, and playing the fool for Chisato played havoc with his mind. Funny, but it took this moment for him to fully realize that his heart was aching. Yes he was pissed that he wasn’t living the high life, but he wanted to see Heidi again more than anything. And Angel too, and oh God, tiny, adorable little Chisato. His heart yearned for all three of them.


      Yet despite all this, Harry eventually conceded to the inevitable. True it was only twelve days. He could rough it for that amount of time. How bad could things get in twelve days?


      “Okay,” he said at length. “I can see there’s no other way. I can also see that despite what has gone before, you did get me on the ship. I’m being very selfish. Thank you, Raquel. Whatever you may think of me, I do think a lot of you. I may not always be very subtle about it, and for that I apologize too. But I really am starving. Can we at least get something to eat before I start my duties?”


      Raquel was stunned for a moment. One look at Harry’s face told her he meant every word of what he had just said. It was her turn to be more humble about things. “Err, of course. We can head for the crew galley, two decks down.”


      “Thanks.”
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      The food was far superior to The Dragonfly, not that that was saying very much. There was an actual human chef onboard, together with a galley full of subordinates, cooking and preparing hundreds of meals a day for The Wing’s three hundred or so staff. These ranged from lowly engineering hands such as Harry, to the butlers working the suites. To this end, Harry was able to find out where the Heinlein/Matsui party were staying.


      Their butler was called Sachinyo; another perfectly shaped Japanese beauty that had immediately formed a friendship with Angel and Chisato. Heidi, said Sachinyo, was a little off with her, though polite. She appeared distracted most of the time. Harry hoped it was because she was thinking about him. He urged Sachinyo to let them know he was aboard, where he was, and how they could possibly plan to meet. Sachinyo was understandably suspicious of these entreaties, coming as they did from a lowly grease hand. Everyone, it seemed, outranked Harry. But he was at a dead end. He didn’t have the clearance to go any further than the engineering levels and the crew areas reserved for recreation. The Infinity Wing’s personnel were well looked after. They had access to a first class rec. room, complete with pinball and a pool table, as well as a steam room, sauna, swimming pool and a state of the art gym. But they had to remember their place, and Harry’s place was somewhere near the bottom. Even the ship’s cat was held in higher esteem. However, after much consultation and an agreement to more parting of money if she could arrange a meeting, Sachinyo agreed.


      “After all,” Harry told her, “What do you have to lose?”


      “My job, for one,” she replied.


      “Okay, good point. But if I’m right, I promise you Miss Heinlein will tip you more than you could earn from a dozen trips.”


      Sachinyo didn’t think that would happen, but agreed nonetheless. Harry suggested that if Heidi was not very approachable, then Sachinyo should speak to Angel, or even Chisato.


      “If you tell her that Harry-san is onboard, she will not quit asking for me.”


      “Very well, I will do as you ask. But if I lose my job you lose your teeth.”


      “Fair enough.”
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      Harry heard nothing for two days. In that time he acquainted himself with his new job, and his new boss. Harry need not have worried. Being a third stoker second class required little skill or knowledge of engineering. He soon got the hang of watching the readouts and sweeping up after the cat. He found out too that there was a third stoker third class, which made him feel a bit better about things.


      Assistant third chief Numates wasn’t such a bad sort once you got to know him. Harry wondered what that said about his own character if he and Billy No Mates were getting along. But he didn’t care. He had renewed hope that soon he and Heidi would be reunited. So as a consequence of this he threw himself into his new role as a third stoker second class, knowing it was probably only a matter of a few hours before he would be back in Heidi’s arms, with all his past misdemeanours forgotten, or at least forgiven, and relishing in the lap of luxury. And to top all that off, the cherry on the cake if you like, Raquel had managed to find him a flight suit that fitted him just right, so that he didn’t resemble something wrapped in shrink-wrap.


      Numates didn’t mind his nickname. He allowed Harry to call him Billy when no one else was around, and this helped him forget his lowly rank. Billy took great pride in his work, and encouraged Harry to adopt the same attitude. Harry knew his way round an engine room, and possessed some rudimentary skills in engineering, as did most people who had passed through an establishment similar to the Bureau.


      It turned out that Billy was about as French as a game of cricket. He had been born and raised in the south of England, and knew absolutely nothing of his heritage, or indeed a single word of French. He did however, know absolutely everything there was to know about engineering, ever, no exceptions.


      “You talk to anyone around here and they think we do nothing of any importance,” Billy said during a regular tea break. Harry had quickly learnt just how much Billy loved his tea, and how he liked it; something that resembled hydraulic fluid, and tasted, as Harry found out once after drinking from the wrong cup, like burnt twigs and stale tobacco.


      “But they’re wrong, right?” said Harry with a half smile.


      “Absolutely they are,” Billy replied, intensely serious. “If we didn’t keep an eye on those dials then the whole ship could blow up.”


      “But surely there are numerous fail-safes before that could ever happen,” said Harry. Billy simply shook his head at him, looking very disappointed in his new protégé.


      At the start of their relationship, Harry wouldn’t let his boss have it all his own way during their many discussions putting the world to rights, fool that he was.


      “In this life, you are either an engineer, or you’re not,” said Billy, with an air of someone who knew what they were talking about, even when you knew they were talking bullshit.


      “True,” replied Harry innocently. “You could be a nurse, or a soldier, or a liquid fuel tech, or….”


      “No, no. You are either one or the other.”


      “There are occupations other than engineers, Billy.”


      “Are there indeed? I wonder.” Billy nodded and raised an eyebrow; a sage expression, yet at the same time one that told you the wearer was off his nut.


      “Okay. I concede your point,” said Harry.


      He left it at that, as he could see Billy was starting to get on his engineering high horse yet again. He excused himself, and went to bang his head against a wall.
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      On the third day of his new vocational exercise, Harry was just finishing his lunch when Sachinyo came in and caught his eye. He hadn’t seen her since he first asked for her help, and she intimated that she had news. Harry felt that twitch in his belly again. He waited, legs vibrating, until she finally came over with her tray of food.


      “Where’ve you been?” he asked.


      “Very busy, but I have information for you,” she told him in a conspiratorial whisper.


      “Wow. It’s about time,” said Harry, rubbing his palms over his lap. “What news?”


      “You are full of shit.”


      Now, of course this wasn’t exactly the news Harry was expecting to hear. He did a double take. “I beg your pardon?”


      “You play me for a fool. You are some rich guy playing around with me. Go back to your suite and leave me alone.”


      “What? I don’t understand.”


      Sachinyo turned on him. “You are sick. You have me believe that Miss Heinlein will reward me when I say you are down here. You are already up there.”


      “What!”


      “You wear your fancy clothes and eat all that good food. You never tip, either. You need to leave or I will inform security. Throw you in the brig.”


      “Hang on a minute. Did you speak with Heidi, Miss Heinlein, about me?”


      “Why would I do that when you are already there?”


      “I’m what.…?” Harry was completely at a loss for words. What the hell was going on? Sachinyo had turned her back on him, and proceeded to eat her lunch.


      “Are you saying I am already up there? How can I be? I’m here.”


      “Look, I just come from there. You are there. You were speaking with Miss Heinlein, she did not look happy. Now leave me alone.”


      “But I’m here!”


      “Then you have a twin, and not a very nice one.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I saw you shouting at the little girl.”


      “Chisato.”


      “She was very scared. And that’s another thing. You change your voice. You sound like a squealing pig.”


      “What!”


      “Miss Angela had to step between her and you. You struck Miss Angela.”


      “I what!”


      “You hit her. You are a shit.”


      “But I swear to you I have been here all the time. I don’t have access up there. Ask anyone. I’ve been here, having lunch, for the last half hour. Sachinyo, I swear to you.”


      “Then it is as I said. You have a twin, and he needs sorting out.”


      Harry, for all his deductive reasoning, simply could not figure out what was happening. He found he was trembling, his hands clenched into tight fists as his mind struggled desperately to work out what was happening.


      And then he had it.


      “Of course!” he shouted, and stood up. “That sonofabitch!” He kicked away from the table, cursing and throwing chairs out of his way. Fellow staff members walked clear of him as he made his way from the canteen. Sachinyo watched him go, shaking her head and whispering curses in Japanese.
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      “Billy, you have to help me, I’ve got to get up there.”


      Harry, in desperation, had approached Billy, and told him who he really was and what he suspected to be happening with Heidi and Angel. Billy listened, his expression fixed with intensity. Harry had an innate skill for working people out pretty quickly. He just knew his boss would help him. His story was so fantastic that only someone with a mind like Billy’s would just accept it at face value. He wasn’t to be disappointed.


      “I believe you, Harry. However it won’t be easy to get you up there.”


      “But it can be done?”


      “Of course it can. We need an officer’s card, or more likely we need this Sachinyo to co-operate. How are you with her?”


      “Not good, I’m afraid. She thinks it’s me up there. I don’t think she believes herself when she says it must be my evil twin.”


      “Nor would I. After all, she hardly knows you. What about Raquel?”


      “I thought about asking her, but I figured with you out-ranking all of us you would be in a better position to help me.”


      “I appreciate the confidence, but maybe you have overlooked something.”


      “What?”


      “Have you ever seen Raquel or Sachinyo talking with any men?”


      “What? What’s that got to do with anything?”


      “I know Sachinyo, so do several of the female staff, if you get my meaning. You say Raquel was never interested in you.”


      “No.”


      “So, I’m just saying that if we can get Raquel and Sachinyo hooked up, well, you know.”


      It took a second for Harry to realize what Billy was getting at. When his face lit up, Billy continued. “If you can persuade Raquel to seduce Sachinyo, she could steal, well, borrow her card whilst they are ensconced, and you can get to see your woman. What do you think?”


      “Me and Raquel almost got to, well, you know, when we were on The Dragonfly.”


      “Really? What happened?


      “Bruce.”


      “Bruce? A jealous lover?”


      Harry laughed. “Hardly.” Then he frowned. “At least, I don’t think so. Anyway, what I’m saying is I’m not entirely sure Raquel is what we think, or what you think she is.”


      “Only one way to find out, buddy.”


      Harry narrowed his eyes at Billy. His boss had certainly become a lot more animated in the last few minutes. He hadn’t talked about engineering in all that time, either. Still, they were talking about women, albeit ones that supposedly were not interested in men. Maybe that was the appeal for Billy, trying to attain the unattainable, like a set of perfectly aligned quantum coils on the StrateLine Drive.


      “Okay, I get it,” said Harry. “I’ll talk to Raquel, sound her out.”


      “Good, that’s what you need to do. And when you convince her that she needs to do this so that you can reclaim your paramour and destroy the man who has taken over your life, give her this.” Billy handed over what looked like a portable video camera.


      “What’s this?” asked Harry.


      “A portable video camera,” Billy replied, his eyes shining. “I want pictures, don’t you?”


      Harry pulled a face and thrust it back at him. “You’re sick, Billy. I’ll see you later.”


      “Can’t blame a guy for trying.”
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      “You’re sick,” said Raquel. “How dare you even suggest such a thing.”


      “I’m sorry,” Harry replied. “There’s no offence intended, but can you at least see this from my side?”


      “No, I bloody can’t!”


      “It would explain a lot, wouldn’t it? I don’t know how I didn’t see it clearly before, though I did have my suspicions.”


      “Oh did you now? Just because I didn’t fall straight into bed with you, you just assumed I was gay.”


      “Pretty much, yeah.”


      “You sexist pig!”


      “If you say so, but I am an honest one. But if you want, we can remove all doubt right now.” Harry started to undress.


      Raquel squinted at him. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”


      “Removing my clothes, as should you in order to remove any doubt.”


      “What! This is your way of proving I’m not gay? We just get down and dirty right now?”


      “Yeah, pretty much.” Harry was now naked from the waist up. He puffed out his chest and pumped his arms. “Well? What do you think?”


      “You look ridiculous.”


      “So I guess I’m right. You’re not interested? Shame, because I certainly am.” He started to growl, and made a great show of taking off his pants.


      “Okay, you can stop now.” Raquel was trying and failing to prevent herself from laughing.


      “Tell me you’re gay and I’ll stop.” Harry threw away his pants to be left wearing only his jockey shorts. He stood with his hands on his hips, smirking at her. “Just two words, that’s all, just two. Come on, you can say it. I’m gay.”


      “Well technically it’s three words.”


      “Semantics, baby. Come on, say it.”


      Raquel looked where so many women had looked before. Harry didn’t need to as he felt his shorts getting tighter.


      Oh shit.


      Raquel returned the smirk and walked slowly up to him, her movements slow and deliberate.


      “Well actually, you are only half correct,” she breathed against his ear.


      “How’s that?” Harry said, his voice shifting up an octave.


      “Can’t you guess? Where’s that deductive mind? I think he understands.” She moved a hand over his crotch. “Mmh, yes, he definitely knows what I mean.”


      Harry was determined to remain in control this time. “Still, I need to hear it,” he said, getting a whiff of her hair.


      “Hear what?” She nibbled his ear.


      “That you’re not interested in men.”


      “Oh, but I am.”


      “No you’re not. You’re playing with me.”


      “Indeed I am. Clever boy.”


      “That’s not what I meant. Ahh…”


      “Do you want me to stop?”


      Harry couldn’t believe what he was about to say. “Yes. Stop it, please. I’m sorry. This was a mistake. I don’t know what I was thinking. Christ, you must hate me. You… Raquel? I said you could stop. Raquel?”


      With deft movements of both hands, Raquel pulled at Harry’s shorts, and they fell about his ankles. His John Thomas sprang up, stiff and ready to do its duty. She pushed him back gently, and taking his shorts between her toes, kicked out behind her, rather like a bull about to charge, and they went flying to join the rest of Harry’s clothes. He was now totally naked and standing fully at attention. He looked at her and there was fire in her eyes. She pushed him onto the bed where he bounced momentarily, and recovered to see her ripping off her clothes.


      “What are you doing? I said you don’t have to. I’m sorry.”


      “Shut up, you idiot. If you must know I’m bi-sexual, okay? I really thought you were going to let me continue without saying anything. You just rescued yourself, Harry. But Christ, you were so close to not getting any.”


      “Really?” Harry was beaming from ear to ear.


      “Really. Now make room, Mr Bounty Hunter, big game about to land.”


      Harry was gazing upon beauty and lust incarnate. But deep inside there was a little voice getting steadily louder. Just one month ago that voice would have been beaten senseless by his all-powerful, unstoppable, pitiless libido. But now it was shouting at him.


      Raquel had her hands on his cheeks and was kissing him passionately. It took all of Harry’s will power to take those hands and break free.


      “I can’t do this, Raquel. I can’t.”


      “What are you talking about? I’m ready, and I know you are. I need this. I need you close.”


      Harry frowned. This definitely wasn’t right. She was almost pleading. Were those tears? But he had to stop her.


      “I’m not the man you met on The Dragonfly,” he said. “I have people who are depending on me. Shit, I’m depending on them.”


      Raquel looked stupefied for a moment. She looked down at him, poised and ready to give her what she wanted. But his face told a different story. She stepped back and put her head in her hands.


      “I’m sorry,” she said, and started to cry.


      “Hey, it’s okay, really.”


      “Can you just hold me for a minute, please?”


      Harry took her in his arms and did as she asked. He kissed the top of her head and just let her cry.


      Finally they parted.


      “Thank you, Harry,” Raquel sniffed.


      “I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong.”


      “Missed my chance, haven’t I?”


      Harry chuckled. “Afraid so. But that’s not it.”


      She laughed too. “No, it’s not. I’ll be all right. Never thought I’d say this, Harry, but she’s a lucky woman. And I guess I am, too. Hope we can stay friends.”


      “Of course. But you’re evading my concern, Raquel. What is it? Why can’t you tell me?”


      “I hope to, soon.”


      Harry shook his head. “I’m confused, but the women in my life tend to do that to me.”


      Raquel laughed, sniffed, and wiped her nose and eyes. She looked down. “He’s still keen, I see. Sure you don’t want to?”


      “I’m sure.”


      “Oh well.”


      “I think we’d better get dressed.”


      Together they picked through the pile of clothes on the floor, swapping some, dressing with others. All the time, Harry couldn’t shake the thought that Raquel was in trouble. Something was worrying her, but for the life of him he couldn’t see what it was.


      He dressed quickly in the corner, keeping his back to her, also at odds with himself. How things had changed. Just a few short weeks ago he would not have hesitated to bestow upon Raquel any sexual favors she desired. But it was now evident to him that Raquel was really seeking company. No, not company. Security, that was it. Harry didn’t know what was troubling her, but he vowed to himself that he would do all he could to protect her.


      That’s more like it, Harry my boy. Wow, things have changed!


      Once dressed, he sprang up and turned to face her, deciding to keep things cheerful. He clasped his hands together. “Now then, my lady. Coffee?”


      “Sounds good,” Raquel replied, half smiling.
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      As it turned out, Harry needn’t have gone to so much trouble. Sachinyo would have made a pretty good Bureau officer with her observation skills. She had noticed on more than one occasion that the Harry up on topside was always clean-shaven, never a shade of blue on his face, whereas the Harry below decks carried persistent stubble. She asked to meet him in the crews’ recreation room, and after having first apologized for not believing him before, told him of her discovery.


      Harry leaned back, and put a hand to his forehead. “Of course. Oh boy, I am so lame.”


      “What is it?” asked Sachinyo.


      “The FaceChanger. The effects only last for about three days without re-application, and during that time no facial hair will grow. The process sterilises all the follicles. It can take up to a year for a man to start shaving again. I missed that. Boy, am I dumb.”


      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” said the charming Japanese, and she put a hand on Harry’s knee. He pretended not to notice. “You have had a lot to think about these last few days.” They locked eyes, and Harry could see what was coming next if he didn’t do something. To avoid anything he might regret, he picked up Sachinyo’s tiny hand and squeezed it gently in a gesture of thanks.


      Sachinyo smiled. “You are an honorable man, Harry-san.”


      Harry looked surprised. “Well, I’ve been called many things but never that. But maybe I’m not as honorable as you think. I had a plan in place to take your card without your knowledge, and my means of persuading another party to do it were far from honorable.”


      “You mean Raquel?”


      “What? You know Raquel?”


      “Of course. We go way back.”


      Harry fell back on the couch, his hand back on his forehead. “Well of course you know her. Why should I be surprised?”


      “I have another surprise for you. Raquel will be here soon, and you must go soon.”


      “Go? Go where?”


      “To meet with Miss Heidi of course.”


      Harry bolted upright. “What? Now? Tonight?”


      “Yes.”


      “Mon Dieu!” He started drumming his fingers on the table, and abruptly looked unsure about things.


      “Are you okay?” said Sachinyo.


      “I think I need a drink, but I just remembered I’m on the wagon till I finish the case.”


      “I think you can allow yourself one if it will calm you.”


      “Agreed.” Harry stood up and tried to get the waiter’s attention, but he was busy talking with two men at the pool table. “I’ll just be a moment.” He walked over to them. “Excuse me, I need a screwdriver.”


      Harry received the default answer. “What needs fixing, bud?” asked the waiter. All three men laughed.


      “Ha ha. Very funny. Vodka and orange juice?”


      “I know how to make a screwdriver, bud,” replied the waiter with disdain. “Sit back down with your dyke friend and I’ll bring it over.” He appeared angry that Harry had interrupted their conversation, and obviously thought nothing of slandering Sachinyo. The two other men chuckled, and fingered the pool cues like weapons. They eyed him with the same scornful expression before resuming their game. Harry decided that three against one were not good odds, and this was hardly the time to start a fight. He merely grinned, and returned to his seat.


      “Friendly types,” he said to Sachinyo.


      “Ignore them, Harry-san. Lower elements.”


      “Assholes more like. The kind of people you would highly enjoying beating the crap out of, not that I’m a violent person. But for those three I can make an exception.”


      Sachinyo handed over her card, but as Harry made to take it, she held onto it. He looked at her. “There is only one caveat,” she said. “You lose this, you still lose your teeth.”


      “Understood. Thank you, Sachinyo. You will get your reward I promise.”


      “Just get that asshole. Miss Heidi will be waiting for you in the crew maintenance locker room, deck seven, forward. Got it?”


      “Yes, crew maintenance locker room, deck seven, forward.”


      “You will not have long. The crew rotation takes place at the time of your tryst. That should give you around twenty minutes.”


      “Plenty of time.”


      “Miss Heidi has bribed the butler from the adjacent suite for his key. You had better get going. This is a big ship. From here it will take you around ten minutes. Oh, hi.”


      Harry looked up to see Raquel enter the room, wearing something that he now recalled getting a brief glimpse of at their first meeting. She drew stares from all, men and women, as she walked over to them. Even the inbreds playing pool stopped their game to gaze upon her. Her yellow dress clung to her hips and enhanced her breasts, if that were possible, and pleated out from the knees to form a corrugated train behind her. Her hair was up, and her only jewellery was a sparkling blue sapphire necklace, and an equally glittering small pocket book. Upon her feet were a pair of open-toed silver sandals. She was a vision.


      “Wow! You look great,” Harry said, always ready to volunteer the obvious, and stood up as she approached. He made a big deal of kissing her on the cheek for all to see. They parted, and Harry searched her eyes.


      She’s nervous about something, and it’s not her date. What is it?


      “Hi yourself,” she said, her sad eyes trying to smile. “You ready?” she said to Sachinyo.


      “Absolutely I am.”


      The two women left to the same chorus of staring eyes. Harry took the moment and watched them leave, smiling slightly, despite his concern for Raquel. Yet he dared to believe that finally his luck might just be changing for the better.


      Poor sap.
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      Harry’s hand was shaking as he placed the card in the slot. He heard an electronic click and pushed open the door. He was surprised to find the room quite well lit. It was grimy, and in places his boots stuck to the floor. Used overalls hung on the rust riddled walls, and the smell of paint and oil permeated the air.


      He called for Heidi. There was silence for a moment before he heard a movement off to his right. From behind a row of lockers, Heidi emerged, carrying a small bag, her face half stricken with fear. He approached and she receded. Harry stopped, noting her expression.


      “It’s okay, it’s me. It’s Harry.”


      “What did Chisato give you that first meeting?”


      “What?”


      “Tell me!”


      “A flower.”


      “What color?”


      “Red.”


      Heidi’s expression changed in an instant from uncertainty to one of untold joy and relief. “Oh, Harry! It is you!”


      She dropped the bag and came running at him, and flung her arms around his neck. She kissed him and he kissed her, and she sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.


      “It’s okay, it’s okay,” Harry said, over and over. He wanted to appear to be the man in control, the omnipresent masculine, but now he had Heidi in his arms it all came out.


      “Christ, I thought I’d never see you again,” he said, tears rolling down his cheeks.


      “Don’t let me go, don’t let me go.”


      “Never. God it feels so good to hold you.”


      “Harry.” Heidi continued to cry without heed, her mouth wide open, her body racking in his embrace. She put a hand to her eyes and just cried it all out. Harry could do nothing but hold her, and breathe words of comfort until she had spent herself.


      Finally they separated, and looked at each other.


      Heidi slapped him hard across the face. “You bastard! I was so worried about you.”


      “I’m so sorry, Heidi.”


      “Come here, you son of a bitch.”


      They hugged and kissed again for what seemed an age. Harry stroked her fine blonde hair, breathing in her scent with eyes closed and heart open. But it had to stop. He pulled away and spoke.


      “Listen, we don’t have long. How are Angel and Chisato?”


      “Angela is bearing up. She knows I’m meeting you.”


      “Good. And Chisato?”


      “She can’t understand why Harry-san is so horrible to her. His voice goes right through you. She’s confused. It’s, it’s heartbreaking to see her like this.” Heidi’s bottom lip began to tremble, and it took all of Harry’s self-control to prevent himself from demolishing the room.


      “What happened after I left?” he asked.


      “There was a knock on the door. Angela answered it. That bastard must have been watching the hotel, waiting for you to leave.”


      “Go on.”


      “He told us he was a friend of yours from the Bureau. I was sceptical, of course, but he had correct and current ID.” Harry laughed bitterly. “He said he needed to speak with you. He said you shouldn’t have come to Venus Station, that Headlock had men looking for you. He said he wanted to help. He sounded so convincing, so genuinely concerned for your welfare.”


      “I’m sure he did. I’m not blaming you, sweetness, not by any stretch, but you should have waited for me.”


      “You bastard. Of course I was going to wait for you. Yes I was pissed at you for trying to find this damn Raquel woman, but just what was I supposed to do?”


      Harry closed his eyes. “Christ, I’m sorry. I’m a jerk.” He decided, though it didn’t require a PhD in common sense, not to mention the fact that Raquel knew Hackman.


      “Yes, you are. But then what am I supposed to do when this friend of yours pulls a gun and aims it at Chisato? Not me, not Angela, but Chisato?”


      “He what!”


      “Aimed it right at her and smiled.”


      “Jesus Christ.”


      “He then proceeds to inspect every room of the apartment, with Chisato as his escort and Angela and I tagging behind, scared out of our minds, wondering what this maniac has planned for us. Then he sees the FaceChanger, and well, you can guess the rest. I’m done talking about that son of a bitch.”


      There was a long silence between them while Harry fought for the right words to say. In the end he said simply, “I’m sorry, Heidi. Forgive me, please.”


      “I will, in time. But it’s hard at the moment.”


      “I understand. But there’s something I need to know.” Harry set his teeth. “Has he…”


      Heidi took a second to comprehend the unfinished question. “No, he hasn’t. He’s more of a sadist than a lover I think. I would even go so far as to say he’s a misogynist.”


      “Has he hit you?”


      Heidi could see how Harry was struggling. “No, not me,” she replied with fresh tears welling in her eyes.”


      “Tell me. I need to hear it.”


      “He’s struck Angela twice, both times she came between me and him. Chisato he is just plain angry with. She cries constantly, asking us both why you’re being so mean.”


      That did it. Harry screamed, and kicked and thrashed at the metal about him, Heidi’s pleas going unheard. After a minute he calmed down, gasping for breath, his arms stretched out, holding onto the lockers, as if bracing for an impact. He felt Heidi’s gentle touch upon his shoulders.


      “I swear to you that bastard will pay,” he said. “I swear.”


      Heidi laughed, and wiped her nose. “Oh, I know that. I’ll kill him myself if you don’t.”


      They embraced one another again, both silent, contemplative. Then Harry’s mind, working over what Heidi had told him, produced a fresh set of questions.


      “What I don’t understand is why would Hackman go to all this trouble simply to get onboard? Headlock could fly him to Mars in his own personal bloody ship.”


      “It’s simple,” said Heidi.


      “It is?”


      “It’s like I said. The man’s a sadist, pure and simple, maybe even a psychopath. He told me, told us all, that he killed his wife before he went out and killed Larry and almost killed you. He laughed as he recalled how he tried to frame you for Rogers’ murder. He also talked about killing a security guy on The Dragonfly.”


      “Bruce. Goddamn it. Did he say why?”


      “He was asking questions about the proper clearance for the pseudo-asbestos. All the other security men were keeping quiet, taking their money. This Bruce fellow knew something wasn’t right.”


      “Hackman told you all of this?” Heidi nodded. “It doesn’t make sense.”


      “It makes perfect sense to me.”


      “No, I mean why would he tell you? Unless he knew you were meeting me. He wants me to know.”


      “No, that’s not possible. Sachinyo and I were very careful, obviously.”


      “I don’t doubt that, sweetness. But he’s a cunning little shit. Something’s not right.”


      “Don’t say that, Harry, you’re scaring me. We’re all alone up there. He keeps reminding Angela and me what will happen to Chisato if we try anything. It’s never me or Angela, always Chisato.”


      “It’s the way of the sadist. You got him nailed. I will take great delight in causing his demise.” Harry stretched his arms against the locker, straining himself and taking a deep breath.


      “Well, that’s good to hear,” said Heidi. “I abhor violence, but for that bastard I can make an exception. But what I want to know is, what happens now? How do you plan to get us away from that monster?”


      Harry shook his head. “I can’t, not yet anyway.”


      “You can’t? What the hell is that suppose to mean?”


      Harry turned to face her. “Listen to me. I need you to be strong.”


      “I am strong, goddamn it! You’re not making sense.”


      “I need to know what Hackman is up to.”


      “To hell with what he’s trying to do! I cannot stand another minute in that bastard’s company, do you understand? None of us can.”


      “I do, but you need to listen. We are only eight days from Mars. I need to know what Hackman plans to do next. It’s my guess he’s going after Petersen as well.”


      “I don’t give a damn what he’s up to. What about Angela and Chisato, and…. And me, goddamn it!”


      Harry took Heidi by the shoulders. “Listen to me. He cannot suspect a thing. If you stopped to think for a second you know I’m right. You have to go back. Tell the girls.”


      “Chisato won’t understand. You don’t understand. If you don’t have the balls to kill him, then I will.”


      “Now who’s the one not making sense? You can’t just kill a man and expect to get away with it.”


      “Who said anything about getting away with it? I’ll kill him and that’ll be the end of it. I’ll go to prison, but at least I will have freed my two girls from that pig.”


      Harry sighed, and lifted his head. “Okay. How do you plan to kill him?”


      “With your gun.”


      Harry frowned, and looked down at her. “How’s that? He has Captain Chaos?”


      “Yes. He keeps it in the gun safe, but I know the combination. I shoot him with your gun. I think that’s how it should be, after what he’s done.”


      “After what he’s ….” Harry trailed off, and suddenly started laughing.


      “What the hell is wrong with you?” Heidi asked appalled.


      “Larry.”


      “Larry? What’s he got to do with this?”


      “Everything, sweetheart, everything. He needs to be there when you, when I, kill Hackman. He needs to be there in order to guide him to the proper place. That’s how it has to be. Besides, I’m not thinking straight. You can’t use my gun. It’s designed to accept only my handprint. Sorry to disappoint you.”


      “Knife?”


      “Sure.”


      “So where is Larry now?”


      “He hates flying. We’ll see him once we dock.”


      There was a moments silence between them. Then Heidi continued. “Harry, I don’t know if I can do this. If he shouts at Chisato one more time it will be more than I can stand.”


      “Then give him this.” Harry handed over the BrainTicker vials. “They don’t work, at least not how I remember. Great trip, though, apart from waking up in the gutter. And it’s because of these things that I missed you guys.”


      “What happened?”


      Harry appeared wistful. “Unicorns, mostly.”


      “Eh?”


      “Never mind. I didn’t actually go anywhere, if you get my meaning. Slip one of these into his drink. Don’t worry. I know it’s blue, but it’s completely soluble. No taste, either. He should be out for a few hours, longer if you give him more than one. Give him the whole lot, and you’ll kill him most definitely.”


      Heidi stared at the small blue tubes. She looked totally lost, not comprehending, it seemed, that she now had the power of life and death over the man she despised more than anyone. Slowly her hand closed over them, and she started to cry again. Harry took her in his arms and talked to her, trying to re-assure her, waiting for her to stop her tears.


      “It’s okay,” he said softly, and took the vials back. He looked down at the floor, and figured out a distraction. He needed to get Heidi talking about something else other than Hackman.


      “What’s in the bag?” he asked.


      “Just a towel and bikini,” Heidi sniffed.


      “Oh yes?”


      She laughed and wiped her nose on his chest. “I told him I was heading for the spa. Nothing unusual, I’ve been everyday so far. You should try it.”


      “I will, if Billy will give me the time off, and promote me to third stoker first class.”


      “How’s that?”


      “Billy’s my boss. I’m down in engineering. Did Sachinyo tell you anything?”


      “Not much. We can’t be seen talking to anyone. Who’s Billy again?”


      “My boss. He’s got the nickname of No Mates, but he’s a good sort, really.”


      “What are you doing in engineering?”


      “It’s how I was able to get onboard, with Raquel’s help.”


      “Ah, so you did find her, then.”


      “Yes, and though I don’t think this is hardly the time or place to discuss her, she did get me onboard.”


      “That may be true. But you, we, would never be in this situation if you hadn’t gone off to try and find her.”


      “I know.” Harry sighed. “Look, we can’t waste time talking about it. I need to know that you won’t do anything stupid. Hackman is extremely dangerous. He killed his wife, Larry, tried to kill me. He killed Rogers and now I’ve had it confirmed that he killed Bruce.”


      “I get it. A dangerous individual.”


      “Very. You must promise me to stick it out. Once we get to Mars, Larry and I will take care of him. Do you want the BrainTicker back? Just keep feeding it to him, it should mellow him out.”


      Heidi shook her head. “If I’m not killing him outright then I can wait. I will do as you ask.”


      “Really? Just like that?”


      Heidi gave him a scowl.


      “Sorry. So, do I get to see you in the bikini?”


      The scowl turned into a smile. “How long do we have?”
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      Over the next few days, Harry received many reports from Sachinyo. Heidi was being brave, and had told her there had been no more instances of violence from Hackman, physical or otherwise. This relieved Harry immensely, and he started counting down the days until Martian orbit.


      A few hours prior to arrival, Sachinyo caught Harry’s attention in the mess hall. She cocked her head, and he joined her in the adjacent recreation room. The same two technicians were playing at the pool table. They were very loud and disorderly, and as one of them sprang up after missing a shot, he bumped into Harry as he walked past.


      “Hey, watch where you’re going man,” he said, evidently the worse for drink.


      “My mistake, sorry,” said Harry. “I’ll be more careful.” He smiled and held up a hand.


      “Hey, I remember you, the guy who likes dykes.”


      Harry stopped, and did an about-turn. “Excuse me?”


      “You heard. The dyke lover.”


      “Yes, that’s true. You don’t like ‘em?”


      “Eh?”


      The other man moved round the table to stand beside his friend. They were both seven sheets to the wind, hardly a fair fight should things turn ugly, so Harry remained on his best behavior.


      “Hey fellas, I don’t want any trouble, not tonight, okay?”


      “Why, you got a date with her, have you?” The first man indicated Sachinyo.


      Harry leaned in to whisper. “Actually I do, her and her friend. They let me watch, you know?” He winked at them.


      The two men thought about this for a moment. Then the first one scoffed. “You’re full of shit, man.” He gave Harry a disgusted look before nudging his friend. The pair returned to their game.


      Harry grunted and smiled, and went to sit down next to Sachinyo.


      “Everything okay?” she asked.


      “Lower elements.”


      Sachinyo chuckled. “Assholes, you mean?”


      “Absolutely. What’s your news?”


      “Not good, I’m afraid. Hackman knows you’re onboard. He wishes to talk to you. He has guessed that you and Miss Heidi met.”


      “How does he know that?”


      “I do not know. But he assumes that you and her are communicating through me. You are to meet with him at the same place you met Miss Heidi, at 17.00 today. He will have Chisato with him. She is to be harmed if you do not show.”


      Harry hung his head, and ran his hands through his hair. “You know, this was supposed to be a simple pick up and return. All I had to do was get to Mars and bring back one man. Just one.” He held up a finger. “Now I have all this, this… shit storm for innocents. As everything I hold holy, I will kill Hackman before we dock.”


      There were shouts from the pool table, along with raucous laughter and racist and sexist jibes. The men’s faces kept looking over at them.


      Harry clenched his fists and stood up.


      “Where are you going?” Sachinyo asked, the concern in her voice all too evident.


      “I just have to deal with something.”


      Sachinyo guessed what was about to happen. She grabbed his arm. “Not wise, Harry-san.”


      “It’ll be all right, it’ll be all right.” Harry walked off, his expression glazed. Sachinyo urged after him to sit back down, but Harry was now in another place. He walked up to the table and picked up the cue ball just as one of the men bent down to take aim with his cue.


      “What the hell are you doing?” he asked.


      “Five point seven one five centimetres,” Harry said, turning the ball in his hand. “Apart from the mouth, I wonder if there is another orifice capable of expanding to that diameter. What do you think? I mean, I’m no expert in human anatomy, but I can think of one place.” He leaned across the table with steel in his eyes. “Playtime’s over, shitheads,” he announced through gritted teeth. “Get lost, or so help me I’ll reach in through your throats and rip your fucking hearts out.” He straightened back up, and added, in a steady voice, “Or if you prefer we can test out my anatomical theory.”


      For a few seconds the three of them stood looking at one another, saying nothing. The whole room was silent, expectant. Harry realized he was shaking, and that a large part of him wanted it to kick off. However, one look into his eyes told the two men that he meant every word. To the astonishment of all, they put down their cues and left the room.


      Harry threw the cue ball up in the air, caught it, and rather absentmindedly, put it in his pocket. He returned to his seat amid a ripple of applause, and a few shouts of ‘well done.’


      “You are either very brave or very stupid, Harry-san,” said Sachinyo.


      “I haven’t figured that out yet. I’m sorry. Please, continue.”


      “You must be cautious as well as wise, Harry-san. Your enemy is cunning. He is not likely to walk into a trap as you are hoping. You cannot simply expect to meet him and kill him.”


      “Why else would he want to meet me before we dock? He knows I’m onboard, he knows I’m on to him. While I’m with him, you can help me by getting Heidi and Angel out of the suite and bring them here.”


      “It cannot work.”


      “Yes it can, if we can delay the meeting just long enough for us to dock, I can get that sonofabitch.”


      “He will have Chisato with him.”


      “That’s the one thing I’m counting on.”
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      Harry’s hand was shaking as he placed the card in the slot. But this time he was shaking with anger, not the anticipation of reunited love. The lock clicked and he opened the door. The room was lit as before, and he slid in quickly and closed the door behind him. He looked around for any signs of Hackman, but saw nothing. Then he heard the familiar scrape of shoes, and from behind the same row of lockers that Heidi had appeared from, Hackman emerged, or rather, Harry did. The real Harry struggled for a moment to come to terms with what he was seeing, though he had prepared himself. Here he was, staring at his nemesis, and it was himself!


      Hackman made a gesture with one hand, and he was joined by the tiny figure of Chisato. The little girl walked up to him and turned to face Harry. In her hands she fingered a small teddy bear. Her eyes fell upon his, and it took all of Harry’s self control to stay where he was, and not to go rushing forward and pick her up in his arms. She looked confused, obviously, but also a little intrigued. He could see no fear, nor any glint of joy either.


      “Kon’nichiwa, Chisato,” Harry said softly. “Ogenkidesuka?” He saw a glimpse of recognition in her eyes. Her face brightened at the sound of his voice. Out of instinct, she made a step towards him, but a firm hand on her shoulder from Hackman stopped her going any further. To the little girl’s eternal credit and bravery, she uttered, “Watashi wa genkidesu. Arigatō.”


      “Don’t be afraid. It’s okay. Err…. Osoreru koto wa arimasen.” Harry almost choked the words out as his heart stuck in his throat.


      Chisato made no answer, but simply stared at him.


      “Hey, Harry. I’m impressed,” Hackman said in that familiar insipid falsetto.


      “You should take time to learn new things,” Harry replied, not bothering to disguise his contempt. “Why have you brought her here? You’re confusing her.”


      “I need some leverage, otherwise you know what would happen if it were just you an me.”


      “You bet your ass I do.”


      Harry saw Chisato frown, and he waited to hear her tell him off for using a bad word. But she just studied him and said nothing.


      “Go and sit over there,” Hackman said brusquely. “And don’t move.”


      Chisato did as she was told without looking back at Harry. He watched her with a heart fit to burst, and a hatred for Hackman that was set to engulf him if he wasn’t careful. He had to remain focused.


      But Hackman had noted Harry’s expression. “Boy oh boy, you do love her, don’t you? But don’t try anything, huh?” Hackman opened his jacket to reveal a gun, hanging in his shoulder holster. “Got my very own Smith & Wesson, and by happy chance it’s the same calibre as yours.”


      “That was the only way you could frame me for Rogers’ murder. I get it.”


      “I sincerely hope you do. I put two in his chest from fifty metres.” He glanced briefly at Chisato. “I know she’s a small target, but you should remember I’m a top marksman. I’ll get two in her as well before you can get over here.”


      “You sick bastard.”


      “Oh dear. Temper temper now, Harry.” Hackman grinned and took a second look at Chisato. “I hate kids. They always do as they’re told.”


      “They tend to do that when you point a gun at them.”


      “Oh yes, that’s right. I suppose the blonde bitch told you that, did she? She’s a fortunate one, that one.”


      Harry played along. “How so?”


      “She caught me on a good day when she sneaked off to see you. Otherwise… Well, who knows?”


      “You need to get laid, Hackman, and soon. It clears the mind.”


      “My mind is clear. I know precisely what I’m doing.” He sneered. “But hey, maybe you’re right. Her big sister is a proper feisty one, I’ll tell you. Maybe I’ll try my luck with her.” He slowly drew out the gun and waved it in Chisato’s direction. The little girl stiffened and looked on the verge of tears. Harry clenched his teeth and took half a step forward, his heart pounding. “I suppose that bitch of a butler told you I hit her? I had to, no choice. Boy, there’s a fire in her that I would like to explore. Yes. I think maybe I will. But I think Heidi is the one for me. Similar age, not as fiery. What do you think?”


      Harry took a second to view the ship’s clock, a red digital readout behind Hackman’s head. “You know what I think, so why ask the question?”


      “Oh come on, Harry. I thought you were fun. I’m only playing with you. Besides, I prefer brunettes, always have. Nice outfit by the way. I think red suits you.”


      “It’s cerise, apparently.”


      “Whatever you say. Very colorful, makes you feel happy. Like the suit? Heidi picked it out specially for me.”


      Hackman watched Harry for any signs of resentment. But both had been trained at the same school. Harry remained implacable.


      “What did you want to see me about?” he asked.


      “That’s it? Straight to the point? Nothing else to say? After all, we haven’t seen each other in what, three years?”


      “Yes. The last time I saw you, you were bashing my head in on the way to putting me in a coma.”


      “That’s right. I’m sorry about that. That was right after I put three in your partner wasn’t it? Did I miss anything?”


      “No no. You got him in the head and crotch, nothing vital for Larry. That was my partner’s name by the way, and he was banging your wife wasn’t he? How did that turn out then?”


      Hackman’s demeanour ruffled just slightly before recovering. “You have wit I’ll give you that. But enough of the past. I’ll tell you why you’re here, if you haven’t already guessed. You’re going to kill Petersen for me.”


      Harry laughed. “Good one. I thought the Judge wanted him back on Earth. Tyrell wants to speak with him.”


      “Please don’t tell me you believed that crap. I took you to have some smarts, Harry.”


      “Well I confess it all sounded fishy, especially the extra fifty. But tell me, where do you fit into all of this? Surely you’re not just a hired gun. Tell me you’re more to this than just a hired thug. You know Headlock is not going to let you simply walk away from all of this. He has a lot riding on this Venus contract. He won’t allow any loose ends.”


      “What makes you think I’m a loose end? Petersen is a loose end, and so are you.”


      “So that’s your way of making me do what you want, is it? Well here’s a suggestion for you. How about I tell you to go fuck yourself, and I kill you, right here, right now, and walk off into the Martian sunset with my best girl? How does that sound?”


      “Like one of those ancient romantic reels. Not gonna happen, I’m afraid.”


      “Oh, I don’t know. Remember what our old sergeant use to say?” Hackman pulled a puzzled face. ‘Never underestimate your opponent. It’s a sure fire way to get you killed.’ Remember?”


      “Can’t say I do,” replied Hackman. “Tell me, aren’t you in any way phased by talking to me? I mean, to all intents and purposes you’re speaking with yourself. How does it feel?”


      “Not that unusual. After all, I’m not really speaking with myself, am I? You’re more like my Doppelgänger, a figment of me simply because you look like me. Want to be me, too, I shouldn’t wonder. No life of your own to speak of.”


      “If you’re just going to insult me, I’ll just kill you both and have done with it.”


      Harry stalled himself. With his chest heaving, he continued. “How was it? The FaceChanger?”


      “Hurt and stung like hell.”


      “You do look good at the moment, I have to say.”


      “Not for much longer. I won’t be re-applying. In fact, already it’s starting to itch. But anyway, enough of the insults. Do I have your assurance that you will eliminate Petersen?”


      “What choice do I have?” Harry looked over at Chisato. Thankfully she was now preoccupied with her teddy bear, idly moving it up and down the seat, humming quietly to herself. “What assurance do I have that you will not harm her or the others?”


      “None, I’m afraid. You’ll just have to trust me.”


      The two antagonists looked deeply at each other. Each understood the situation.


      Hackman shook his head. “Who are we kidding? It ends here, doesn’t it? Only one of us is walking out that door.”


      “I’m afraid so.”


      “So why did you come?”


      “You know why. She’s sitting over there. You?”


      “I had to see if they all meant that much to you. The great Harry Watt laid bare and helpless by three women.”


      Harry snorted. “Been called many things, never great. So what happens now?”


      “I shoot you.”


      “That’s it?”


      “It has to be. I’m not about to take my chances in a fist fight.”


      “I was rather hoping you would.”


      Hackman chuckled, and swapped the gun over to his other hand. “Ah, Harry. Mr Glib. You must have known this was going to happen, yet you still came. Did you really think I wouldn’t do this? Didn’t you for a second believe it was a trap?”


      “That’s so clichéd. But then who is the trap for? If you’re going to shoot me, doesn’t the condemned man at least get a last request?”


      Hackman frowned, then smiled, intrigued. “They do? First I’ve heard.”


      “It’s an old custom, from a time when someone convicted of a capital crime was permitted a final request.”


      “Really? I like the sound of it. Go on. What’s your last request?”


      “Well I have two, if that’s okay with you?”


      Hackman chuckled, a high pitched clucking that felt like a skewer through the ears. “This is so bizarre. What’s first?”


      “Petersen. What’s his story? Why does Headlock want him so bad?”


      “You really want to know that before I kill you?”


      “Why not? It will ease my passing.”


      “You always were a weird one, Harry, you and that partner of yours. How you could be best buddies with someone who was banging your wife is frankly beyond me.”


      “Well I was doing the same to him. Didn’t stop Larry being my best friend.”


      “Whatever. I don’t know if I want to tell you about Petersen.”


      “Aw, please.”


      Harry was careful not to sound too eager. But another piece of advice from his first sergeant was again running through his head.


      “Best way to keep your psycho talking is to get them to talk about themselves, or the case. They are almost always willing to volunteer any information that allows them to beat their chest.”


      “You could be playing me,” said Hackman, “waiting for something. But I have to tell you no help is coming. You’re on your own here, Harry.”


      For a heart stopping moment, Harry thought this was it. Hackman levelled the pistol for a second before lowering it. He scratched his temple with the barrel.


      Go on! Pull the trigger now, you bastard!


      “You know what? I think I will indulge you. What the hell? How much do you know already?”


      “Only that Petersen didn’t steal anything from Headlock, or Tyrell, or you for that matter. That business of the million going missing is bullshit.”


      “Well, yes, you are right about that. Headlock, or more correctly, Hansel & Gretel, employed Petersen to locate extra-terrestrial water for both the Venus project and Mars. He came out here, and helped the locals locate areas of perma-frost other than at the poles. Hansel & Gretel shipped out the machinery necessary to collect and break down the gunk into its constituent parts. Hey presto! H2O. And so for a time, everything was fine and dandy, everyone was happy. But Mars Central was growing. Lots of construction, lots of people. The colony needed all the water for itself. Six months ago Mars Central informed Headlock of their decision to stop supplying Hansel & Gretel with water.


      “Of course, the Judge was furious, but there wasn’t a great deal he could do, not legally, anyhow. That said, it didn’t stop him challenging the decision by taking the Mars Council to court, claiming it was down to Petersen that they had found any water at all. But as we speak, they are still deciding on where and when the hearing should take place. Can you believe that? So in the meantime, Headlock instructed Petersen to locate water some place else other than Mars.”


      “And that place was…?” Harry interrupted.


      “Quiet, you’re interrupting. Headlock decided on Phobos and/or Deimos. They were close by, and it would also be a way of getting back at the Mars Council. And this is where it gets interesting. I was there at the meeting when the Judge ordered Petersen to size up the Martian moons for possible mineral and water extraction. Petersen acted very oddly, dismissing the idea out of hand. He said he’d already conducted surveys and tests with an orbiter and lander he’d designed. Nothing there, he said. But the Judge smelled a rat, and quite frankly, so did I. So Headlock gets the new kid on the block to take a look.”


      “Rogers,” said Harry, nodding his head.


      “Indeed. Rogers gets access to Petersen’s work, and discovers Phobos has the potential to produce trillions of litres of water. Trillions. However, in order to get at it would involve destroying them in the process. Petersen knew that, obviously.”


      “So why did Rogers run?”


      “Change of heart. How the hell do I know? What do you care, anyway?”


      Harry shrugged. “Mmm. Well, I can see where you’re going with this. I guess the Mars Council won’t take kindly to the news that both its moons are about to disappear. And Headlock must have decided that Petersen no longer had the best interests of the Company at heart.”


      “Do you want me to tell you or not? Why do you keep interrupting me?”


      “Sorry, Adam. Please continue.”


      “Adam? Since when did you start using my first name?”


      “Sorry if that offends you.”


      “It doesn’t offend me. What offends me is you interrupting me when you asked me to tell you about Petersen.”


      Getting riled I see. Thanks, Serge.


      “Now, where was I? Ah yes. Petersen’s argument was that the asteroid belt would be a far better place to mine for water, as well as other things. Plus there would be no damn colonists to appease. He was quite excited by the idea, actually. He talked about the Kuiper Belt as well, or The Boondocks, I think it’s called colloquially. Billions of comets, and asteroids, and dwarf planets out there. All ripe for the taking. But his employers were not interested. For them it was Phobos or nothing, and they don’t do nothing. Headlock said, and I agree with him, that to go out there looking for water was simply too expensive and time consuming, even if we found any.”


      “And of course there are stock-holders to keep happy.”


      “Exactly. And so we have this mess.”


      “We sure do,” agreed Harry, not hiding the sarcasm. “Damn that Petersen, damn him and his conscience.”


      Hackman sneered. “What no-one knows yet is that we’ve decided to go ahead and mine Phobos for its water and hang the consequences. Headlock knew that any case against them by the Martians would be in court for years.”


      “They could still rule that all mining ceases until the case was resolved.”


      “True, but we would continue anyway.”


      “Yes, of course you would.”


      “You don’t approve?”


      “What does it matter what I think? You’re all just a bunch of petty thieves when you get right down to it.”


      Harry caught Hackman’s expression, or rather his own. Damn it was so odd looking at himself. It was faltering. He had to be careful. He didn’t want to antagonise him too much. After all, the son of a bitch still had the gun.


      “So what about Petersen?” he asked, clearing his throat. “What did he do then?”


      “They threatened him of course, and Rogers.”


      “You see, that’s why I’m puzzled. Why Rogers? He is, was, young, idealistic you could say. You said he discovered Phobos had all that water. Clearly a Company man. Something happened to change his mind.”


      “Are you that dim? Petersen and Rogers were together, you know, in the Biblical sense. Petersen refused point blank to have any part in it. He was smart enough to know that Headlock and Tyrell couldn’t risk him telling someone of their plan. I would surmise that Rogers felt guilty for going behind Petersen’s back. Between the Company and Petersen, he chose Petersen. Damn fool. That’s when they decided to make a run for it. You were supposed to go after Petersen and bring him back. Petersen is the best hydrologist there is. And the machines he’s invented, boy, I tell you, the man’s a genius, a one off. If anyone was going to find water out here it was him. I was sent after Rogers. He was going to remain our bargaining chip, until we could get to Petersen, and shut him up for good. But you fucked everything up. Why you couldn’t just do as you were told I don’t know. But then I guess that’s the Bureau training in you. Can’t blame you, I suppose.”


      “So why kill Rogers?”


      “I couldn’t risk him telling you everything. Plus I got bored. At first I figured I could frame you, then go onto Mars and bring Petersen back myself, or kill the bastard. My choice. But then I thought it would be fun to do it this way.”


      “Fun? This is your idea of fun?”


      “Don’t tell me you’re not enjoying yourself, Harry. The thrill of the chase and all that? The kill?”


      “Guess I’m not like you. I’ve never killed anyone.”


      “Never? Really?”


      “Really.”


      “Not even in the line of duty?”


      “Eh? No. When else would I be expected to kill someone?”


      Hackman laughed. “Nothing in the box for you? I am surprised.”


      “I prefer talk to bullets. So how could you not risk Petersen telling the Mars Council about your continuing plans?”


      “That’s where Rogers came in, of course. Jesus, Harry, these women have fogged you up. I let Petersen know we have Rogers and there you go, we are back on track.”


      “Only you’re not, are you? As you said, you got bored. Have you told Headlock and Tyrell about your boredom?”


      Hackman made a peculiar noise in his throat, as if a bee was stuck there. “Speaking of which, I’m starting to get bored now, and we both know what happens when I get bored.”


      “Indeed. I’m getting bored too. But there’s still my second request.”


      “Which is?”


      “Raquel. What do you have on her?”


      “Oh come on, Harry. Why do you want to know that? You’re about to die, and all you can think of is a damn woman.”


      “I never got near her. I’m puzzled. Did you tell her not to? Were you banging her?”


      Hackman looked genuinely surprised. “Would it bother you if I was?”


      Harry had to keep him talking, keep him interested. “Yes, it would. It would explain a lot, but not why she would help you in trying to kill me.”


      “God, you are such a chauvinist.”


      Me?! Pot. Kettle. Black!


      “No, I wasn’t banging her, if you must know. She’s not interested in men, except one. Her father.”


      Harry nearly faltered, but he set himself, shouting at his inner man to remain calm. “I see,” he said simply. “I must say you are quite the one. We were never taught to slaughter innocents, but it doesn’t seem to bother you, does it?”


      “Don’t be so naïve, don’t give me this, ‘Holier than thou,’ shit. You know as well as I that some innocents must suffer or die so that others survive. It’s just the way it is. Jesus! I’ve had enough of this.”


      “Me too. Let’s get on with it. Ah, there it is. We’ve docked.” Harry pointed to the clock behind Hackman’s head.


      Hackman glanced quickly over his shoulder. As he did so a cold breath of air caused his hair to move. Chisato suddenly stopped her playing and looked up.


      “Did you feel that?” said Harry.


      “What?” said Hackman. “And why are you so interested in the clock?”


      “Larry-san!” Chisato called out.


      “Eh?” said Hackman, turning to look at her.


      Harry seized his moment, and leapt forward. Before he could draw and aim accurately, Hackman felt the full impact of Harry’s lunge into his midriff, and the two men went careering into the back wall. The gun flew from Hackman’s grasp, and went off as it bounced and hit the floor, making Chisato squeal and cover her ears. The pair were locked together, jostling and snorting like a pair of underweight sumo wrestlers. Harry brought his head up to knock it under Hackman’s jaw, making him grunt. Then a head butt from Harry caused both men to stagger backwards. After a second, Harry was into him again, fist after fist into the hated Hackman’s face.


      Harry gave no quarter. He knew this was it. Kill or be killed. He actually felt quite exhilarated, even relieved that at last battle was joined, and there was going to be an end to it, one way or another. Yet how bizarre and downright eerie to be in a death struggle with oneself. Harry’s face glared back at him, ready to beat him to a pulp.


      Maybe it was his own likeness that threw him into a frenzy; the thought of all this bastard had done to those dear to him, whilst looking like him! Bastard! The sudden input of adrenalin certainly helped every punch to hit home harder and harder. But Hackman was not beaten yet. As Harry went to throw another punch, he felt a sharp pain in his stomach, then a burning sensation. He looked down to see the butt of a switchblade protruding from his belly, and the sound of Hackman laughing like a madman. Stupefied, he took a step backwards, allowing Hackman room to move. He went to punch Harry, but rushed it and only managed to hit him on the shoulder. Harry turned, and screamed as he felt the blade twist with him. Hackman hit him again, landing a punch to Harry’s neck, making him cough and splutter. Harry yelled at the top of his voice and threw himself back at Hackman.


      This was no disciplined fight, no kind of etiquette was being observed. Each knew that the victor was walking away and the loser wasn’t. As the struggle continued, Harry could vaguely make out Chisato, remarkably calm given what she was witnessing. But who was that standing next to her? Larry. Of course. Bizarrely, he smiled at his dead partner. Larry was saying something, but this was hardly the time for casual conversation.


      Harry felt the blade being thrust deeper, and then it was withdrawn. He looked down to see it in Hackman’s hand. He had to make sure it did not re-enter his body. He gripped the hand holding the knife, and with both hands pushed as hard as he could. His hands were covered with blood, and the same dark red liquid was pumping slowly through his flight suit and onto the floor. Both men slipped in the small puddle and fell down, bumping into a rusty shelving rack. A large wrench fell at the disturbance, hitting Hackman on the top of his head. Dazed, he dropped the knife, and Harry once more had a hold of him.


      Harry knew he did not have long. He was growing faint, and he was astonished to see how much of his own blood they were fighting in. But he did have the upper hand, for now. He was lying on top of Hackman, and grasping and slipping for the wrench, used it to break the fingers of one hand. Hackman screamed. Harry went for the other hand, but as he raised the wrench to swing it down, fresh blood oozing into his palm caused it to fly from his grip.


      Harry’s head was swimming. He had to keep a hold on Hackman, but at the same time he was losing his own grip on life. His eyes refused to focus, and he stared dimly at the lights on the ceiling, round, and white, glaring down at him. Something was pushing and rubbing against his hip, and in that moment he remembered, and began fumbling in his pocket. With one hand round Hackman’s throat, he pulled out the cue ball, and went to thrust it into a very startled Hackman’s mouth.


      “Eat up now, there’s a good boy,” Harry managed to say, with what he thought would be his last breath. The cue ball sat just right between Hackman’s teeth. With one hand holding down his tormentor’s good hand, Harry placed his other hand over Hackman’s mouth, and squeezed his nostrils shut between his thumb and forefinger. All the while, Hackman kicked and ripped at him, his broken hand slapping ineffectively against Harry’s cheek. His knees bucked up against Harry’s back, but it did not deter him. Harry closed his eyes as Hackman’s muffled death throes echoed in his ears, his feet slipping and refusing to purchase on the blood and grease. He waited. He waited for what seemed an age. Men do not die quickly or quietly from asphyxia.


      Eventually, the thrashing of arms and legs slowed down, and finally stopped. Still Harry held on, waiting.


      “It’s okay now, Harry,” said a voice. “I’ll take it from here, buddy.”


      Harry opened his eyes to see Larry and Chisato stood over him.


      “You can let go, Harry.”


      “I can?”


      “Yes. Let go, buddy. I have him.” Larry turned to speak something to Chisato that Harry didn’t catch. He slumped back, and remembered his belly wound. He looked down and didn’t like what he saw. He watched with heavy eyes as Chisato rushed out of the room.


      “Don’t worry, she’s gone to get help,” Larry told him. He knelt down. “You did it, Harry, see? Look at him.”


      Harry, his face growing slack, looked at Hackman’s prostrate body, eyes open, heart stopped, the cue ball just visible, smeared with blood. “I never killed anyone before,” he said. His voice carried no emotion. But then he suddenly laughed. “I’ve killed me!” He pointed to his likeness, stiff and lifeless.


      “I know, my friend. You need to stay awake till help gets here. Keep your hand there, keep some pressure on the wound. Hey! Harry! Stay with me now, okay?” Larry snapped his fingers in front of Harry’s face.


      “Okay.” But Harry was slipping down into blackness. “I think I’ll just lie here a while.”


      “No no. Harry, look, you need to see this. I’m going, I’m not coming back, you hear me? You killed the bastard that got me. Harry! Harry!”


      To the unseen eyes of Harry Watt, his long dead partner and friend Larry Watkins stood up and stepped back. If he had been conscious, Harry would have seen Larry smile down at him and shake his head. It was at this moment the door opened, and in rushed two medics followed closely by Heidi, Angel and two security guards. Behind them all stood Chisato, and next to her was Sachinyo, holding her hand.


      Larry looked at the little girl. “I have to go now, Chi Chi. Will you tell Harry-san I said goodbye. Look after him.”


      “Where are you going?” asked the four year old.


      “Huh? Chisato?” said Sachinyo.


      “A good place,” said Larry, “a very good place, thanks to Harry-san. You must remember that this was a bad man.” He pointed to Hackman’s body. “He pretended to look like Harry-san. All those bad things were done by him, not by Harry-san. Do you understand?” Chisato nodded. “That’s good. Now then.”


      Larry took another step back, and allowed Chisato to watch him leave. He knew that this time it would be all right. He waved to her and she waved back, causing Sachinyo to look down at her and frown. Larry closed his eyes, and moved away into the ethereal, never to be seen again by mortal eyes.


      “Ah, sayōnara, Larry-san.” Chisato stared for many seconds at the wall, waving.


      And while all this was going on, amid frantic sobs and pleas, Harry Watt’s life lay in the balance. As he drifted in and out, he saw Larry, clearly, as all else faded to a grey nothingness. The cacophony of noise subsided, and suddenly it was just the two of  them.


      “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” said Larry.


      “With you.”


      “No way! Get back there. They need you, and believe me, you need them.”


      “But it’s so quiet here. Peaceful. I can rest now.”


      “You’d soon get bored. Look, I have to go, you don’t. It’s not your time yet.”


      “Who’s that?”


      “Hackman. Don’t worry, he’s not coming with me. You saved me, buddy. If it wasn’t for you I’d be going where that bastard’s going.”


      “Where’s that?”


      “I can’t tell you. We have to have some secrets. Can’t have you returning and telling everybody what the other side is like.”


      Harry laughed. “Okay, I can appreciate that.”


      “Good. Now get going. Look.”


      Larry pointed behind Harry, and he turned to see Heidi and Angel weeping over him. Two men were busy about his chest. Harry suddenly felt his heart jump, and the two men, poised over him with something in their hands, hesitated.


      “Now if you don’t mind,” said Larry, “and at the risk of being rude, fuck off.”


      “They need me. I need them. Yes, you’re right, Larry, as always. I…..” Harry turned back round, but his friend was gone. He looked back at these people, these three women that now shared his life. He thought of Grace as well, and Sybil, and suddenly felt all the love unspent, all the joyous times holding his baby girl. There was still so much to see and do.


      “Okay,” he breathed.
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      The hospital room was basic, with just the bed, two chairs, a make-shift closet, and tiny wash basin and toilet. Arranged around the bed were the three new women in Harry’s life. Heidi and Angel were seated either side of him, while Chisato sat on the end of the bed, an array of toys before her.


      Harry was upright, a broad white bandage across his middle. He had remained unconscious for a day after having lost almost two litres of blood. Following a transfusion and some 22nd Century surgical procedures, he was almost back to full health, if not a little bruised. The port authorities were concluding their interview, and together with the testimony of the two medics onboard The Wing, it was deemed that no criminal charges were to be issued. It was evident that Harry had acted in self-defence. It was like being back on the Bureau. He was monosyllabic with his answers, responding directly, offering nothing.


      “There only remains one thing,” the port commander said, stood alongside his deputy.


      “Yes?” said Harry.


      “The FaceChanger. How did Hackman get hold of it?”


      “I have no idea,” Harry lied.


      “And where is it now?”


      “I have no idea,” Harry lied.


      “Hmm hmm.”


      The commander, making it quite obvious he did not believe Harry’s last two answers, smiled a knowing smile, and placed his cap back on his head, his deputy doing likewise.


      “Take it easy, Mr Watt,” he said. “And for now, we kindly ask that you don’t leave the city.”


      Harry laughed. “And where am I likely to go?”


      “There’s mining going on all over the planet. It would be quite easy to get lost.”


      “I have nothing to hide. I’ve told you all I know. Besides, I have everything I need right here.” He looked at Heidi.


      “Even so, I ask that you don’t leave, for now.”


      “Am I under house arrest?”


      “No no. Once you’re away from the port we have no authority. I am merely asking this as a courtesy, until the inquest and autopsy confirm the cause of death, and subsequently your testimony. If you truly acted in self-defence, choking the life out of a man with a cue ball after you’d broken his fingers and rendered him semi-unconscious, then you have absolutely nothing to worry about.”


      “Well put. I think you should leave now.”


      The commander smirked. “Good day to you, Mr Watt. Ladies.” He tipped his hat and he and the deputy left.


      Once it was clear they were alone, Heidi moved closer to the bed.


      “That was all pretty vague,” she said.


      “I’ve nothing else to add.”


      “It’s pretty obvious to me you were in a fight to the death,” said Angel. “They’re idiots.”


      “They’re just doing their job, Angela,” Heidi said. “Hardly fair to call them idiots.”


      “I can see both sides,” said Harry. “But then I guess that’s the Bureau in me.”


      “This is all so weird,” Angel remarked, out of the blue.


      “What is?” asked Harry.


      “This conversation. I mean, you were gone. You shouldn’t be here.”


      “Don’t say that, Angela,” Heidi told her.


      “It’s okay,” Harry said. “Say what you have to say, Angel.”


      “Your heart had stopped for nearly a minute. They were just about to De-Fib you when your heart started again. Both the guys swore they had never seen anything like it.”


      Heidi was nodding, and reached over the bed to take Angel’s hand. “I don’t mourn that man’s passing, not by any stretch,” she said, looking at her ward and smiling to re-assure her. Angel returned it and squeezed her aunt’s hand. “But it nearly cost you your life as well,” Heidi added, turning her gaze back to Harry.


      “Well worth it for the time I’ve spent with you.” Harry smiled and stretched out his own hand, which Heidi took. They had momentarily lost themselves, and withdrew when they sensed Angel was watching them.


      “Hey, look, it’s okay,” she said. “You two look good together. I’m sure my knight is out there somewhere.”


      “Angela…”


      “Really it’s fine, Heidi. I’m okay with it. Harry, you are a blast, but just a little dull for this girl.”


      “I’m what!”


      “I’m joking, you idiot. I know now that I was infatuated with you for a time. I hated to admit it, you saving my life and all. I can never repay you for that.”


      “You already have, both of you.”


      They looked oddly at him.


      “It must have been when my heart stopped. I saw you both, either side of me, crying your eyes out.”


      “You could see us?” said Angel incredulously. Harry nodded. “Oh my.”


      “You were dead,” said Heidi.


      “I know. I saw all of you, as clearly as I see you now, and, forgive me, I thought about Grace, and Sybil. I knew I had to come back. Larry told me, too.”


      At that, Chisato looked up. “Larry-san gone away to a good place.”


      All eyes turned to her.


      “How do you know?” asked Heidi.


      “I said good-bye to him.”


      “What’s this?” said Angel.


      “Larry is my dead partner,” Harry explained. “We could both see him.” He directed a hand back and forth between himself and Chisato.


      “Isn’t that a little spooky?”


      “Maybe. But he made Chisato laugh.”


      “Larry-san funny man,” said Angel’s baby sister, and she startled everyone by crossing her eyes and puffing out her cheeks. Heidi put a hand to her mouth and laughed, as did Harry. Angel stared at them, before she too starting laughing.


      “So did Larry have anything to say, something profound to convey from the other side?” asked Heidi.


      “Not really,” replied Harry, who had commenced blowing bubbles for Chisato. She clapped her hands.


      “Nothing?” Harry shook his head. “Well how about his last words to his undead partner?”


      “I was dead too, for a minute anyway.”


      “Don’t split hairs, you dolt. Come on, you must remember your partner’s last words.”


      “Oh, I do indeed.”


      “Well?”


      Harry beckoned Heidi closer and whispered in her ear. She put a closed hand to her mouth and smiled. Angel was frowning until Harry leaned over and whispered in her ear too. She looked bemused and shook her head.


      “Well that’s what he said. I can’t make it up.”


      “No indeed,” said Heidi. “What about that bastard then? Can you talk about it?”


      “Naughty naughty, mama Heidi.”


      “Sorry, Chi Chi.”


      “Yes, but I’m not sure it’s something Chisato should hear. She’s been through enough.”


      “Good point.”


      “But I do need to tell you. I’m going to need your help.”


      “Anything,” Heidi and Angel said together.


      Harry shook his head. “Not you, Angel, at least not directly. You need to look after your sister. I’m not prepared to put you in any more danger.”


      “But I want to help.”


      “And you shall, by looking after Chisato. Ladies,” and he leaned forward in the bed. “This is going to get dangerous. I cannot and will not allow either of you to get in harms way.”


      “I think it’s a little late for that,” said Heidi. “You just said you need my help.”


      “I do.” Harry sighed and leaned back. “Okay, I can see that it can’t wait. I’ll tell you all that Hackman told me.”
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        * * *


      


      “You see what I mean?” said Harry.


      “Yes, we see,” said Heidi. “What do you want me to do?”


      “You can approach the Mars Council. I’m guessing you have some friends here. We need to persuade them about what Headlock plans to do. I need to find Petersen. He must be scared if he hasn’t met with the Council by now.”


      “Maybe he’s getting cold feet,” said Angel. “It can’t be easy knowing all that, and then deciding what needs to be done for the best.”


      “Or who to trust,” put in Heidi.


      “Agreed,” said Harry. “But I’m hoping that once I find him and tell him Rogers is dead and who did it, I think he’ll be willing to co-operate. When I get out of here I need to first hook up with Manny, and then find Petersen.”


      “There is someone on the Council that I know,” said Heidi. “Gareth Soames. I’ll get in touch with him as soon as I leave here.”


      Harry chuckled. “So I figured. Heidi Heinlein, is there nowhere in the System that is safe from your influence?”


      “Look who’s talking! He’s an old family friend, you deviant. Emigrated to Mars twenty years ago. A good sort.”


      “Fair enough. Thank you, Heidi.”


      “You’re welcome. Well, I think the best thing now is for you to rest.” She went to pick up her purse. “It’s been quite a day.”


      “You stay a bit longer,” Angel suggested. “I’ll take Chisato to get something to eat.” She smirked at them as she lifted her sister off the bed.


      “Well if you’re sure,” said Heidi, not immediately picking up on Angel’s suggestion. She caught Harry’s equally lecherous grin. “Oh, right. Yes of course. We’ll see you in a little while.”


      Harry chuckled and shook his head.


      The door closed, and Heidi turned to her man. “Right, Mr Watt. What are you looking so smug about?”


      “I have no idea.”


      Heidi lifted the sheet and her hand disappeared. “Now, where is it? I know it’s in here somewhere.”
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      “Mr Watt?”


      “Yes, Sister?”


      “You have a visitor.”


      “Really? Male or female?” Harry asked with a glint in his eye.


      “Female, you naughty boy. Are you up to it?”


      “Show her in, Tammy, thank you.”


      Nurse Tammy smirked at him and disappeared.


      A moment later, Raquel poked her head round the door. “Hey.”


      Harry started. “Hey yourself.”


      “Is this a good time?”


      “Of course, of course. Come in.” Harry sat up, and grimaced as he turned to push up his pillows. Raquel ran forward to help him, accidentally pushing her breasts into the side of his face. Both embarrassed, Raquel smiled and sat down in the chair.


      “I wanted to come and see you before we left for Earth. How are you?”


      “I’m fine, thank you. Just a little sore. When do you leave?”


      “Tomorrow evening. It’s good to see you’re all right, Harry.”


      “Thanks. You look great, as always.”


      “Sach and I have a four hour furlough, so we’re hitting the town. Anything I can get you?”


      “I’m good. I appreciate you coming by, Raquel, but you shouldn’t waste your time off to come and see me.”


      “Well tough luck, shipmate. I wanted to make sure you were all right before I left.”


      “Thanks. It’s.... It’s good to have you as a friend.”


      “Well, that’s how I feel too.” There was an awkward silence. “I had no idea he was like you said, I really didn’t.”


      “Raquel, it’s okay. I know about your father. Hackman told me.”


      “He did? When?”


      “Just before I killed him when he thought he was going to kill me. I wish you had told me. Have you heard from him?”


      “He’s fine. I called him as soon as I heard what had happened to you. I’m sorry, but I had to know if he was all right.”


      “Don’t apologize. Of course you had to know. Well?”


      “Well what? He was fine, a little surprised to hear from me. Within a minute he was talking about his aching feet and his bloody landlord. The worry he put me through and there I was wanting to hang up!”


      Harry chuckled. “That’s Hackman all the way, so damned cocky, so sure of himself that he would kill me. Trust me, if he had anything planned for your father it would have happened by now.”


      “You think?”


      “Yes, absolutely. It was all just mind games. With the help of my employer he would have accessed The Fly’s manifest, once he’d had it confirmed I was heading for Venus and not Mars.”


      “Your employer? Your employer wants you dead?”


      “Long story. Knowing you were bunked with me gave him the perfect opportunity to coerce someone into doing his dirty work for him. He must have got onboard during our delay in docking. When did he first contact you?”


      “I got a call, just after we visited the broken crates in the hold. Remember?”


      “Of course I do. Is that why you rejected me after your shift?” Harry ventured.


      “Yes. I was excited too, Harry, and I know you were. I’m sorry.”


      “Hey. You mustn’t apologize, never.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “What else could you have done? You were extremely brave. This makes me feel a whole lot better.” He smiled a cheeky smile.


      “Thanks, Harry.” She sniffed and wiped her nose.


      “Anyway, enough of all that. You should go and see your father when you get back. If you want, I still have the cigars.”


      Raquel burst out laughing. “Just don’t smoke ‘em yourself, okay? Promise me you’ll be more careful.”


      “I promise. I have a feeling they’re going to come in handy again.”


      Raquel stood up and kissed Harry softly on the lips. “See you around, Mr Bounty Hunter. You take care of yourself.”


      “That’s it? You’re leaving already?”


      “Hey, don’t go all selfish on me. I’ve not got long before I’m due back onboard. Besides, I like what I do, same as you. Bit of fun is nice, but I can’t wait to get back onboard The Wing. Boy she’s so much better than The Fly. Better work, better food, better people.” Raquel paused and fingered the blanket. “I don’t want you getting lazy now, you hear? You have a job to do as well, don’t forget.”


      Harry took her hand again. He looked up and smiled.


      “Oh, Harry Watt. That smile, those dimples. Don’t you tempt me now. I gotta go.”


      “Sorry, guess I can’t help myself. Adieu, belle, et bonne chance.”


      One last squeeze of her hand, and then Raquel was gone.
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        * * *


      


      “You are in no fit state to leave this hospital, Mr Watt.”


      “I appreciate your concern, doc, really I do. But I have a job to do, and every second I waste is putting a man’s life in danger.”


      “Yes, yours.”


      “Come on, doc. It’s not that bad…. Is it?”


      Doctor Honeycutt sighed. “Just sign here. I’ll get the orderly to fetch your things. Does Miss Heinlein know about this? After all, she’s paying your bill.”


      “Let’s just say I passed her rather thorough physical, you get me?”


      “I get you.”


      “I’m good to go, doc, believe me.”


      “I don’t, but I can’t stop you.”


      “Thanks for all you’ve done. I hope some day to repay you.”


      “Miss Heinlein has seen to that. The best way you can repay me is for me not to see you again, unless I’m slapping you on the back and shoving a cigar in your mouth.”


      Harry laughed. “God, I hope not.”


      “Then it just remains for me to say good luck, Mr Watt.” Honeycutt held out a hand, and Harry shook it. “And for your information, Miss Heinlein has checked into the Hilton. You’re a lucky man, Mr Watt.”


      “Everyone says that. Funny that I don’t seem to think so.”


      “I mean regarding Miss Heinlein. A remarkable woman.”


      “Yes, she is. Thanks again, doc.”


      Harry signed the discharge sheet and ten minutes later was dressed and out the door.
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        * * *


      


      Mars Central had changed little since Harry’s last visit. The port was bustling, as always, and apart from the business district it was the busiest place on the planet. Beyond the triple glazed windows to his left stretched the rust colored, rubble strewn Martian landscape, the sky remarkably clear, almost blue. Splitting it in two, like some half healed weal, was the main thoroughfare, linking Central with the rest of the planet. The occasional odd looking vehicle would bounce along it, heading for the distant billowing stacks and adamantine drilling structures that formed part of the atmosphere engine. Slowly but surely Man was winning this particular terrestrial battle, engaging all of his terra-forming skills to tame the arid, Martian wilderness.


      Harry walked over to the Arrivals lounge to confirm that The Flying Dart had docked on time twelve days ago. He’d heard nothing from Manny since his message onboard The Dragonfly, and so wanted to contact his erstwhile confidante as soon as possible. But first he had to find out where he had checked in.


      After waiting twenty minutes in line, Harry finally made it to the front of the queue, and approached the Information window.


      “How can I help, sir?” asked the male youth behind the glass.


      “Do you have a message for me? I was expecting to meet a friend here today, but I was delayed. You see I’ve lost all my luggage. He was supposed to meet me here.”


      “I see. Your name?”


      “Watt.’


      “I said, what’s your name?”


      “That’s right, it is.”


      “Sir?”


      “Sorry, couldn’t resist. I’m just in a happy mood. You’ll have to forgive me. My it’s a beautiful day today. Warm, sunny…”


      “It’s always like this here. That’s climate control for you. Are you going to tell me your name?”


      “My name is Watt, Harry Watt.”


      “Ah, I see. One second, please.” The young man turned in his chair and rifled through a stack of letters. He was a few seconds searching before pulling out a folded sheet of paper. “Are you Harry Watt?” he asked.


      “Yes indeed, that’s me”


      “There is a letter for you from a Mr O’Hanlon.”


      “And that’s Manny all right.”


      “Identification?”


      Harry handed over all he had, his damn bailsman license.


      “This has expired,” said the man politely, handing it back. “Do you have anything else?”


      “No, but that’s still my picture on there.”


      “I can see that, sir, but as I said, it has expired. Passport?”


      “Lost, along with all of my clothes and possessions, as I explained earlier.”


      “Well that is unfortunate. But I am not permitted to disclose any information about arriving passengers without prior authorization from a relevant and current legislative office.”


      “Boy, that sure does sound like the book talking. Look, that letter is addressed to me. Surely you can accept that that is me on the license. Give me a break here. I have nothing except the help I can expect from Mr O’Hanlon. Help a weary traveller out, huh?”


      Harry was really laying it on, but the clerk was having none of it.


      “As I said that is unfortunate, sir. If you are in need of assistance there is a hostel not far from here. I have a leaflet here somewhere….”


      “Look,” and Harry leaned in against the glass and whispered, “I really need to find my friend. Can’t you just bend the rules a little? I can make it worth your while.”


      “Are you suggesting a bribe, sir?”


      Harry stepped back, feigning alarm. “Not at all. An incentive perhaps. It’s illegal to bribe a port official.”


      “Not on Mars it isn’t, not yet any way.”


      “Well in that case, yes, I’m suggesting a bribe.”


      “What do you have in mind?”


      “Money, what else?”


      “Thought you’d lost everything.”


      “I’ve got my wallet. Do you want money or not?”


      “Not. I make enough here.”


      “What?” Harry gazed upon a rigid expression. “Okay.” He thought for a moment. Why wasn’t anything bloody simple? “Ah, how about these?” He reached into his pocket and brought out the vials of BrainTicker.


      “What’s that?” asked the official.


      “The latest hallucinogen from Venus Station.”


      “Venus Station eh?” That had the young man’s attention. “What’s it called?”


      “What’s it called?” Harry thought frantically. “It’s called Unicorn.” It was the first word he could think of, recalling his own trip.


      “How long does it last?”


      “Is this twenty questions or what? Each vial about two hours.”


      “I’ll take four.”


      “Four? For one lousy name?”


      “Afraid so.”


      “Two.”


      “Three. Take it or leave it.”


      “Actually, I’ll give you five if you can trace one more name for me.”


      The man’s eyes lit up. “Shoot.”


      “Gustavo Petersen.”
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        * * *


      


      Harry left feeling pretty pleased with himself. Hackman was gone; he had Heidi back, knew the whereabouts of Petersen, and was about to meet up with his old buddy, Manny. He was going to need his help.


      He checked both addresses, and found out that Petersen was closer. He was about to take a cab when he suddenly stopped himself.


      Isn’t this where things went belly up on Venus Station?


      Something was telling him that both Petersen and Manny could wait. He should get to the Hilton and check in with Heidi and Angel, make sure they were all right.
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        * * *


      


      It wasn’t difficult to locate the Mars Hilton. It was the only five star hotel on the planet, for now, and the only building that boasted pressure doors and windows should the city’s domes fail. Heidi had left his details at the desk, and he was soon reunited with her, and he took his time kissing her, taking great delight in her embrace. After which, Heidi insisted on looking at his wound.


      “Be my guest,” said Harry, beaming like a maniac, and lifting his shirt. All that could be seen was a tiny white scar. Nevertheless Heidi bade it close inspection. Harry looked down at her, still smiling. She looked up, grinning just as manically, and pressed two fingers over the scar. Harry winced, and pulled away just a little.


      “Still sore, eh?” asked Heidi, stroking the scar like she was petting a kitten.


      “A little, yes. But I did have a blade in my guts not two days ago.”


      “Honeycutt is the best surgeon on Mars. Did he tell you how lucky you were?”


      “Not the details, but I’m sure you’re going to enlighten me.”


      “The blade nipped your abdominal aorta. A millimetre to the right and you would more than likely have bled out.”


      “So I am a lucky boy.”


      Heidi stood up and became serious.


      “You look serious,” said Harry.


      “I should admire your flippancy, but I cannot help but think what might have been. Jesus, Harry, a millimetre. Do you have any idea how close you came to dying?”


      “A millimetre, apparently.”


      Heidi shook her head, and pressed her face to his chest. “Just promise me you’ll be more careful in the future.”


      “I promise.” Harry stroked her hair, taking great delight in simply being with her, knowing that this was where he belonged. His face displayed utter contentment.


      Heidi suddenly pulled away. “By the way, there’s an old friend waiting to see you.”


      “Old friend? Out here? What’s this now?”


      “This way.” Heidi took his hand and led him into the bedroom.


      Harry frowned, and then puffed out his cheeks and breathed heavily in a show of understanding. “Heidi, my dear, as much as I wish to be re-acquainted with my, old friend, at least let me freshen up, get something to eat, you know?” She left him by the door and walked over to the side of the bed where she bent over. “Oh boy,” Harry said, admiring the view. “Thank goodness I had all that extra plasma.”


      “Will you shut up, you idiot?” When Heidi straightened and turned back round she was holding a small, walnut box.


      Harry’s face lit up. “Captain Chaos!”


      Heidi smiled and bent her knees, shaking her head. “Men and guns.”


      “Hey, this guy has got me out of many a scrape.” He opened the case as Heidi held onto it, and took out the weapon. “Hello, old friend,” he said as he felt the familiar weight in his hand. “You’ve taken good care of him, I see.”


      “Not me,” Heidi replied. “The man with your face.” She could not bring herself to repeat Hackman’s name, not after what he had done to them, and not after he nearly took Harry from her.


      Harry nodded, understanding her words. “I see. Well I’m not about to thank him.” He was deep in study of Captain Chaos, revelling in the feel, that he was not immediately aware of Heidi’s closeness until she brushed his arm and began stroking it. This always signalled the commencement of seduction.


      Harry started, and then realized what he was doing.


      To hell with the gun!


      “Where are the others?” he asked, hoping for a happy answer.


      “There’s a playgroup downstairs,” replied Heidi, starting on the other arm. “Angela’s took Chisato along for the afternoon. We need to get her integrated as soon as possible.”


      “Yes, very smart. I approve. So we’re alone?”


      “Indeed we are.”


      Heidi put her arms around his neck, and they kissed for a long time.
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      Heidi had been busy buying Harry lots of clothes, and it felt good to be dressed in something other than a hospital smock or a damn flight suit. He checked his gun, and thrust it into his shoulder holster.


      “What time can I expect you for dinner?” Heidi asked.


      Harry had already contacted Manny, and the two had agreed to meet in the bar at his hotel.


      “Give me a couple of hours. I’ll fill Manny in, and then I need to speak with Petersen, if he’s still breathing, that is.”


      “Okay. In the meantime I’ll get a hold of Soames again, tell him to expect you sometime soon, hopefully with our boy.”


      “Good girl. Thanks. What’s he like, Soames?”


      “Like? How do you mean?” Harry gave her his best, come on, you know what I mean, look. “He’s tall, lean, handsome, debonair, gay. Anything else?”


      “No no. I think that about covers it. Very concise, Miss Heinlein, thank you. If I need you for further questioning where can I contact you?”


      “Get going, you jerk.”


      “Yes, ma’am.”


      “But before you go, I’m also going to need Petersen’s address.”


      Harry looked at her. “Why?”


      “Why do you think? You said you needed my help.”


      “You are helping. Soames, remember?” Heidi pursed her lips. “Listen, sweetheart. The fewer people for now that know what’s happening the better.”


      “Don’t you trust me?”


      “Why would you say that? Of course I trust you, but that’s it. Until I meet this Soames fellow, you’re it. You, Angel and Manny. I’m sorry.”


      Heidi frowned, but understood. “Do I have to ask you to be careful?”


      “I’ll be fine. I’ve got the Captain with me this time. God it feels good to be in a decent suit and with him by my side.” He pulled on the lapels and checked himself in the hall mirror. “Mmh, looking good, Mr Watt.”


      “I think that’s my line,” said Heidi. She sidled up to him, and looked at them both in the mirror. “Is this how it’s going to be, Harry?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I mean you going off to war, and me sat at home, hoping, praying, that you will walk back through the door.”


      “I’m hardly going to war, sweetness.”


      “I know. But you have a habit of walking out on me and not coming back when you say.”


      “Once. It happened once. Look, I’ll be back for dinner, okay? I have to do this. You know I do. Petersen is in danger, I know it. Larry knew it, and that’s good enough for me.”


      “I know.” She ran her hands over his jacket. “Just don’t end up like him, okay?”


      “Okay.”


      They kissed again, and then Harry was gone again.


      

        

          

            [image: ]

          


        


        * * *


      


      Mars Central was busy and bustling as the day traders made room for the agents of the night. High above, beyond the flying buttresses and the huge, toughened plastic dome that kept pressure and temperature at terrestrial levels, the Martian night was creeping over the fragile colony. As Harry walked down the main avenue, awnings were going up, and the trees, some real, some artificial, were being illuminated by any number of different colored lights. The central district, with its fountains and parks, and real grass, became a series of cafes and restaurants by night for the colony’s ten thousand or so residents.


      The Martian sidereal day was only slightly longer than its Terran counterpart, which made things very convenient for business, and just general everyday living. Mars Central had been built on the planet’s equator, giving the residents equal amounts of day and night. Harry preferred to walk, but there was no time for sightseeing. Several venders put a hand to his chest, urging him to come and take a seat in various pidgin English accents. Harry very politely refused and pushed on.


      Manny’s hotel was situated off the main thoroughfare, down an opulent avenue of private dwellings, complete with shrubs, white picket fencing and an immaculately paved road. It was lit on either side by ornate, green colored lamp posts, manufactured to resemble antique, 19th century gas lights. It was the second building from the end. Harry was notably impressed. He stepped up and entered the foyer, which was brightly lit with many plush furnishings, and even a marble countertop at the reception desk.


      Think I’m paying my man too much.


      The bar was situated off to the right of the lobby, and as Harry made in that direction his was watched closely by the clerk behind the front desk. Harry grinned at him, and the man simpered back. He looked round and heard, rather than saw, his friend. Manny’s thick Irish brogue hammered its way through the air as Harry walked to the far side of the circular bar. He noted that the place was sparsely occupied, something he thought unusual given the hotel’s locale and the time of day, or rather evening.


      He reached the end of the bar and looked round. There was Manny, his stout, good-friend-in-a-storm buddy, cheerily downing another drink and placing the empty glass with its many companions. Seated either side of him was a young woman, both blonde, both extremely leggy, both stunning in a simple white dress. They looked up as he approached, and the one to Manny’s left made no effort to hide the weapon strapped to her thigh. She smiled at him, a keep your hands where I can see ‘em, smile. The other one was simply staring at him, mouth slightly open.


      Harry stopped at what he thought was a discreet distance, and held up his hands. “I see you don’t waste any time,” he said.


      Manny looked up, saw Harry, and smashed his fist on the bar. “There you are! You bloody miscreant!”


      “Nice to see you, too.” Harry approached slowly, his hands still out in front of him. The two women kept their eyes on him, giving him the slowest of inspections.


      Manny stood up unsteadily and the two embraced. He was slightly taller than Harry, but just as slim. His gaunt, almost skeletal face was surprisingly free of scars, unusual given Manny’s background. He would attest it to being very good at what he did. He always wore his jet black hair short, a habit fostered by a military and mercenary lifestyle. His grey eyes held little mystery to his past, if one looked deep enough into them.


      “What’ll ya have?” he said.


      Harry laughed. “An insult then an offer to buy me a drink. You haven’t changed, Manny.”


      “I bloody hope not! Come on, sit down.”


      “And who are these two delightful looking ladies?” Harry smiled at them. The furthest one was burning her bright green eyes into him, her face captured in wonder. Harry knew that look, and he found he was breathing faster, his heart beating in his throat.


      Oh boy.


      “Of course. Where are my manners? Harry, may I present the very lovely and charming Johansen twins. That’s Jade, and this is….” Manny frowned, pretending he’d forgotten the name.


      “Jemima,” the nearer blonde finished, in a New Texas accent.


      “Jemima, that’s it.” Manny snapped his fingers, and was grinning like a madman.


      “Don’t be an ass, Manny,” said Jemima. She extended a long fingered hand with red fingernails for Harry to kiss, which he duly obliged to do. “I figured it was you. I’m happy to meet you at last, Harry,” she said softly.


      “Enchanté, Jemima.”


      “Oh my. Looks and charm, too. Manny’s told us so much about you.”


      “All good I hope.”


      “Oh no, most of it quite naughty, actually.” Jemima stared at him with shining blue eyes, and just a trace of a smile on her vivid pink lips.


      Harry coughed. “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


      All the while, Harry could feel Jade staring at him. He looked quickly at her while he talked with Jemima, to see those eyes still set upon him.


      Oh boy.


      Jade finally slipped off her chair, as smooth as melted chocolate from a glass, and gently nudged her way in. She held out her own long and tender hand, with yellow painted fingernails, and Harry happily repeated his earlier gesture. Her smile was framed with equally bright lemon lipstick, which contrasted perfectly with her emerald eyes. Both girls had a slight overbite, a feature that Harry always found damn sexy on a woman.


      After an age, it seemed, he straightened up, still holding onto Jade’s hand. She was not objecting. The two of them locked eyes, and in that brief second they were the only two in the room.


      “Hey, you two!” Manny cried, playfully.


      “Get a room, eh?” suggested Jemima with a wicked smile.


      “I.. Err… Yes,” stammered Harry.


      Manny cackled and smashed a hand across Harry’s shoulders. “Well said, mate.”


      Jade smiled weakly, and removed her hand. She appeared to stagger a little as she went to sit back down.


      Jemima watched her before turning to address Harry. “Well, well. You two seem to be off to a great start.”


      “You know, the rates are pretty good here,” Manny said with a wink. He indicated the ceiling with his eyes. Jemima elbowed him.


      Harry coughed, banishing inherent male thoughts. “Err, I’m sure they are, but, err…. Actually, I do need some time alone with my friend.”


      “What? Business already?” said Manny, looking disgusted.


      “Afraid so. But I will have a drink.”


      “Hey, that’s my Harry.” Manny beckoned over the barman. “What’ll it be?”


      “Club soda, thanks.”


      “Yes, sir,” said the barman.


      “Hang on,” said Manny, leaning in and cupping an ear. “Did I just hear that right? Club soda?”


      “You did.” To the barman, “Club soda, no ice.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Manny stepped back and frowned, and placed a hand to his forehead, feigning shock. “Well, now I’ve heard everything. What’s happened between here and Venus?”


      “A lot of things, Manny. Can we talk somewhere?”


      “Sure. Jem, excuse us. We can talk over there.” Manny indicated an adjacent booth. As he turned, Harry caught sight of a shoulder holster with no gun, under Manny’s jacket.


      “Take your time,” Jemima said, running a finger around her lips. She returned to her seat, and whispered something to Jade. Both women giggled.


      The two men slipped into the booth, and the barman brought over Harry’s drink.


      “Boy, you don’t waste any time,” Harry said, doing his best to point an eyebrow in the direction of the bar. “If this is some sort of, ‘welcome to Mars, great to see you after so long,’ present, then I’m afraid I’m going to have to disappoint you.”


      For a moment, Manny just stared, then understood. “Oh that? Don’t be an idiot. Though I’d like to see you try, even if Jade does fancy the pants off you. That would be very interesting. We go way back. Best protection you can have.”


      “Meaning what?” Harry kept throwing the girls a cursory look. Each time, he was met with a pair of green eyes.


      “Meaning I don’t have to pay them. Jemima and I met about ten years ago, when I was head of security at Bleeker’s Bluff.”


      “Eh?”


      “Long story. Actually, now I think on, I’m pretty sure you two may have met briefly.”


      “I think I would have remembered,” Harry said, casting a pleasing eye over four legs.


      “Triton, three years ago, give or take a month. She would have been part of the arrest detail for that guy you brought back. Granted she would have been dressed differently.”


      “I was getting divorced. I wasn’t showing much interest in anything back then, except bourbon.”


      “How is Sybil?”


      “No idea.”


      “Grace?”


      “No idea.”


      “Your dog?”


      “I don’t have a dog.” Harry narrowed his eyes. “Are you drunk?”


      Manny leaned back and frowned. “Now what kind of a question is that to ask an Irishman?”


      “I’m serious. I need you sober, Manny.”


      “Yes, I can see you are.”


      “I’m serious, because this is serious.”


      “What is?”


      “This business with Headlock, of course. Why do you think you’re here?”


      “Covering for you because you couldn’t be in two places at once.”


      “Well, yes. But apart from that?”


      “You have something on Headlock, I presume. And after what I’ve seen here I’m surmising this is no longer a simple search and pick up. What happened at Venus Station?”


      “Rogers copped out.”


      “I figured. You do it?”


      “Don’t be an ass. Of course not. It was Hackman, aka Hammerstein.”


      “Hackman? That sonofabitch! Where is he now?”


      “Dead, and I happily claim that one.”


      Manny smiled. “Congratulations.” He crossed himself, and seeing Harry frown, said, “It’s for Larry. Hope he’s at peace now. And I should add welcome to the club, mate.”


      “Thanks.”


      “You’re walking differently. Did he cut you?”


      “Very observant, my friend. Apparently I’m alive by virtue of a millimetre. Look, we have a lot to do. Tell me what you’ve seen. I’m glad to know you haven’t been idle these past two weeks.”


      “Petersen is holed up in some shit hole on the edge of town. I’ve kept my eye on the port. A supply shuttle arrived three days ago.”


      “I gather you’re telling me this because it was carrying more than just machine parts.”


      “Oh yes. I counted seven. Don’t know whether they were just plain stupid or confident, but they made no effort to disguise themselves.”


      Harry sighed and shook his head. “This tells me Headlock knew all along I wouldn’t be a good boy and do as I was told. He’s known for weeks Petersen might try something like this. How else could they have got here before now? Where are they staying?”


      “Three separate locations in Central.”


      “Well that tells me they have some smarts. And I have to assume they know I’m here.”


      “And it also tells me they are waiting for you to make a move on Petersen. That way they get two for one.”


      “Guess I should be flattered,” said Harry, dryly.


      “Anyway. That takes care of now. You wanna fill me in up to this point?”


      Harry spent the next five minutes bringing Manny up to date, including his last request chat with Hackman. When he’d finished, the Irishman opened his mouth and rubbed at his chin. “It all makes sense. And I have to say, billiard ball. Bloody genius, my friend. But this Heidi woman. Can you trust her? Why did she leave Venus? Delilah’s is a very lucrative establishment.”


      “Damn, Manny. Does anything get past you?”


      “I can put two and two together. Well?”


      “I trust her. That should be good enough for you.”


      “Well I would like to meet her. Quite a remarkable woman. Never thought you’d get hooked again, Harry.”


      He looked again at Jade. She was chatting with Jemima, and didn’t catch his eye this time. “As I said, a lot of things have happened, most of it not planned.”


      “So what do you want to do now?”


      “I need to see Petersen, tonight. Try to convince him I’m on his side and the law isn’t.”


      “Won’t be easy. Our friends will know you’re here, I think you’re right about that. We’ve kept a keen eye on things, but we have to assume these guys know what they’re doing. They may have found him already. You might be chasing after a stiff.”


      “Maybe.”


      “Maybe? You’ve just told me Hackman wanted you to kill him.”


      “True. But I suspect Hackman had his own agenda. What that was I don’t know, and quite frankly I don’t care now. But Headlock made it perfectly clear that he wanted Petersen back on Earth. He and Tyrell were going to give him the once over. I always thought Petersen had something on both of them, and so it proved. I’m hoping he’ll be a whole lot more co-operative with me once I tell him Hackman killed Rogers. And I always thought that story about the missing million credits was horse shit.”


      “I agree. But so could Headlock’s wish to bring him back to Earth.”


      “Seven guys to bring back one overweight pen-head? I don’t think so. They are here for us first, then Petersen. I’m convinced more than ever that Headlock wants me out of the way, too.”


      “I can’t argue with that. Hmm.” Manny rubbed at his greying stubble. “Well, it’s been a while, Harry, but I can safely say we are heading into a shit storm. But what’s new about that, eh?”


      They both laughed.


      “I’m glad you’re here, Manny.”


      “So you should be,” replied the Irishman. “Nothing much has changed since you were last here. It’s still quite lawless. Every other guy carries something. I take it it’s just you and me.”


      “And the Captain makes three.” Harry pulled his jacket open just enough for Manny to see.


      “Oh hi, little fella. Good to see you.”


      “Heidi is sounding out someone she knows on the Council as we speak. With any luck she can convince them about what’s going on so we can mount some sort of resistance.”


      “Well I hope Miss Heinlein is willing to donate to the cause, since there’s not much here in the way of a recognized defence force. It’s gonna cost. As I said, it’s still pretty much every man for himself.”


      “Speaking of which, you should get yourself something to put in that holster other than your hip flask.”


      “Guns are expensive up here.”


      “Ha! And hotels aren’t? How’d you manage this?”


      “Your advance helped, plus I’ve had some luck at the tables while I’ve been waiting for you.”


      “I have friends here as well who can help us.”


      Manny frowned. “If I recall correctly, the last time you were here things didn’t go too well.”


      “The atomisers, I know.”


      “I was talking about Blackjack, and that woman, what’s her name?”


      “Daphne,” Harry said, with a twinkle in his eye. He shook himself. “Look, my time’s up for now.” He finished his drink in one gulp, and standing up, pulled his jacket straight. “You need to get a weapon, Manny.” He belched behind a hand.


      “I’m on it, boss.”


      “Good, that’s what I wanted to hear. And less of the boss, please. I’ll give Petersen the bailsman spiel, and see how he reacts. If that fails I’ll tell him his life is in mortal danger, and I’m the only one who can save him. And if that fails, then I’ll tell him what’s happened to Rogers.”


      “Good plan. Do you want me to come with you?”


      “No, I need your eyes and ears in the center here.”


      “Are you sure? I can be quite persuasive.”


      “Quite sure, my friend.”


      “Have you forgotten the seven, highly trained, highly paid assassins ready to shred you?”


      “No, and neither has the Captain.”


      “One against seven. I never liked those odds.”


      “I appreciate your concern Manny, but I’ll be fine.”


      “Fuck fine. Be careful. Can you at least give me the address, just in case?”


      “Just in case of what?”


      “Look, Harry, you’re not with the Bureau any more, and Larry isn’t around to back you up. That’s my job while we’re up here.”


      “I know, but I do need you to stay round here, for now anyway.”


      Manny leaned back and sighed. “Okay,” he relented.


      “But you have to promise me you’ll lay off the sauce, at least until this caper is up.”


      “Aye aye, skipper.”


      Harry shook his head. “I’ll meet you back here in one hour, with or without Petersen, but hopefully with.”


      “Understood.”


      “Can you get a firearm in that time?”


      “I’m on it, skip.”


      “Okay. I’ll see you later. And here’s the address.” Harry placed a piece of paper on the table.


      Manny smiled, knowing how his friend had a mistrust for most things electronic. He picked it up and read it.


      “I’m not so dumb to realize I may be walking into something that may not end well for me,” Harry told him. “If I’m not back here in an hour, it’ll be up to you.”


      “Understood. Watch your back.”


      Harry slipped out of the booth, and said his goodbyes to Jade and Jemima. The former bade him a long stare, one that hid no ambiguity.


      Oh boy.


      Manny waited till his boss was out of sight before making a gesture for the girls to follow him.
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      Petersen’s apartment block was about a ten minute walk from Manny’s hotel. It was situated in the Borough of Burroughs, the more seedy of the four districts that made up Mars Central, the other three being Wells, Schiaparelli and Lowell. Burroughs laid claim to being the first dome erected during the heady days of colonization. Unfortunately, it had been left behind technologically, as each subsequent dome was designed and built with better amenities and living conditions than its predecessor. It was now an area for the forgotten and dissolute.


      Wells housed the hospital, and three of the four schools. Schiaparelli contained the plaza, parks, library, council offices, law courts, the jail, and most of the vendors. Finally, Lowell was home to a  private, gated section where all the rich people lived. The district contained the colony’s, heck, the planet’s, only golf course, together with its own hospital, school, gym and swimming pool.


      Each Borough was a independent pressure dome, connected to its neighbor by a series of airlocks. This was merely sound construction sense. After all, it doesn’t pay to have all your colonists in one basket.


      Yet despite the difference in functions, all four domes were dependent on the fifth, the farm. Since the colony was now self-sufficient in water, agricultural had become a boom industry. Every harvest saw the colonists enjoying different varieties of fruits and vegetables, a luxury unheard of as recently as a year ago. The dome itself was split into four sections, each pressurised and isolated from the other. These smallholdings differed little from their Earth counterpart. There were even separate pens for livestock.


      All of the Boroughs were sub-divided into sectors, which over the decades since initial settlement, had become known as villages. This quaint custom had helped to ease the transition from Terran to Martian, so that one could be living in Hampton Village in the Borough of Lowell, or one could find oneself living where Harry now found himself, in Decadence Drive, Shitsville, Burroughs.


      The Harrison building sat adjacent to the outer walls, where most of the structural works were in desperate need of repair. Harry walked past peeling paint and rusty girders, as well as poor street lighting that flickered intermittently, and overflowing garbage bins and inadequate sewers. He recalled his visit to Doctor Noe’s Surgery, however on this occasion there were no rats, at least none of the four-legged variety, and no murderous figments lying in wait. There were also three temporary repair patches in one section of the inner wall that he noticed, making him shiver. It was now pitch black outside, and he couldn’t shake off a feeling of impending dread as walked slowly down the street, his boots echoing all around him.


      The address read, Unit 529, Harrison Building, Clarke Avenue, Burroughs, Mars Central. Pretty specific. Harry stopped outside and looked up. The building appeared ready to collapse. There were riveted steel plates at various locations going all the way up the façade, and more than one of the balcony railings were hanging free of their supports on one side. It was apparent that the Council had pretty much given up on this part of town.


      Harry set his teeth and stepped inside. The lobby was small and grotty, as was the walking tattoo exhibition sat behind the front desk. A stale, almost rancid smell filled the air. It reminded Harry of a long neglected crime scene.


      “And what can I do for you?” said the man, his bald head beading with sweat. His sleeveless shirt was also damp with perspiration, with dark patches showing through at the sternum, neck and beneath each armpit.


      “I’m looking for someone,” Harry replied, deciding immediately that the direct approach was best.


      “And who might that be?”


      “The guy in five two nine. Is he in?”


      “Who’s asking?”


      “His lawyer.”


      The man scoffed. “Well I’m his personal bodyguard in that case.” Harry noted the man’s hand slowly disappear under the counter. “You wanna see him, it’s gonna cost ya.”


      “I figured. How much?”


      “Two hundred.”


      “Hmm. That’s rather a lot.”


      “Looks like you can afford it. Nice suit.”


      “Thanks. Want to take a look underneath?”


      “Eh? You a faggot or something?”


      “I’m just here to see a friend. Speaking of which, if your hand doesn’t come back up empty, I’ll introduce you to another friend of mine. He’s under here.” Harry placed a hand on his lapel.


      The man’s expression faltered. “Okay. I don’t want any trouble. My hand’s coming back up.”


      “Nice and slow, that’s the way.”


      The man’s hand came deliberately back into view, and Harry told him to place them both on the counter, palms up. He complied, sweating even more in the process.


      “You’re nervous about something. Is there anything I should know about our friend?”


      The man moved his eyes to his right, and Harry just had time to see the curtains move apart before all hell broke loose. There came the whizz whee sound of compressed air cartridges, and the tattooed man suddenly clutched at his throat before he had a chance to move again for his weapon. Harry instinctively ducked, and reaching for his gun, proceeded to fire three shots into the curtain, their ear splitting reports echoing around him. The recoil pushed at his shoulder, and boy did it feel good! There was the sound of something heavy hitting the floor.


      Harry kept his gun aimed at the curtain, his eyes looking everywhere. The tattooed man could be heard gurgling and gasping for breath. A quick look over the counter told Harry there was nothing he could do. The bullet had passed clean through, severing the carotid artery. The man was drowning in his own blood.


      Someone came bursting out of the office door to his right, one arm raised. Harry ducked again as he heard the same whizz whee cutting the air. He returned fire, letting loose two more rounds and hitting his target in the central mass.


      “Four point one as the bullets leave my gun,” he murmured as the man fell, a dead weight. His old gunnery sergeant would have approved.


      “Two to the torso. Textbook. Remember the five T’s, ladies. Hit ‘em twice and they ain’t getting up.”


      There was more movement from both sides. Several shots zinged past, and Harry felt one graze his arm. Momentarily off guard, he fired twice in each direction, left then right, and crouched down behind the counter with more shots ringing around him. Funny how they gave little or no sound, just that faint whizz as they cut the air. But that did not prevent them from causing noisy havoc. Harry covered his head as splinters flew from the counter top, and holes started to appear either side of him. He screamed and fired two more rounds haphazardly over his head, hoping the mere sound of the Captain’s fury would slow them down. Plus it felt damn good! But nothing doing. The shots kept on coming. Time for some drastic action.


      “I got help arriving!” he shouted. “Any second now my crew will be coming through the door.”


      The front desk was starting to resemble a Swiss cheese. He would have had little hope if it wasn’t for Manny coming to the rescue. He burst through the front door brandishing something that looked like a miniature bullhorn. And who was that behind him? Jemima! Together they shouted some sort of war cry and let rip. Harry covered his ears as the whole of the front counter and office erupted in a crazy mess of wood, glass, plaster and plastic. The barrage lasted about ten seconds, but it was long enough. When they had finished, the pair sauntered forward to survey their work. Manny looked down at Harry.


      “You okay, boss?” he said, his ugly weapon hanging by his side.


      Harry took his hands away from his ears. “You done?”


      “Looks that way. Are you hurt?” Manny fingered the whole in Harry’s sleeve. Jemima knelt beside him to take a closer look.


      “Just a scratch. Well, at least I think it is,” he said, smiling at her.


      Jemima looked serious and peeled back the fabric. “He’ll live,” she said simply. “But your tailor may need reviving when he sees this.” She turned her face to look up at Manny. Her long flowing hair fell over Harry’s face, and he inhaled the scent of lemongrass. He didn’t mind in the slightest. “Are we clear?” she asked.


      “Let’s take a look. But we don’t have long. Coppers will be here soon. Where’s Petersen?”


      “Erm, I’ve no idea,” Harry stuttered. “This is as far as I got.”


      “Look what you’ve done to him,” Manny said to Jemima. “The poor man’s a wreck.”


      “Like I said, he’ll live.” Jemima stood up and surveyed the scene. To Harry, she looked ten feet tall, a radiant goddess that had saved his life. Any second now she would unfurl her gossamer wings and fly him to safety.


      “You got one,” she remarked, stepping over him and bringing him crashing back to reality.


      “Two,” Harry replied, finally coming to his senses. “One behind the curtain.” He stood up and surveyed the mess. “Good job, you two. Thanks. Though I must confess I was only expecting Manny.”


      “Got the girls to follow you while I procured this,” said the Irishman. He swung up the gun and presented it for inspection with a pleasing grin. “Look familiar?”


      “You know damn well it does. Where’d you get it?”


      “Never you mind. Let’s just say not all the atomisers were accounted for, eh?”


      Harry shook his head. “Boy, if this doesn’t get us arrested, that will.” He pointed to Manny’s gun. “Okay. You two go left, I’ll check what’s left of the office.”


      Manny nodded and headed for the now shredded curtains, Jemima a step behind him, her gun sweeping the area. Harry walked over to the right, and stepping over his second kill, pushed open the office door with one finger. It swung halfway before giving up and collapsed off its hinges. Inside there was wreckage, the remains of the office interior and furniture littered all over the place. Lying amongst all the debris were two more bodies, face down, and pretty well ventilated. Cursing, Harry turned them over with his boot, but neither one was Petersen. A quick look round indicated there was only the one door.


      He walked back out into the lobby when he heard Manny calling him. Inside the other room, his friend was standing over one of three bodies.


      “You got this one, obviously,” Manny said, and pointed to the blood stained shirt. “Nice shooting skip, two to the heart. Tap tap.”


      “I wasn’t aiming for his heart, trust me. I just fired when I saw the curtain move. I was bloody scared.”


      “So you should be. I’d be worried for anybody that isn’t shitting themselves during a fire fight.”


      “Speak for yourself,” Jemima said.


      “Besides, I fired three, but I guess two out of three ain’t bad.”


      “Ah, well, there lies our problem. Take a look.” Manny stepped aside and indicated the third body, a dark hole in the forehead, with a trickle of blood coming out of it.


      For a second Harry’s heart was in his mouth, but he looked at the man and didn’t recognize him. “So?” he asked rather flippantly.


      “So?” Manny and Jemima looked at each other and laughed shortly. Manny took a deep breath, and scratched his forehead. “May I introduce the sheriff of Mars Central?”


      Harry closed his eyes and chuckled. “Really?”


      “Really really. We won’t be getting arrested today, at least not by this guy.” Manny sighed. “Seems that not only do we have Headlock’s men to deal with, now the bloody Martian constabulary are gonna be beating down on our heads.”


      Harry started to laugh. “Oh boy. No more pseudo golf for you. You know? Headlock just might grant me a pardon for this?”


      Manny, understandably, looked totally perplexed. “How’s that?”


      “Never mind.” Harry closed his eyes for a just a second, and clenched the fist not holding his gun. “What the hell was he doing here?”


      “Collecting for the charity ball of course. How the fuck should I know? I guess this confirms the guy was bent.”


      Harry took a closer look at the sheriff’s wound. There was no doubt it had been caused by his gun. “I take it you can confirm that these charming individuals are the same ones you saw disembark the supply shuttle three days ago?”


      “Can’t be certain of anything,” Manny replied honestly. “But it looks that way, doesn’t it?”


      Harry nodded. “So how many we got? Two here, plus the sheriff, and three in the other room. Which means….”


      Even as Harry spoke there came a noise behind them, out in the lobby, the sound of boots treading on the remains of the front desk. The three looked at one another before running out of the room, just in time to see two more men with an arm each, pushing a third through the front door.


      “Hey!” Harry shouted.


      “Oh shit!” cried Manny.


      The two men spun round and opened fire. Whizz whee went the invisible tiny shells. Manny yelled and went down. Jemima screamed out a curse, and returned fire just as Harry fired twice at the first man. He needn’t have bothered. Boy was she quick! Each man fell backwards and through the doors. Jemima and Harry both glared at the third man. It was Petersen, and he was scared.


      “He’s all yours,” Jemima said, breathing heavily, and went to look at Manny.


      “Don’t move,” Harry said, levelling the gun at him. “I’m not going to hurt you.”


      “Like hell! I can see what you’re carrying. You’ve had your thirteen!”


      “There’s one in the chamber,” Harry lied. “Don’t move.”


      “What about your buddy?”


      “To Hell with me!” shouted Manny. “Wing that bastard, Harry!”


      They stared at each other for what seemed an age. Then Petersen bolted, ducking down as he fled through the doors.


      “Goddamn it!”


      “You fucking idiot!” Manny shouted. He was slumped against the remains of the front desk, clutching his right shoulder. “Why’d you let him go?”


      “Be still, Manny,” Jemima urged, looking intently at his wound.


      “He’s smart. He must have heard the shots.”


      “So he can fucking count! You had your chance.”


      “There wasn’t one in the chamber. There wasn’t time to re-load.”


      “But he couldn’t have known that. Aahh, Christ, it hurts.”


      “Don’t be such a sissy,” Jemima told him.


      “What can I do?” asked Harry.


      Manny looked up at him with startled eyes, but then started laughing. “Sing me a song? A little jig maybe?”


      “You need to be quiet,” Jemima said. “Help me get his jacket off, Harry.”


      He knelt down beside his friend, sensing all was not well. “You look like shit,” he said as he helped Jemima with Manny’s coat.


      “I’ll be okay.” But it was pretty clear Manny was far from okay. He was trembling, and already his brow was fevered. “It feels like a Stinger though,” he said, looking into Jemima’s eyes, his voice shaky. To Harry: “Be a good chap and fetch the antidote out of the first aid. There must be one in the office.”


      “Stinger? What the hell is that?”


      “Poison, what else? I’ve got about three minutes before my insides burn up, unless my heart stops first, or if you’d prefer we can just chat, you know, catch up on old times and all that.”


      “Go, Harry, be quick,” Jemima ordered.


      Harry sprang up and disappeared. There were sounds of things being disturbed and thrown about, as well as a few inarticulate curses. After about a minute he returned. Manny had turned white, his face shiny with perspiration. Jemima was holding his hand whilst the other was pressed to her ear.


      “Okay. Follow, but don’t intercept. That’s Harry’s job.”


      “What is?”


      She held up a hand. “He got one in the shoulder. He’s going to be okay. Don’t worry. Yes, he’s fine too.” She looked at Harry. “Okay. Be careful.” She removed her hand from her ear. “Jade has eyes on Petersen.”


      “She’s outside?”


      “Of course.”


      Harry nodded. “I see. Good strategy. I’m impressed.”


      “When you’ve quite finished,” rasped Manny. “There’s a, a, a heart needle, primed with adrenalin. Be a good boy and stab me with it, will you?”


      “In the heart?” asked Harry, not thinking.


      “No, in my fucking arse. Of course in my heart!”


      “Sorry.”


      “Give it here!” Jemima snapped. She took the large hypodermic from Harry’s grasp and locked eyes with Manny.


      “That’s my girl. That first, then the antidote in the arm, the, the….” Manny’s good arm tried and failed to indicate the serum hypodermic.


      But Harry had seen it, a tiny syringe primed just like the heart one. “The smaller second needle. I got it.”


      He knelt back down beside Jemima, and watched as she ripped open Manny’s shirt. She hesitated only until she saw his face go slack. Brandishing the hypodermic like a dagger, she swung it downwards into his chest. The Irishman heaved up and exhaled with a sound like a wounded seal. He collapsed back down and did not move. Jemima took the antidote from Harry and pushed it into Manny’s upper arm. They waited. Harry looked at the doors, wondering where Petersen would run. He felt a tug at his sleeve.


      “Go and find that fucking weasel,” Manny said, breathlessly. The color was slowly coming back into his face.


      “I can’t leave you…. Can I?”


      “Go get him, you stupid bastard. Just help me up and move me next door, somewhere, anywhere away from here.”


      Harry and Jemima contrived to shift Manny to the adjacent vacant building, after having first forced the door. They set him down beneath the window looking onto the street.


      “You’ll be okay here?” Harry asked.


      “Don’t worry about me. Got my best girl here to look after me.”


      Jemima sniffed and wiped her nose and eyes.


      “I’ll meet you back at the bar,” said Manny.


      “Not a good idea. You should make for Heidi’s apartment at The Hilton.”


      “Why would I do that now?”


      “Your shoulder needs attention, Manny. Heidi is a trained nurse.”


      “So am I, in case you haven’t noticed,” Jemima said, a little indignantly.


      Harry looked embarrassed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend you. But Heidi can help in other ways, too. There’s room there to hold out, till this mess gets sorted.”


      “Assuming, of course, that she’s happy to have a bunch of strangers come and stay with her a while,” Manny panted.


      “Heidi wouldn’t mind.”


      “If you say so.”


      Harry grimaced and turned his attention to Jemima. He took her by the shoulders. “Can I talk sense to you? I know Manny won’t listen. Promise me you’ll do what I say.”


      Jemima’s expression was downcast. “I promise,” she said.


      “Thank you.” Harry took her hands. “You did good, real good. Thank you.” He kissed her on the cheek. Jemima looked surprised, but recovered enough to smile.


      “Hey, when you two are quite finished, I need some help here.” Manny fumbled with his good arm but couldn’t get at his holster. Harry guessed what he wanted, and took out the flask and opened it for him. “Just a wee tot,” Manny whispered, and took a swig of the whisky.


      “Go right ahead, my friend.”


      “You go now, go on. I’ll see you later.”


      “At The Hilton. You promise?” He looked at Jemima.


      “Yes, we promise. Now get going.”


      “Okay, and thanks, Manny.”


      “You’re welcome,” Manny said faintly. He was drifting off to sleep.


      Harry stood over his friend a few seconds longer, satisfying himself that he was indeed only sleeping. “I’d better get going,” he said, and made for the open door.


      “Wait,” said Jemima. She strode up to him, and placing her hands in the right places, kissed Harry passionately on the lips. “Be careful,” she breathed as they parted. “I want you in one piece. So does Jade.” She gently rubbed her thumb over his lips. “Pink doesn’t suit you,” she said softly.


      “Erm…”


      There was movement down below.


      “Get going. We’ll continue this at a better time.” Jemima touched her ear. “Okay. Get back here.” She nodded and looked at Harry. “Jade’s on her way. She followed Petersen for a couple of blocks before she lost him in the crowd.”


      “I see.”


      “Well, that’s not entirely true,” Jemima volunteered, sounding sheepish.


      Harry frowned. “How d’you mean?”


      “Wow, you really don’t know, do you? Let’s just say she’s.... distracted at this time.”


      Harry still didn’t get it. Then he did. “Ah. Look, Jemima, I’m .....”


      “You need to get going before the police arrive. No more talk. Go.”


      She turned on her high heels and went to sit with Manny.


      Harry took a moment to gaze upon her. Despite the carnage and fury of the last few minutes, she still looked like she’d just stepped out of a beauty pageant, so easy was she on the eye. And then there was Jade.


      He turned, shaking his head, and stuck it out the door. The coast was clear. He edged out and made off at a trot back towards Central Plaza.
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      Harry had no idea where Petersen might be, only that he must be scared. He saw no trace of Jade, but somehow he felt sure she’d seen him. She and her sister were certainly a find. All the years he had known Manny, his associate had never mentioned them.


      Harry got two blocks, before he felt he was being followed. He could never fully account for it, but sometimes he just got the feeling that someone was watching him. He slowed his pace as he emerged back into Central Plaza. It was still business as usual, but he pretty much immediately saw his tail, or rather there were two of them, and that’s what was concerning him, other than the fact he was compromised. They were too obvious. It was as if they wanted him to spot them, and this made Harry even more wary of the situation. Either that or they were just plain incompetent.


      There was a man on either side of him, and as Harry stopped and pretended to peruse a menu, both men did likewise. Harry couldn’t stop himself from laughing.


      Yes, incompetent it is.


      Someone came up beside him. “Can I interest you in anything, sir?”


      “No, I’m good. Thanks.”


      “How about this?”


      Harry turned sharply at the voice, to be confronted by a short, corpulent individual. Something, he knew all too well what, was being pressed against his rib cage.


      “Petersen, what the hell are you doing?”


      “Saving myself from you.”


      “Don’t be an ass. I’m here to help you. And you may like to know I’m being followed.”


      Petersen looked quickly round. It was so easy for Harry to snatch the weapon, and turn it round and point it at a very startled hydrologist.


      “And it helps if you take the safety off.” Harry lowered the gun. “Look, we can’t talk here. We should….”


      But Petersen was already turning to flee. Harry made an unsuccessful grab for his jacket, but his quarry was off and running. Harry lowered his head and sighed before setting off after him. He didn’t need to look back to see that his shadows were following.


      He chased Petersen, but did not get too close. He was not the slimmest of people and was certainly not designed for a long pursuit. However, Harry allowed him some distance so that he could appraise his situation.


      So here he was, chasing another runaway. As he jogged along, his mind was running too. Where was this going? He had to corner Petersen, and somehow convince him he was on his side. He also had to lose his two tails as soon as possible, preferably without violence. Either choice should not be too difficult, as he had convinced himself he was surrounded by amateurs.


      Abruptly, Petersen veered off to the left to disappear down an alley. Harry followed to see him gasping and pulling at locked doors. Once he was satisfied his target was going nowhere, he pulled out the Captain, ducked behind a dumpster, and waited for his pursuers to catch up. He glanced down the alley, and shook his head. Only briefly did he consider that he was being set up. This was all too easy.


      Within a minute, the two men appeared, cautious in their movements, but with no weapons drawn. This surprised Harry despite his pre-conceptions, but it did not prevent him from jumping up and aiming the Captain at the first man.


      “You move, you die,” he said. “Both of you, in here now.”


      “Take it easy, Mr Watt,” said the first man. “We’re here to help.”


      “Sure you are. Come on, move.” He wagged the gun and the two men walked slowly past him, hands raised, eyes on the Captain. “Hey, Petersen! When you’re finished down there perhaps you would care to join us.”


      “Screw you!”


      “Hey! I’m not asking. Up here, now.”


      Petersen, his hand tugging at another door handle, stopped and hung his head. “It was never meant to be like this. I’m supposed to die an old man, one who has lived a full life. In Paris!”


      “Quit griping. You’re not dead yet. And I’m certainly not going to kill you. Get up here.”


      Petersen pushed away from the door, and trudged back up to where Harry was standing with the two men. The hydrologist was red-faced, sweating, his mouth a pink hoop as he gasped for breath.


      “Now, these fine fellows want you dead,” said Harry, pointing Captain Chaos at them. “But I’m going to give them the opportunity to plead for their lives. You can be judge and jury.”


      “Mr Watt, if I could please explain,” said the first man.


      “Quiet. God, you’re sloppy. I got you straight away.”


      “That was our intention,” said the second one. “We are not armed, Mr Watt. Would you at least let us explain before you pass sentence?”


      “I don’t know. What do you think, Gustavo?”


      Petersen looked shocked, as if he hadn’t heard his given name in years. “Me? What does it matter what I think? You’re going to kill us all anyway. Just get on with it.”


      Harry took a deep breath. “I wish you would listen and see. I am here to help you, to protect you from Headlock and his goons.”


      The two new men shuffled, and the first made to speak again.


      “Mr Watt, please.”


      “I said quiet.”


      “You are currently the one who is not listening or seeing,” he persisted.


      Harry pulled a face and aimed the Captain directly at the man’s face. “One more word and so help me I will blow your head off.”


      “Miss Heinlein sent us,” said the second.


      Harry, with Captain Chaos still pointed at the first man, looked over at the second. “Heidi?” The man nodded. “What are your intentions?”


      “I don’t understand.”


      “What did she say to you?”


      “Say?”


      Annoyed to the point of violence, Harry pointed the Captain at the second man and cocked it. Though it may be an unknown weapon to most, this one action carried an all too clear threat. “Let me spell it out. Give me something in the next five seconds that will convince me Heidi sent you, or I get to see what your brains look like.”


      Petersen threw up.


      “The instrument you are holding has a name,” said the second man.


      “Captain Chaos,” said the first.


      Harry looked at them both. The only time he’d uttered that name out loud since leaving Heidi was at Manny’s hotel bar. No one there could possibly know his weapon’s pet name. In his mind’s eye he recalled all the other times he had revealed who Captain Chaos was.


      He lowered the gun and released the hammer. “What the hell do you two think you’re doing? Unarmed, and about as inconspicuous as a Christmas tree in summer. Who are you?”


      “I’m Daniel Jacks, and this is reverend Jacob Einstein,” said the second man.


      “Well, you can’t make those names up,” said Harry, and offered his hand. “Harry, Harry Watt. But I’m guessing you already know that. Reverend, eh?”


      “That’s right, but only on Sundays.”


      “Eh? Perhaps you should take it up full time. You’re lousy at surveillance.”


      “Miss Heinlein sent us to watch over you, Mr Watt,” said Jacks. “Or more precisely, it was Mr Soames.”


      “No shit. Oops. Sorry, Reverend.”


      “Today’s Saturday, my son. Fucked if I care what you say.”


      “I take it this is Gustavo Petersen,” said Jacks. “Looks like he could use a little help.”


      “He’s fine,” said Harry.


      “Yes, I’m fine,” echoed Petersen sarcastically, wiping his mouth. “Anybody got any water.”


      “We can get some at any of the restaurants. We really should be moving along,” said Jacks. He touched his ear. “Mr Soames has taken Miss Heinlein back to the council chambers. We are to meet with them there. They are very keen to hear what you have to say, Mr Petersen.”


      “You can call me Gus,” said Petersen and he smiled at Jacks.


      “Then please call me Dan,” replied Jacks, returning the pleasantry.


      “Can I speak to Heidi?” asked Harry.


      “We don’t have time, Mr Watt,” said Einstein. “It’s best we clear off from here as soon as possible. Though the police should be here by now. Something’s not right.”


      Harry took a deep breath, and rather reluctantly, relayed his news. “It may have something to do with the fact that I shot the sheriff.”


      “Not good,” said Jacks.


      “But I swear it was in self defence,” Harry added.


      “If you say so.”


      “Careful now, sunny Jim,” Harry said. “We’ve only just met, and already you’re starting to piss me off.”


      “I’m sorry, Mr Watt. If you say it was self defence then who am I to disbelieve you?”


      “Who indeed? Come on, let’s move. You two can lead the way. Call me over-cautious, but until we’re back with Heidi, I’d like to keep you both where I can see you.”


      “As you wish, Mr Watt,” said Einstein. “We’re on our way,” he added speaking into his lapel.


      Harry spotted the action. “Hey, can I get one of those? That way I could look like a super spy too.”


      Einstein frowned at him and moved away.


      Harry grinned. “Guess not.”


      The four men set off into the bustle of Central, stopping only to buy some water for Petersen. Harry’s left hand hovered over his breast pocket, just in case there were any more disbelievers in the vicinity.
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      It was only a ten minute walk to the council offices. They had seen one police car pass them going in the direction of Harry’s little shoot out. He sincerely hoped Manny had taken his advise and made his escape with the girls. He and Petersen were led to a room on the second floor, and there Harry was thankfully re-united with Heidi. She did not look happy and they did not embrace, but merely exchanged hellos.


      Late for dinner again. I know that look.


      The room was huge, far too big for purpose. It was constructed of fake oak panelling with a comforting, plush, aquamarine colored carpet. The right hand wall was simply a monumental window, looking out over Central Plaza. Seated with Heidi before a massive, walnut desk was Soames, whom she introduced, and two other men. Soames introduced them as Chief Councillor Aaron Berkeley, and his deputy, Theodore Entwistle. The former was seated behind the desk, his broad hands playing it like a piano.


      “Ah, at last,” said Soames. He got up and shook Harry’s hand. “A pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, Mr Watt.”


      “Likewise, I’m sure,” replied Harry. He was slightly taken aback by Soames’ appearance, despite Heidi’s jocular description of him earlier. He was dressed in a straight fitting grey pin-stripe suit with polished shoes and teeth. His hair was jet black, just greying at the temples, and a complexion smooth enough to sleep on. He caught a brief whiff of expensive cologne. He was quite probably the most handsome man Harry had ever met. He looked over at Heidi as if to ask, ‘you’re sure you’re not interested in this guy?’ But she was staring at the floor, her mind seemingly elsewhere.


      “This, I take it, is Mr Petersen,” said Soames, and advanced to meet the hydrologist. “What can I call you?” he said, extending his hand.


      “Anything you want,” Petersen replied, and looked about to faint. “I mean, Gus. You can call me Gus. Ha ha!”


      “Gus it is. Please, gentlemen, sit. Can I get you anything?”


      “I’m good,” said Harry.


      “Gus?”


      “Just some water, thank you.”


      “Well, now,” said Chief Councillor Berkeley, leaning forward in his chair. “Mr Petersen, I understand you have vital information to disclose. Mr Soames has outlined some of it for me, but, if we’re done with the pleasantries perhaps you would care to fill us all in further.”


      Harry grunted a laugh at the chief councillor’s no-nonsense approach. The head of the Martian government was around sixty-five, with white hair, tanned complexion, and a deep dimple in his chin. He reminded Harry of an aged character actor he’d seen in so many old movies. Fatherly, trusting, maybe. He carried a little extra weight around the middle, but then so did most men his age. However it didn’t prevent him looking every bit the man in charge. His navy suit was flawless. This time, Harry caught a brief whiff of not so expensive cologne. Berkeley’s deputy on the other hand looked decidedly weaker, a timid, rodent like individual with huge ears and protruding front teeth. He wore the same navy suit as his boss, and the same cologne, too. A starker contrast between Soames and he there could not be.


      Petersen proceeded to inform them of Headlock’s plan to mine Phobos, and hence destroy it in the process, as well as all the subsequent fallout when he refused to co-operate.


      When he’d finished, Berkeley sat back in his chair and breathed deeply, drumming his fingers on the desk. He studied Petersen intently with narrow eyes before shifting his gaze to Harry.


      “So what’s your story?” he said to everyone’s favorite bailsman.


      “I was hired by Judge Headlock to bring Mr Petersen back to Earth. I was led to believe he had jumped bail after having first helped himself to some company funds.”


      “Which I didn’t,” Petersen interjected.


      “No, he didn’t,” Harry averred.


      “I see.” Berkeley continued to drum his fingers on the table, staring ahead of him, with the occasional glance at Petersen. “Well,” he said after an intense pause. “I’ll be damned if I am going to allow the honorable Judge Joseph Belmont Headlock III Junior, or whatever his bloody name is, to mess with our planetary system.” He jabbed at a button on his desk. There was a weak electronic squeak, the unmistakable sound of a failing intercom. There came a muffled, completely inaudible response. Berkeley chuntered and stood up. He shouted in the direction of the doors.


      “Thomas! Get in here!”


      Heidi jumped and put a hand to her chest.


      The huge doors creaked open and in walked Berkeley’s secretary. “Sorry, sir. I’ll call maintenance again.”


      “That’s the third time this week, man,” Berkeley moaned. “Are there any good electricians left?”


      Harry was slowly beginning to see that Mars Central too, had its problems, a lack of trustworthy law enforcement not least among them.


      “I need Beryl and Sheryl up here lickety-split. I won’t take no for an answer. I want this young man’s confession down asap.”


      “Confession?” said Petersen, startled. “I’ve volunteered information, that’s all. Don’t think you can strong arm me with bad vocabulary.”


      Berkeley harrumphed and sat back down. “Sorry. Wrong choice of word.” To Thomas, “Get them here, now.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      Harry looked at Petersen with fresh eyes.


      Good going, young man. Don’t let this windbag intimidate you.


      “As for you,” Berkeley said returning his attention back to you know who, “Care to explain how you managed to shoot our sheriff in the head?”


      “With great difficulty,” said Harry. It was an answer worthy of flippancy, but he delivered it as deadpan as a stolid undertaker. “Perhaps you should be asking yourself what he was doing there in the first place?” he added.


      Berkeley stiffened. “Don’t get flippant with me, sunshine. Shooting an elected official is a very serious crime, even on Mars.”


      “I’m sure it is. But for starters I was acting in self-defence, and two, your elected official was probably on Headlock’s payroll.”


      Berkeley turned crimson. “That’s outrageous! Who are you to come in here and start telling me how my staff are getting bribed? That’s my job!”


      “He had help,” said Jacks. “But I have to agree with him, sir, about Sheriff Pratt. The men he was with, all came in on the last shuttle. And they’re not miners.”


      Berkeley sighed heavily and sat back in his chair. “I know. We suspected Pratt for a while now. It was only a matter of time before we confronted him. Seems you have done us all a favor, Watt.”


      Harry looked astonished.


      “Any left alive to question?” asked Berkeley, assuming the worst.


      “All deceased,” replied Jacks. “I have to say, Mr Watt has a quite remarkable weapon.”


      Heidi chuckled and coughed.


      Berkeley caught it. “You know, I’m still not sure what she’s doing here,” he said, pointing a finger at Heidi.


      “Miss Heinlein is another associate of Mr Watt’s,” said Jacks.


      “She’s here at my behest, Aaron,” said Soames. “And the reason why we know all this. Miss Heinlein is my source regarding Headlock. Also she can offer financial as well as influential help if we need it.”


      “Can she indeed? Humph. Bloody tenderfoots,” Berkeley muttered to himself.


      Heidi knew enough of male politics to keep her mouth shut, for now. But Harry was having none of it.


      “You are going to need all the help you can get,” he told the chief councillor. “And it won’t come much better than this lady. And for your information, her name is Heidi.”


      “And I’m the bloody head of the Mars Council!”


      “Well I didn’t vote for you. Do you want to squabble over social standing or do you want to compile a viable plan to stop Headlock? Or if there’s a measuring tape in your desk drawer we can measure egos, or something else, if you prefer.”


      Heidi couldn’t stop herself from giggling. Soames too, was struggling not to.


      Berkeley rolled his lips, eyeing them all, and seemed to be chewing on his tongue. Evidently he was not accustomed to be being spoken to like this. “Okay, Mr Watt, what do you propose?”


      “First, I will need to know the identities of any of the men that were shot. I don’t hold out much hope, especially up here, but we may get lucky. Second, my associate, Manny O’Hanlon, saved my life, but was injured in the process. I would appreciate it if you could get him some decent medical attention. Third, we should get Mr Petersen to a secure location as soon as possible.”


      “Of course!” said Berkeley with heavy sarcasm, throwing his arms up in salutation. “I am so grateful for your insight and suggestions. Will there be anything else?”


      “Yes. I missed dinner. Anything to eat round here?”


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            33


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            Hideout


          


        


      


    


    

      “I don’t recognize any of the names or faces,” Harry said, reading down the list. “Manny?”


      “No,” he replied, shaking his head.


      “Well, like I said in Berkeley’s office, I wasn’t holding out any hope.”


      Manny winced as he adjusted his posture in the bed. Despite his initial dislike of the chief councillor, Harry had to concede the fact that Berkeley had come through when asked to provide decent medical care for his friend. Manny had his own private room, and more importantly, a dedicated nursing staff. This pleased him immensely, and was pretty much the sole cause for getting him to stay put. Jade and Jemima paid him regular visits too, like now.


      “I want to thank you both for helping me, for saving my life,” Harry told them.


      “I think you’re exaggerating,” Jemima said.


      “No he’s not,” said Jade, not bothering to hide the smile in her voice. “You can thank me all you want, Harry, as many times as you like.”


      “Miss Metaphor,” said Jemima.


      “Well, I will say it was a pleasure,” said Jade, smiling for him and crossing her long, elegant legs.


      “Cut that out,” Manny told her. “He’s spoken for. Ain’t that right, boss?”


      Harry felt embarrassed by the remark, and looked furtively at Jade. “I’m many things, Manny, but I am not your boss,” he said, hoping that answer was sufficient so as not to cause him further embarrassment. “Get some rest. The shit’s gonna hit the fan pretty soon, if it hasn’t clogged it up already. I’ll be needing you fit and healthy.”


      “I hear you.”


      Harry had informed Manny of the Council’s decision to wait on Headlock making another move for Petersen. The hydrologist had been transferred to a secure location, one known only to Harry, Berkeley, Entwistle and Soames. Heidi had been pissed at him, arguing that she had set him up with Soames. Harry concurred, but Berkeley was adamant she was not to know. Heidi let it be known that she was not at all happy with the arrangement, and took back her offer of financial assistance to the Martian cause as a consequence. Harry begged her not to, but Heidi’s view was that if they wanted it now they could damn well ask for it. She held Soames partly responsible, but most of all she blamed Harry for not sticking up for her more. After a night and half the next day, she was still not speaking to him, except to suggest he should check he hadn’t lost anything down below.


      Harry left Manny to his nurses and concubines. A quick consultation with his physician on the way out informed him that Mr O’Hanlon did not have to endure his private treatment much longer.


      After checking he was not being followed, Harry made for Petersen’s hideout. After negotiating tight security, which consisted of a single man trying to remain anonymous in the lobby, and who had absolutely no idea who he was protecting, Harry played the musical code on the door’s electronic lock, and gained access to Petersen’s room.


      “Only me, Gus,” Harry said cheerily, his voice echoing off the dim walls. “I’ve brought you some lunch.”


      Petersen was seated on the arm of a chair, his feet resting on the windowsill, seemingly oblivious to Harry’s presence. He was staring out of a grimy window onto the quiet street below, his hands clasped before him.


      “What am I doing here?” he asked, solemnly.


      Harry threw the lunch onto the table. “The right thing,” he replied.


      This made Petersen turn to look at him, and he appeared surprised to discover he had company. “Oh. Hi, Harry. You brought lunch, have you?”


      “I have.” Harry looked on as Petersen returned his gaze to the window. “Are you okay, Gus?”


      “Mmm?”


      “I said are you okay? You seem pre-occupied.”


      “I’m fine. Still re-adjusting to.... all this.”


      “What are you looking at?”


      “It’s so empty here. There has been nobody walking about down there. I saw you cross the street, but other than that, no-one.”


      “That’s the point. Nobody will be looking for you down here. And if they do come we’ll see ‘em.”


      “I would. I think this is the perfect place to come looking for someone who is trying to hide.”


      “It’s called a double bluff,” Harry said looking round the apartment. “It means…”


      “I know what a double bluff means, Harry.” Petersen turned to look at him. “What you got?”


      “Pseudo ham and pickle.”


      “Huh!”


      “Come on, we’ll share. We don’t have long. Soames asked me to come and get you.”


      “Gareth? What does he want?”


      “No idea. But he was insistent. Maybe you’ve made an impression.”


      Petersen made a noise. “Yeah, sure.”


      “I’ll get the coffee.”


      A few minutes later, Harry brought in two steaming cups and they sat together at the small table, facing each other.


      “So,” said Harry, biting into his sandwich.


      “So what?” said Petersen, doing likewise.


      “I’ve been meaning to ask. Why didn’t you go to the Council before I found you?”


      “That’s easy enough to figure out. I needed to make sure that whoever I saw wasn’t on Tyrell or the Judge’s payroll. I’ve been observing the council offices for days, trying to figure out who I could approach.”


      “And not having much success I would say. Pity you didn’t know I was after you. My team could have saved you a lot of trouble.”


      Harry liked the sound of that. My team.


      “Well, excuse me for not trusting you, a total stranger, and armed to the teeth.”


      “I see your point.”


      “Now you tell me about Timothy. Where is he? Do you know?”


      Oh shit. I haven’t had the chance to tell him. How is this going to go?


      Harry figured on the direct approach. What other choice was there? He told Petersen everything he thought relevant, including the fact that he had killed Hackman. Knowing this, Harry figured it might help Petersen trust him more. But as he relayed past events, it was evident that Petersen’s mind was wandering. Harry tried his best to console him.


      “You’ve done the right thing here,” he said. “You were out of options, my friend. Either you came with me or risked being taken back to Earth.”


      Petersen hung his head. “All I want is for everyone to get what they need. Water is what everyone needs. Why should the likes of Tyrell and Headlock be allowed to sell it to the highest bidder?”


      “Look, I agree with you. But this is the way it is. You can’t change things overnight, and you certainly can’t change things by yourself. But if you can stand before the Council, the whole Council, mind, not just that windbag Berkeley, and convince them what Headlock plans to do, then perhaps we can make a difference here. And if they won’t listen then we simply go public.”


      “Nice speech,” said Petersen, clasping his hands together. He then tilted his head. “But where have I heard that before?” He snapped his fingers and pointed one at Harry. “Ah yes, last weeks edition of Spot The Bullshit.”


      Harry sighed. “Oh dear.”


      He looked hard at Petersen, the man’s short, podgy features showing an array of reds and pinks. There was sweat beading down his temples, and he recalled how this corpulent whistle-blower had been struggling to catch his breath in the alley. The man had even puked.


      He waited a minute before speaking, watching Petersen becoming increasingly uncomfortable with the silence. “I have to say, you disappoint me Gus.”


      “And why is that?”


      “I thought you would be more angry, about Rogers I mean.”


      “Timothy.”


      “I’ll call him Rogers if it’s all the same to you. I didn’t know him as well as you.”


      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”


      “I know how close you were.”


      “”You know nothing.”


      “Then tell me.”


      Petersen paused, and then put a hand to his mouth. He stared down at the floor as he spoke. “Tim was a great hydrologist. In time he would have been better than me, and that’s not easy for me to say.”


      “But you’ve said it anyway.”


      “But it is the truth. Or it would have been.” His eyes started welling up.


      “Ah please. You’re not going to cry on me are you?” Harry’s hard-nose tactics were working.


      “How can you be so cruel? Haven’t you ever lost someone close?”


      “In my line of work it happens all the time.”


      “What, as a bailsman?” Petersen scoffed. “Don’t make me laugh.”


      “I was on the Bureau before that. Saw a lot of good men go down, none more so than my partner.”


      Petersen appeared chastened. “I’m sorry. This is difficult for me right now. I…” He gave up trying to speak and put his head in his hands. Harry let him cry it out for a minute before tapping him on the shoulder.


      “Come on, you need to snap out of it. Let’s focus on nailing Headlock. After all, he’s the one responsible for Rogers’ death.”


      “I know, I know,” Petersen replied, sniffing and rubbing at his nose. “How did it happen? Your partner, how did it happen?”


      “Same guy that got Rogers got my partner.”


      “He did? You neglected to mention that part. I guess I should thank you for what you did, despite how I feel about your sort.”


      “My sort?”


      “Government types with guns. What drives a man to join the Bureau and carry a gun?”


      Harry thought briefly of his father, murdered at the hands of thugs. But now wasn’t the time to tell that story.


      “When I get this out it is a last resort,” he eventually replied.


      “Was there one in the chamber?”


      “Look, this is hardly….”


      “Was there?”


      Harry sighed. “No.”


      “I knew it! What does it feel like to fire it?”


      “Look, I hardly think this is the time to talk about such things. A minute ago you were bawling like a wretch. Now you’re all guns and ammo.”


      “Timothy is dead because I refused to do what Headlock wanted. I can’t help who I am. How about you? Why did you leave the Bureau?”


      “You really want to do this? Now?” Petersen just looked at him. “Okay. Well, my ex-partner and I were poised to put the lid on one of the biggest smuggling rackets in East America. We arrived at the location, but unknown to us, someone had tipped off those inside, and we ended up shooting our way out of trouble. We didn’t start it, but were simply defending ourselves, returning fire. I was scaring everyone half to death with the noise. Out in the street, one of my rounds ricocheted, and hit a civilian and put him in a chair for the rest of his life. I got suspended, and I finally quit.”


      “Sorry to hear that.”


      “I was with the Bureau for twelve years before I took up this venture. Shooting someone isn’t a good thing to happen to you, trust me.”


      Petersen finished his sandwich. He rubbed his palms on his pants. “Headlock and Tyrell will kill us both, kill everyone on the Council that opposes them, you know that.”


      “No, they won’t. I’ll make sure that won’t happen.”


      “How?”


      “Look, you have to understand, I’m here to help you.”


      “You can’t help me. Look what happened to Timothy.”


      “Hardly my fault. I was just getting started on the case.”


      “I’m not blaming you for any of this. I know you’re here to help, but how many are there in your team?”


      Harry had to be quick. He wasn’t entirely sure himself.


      Manny, Heidi, Angel? No. Jemima? Jade?


      “Five, including me.”


      “Huh! What can you do against Headlock and Tyrell?”


      “A whole lot more up here than if we were back on Earth. You forget there’s a whole planet they’ll have to deal with, as well as my team. No amount of money or bribes can alter the fact that the populace won’t allow those two to destroy Phobos, once we’ve made it public. And you under-estimate my colleagues and myself. I’ve been through here more than once, made a lot of friends.”


      “And enemies too, I shouldn’t wonder.”


      Harry frowned and sighed.


      Oh dear.


      This wasn’t quite going the way he thought it would. It seemed to him that Petersen was ready to die, had indeed resigned himself to the fact. Harry would have to turn this around pretty fast if all concerned were to get out alive. But he had been through here before and made friends, that part was true. But unfortunately so was the other part. He had a few gambling debts, and he was pretty sure he had been named chief litigant in a divorce case here. That would have been Daphne once more. Though their current situation was dire, Harry’s mind drifted back just for a second, and a wistful look came over him. And now that he actually thought more about her, he felt sure Daphne might be able to help him, if the time came.


      He had to shake himself. He took a deep breath, and studied Petersen for a moment. The man was deep in thought. One thing Harry knew for certain. Headlock would be churning up trouble for all of them, but him especially, no doubt about that. He had been one step ahead of him all the time. That had to change.


      “Come on,” he said. He stood up and took Petersen’s elbow. “We need to move. How do you feel?”


      “Like a dead man.”


      Harry grunted. “I’ve been dead before. It’s a piece of cake. Let’s go.”
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      Harry and Petersen arrived back at the council chambers, and were directed to the conference hall. As they approached they could hear the murmur and bustle of many voices from behind the tall, coffered doors. Harry pushed them open to find the room crowded with people. He strained over the heads looking for Soames, or Jacks, or indeed anyone he recognized.


      “Harry? What’s going on?” Petersen asked nervously.


      “I’ve no idea,” Harry replied, hardly helpful. “But I’m going to find out.”


      He left Gus by the doors and mingled into the crowd. He eventually found Soames and Jacks by the huge bay window overlooking Central Plaza. They were deep in conversation with two others, both of whom Harry didn’t recognize. One was a woman, around fifty, attractive, slim, dark skinned, and with her collar length hair shining and cut just like Heidi’s. The other was a man, tall, equally slim and distinguished, with a white crew cut and pencil thin grey moustache.


      Soames must have seen him approach out of the corner of his eye, and he turned to greet him.


      “Hey, Harry, at last. Where’s Gus?”


      “By the door. What’s up?”


      “May I introduce Mayor Marjorie Calvin, and Colonel Maurice Stevens, our chief military advisor?”


      “Pleased to meet you, Mr Watt,” said Stevens in a stiff British accent, extending a hand.


      “Harry, please,” said Harry. “Madam Mayor.”


      “My pleasure, Harry,” said Calvin, eying him up and down; slow, deliberate.


      “I like a woman who’s quick on the uptake.”


      The mayor looked baffled, before smiling.


      “Gareth, what’s going on?” Harry asked again.


      “It’s why I wanted you both here. About two hours ago we received a transmission from your Judge Headlock.”


      Harry sighed and hung his head. “I figured it was about time for some shit slinging. Pardon me, mayor.”


      “Marjorie, please,” said Marjorie, continuing her visual inspection.


      “Something tells me I’m not going to like this, unless by chance he was calling to see if I’ve received his advance.”


      “I’m afraid not, and yes, you’re not going to like it.”


      “Well I figured that much, otherwise why have your chief of the military here? And everyone on Mars it would seem.”


      “But now you’re here we can get on with proceedings.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “We’re about to replay the message for the whole Council.”


      “Whoa. Is that wise?”


      “That’s how we do things up here. We are not hiding this from anybody. The people, or rather their representatives, have all been summoned to hear the message. Now you’re here we can get on with it. May I suggest you and Gus stay close to the door and the two gentlemen standing either side of it?”


      Harry turned to see two quite obvious looking security guards trying not to be obvious standing next to the entrance. He saw Gus, and made a gesture indicating everything was okay and to stay put.


      “Are you expecting trouble?” asked Harry.


      “You never know,” Soames answered. “After you hear what Headlock has to say, you’ll appreciate my advice.”


      “I can take care of myself.”


      “Of that I’ve no doubt. But if things get ugly, we want to ensure there’s no, shall we say, incident.”


      “What the hell is in this message?”


      “Best if you hear it first.”


      Soames was giving Harry his best, non-committal, spin doctor answers. Bemused, he tried another route. “So who here knows me, besides you guys, Berkeley and Entwistle?”


      “Everyone here is going to know who you are in a minute. Excuse me.”


      “What?”


      Soames moved off before Harry could ask anything else. He was met by several members as he made his way to the back of the room. Harry turned to look at Stevens and Calvin who both appeared grim.


      “What’s going on?” he asked, now more than a little peeved.


      “You’ll see,” said Stevens.


      “I’ll….” Harry puffed out his lips in frustration. “Bloody politicians. Can I get a straight answer?”


      “I’m not a politician, Mr Watt,” retorted Stevens, rather put out.


      “But I am,” said Calvin. “Just be patient, please.”


      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Soames began, his voice raised. “Please can I have your attention. Thank you all for coming at such short notice. There are two announcements to convey, the first of which I will hand you over to our chief councillor, Senator Aaron Berkeley.”


      There was mild applause as Berkeley made his way from the side of the temporary stage to stand alongside Soames.


      “Thank you, Gareth. Now then. I will get straight to the point. My friends, about two hours ago we received a transmission from Earth, from a person actually, a transmission that can only be described as an act of war.”


      The obvious reaction to such a statement was one of uproar, consternation, nervous mumblings and the rest. This is precisely what Berkeley got. He waited a minute, and talked with Soames while he let the statement sink in.


      In the middle of it, Harry was contemplative. He had been wondering just what the Judge would do, and now it seemed he had laid down the gauntlet big time.


      After the minute was up, Berkeley moved back to center stage. “Please, people, hear me!” he shouted, but his audience kept on chatting. One woman had even fainted. He grimaced and opened his lungs. “Goddamn it! Pipe down!”


      The crowd all stopped talking, and turned to look at him. The chief councillor straightened his tie and pushed out his chin. “That’s better. Now then, you are here to listen to a broadcast sent by one Judge Headlock, a man of many means, and a bloody nasty individual, a reprobate of the highest order. Before we proceed however, I have another announcement to make. There is someone here who knows the Judge personally, and as a result of this, the Board have unanimously agreed to make him our new sheriff.”


      Silence.


      “Mr Watt, please come up here.”


      For whatever reason, Harry’s legs persuaded the rest of his body and mind to walk forward, step up to the dais, and take Berkeley’s hand in a gesture that apparently sealed the deal. The chief councillor, never one to miss a holograph opportunity, held it and shook it for several seconds, and smiled as several holographers stepped forward to take their picture.


      “Harry Watt, our new sheriff!” Berkeley declared, and started clapping his hands.


      The Board, standing behind him, all began applauding and this slowly spread to the rest of the room.


      “Hang on a minute,” shouted a man. “What the hell is this? You’ve just said we have a declaration of war against the colony, but you think it’s the perfect time to swear in a new sheriff? Are you nuts? And what’s wrong with Pratt?”


      Harry eyed the exit.


      “For your information, Sheriff Pratt was killed two days ago,” Soames informed them.


      “What!”


      More uproar.


      “How?”


      “In the line of duty, of course,” chipped in Berkeley.


      “I say,” said another individual, “that’s hardly the way to conduct your office, you know. Under section 1 of the Martian Constitution, you must…..”


      “Oh belt up, Hector!’ exclaimed the first talker.


      “Who killed him?” asked another.


      “Err…”


      “The perpetrator was also killed during the shoot out, a man believed to be an associate of Judge Headlock, as was Sheriff Pratt.” said Soames.


      “What the hell are you talking about?” said the first speaker.


      “Pratt was bent, okay?” Berkeley blustered in. “And….”


      “And the man responsible for finding that out is that is standing right before you,” Soames said quickly, giving Berkeley a hard stare. He motioned for him to step back.


      Harry felt the corner of his mouth rise without prompting. For a moment he smiled his plastic smile whilst all eyes were on him. But slowly his glazed expression dropped away to be replaced by one of utmost uncertainty. He didn’t know how much more of this he could stand. As he listened to the bullshit, he came to the conclusion, yet again, that all governments, be they major or minor, were run on lies, by liars, and that the people really weren’t interested in the truth, especially if that truth meant they had to think, or, God forbid, make a critical decision.


      “Him?” exclaimed the first man. “He’s only just got here. How the hell did he know about Pratt? And where’s your proof?”


      “Never mind all that,” said the Constitutional man. “When were you planning on telling us?”


      “We just did,” said Soames.


      “That’s your answer? You just decided to keep this from the rest of us, throw away the Constitution. Just like that, huh?”


      “Look,” said Berkeley, walking the fore again, “things have been a bit upside down lately.”


      “No shit!” said the first speaker. “But this is important. You should have told us straight away.”


      “Look, buster,” Berkeley said, getting angry, “we handle more than just garbage collection and street lighting up here, you know. It’s not everyday your sheriff gets killed, even if he was on the take. Then just to top things off some errant miscreant with a grudge decides to go to war against you.” He planted his feet and placed his hands on his belt. “Think you can do a better job?”


      “Probably. I didn’t vote for you.”


      “That’s it!” Berkeley started to take off his jacket. “Outside now, sunshine. We’ll handle this the old fashioned way.”


      Three of the Board members, including Soames, stepped forward to restrain the council leader. The other man looked terrified.


      In the midst of all this, Harry watched as the first throes of collapse began to weave themselves through the colony. Even here, in the citadel of the capital, Headlock was conjuring up his mayhem a hundred million kilometres away. And in a flash he perceived the man’s logic.


      Such guile, such genius! But still a bastard all the same.


      He looked about him. People were jostling each other as the opposing factions of the Council came together to vent their mutual anger at the Board. A few tried to leave the stage, but were quickly dragged back by colleagues, more for their own safety than spite. Fingers were pointed at faces, chests pushed, bad language, all very unpleasant.


      An elderly man very shakily stood on a chair at the back. “Repent now!” he shouted, pointing a crooked finger to the ceiling. “Hell is upon thee. Man has failed to quell the anger of Ares. Didn’t I warn you? Repent now!”


      “Shut up, you idiot!” said a man next to him. Two others dragged him down, and pushed him towards the exit.


      Something snapped inside Harry, and he turned to face the audience. “Listen to me!” he bellowed, but to no avail. “Listen to me!”


      The crowd completely ignored him as they continued to bicker and argue amongst themselves, the tension mounting by the second. Once more, Harry called upon an old friend. He pulled the Captain out and fired one round into the stage, missing his own boot by millimetres. He was in somewhat of a daze, but retained enough of his wits to not fire at the ceiling. His action had the obvious desired effect. Everyone stopped and looked at him.


      “That’s better. Now, I’ve not listened to this transmission, but if it is true that Headlock sent it then we are in for one hell of a shit storm. We need to prepare. You should return to your constituencies and inform your, err, constituents. But as for the other part, Jesus! I am the one who shot your sheriff, not some other ne’er-do-well. But it was by accident, I may add. I was acting in self-defence. Sheriff Pratt was on Headlock’s payroll, which would lead me to believe that he wasn’t the only one.”


      There was a moment of complete silence as this total stranger informed them that he had killed their top policemen, and that their government was corrupt to the core. Then:


      “You’ll never take me alive!” someone in the crowd shouted, and pushing his way through the throng, charged for the exit. He ran so blindly that he didn’t see one of the security guards step forward to lay him out with a simple chop to the throat. The man went flying backwards to land coughing and gagging on the carpet.


      “Who’s that?” Harry asked.


      “Our defence minister, believe it or not,” replied Soames.


      “Oh great. One down, how many to go?” Harry moved to the edge of the dais and started waving Captain Chaos above his head. “Any others wish to join our ex-minister for defence, or are you going to come quietly? Huh?”


      He stared at them, his eyes bulging, chin and chest pushed out. He strutted up and down, glaring, doing his best to intimidate, and largely succeeding. Two others very timidly put their hands up, and were immediately pounced upon by more security.


      “That’s it?” Harry’s head twisted this way and that. “Now’s your chance to make it easy on yourself. Don’t come crying to me when there’s a knock on your door at three in the morning to take you away. Ha ha!”


      No more hands went up.


      “Very well. As my first act as sheriff, I am placing all three of these people under arrest for violating, erm, whatever act up here prohibits individuals knowingly undertaking any such, er, actions to undermine their government.” He was met by a hundred dumbfounded stares. He coughed. “Furthermore, I think now would be a good time to hear that message. Councillor?”


      Harry turned to be confronted by several more wide-eyed expressions. He nodded his head at Soames who came to his senses and moved away to switch on the transmission.


      The lights dimmed, and after a few seconds the holo-screen above the stage flickered to life, and out popped a two-metre hologram of Headlock seated in his office.


      “Greetings,” he began. “I will be brief. This message is for all the inhabitants of the Mars colony, not just the bloody bureaucrats who I’m sure are all watching this right now.” Headlock paused to clear his throat, and held up a piece of paper. “Ahem. Now then. Pursuant to Article 20, Section 44 Sub-section 81 of the Commodities Acquisition and Treason Act of 2133, I wish to make it known that as from this day, November 2nd 2150, my company, Hansel & Gretel Exports, does hereby declare war on the fore-said Mars colony for reneging on its promise to supply water to the afore-mentioned company Hansel & Gretel Exports. As a consequence of your actions you have put the future of this proud company in jeopardy.


      “Unless this office receives a message promising renewal of our agreement to supply water to Hansel & Gretel Exports, under the afore-mentioned Act, I will uphold my declaration of war, and bomb the crap out of you.


      “You have twenty four Earth hours to reply from receipt of this message. If nothing is received it will be assumed a state of war exists between us.


      “That is all.”


      The Headlock hologram was seen to lean over to switch off the recording, but then sat back. “Oh by the way.” All the Board members stiffened, attentive. “If you prefer, this could all end peacefully. Just hand over Harry Watt and Gus Petersen, and we’ll forget this little indiscretion. Don’t, and well..… I think I’ve said all I need to say.


      “That definitely is all.”


      There were perhaps ten seconds of total silence in the room, the only sound coming from the vintage holo-screen squeaking and popping as it extinguished itself. And then, as one, as if under some master control, all heads turned to look at Harry, as did the whole Board standing on the dais. It was one of the most unnerving experiences of Harry’s life. He had never felt so vulnerable, so far away from where he would rather be. He looked over at the doors, but couldn’t see Petersen. He sincerely hoped the hydrologist had as much common-sense as he had intelligence, and had made his own discreet exit.


      Shaking off, to some extent, the all engulfing fear of dread upon him, Harry leaned in to whisper at Soames. “If I may say so, that is one of the dumbest acts of indiscretion I have ever witnessed. You’ve made your new sheriff the target of all this. You idiot!”


      “I swear we didn’t know,” Soames whispered back.


      “What? You expect me to believe that?”


      “We switched it off after the first part, or rather Berkeley put his foot through the screen in his office before we saw the end. It’s the first time we’ve seen that part, I swear.”


      “Well that’s just bloody dandy. Thanks for nothing.” Harry looked at the massed ranks of dour faces, and could only come to one conclusion.


      “We need to leave, now,” he said quietly to Soames.


      “Mmh?” he mumbled, looking out and obviously coming to the same assumption as Harry.


      “I said we need to leave. Tell me there’s a back door out of here.”


      “Yes, behind us, behind the curtain.”


      “Let’s go, nice and slow.”


      Soames recovered from his momentary torpor, and indicated to the rest of the Board to follow him. Very slowly they all began to reverse off the stage, keeping their faces fixed on the crowd. Once at the curtain, Soames began pushing it aside, cursing as the folds bunched up as he frantically searched for the opening.


      “Get ‘em!” someone shouted.


      It wasn’t a long struggle, nor much of a bloody one, either. Soames, Berkeley, Stevens, Calvin, Jacks and Entwistle made it through before the stage was overwhelmed with furious bodies, kicking and throwing punches. In the midst of it stood Einstein, resolute, with hands raised, like a latter day Moses.


      “Please my friends, violence is not the answer. It will solve nothing.”


      Thump!


      The part time evangelist caught a beauty right on the chin, and disappeared beneath the onslaught of enraged council officials.


      “Is it Sunday already?” Harry shouted, dodging a punch. He laughed and moved his head back to avoid another blow. He pushed the man past him, and hit him in the side of the head as he fell. Together with two of the security guards, he covered their rear as the Board members filed through. A couple of them actually stopped to thank him, and one even took up the fight with them, claiming to be an expert boxer. Harry watched transfixed as the man waded in, whistling some shanty, directing well aimed fists at glass jaws.


      “One two three, one two three,” he chanted, timing his counting with each connecting punch, as he ploughed his way through the mêlée like some modern day Samson, bodies flying in all directions.


      “Who the hell is that?” Harry said, ducking another swinging arm.


      “Clarence, head librarian,” one of the guards answered, doing likewise.


      “No shit!”


      “No shit!”


      Pity Angel’s not here. Boy! She and Clarence would have this lot all laid out in no time! Ha ha!


      Harry laughed again. There was no denying he was thoroughly enjoying himself. He looked at his fellow protectors and they too were grinning. Nothing like a good scrap. Boy it felt good to be standing shoulder to shoulder with these stout fellows, defending the innocent from a rampaging mob of clerks, teachers, nurses, and architects too, most likely. But a mob was a mob, and a mob could only be controlled by one measure. Fists!


      Harry blocked a couple of well aimed blows with his forearms before delivering a knockout punch to a guy’s chin. He watched in delight as the man fell backwards. Twisting this way and that, he took a moment to look around. He noticed that some of the delegates were fighting amongst themselves. At first he was puzzled, until he realized it was evident that not all of them were of the opinion that the Board should be lynched. Unfortunately they appeared to be in the minority. Still, it helped relieve things a bit for their small band of guardians.


      As Harry turned to look for the next victim, he caught one on the cheekbone and staggered backwards. Momentarily stunned, he saw stars, but managed to throw a wild punch that connected with someone’s nose.  He felt it give way under the power of his fist.


      “Ha ha! That’ll teach you to mess with Harry Watt, you bastard!” He looked down, and was rather startled to realize he’d struck a woman. She hit the floor and stared up at him with dazed eyes, blood splattered across her cheeks. Confusion turned to fire in those eyes.


      “It’s all your fault!” she screamed, pointing a finger at him. With her face twisted with rage, like a melted Halloween mask, she made to scramble up.


      “I’m sorry,” Harry said in a pathetic voice, before someone grabbed his shoulder and pushed him through the rear exit. He looked round to see Clarence beaming at him, a torn collar and a missing tooth to show for his pugilistic gallantry. The two security guards struggled to close and lock the door, and it needed Harry and Clarence to pull on it for all they were worth, while the guards took out their electric nightsticks and persuaded the clinging hands to let go.
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      After a nerve-wracking five minutes, Harry and the remaining members of the Martian Council made it back to the relative safety of Berkeley’s office. Alfred and Gerard, the two security guards that had aided Harry in his defence of the helpless, had escorted them with weapons drawn, and that was never a good sign in any society. Harry slumped along at the rear, the Captain in one hand, the other nursing his shiner. The adrenalin was slowly fading from his veins, and he was softly coming back down with lead in his stomach after an almighty rush.


      Harry found he was shaking when the doors finally closed, though he knew this was more from fatigue and hunger than nerves. He’d seen far worse during his time on the Bureau, but there was always something ugly and disconcerting about supposedly rational and peaceful people going off their nut. He saw this plain, now that he too was no longer buzzing with the thrill of the battle. It was never truer to say that a single person can be reasoned with, whereas a group can turn into a crazed mob pretty quick.


      “Why would Headlock make it so public?” Soames asked, once all were seated around Berkeley’s desk.


      “Use your head,” Harry replied, his left eye almost closed. “He knows exactly what he’s doing. Just look what his message has done. Me and Gus now have a price on our heads, thanks to your boot.” He aimed this last comment at the chief councillor. Berkeley muttered something, but didn’t apologize. “I can only hope he’s safe,” Harry continued. “Headlock’s screwed us over before we’ve even started to fight back. He knows it’s still pretty much a wild frontier up here, every man for himself, almost.”


      “That’s not true,” Entwistle said. “How dare you say such a thing. We’ve been working tirelessly for years to build a stable and honest society.”


      “Yeah, right,” said Harry, touching his cheek and wincing.


      “What is that remark supposed to mean?” Entwistle persisted.


      “Have you seen the Harrison Building?”


      “What?”


      “Exactly.”


      “I say! Really! Aaron, I don’t need to listen to this.”


      “Then leave,” Harry suggested, grunting.


      Entwistle puffed out his cheeks and made to stand up.


      “Sit down, Theo,” Berkeley told him. Entwistle looked defiant for a second, but slowly settled back into his seat. He seemed content that his meek show of anger had shown everyone that he shouldn’t be messed with.


      Harry breathed deep, taking a moment before replying. “I’m not going to argue with you about your achievements. Now is not the time to discuss opinions or politics. I don’t doubt your commitment to such an enterprise, but I will say this; the people want more than just regular garbage pick ups and adequate street lighting.”


      Berkeley growled at him.


      “They want to feel secure as well as prosperous,” Harry went on. “The last thing they want and expect is for some money grabbing sonofabitch, who they’ve never heard of, be allowed to come here and take it all away from them simply because he is within his legal rights to do so!” Harry took another breath. “What bullshit! You need to tell them that.”


      “Unless it escaped your attention, we hardly had time to do anything before they attacked us,” Berkeley said. “I’ve a good mind to order the Constabulary to round ‘em up and cage the lot of ‘em!”


      “What’s left of it,” Stevens muttered.


      “Well that’s fighting talk, but I’m afraid it’s aimed at the wrong people,” Harry told the council leader. “Besides, we probably wouldn’t be in this mess if you had kept your feet on the ground, literally!”


      “I don’t have to take that from you, you bloody little upstart!” Berkeley roared, pushing his chair away and standing up. “You wanna make this personal? Come on, then!” He raised his fists. Harry did likewise, baring his teeth as both men growled at each other, almost nose to nose.


      “Sit down and stop behaving like little children,” Mayor Calvin snapped at them. “We should be putting all our efforts into fighting Headlock, not ourselves. Honestly, you two.”


      Both men grumbled, before reluctantly sitting back down.


      “Harry, would you like some ice for your eye?” Calvin asked him.


      “I’m fine,” he answered, glaring at Berkeley.


      “It looks painful.”


      “It’s fine, really.”


      “Oh, don’t be such a martyr. Aaron, is there some ice in your fridge?” Berkeley simply grunted his reply. Calvin shook her head and went to fetch it. As she bent before the fridge, all eyes were on her. Harry was not displeased by what he saw.


      She knows what she’s doing.


      She returned with a bag of ice, and handed it to Harry before sitting back down.


      “You forgot the bourbon,” he said.


      “Don’t push your luck, mister.”


      Harry chuckled more than his comment deserved as he placed the ice over his eye.


      “What’s so funny?” Berkeley asked him.


      “Isn’t this what it’s all about?” Harry lifted up the bag of ice. “You pulled the plug on your agreement to supply water to Headlock, for his Venus project I’m guessing, and this is the result. The more time I’ve had to think about it, I can’t really blame Headlock for what he’s doing. After all, he’s only protecting his own interests. Isn’t that what we all want to do? Was it your dumbass idea to stop supplying water, or did the rest of this backwater shit-hole think it a good idea too? I mean, what did you expect would happen?”


      “You goddamn, smart ass, sonofabitch!” Berkeley made to stand up again. Harry too was about to leap out of his chair and resume hostilities, before Calvin slapped her hand on the desk, making a box of pens bounce all over the place. A small, ceramic, twisted figurine of a cat toppled over, breaking off the head.


      Berkeley stared at it, horrified. “My granddaughter made me that,” he said in a whimper.


      “I don’t care if it was handed crafted by the Dalai Lama!” Calvin exclaimed. “I’m warning you two, right now. Anymore of this belligerent bullshit, and I will have you both arrested. Yes, you too, Sheriff.”


      Harry and Berkeley muttered an apology, and once more settled back into their chairs. Berkeley put the pens back and looked mournfully at the clay cat.


      “Does he really have the means to do what he says?” asked Soames.


      Harry, still smarting from his confrontation with Berkeley, sighed as he tentatively placed the bag of ice over his eye. “Well, if I know Headlock half as well as I think I do, I can pretty much guarantee that devious prick will have already assembled his own private army.”


      “How?” asked Soames.


      “The Global War Fund.” Harry grunted a laugh.


      “Global War Fund? What the hell is that?”


      “Well that’s what I call it. They call it a Global Community Fund, that’s how deluded these bastards are. But it’s really for their benefit, no-one else’s. All the major corporations of Earth contribute a percentage of their profits to this fund. Publicly it’s there for disaster relief and the like, you know, so they can show their humanitarian side; to show the world that they’re really just a bunch of philanthropists, when in actually fact they’re nothing more than a bunch of self-serving, delusional, misanthropes!”


      “Now who’s getting political?” Entwistle reminded him with a cynical grin.


      “Stick to the point will you?” Calvin said.


      Harry made a noise in his throat and continued. “Privately it’s a goddamn war chest. Its true value is never made public. These companies have long since paid off the best lawyers and top politicians, so that they can make up their own laws to suit their own needs. They spend billions each year on lobbyists. Therefore, legitimately, any company can invoke any number of clauses and get their hands on some of it to fund litigation or a hostile takeover of a company that’s not part of their group. Or in our case, reneging on an agreement. The corporations are stuck with it, because while ever it exists and they contribute, there is always enough capital in it to prevent any one company from taking over another, as the fund is bigger than any one company. And guess who’s this years chairman?”


      “The bastard!” Soames, Berkeley, Entwistle, Calvin and Stevens all said together.


      If the situation were not so dire such an outburst would have invited levity.


      “Indeed,” said Harry calmly. “You people have had plenty of time to form your own consortium, or co-operative, whatever you like. Christ, you’ve got a whole bloody planet! You could be so strong, a match for any number of these corporations, let alone one of ‘em. Instead, you fight amongst yourselves, choosing to be small groups, always at loggerheads with one another instead of choosing to unite, be as one!”


      “Very stirring,” said Berkeley, not bothering to hide the sarcasm.


      Harry grunted. “I rest my case.” He sat back in his chair with a sigh.


      For around thirty seconds there was silence, the only noise coming from the soft whirring of the air intake, as the whole group battled with their thoughts.


      “He’s right,” said Calvin, eventually breaking the gloom. She studied the floor, a hand under her chin.


      “What does it matter now?” said Harry, not really caring anymore. “Here we all are, what do you want to do?”


      “How can it be legal?” Entwistle said. “How can one man, or one company even, be allowed to declare war on a sovereign state?”


      “You’re worrying about that?” said Berkeley. “We’re set to get our asses chewed off, and you want to know if it’s legal? Boy!” He spun round in his chair in a show of disgust.


      “It’s like I said,” Harry told him, pulling a face at the chief councillor’s back, before he completed his little joy ride. “They make their own laws to suit their own needs. That’s how it’s always worked. In the old days you might get sued for billions. Now they can still do that, as well as bomb the crap out of you.” He made a good impression of Headlock’s voice. “Trust me when I say we won’t be getting any help from Earth. We are on our own. So I ask again, what do you want to do?”


      Berkeley suddenly shot up from behind his desk again, making them all jump. “I say we face him head on and castrate the sonofabitch!”


      “Aaron, please,” said Calvin. “We’ve had enough of your histrionics for one day. We need calm heads. Maurice?”


      Colonel Stevens was vibrating in his seat, making a humming sound, his fists and lips clenched. “Hang the bugger from the highest flying buttress in Central!”


      “I see,” Calvin said in a quiet, steady voice. Gareth?”


      “I’m afraid I am at a loss right now, Marjorie. This is not my field at all. I think even Warwick would have struggled with this.”


      “That stoolie?” Berkeley exclaimed, and vented his anger regarding his ex defence minister by kicking away his chair. It shot across the room, and banged into a pedestal, atop of which was a bust of the first mayor. It toppled over onto the floor, causing the head to snap off. It rolled away, six pairs of eyes watching it, to land face up at Harry’s feet, its sightless eyes staring up at him.


      The cat? Now the mayor? No-one said what everyone was thinking.


      Calvin shook her head. “If you can keep your head when all around you are losing theirs….”


      “And blaming it on you,” Harry finished for her.


      The mayor looked at him. “So, Sheriff, you know your Kipling. What do you propose we do?”


      Berkeley looked astonished. “Him? Him? He knows nothing of our business.”


      “This coming from the man who made him sheriff,” Calvin stated with a wave of her hand.


      Berkeley stuttered to say something, but it sounded like he was trying to swallow a house brick.


      “First, we must alert the public,” Harry said. “We need to get our version of things across before panic ensues throughout the city.”


      “Could be too late for that,” Berkeley said. “Those bastard councillors will be rallying and calling for my head.”


      “Not everyone hates you, Aaron,” said Calvin.


      Harry ignored them and carried on. “We are going to need ships in the air to stop Headlock. We need to know precisely how many civilian ships there are as opposed to military ones.” Harry noted the sudden drop in everyone’s body language. “That is, if you have any military ships?”


      “Just one,” Calvin told him. “And that is really an old freighter from the first landings, retro-fitted to carry about a dozen personnel and disaster equipment.”


      “Any armament?” Harry said, forever the optimist.


      “A retractable floor from which we can throw rocks!” Stevens squeaked. He turned on Berkeley. “Didn’t I warn you something like this would happen? Didn’t I? How many times have I been before one of your bloody committees, begging for funding? You fool!” He turned to explain to Harry. “You know I even appealed to Earth, once. I told them that we were the front line for an alien invasion. Did they listen? Did they arse!”


      Harry recoiled slightly, but thought it best to say nothing. Plainly, Colonel Maurice Stevens was a military man without any kind of military whatsoever at his command. He was also plainly not the man to be leading the military if this was how he reacted under stress.


      “Maurice, you really must try and calm yourself,” Calvin said in her soothing, velvet tone.


      On the other side of the scale was the mayor. Harry was impressed with her composed attitude to the crisis. Apart from Soames, who remained stoic, but really wasn’t offering any advice, hers was the most controlled and reasoning head. However, as for the other two, well… Berkeley it seemed, wasn’t listening. He was now staring out of the window, hands by his side, seemingly oblivious to the plans to save his government, and the planet from a war-mongering capitalist.


      “I should explain, Harry,” Calvin said, “though you were painfully accurate with your words earlier. Mars is still a growing colony. We have very little to trade at the moment, other than the water. Our methods of mineral excavation are rudimentary at best. Slowly, we are getting our act together, but we are still heavily reliant on Earth for all our manufacturing machinery. Apart from food and water, we couldn’t survive without help from Earth and some of the other colonies. But we’re getting there.”


      “I see,” said Harry. “This is something I am gradually coming to terms with. Sorry if I was a bit harsh before. Colonising a planet is no easy thing, I’m sure.”


      “Glad to have you back on our side,” said Calvin, smiling for him.


      Harry returned it, naturally. The mayor was, after all, an extremely attractive woman. “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “I have been through here before, a few years ago. I have some contacts who might be able to help us, but for a price.”


      “Not sure I want to know your friends,” Calvin said light heartedly. “But I think in the coming days we are going to need all the help we can get. Dare I ask how you know these people?”


      “It’s a few years ago, like I said. You weren’t mayor, but your predecessor would remember both me and the Judge.”


      “How?”


      Harry took a deep breath. “I’m the one who was caught running guns out of the Boondocks.”


      Berkeley turned from his reverie, and snapped his fingers. “That’s it! By God, that’s it. Now I remember you. I thought your name was familiar. I’d assumed they’d banged you up.”


      “Actually, it was the Judge who kept me out of prison, after bribing Sheriff Pratt, and letting him beat him at pseudo-golf, would you believe.”


      “Ha!” Berkeley threw back his head. “Well, there is some justice after all.”


      Calvin straightened in her chair, and cleared her throat. “Harry, I am hereby issuing you with full authority to deal with this crisis.”


      Harry’s head went back. “Me? Why?”


      “Yes, why?” asked Berkeley. “And more to the point, don’t I get a say in this?”


      Calvin put up a hand. “He’s more qualified than any of us here. He knows this Headlock fellow. That has to be an advantage. Harry, do you accept?”


      Harry, still a little shocked at the idea of being the head defence honcho, said, “Do I have a choice?”


      Calvin looked surprised. “Do you want one?”


      Harry looked quickly about the room, his eyes finally landing on Stevens. “I guess not. I accept.”


      “Good. So how long do you think we have before Headlock gets here?”


      “It won’t be him personally, you understand,” Harry explained. “He never gets his hands dirty. But we do have an advantage.”


      “And what is that?” Stevens asked incredulously.


      “I’ll check with my associate, but I’m pretty sure there are only three StrateLine Drive ships operating.”


      “So?” said Stevens.


      “Oh, I follow you,” said Calvin.


      “Me, too,” said Soames, edging forward on his seat.


      “Well, I don’t!” said Stevens.


      “Me, neither,” Entwistle added, if only to remind everyone he was still present.


      Berkeley turned from his study of the window. “Explain,” he said simply.


      “The Flying Dart left three days ago bound for the Boondocks,” Harry told them. “And The Whispering Spear is by now halfway to Titan. So we won’t concern ourselves with them. The Infinity Wing however has only just departed, yesterday I believe, returning to Earth.”


      “So?” said Stevens again, becoming exasperated.


      “If you have familiarized yourselves with the StrateLine Drive, you’ll know that it is only effective travelling away from the sun,” Harry explained with an air of authority. “As daft as it sounds, The Dart will reach the Boondocks weeks before The Wing reaches Earth.”


      “So!”


      “The Wing is the quickest way Headlock can get here,” Harry said, ignoring the colonel’s increasing hysteria. “As soon as she returns to Earth, he’ll commandeer her, and get her back here tout de suite. I have friends onboard The Wing, two in fact. No, actually, three. I have three friends onboard.”


      “S……”


      “Oh be quiet, Maurice!” Calvin snapped. “Can’t you see what Harry is getting out? Get a grip on yourself. Go on, Harry.”


      “If we can contact any of them, then we can get them to keep us appraised of Headlock’s actions. In fact….” Harry’s face lit up. “If I can get a hold of Billy, then I’m sure I could get him to sabotage the drive, and slow it down even more!”


      “Would he do that?” asked Soames. “That could get him into a lot of trouble.”


      “Only if he gets caught,” Calvin said. “I like your thinking, Harry. If we can contact your friends, and delay The Infinity Wing’s return, then we can have weeks to prepare.”


      “Prepare with what?” Stevens blustered.


      “If you don’t calm down and start acting rationally,” Berkeley told him, “I will have you relieved of duty.”


      “Looks like I already am!” Stevens pointed a long, pale finger at Harry.


      Berkeley bit his bottom lip, keeping’s temper in check. “You can advise our new sheriff of our current defensive capabilities.”


      “We don’t have any! That’s….”


      “Okay. Now you listen carefully, Maurice. You are supposed to be my top military advisor. So far, I’ve heard diddly-squat from you. Now stop your damn whinging, and start advising. Otherwise, I’ll have you banged up!”


      That little speech from his superior seemed to sober Stevens up. He corrected his posture, and put on an impassive face. Berkeley seemed satisfied that his top military advisor had returned to the table.


      “Now then,” he said, returning his attention to Harry. “I can see we made a good choice here. Mr Watt, Sheriff, please forgive my earlier outbursts. This has not been a good day. Please, carry on.”


      “Thank you, Chief Councillor. I accept your apology, and please accept mine, too.” Berkeley approached, and they shook hands. He intimated for Harry to proceed, before wandering back to the window.


      “Something else is bothering me,” he began.


      “Hmm!” mumbled Stevens.


      Berkeley threw him an evil stare.


      “This Acquisitions Act. Do you have a legal team here that could look at it? If not, I…”


      “Let me guess,” Stevens interrupted. “You have a friend who can help.’


      “As a matter of fact, I do.”


      “Ha! Why am I not surprised?”


      “That tears it,” Berkeley said returning to stand before his desk. “Front!” A second later, the doors flew open, and Gerard and Alfred came trotting in. “Ah, gentlemen. Kindly escort Colonel Stevens to the brig. As head of the Council, I am invoking Article 2 of the Martian Constitution.”


      “What! I’m not guilty of sedition!” Stevens screamed.


      “I think you mean Article 22, Aaron,” Calvin suggested gently.


      Berkeley thought for a moment. “Ah yes. Article 22.”


      “I’m not insane!”


      “Now, now. Don’t piss me off any more, Maurice. You’ll be locked up for a little while till you calm down. If you want to be detained under Article 2, then that’s also fine by me. Force me to do that, and I can, by law, throw away the key. Either that or have you executed.”


      “This is outrageous!”


      “Take him away.” Berkeley shook his head as Gerard and Alfred took an arm each, and frog marched the unfortunate Stevens away.


      “You’ll regret this!” he hollowed over his shoulder.


      “I’m beginning to regret it already.”


      The doors slammed shut and the room was still for a moment.


      “Boy,” said Harry. “I had no idea. What’s his story?”


      “Story? What do you mean?” asked Berkeley.


      “Where has he served?”


      “Err..”


      “He hasn’t,” Soames said, looking with a frown at his leader. “His rank is honorary.”


      “I don’t get it,” said Harry.


      “Family friend,” Berkeley explained. “I mean, come on. Aliens? We were humoring him, for Christ’s sake. And we never thought for a minute anything like this would happen.”


      “Well, yes, I can see your point,” agreed Harry. “Still, we could use someone with military experience.”


      “Isn’t that you?” said Berkeley.


      “I know basics, but no real field experience. But I do know someone.”


      Calvin burst out laughing, followed quickly by Soames, and surprisingly Berkeley. Entwistle simply looked bewildered.


      “My associate, Manny O’Hanlon,” Harry explained. “He’s seen action all over the world, that is Earth, as well as some deep system work, first as a peace keeper, then as a freelance.”


      “You mean mercenary,” Berkeley said.


      “That’s one word you could use, I suppose,” Harry said. “He can help us, as indeed, can his associates, if they are willing.”


      “Willing? They’d better be,” said Berkeley in a huff. “This is a matter of global security. All hands on deck, so to speak.” He twisted his neck, and pulled at his collar, suddenly resolute, the indomitable leader once more. “Very well.” He pressed the intercom, and seemed surprised to hear his secretary’s voice.


      “Yes, sir?”


      “Thomas, I need you to get a Mr….” He stopped to look at Harry.


      “Manny O’Hanlon.”


      “A Mr Manny O’Hanlon over here on the double. He’s over at the hospital. Don’t take no for an answer. It’s a matter of planetary importance. Got it?”


      “Got it, sir.”


      Berkeley smirked as he took his finger off the button. “Things may be looking up. That hasn’t worked properly in months.”


      “With your permission, I would like to make Manny my deputy,” Harry said. “Plus a few others I need to help me.”


      “By all means,” Berkeley replied. “Assemble your team. Ha! Always wanted to say that. I’m not so dim as to see that you and your associates are going to be a vital cog in our war machine. How soon can you make contact with The Infinity Wing?”


      “Straight away,” Soames answered. “We’ll just need to come up with a plausible reason for calling them.”


      “I’m sure you’ll think of something,” said Berkeley.


      “Well, I can’t see what else can be done for the moment,” said Calvin. “I think we should re-convene in the morning, all fresh and raring to go.”


      “Are you serious?” said Berkeley. “Marjorie, how can you sleep with all this going on?”


      “Quite easily, thank you. I also have a dinner engagement, and think it proper to keep up the appearance of normalcy, don’t you?”


      “What! Half the city is baying for blood, and you want to go eat? Are you nuts?”


      “Hey! Remember who you’re talking to,” Calvin said, and there was real venom in her voice. Yet, in an instant, she was her usual unruffled self. “I’ll be fine, once you make your broadcast. And besides, it’s informal, just a few friends. I’m sure they’ll be worried if I don’t show. Harry’s right. We must let the people know that we have the situation in hand, that there is no cause for panic. Though you’d better not use that word.”


      Berkeley mumbled something, and went to fetch his chair.


      “I should get going, too,” said Harry standing up. “In fact, I’m already late.”


      “Fine, fine,” said Berkeley, righting his chair and setting the pedestal straight. “You two run along, don’t want your dinner to spoil, now do we?”


      “Marjorie’s right, Aaron,” said Soames. “There’s nothing that can’t wait till tomorrow. I will get a message to The Infinity Wing, once Harry has given me the details of his friends. I’ll get Thomas back in here with Beryl and Sheryl, and get working on your speech. You should also let the hospital know that Mr O’Hanlon can stay another night. I’ll get Gerard to form a search party to try and locate Petersen. With luck, he’s returned to the safe house. Other than that, I think we could all do with a decent meal and some sleep.”


      “Of course!” Berkeley said, opening his hands in mock adulation. “I’ll get Thomas to call the hospital right away, and tell them that the planned invasion of our planet isn’t that important after all. Don’t mind the fact that it makes me look like a fool.”


      “Don’t be such a baby,” Calvin told him. She got up out of her chair, and straightened her jacket and skirt. Those still seated also stood up, as tradition down the centuries had dictated. “Gentlemen, I will see you back her tomorrow morning, at say, nine?”


      “Sounds good,” said Harry nodding.


      “Wonderful!” Berkeley averred. “Splendid. That is, if we’re all still alive, and the place hasn’t been razed to the ground.”
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      “Heidi, I’m home!” Harry said. rather more cheerily than the occasion warranted.


      “In here,” came her reply.


      Harry hung his tunic up in the hall closet, and walked into the kitchen. Heidi stood with her arms folded, wearing an expression that Harry, not for the last time, could not quite read. This changed immediately when she saw his face.


      “Hi,” he said, grimacing with the effort of smiling.


      “Jesus! What happened to you?”


      He was relieved when she unfolded her arms, and came up to kiss and hug him. “That’s nice,” he said, doing what he loved to do, stroking her hair, and kissing the top of her head.


      “Let me get some ice.” She let go of him and opened the refrigerator. She wrapped some ice cubes in a cloth and handed it to him.


      “Thanks.” Harry placed it over his eye and cursed. “Come here.” He put his free arm round her waist, and kissed her head again. “God, you smell good.”


      “Do I need to know how you got this?” Heidi asked, looking up at his swollen eye.


      “Just give me a minute. Are you guys okay?”


      “Well, there’s, ahh, been a development,” Heidi said, pulling away to look up at him.


      “There sure has! How do you know?”


      “Eh?”


      “Did Gareth call you.”


      “Eh? Harry, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Oh. I see. Well, what’s up?”


      “You first.”


      “Oh, okay. Well, three things. One good, one not so good, one really not so good. What do you want to hear first?”


      “The good?”


      “Headlock has pretty much declared war on the colony.”


      “Oh. And the not so good?”


      “I’m the new sheriff.”


      “Ah. And the really not so good?”


      “I may be responsible for starting a civil war.”


      “That’s it? And there’s me thinking things were bad. Well I suppose I should say congratulations, for becoming sheriff, I mean. I was wondering what you were going to do up here to earn your keep.”


      Harry just had to laugh. “I love you, Heidi Heinlein,” he found himself saying.


      Heidi blinked, and faltered her reply. “Oh. Well, so you should. You deserve the best.”


      Not quite the response he was hoping for, Harry decided to let it go. “So what’s your news? What’s this, development?”


      “Through here, dear.”


      Heidi took a bewildered Harry’s hand, and pushing through the flexible pressure door, led him through into the dining room. Seated at the table were Angel, Chisato, and one other.


      The one other had Chisato seated on her knee, bouncing her gently, tickling her ribs and making her giggle. She looked up as Heidi and Harry came into view. Harry lifted the ice pack and blinked.


      “Oh. Hi, dad,” said the girl. “Long time no see. Wow, that’s a beaut. So what’s new?”


      “Grace,” Harry said as calm as you like. “Well, well. Fancy seeing you here. Are you alone?”


      From the downstairs powder room came the sound of the toilet being flushed. Harry just knew. A few seconds later, the door opened, and out stepped his ex-wife. Their eyes met.


      “About time,” Sybil said. “We need to talk.”


      “No doubt,” said Harry.
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          Harry Watt will return in Bombs Away.
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          Remember, if you wish to keep up to date with any new releases and all things Rob Guy Books, some of which will be exclusive to subscribers, please sign up to my Readers Group. You’ll receive two free short stories, “Downtown” and “Uprising”, both of which are for sale on Amazon, if you don’t wish to subscribe. But hey, you can get them for free right  here! And don’t forget you can unsubscribe at any time and still keep the books.
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