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CHAPTER 1
IT CAME FROM THE SEWERS

The sting of the acid rain should have been hard to ignore, but the gun in Marlowe’s face made it easy.
“I’m sorry, but you know too much,” said Toulene.  “My new identity, the DNA profile I’ll be assuming, and my route of escape.  You provided all of them.  I can’t be found.  The City isn’t the only party trying to locate me.”
These meetings always go sour, thought Marlowe.  Everything seems to be going fine, and then someone jams a gun in your face.  He put on his most winsome smile, which wasn’t saying much.  “You mind if I put my hat back on?  I just got this face lifted recently, and I’d hate to void the warranty.”  
Interpreting not getting shot in the face as assent, he slowly reached down for the fedora hissing in the caustic puddle at his feet.  The bubbling of the acid-resistant coating on the hat caused it to wobble on the water.  “Weatherman said it would be a 6.2, maybe 6.1,” he said conversationally.  “But I think the pH dipped to 4.9 or so.  What do you think?”
Toulene said nothing, but the gun wavered in her hand.  Amateur, thought Marlowe.  But geneticists can hardly be expected to have street smarts.  “What do you think of the face?” he asked as he shook the excess water off the hat.  “Recognize it?”  He checked on Teddy’s hiding place using the low light implant in his left eye.  Teddy’s heat signature, centered on a pile of discarded boxes, lit up the back of the alley.  “Nothing to be embarrassed about if you don’t.  It’s modeled on an old movie icon from the 1940s.  That’s Big Fed Calendar, nearly two hundred years ago.  Even the surgeon didn’t know who it was.”
Toulene's hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but a thick strand had broken loose and plastered itself onto her forehead.  She brushed it back, her brilliant green eyes never leaving Marlowe.  He didn’t think she was admiring the face lift.  She had a pasty complexion due to the thick coating of acid block, but aside from that and the gun, she wasn’t entirely unattractive.
She wore what had been the height of fashion: a black Gore-Tex pullover turtleneck with stealth vents, crushed velvet Mood pants that changed color, and high-riser clomping boots made of synthetic raccoon hide.  Streaked with dirt and imbued with an unpleasant odor, they had exceeded their utility and fashion expiration date by about three weeks.
The same clothes she’d been wearing when she first found her way into Marlowe’s office, three weeks ago.  Then, the Mood pants had been color cycling, jumping from dark rich blues to pastel yellows, but now they were stuck in forest green.
A one-sided conversation wasn’t going to do, so Marlowe tried a different tack.  He eyed the gun.  “That hardware’s a Kristoff Mach 7, right?”  He let out a whistle, trying to sound nonchalant even though the plasma pistol easily exceeded the rating of his plasma-resistant armor.  “Those are hard to come by these days.  How’d you get it?  You don’t look like a veteran.”
“Just shut up and hand over the goods,” said Toulene, finding her voice again.
“Now hold on just a second,” said Marlowe.  “You need a permit for that, and you don’t look to me like you’ve got one.  If you’re willing to flaunt our very strict firearms regulations, what’s to stop you, once you no longer need me, from using that gun to fatally mess up my new face?  That’s hardly an incentive to, as you put it, hand over the goods.  We need to find a middle ground, a position of mutual trust.”
Toulene’s eyes hardened and the gun no longer shook.  The rain had stopped, thinning down to a corrosive mist.  Tiny beads like a blanket of miniature pearls clung to the surface of the gun, fizzing like a can of soda pop as they interacted with the weapon’s protective coating.  “I don’t have time for this.  The City finding me is the least of my worries.”
Desperation had taken hold and given her the courage needed to make her dangerous.  Time to end this, thought Marlowe.  “Teddy.”  He said the name lightly, but the response was immediate and cataclysmic.  Teddy’s gruff voice screamed from behind them.  “Freeze!  Show us your hands.  You’re surrounded!”
“That’s right, don’t move,” called out another voice to their left.
“I have you in my sights,” a third shouted.
Toulene looked shocked.  She raised her hands, pointing the pistol away from Marlowe.  “You lied.  You turned me in.”  Her voice was faint, almost inaudible.
“No, I took precautions.”  He relieved her of the gun and cycled out the plasma cartridges.  
Her eyes welled up with tears.  “I’m sorry, I just couldn’t take any chances-”
“Forget it.  You were watching out for yourself.  I know the type.  I deal with people like you all the time.  Did you bring the money?”
“So robbery then?”  She had nerve enough to look defiant.
 “Unlike most people in my line of business,” said Marlowe, “I have integrity.  Just like it says on my card.  If you have the money, we’ve still got a deal.”
“I brought the money.  It’s right-”
“That’s all right, sister, I’ll get it.  Hands back up.”  Marlowe removed a fat manila envelope from the pocket Toulene had reached for.  Inside was a wad of cash that immediately started to smolder in the damp air.  He counted quickly, then tucked it into a pocket.  “Lucky for you, this is the right amount.”
Marlowe reached inside his trench coat and withdrew a reflective Teflar-coated envelope.  Acid rain fizzed impotently where it struck the surface.  “Inside this you’ll find what you need.  A false identity diskey, a syringe with a retrovirus to temporarily alter your DNA profile to match the diskey, and most importantly, the travel chip that will enable you to get across the border.”
He handed over the envelope.  “Give yourself a day to rest after taking the retrovirus.  You’ll have moderate flu-like symptoms for about twelve hours.  The new DNA profile will last three days and will pass a border check reader, but not a full lab workup.  You might also experience dry mouth, sexual dysfunction, colorblindness, and occasional drowsiness.  These side effects will pass within two weeks.  Any questions?”  He waited, but she said nothing.  “When you hear me say go, make like a jet and scram.  Oh yes, and you’d better take this.”  He returned the unloaded Kristoff to her.  “I don’t have a permit for it.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“Then don’t say anything.”  Marlowe tipped his hat and backed away, his hand sliding against the wall of the alley as a guide.  He hoped it was too dark for her to see how much his hand was shaking, or how much of the beaded moisture on his face was sweat and not acid rain.  He did take some comfort in knowing she probably thought she was about to die.  A part of him felt tempted.  But sometimes the only thing that kept him going was knowing he was better than that.
He kept moving until he hit the side of his car, which he’d left parked across the entrance to the alley.  Toulene had receded into a faint, wavering heat signature in his left eye, but Marlowe still walked around to the other side of the car before calling out.
“Go!”
At first she didn’t move, as if waiting for a death sentence to be carried out. Then the shimmering silhouette in Marlowe’s left eye turned and ran for the sewer access hole she’d crawled out of just minutes earlier.  A moment later, all that remained of her was a fading heat signature.
Marlowe squeezed his throat mike.  “Good work, Teddy.  Come on, let’s get out of this rain.”
An instant later, so fast Marlowe didn’t have time to react, a huge Rottweiler bounded out of the shadows, leapt over the car, and planted its one hundred and ten pounds of flesh squarely on his chest.  The plasma-resistant armor groaned under the load.  The slathering beast growled like a motorcycle, jaws open and steam pouring out of its mouth.  The stench of processed liver rolled over Marlowe’s face, gagging him.
“Teddy!  Teddy!”  Marlowe panicked as the dog’s weight made breathing difficult.  He flailed his arms and legs, desperate to get out from under the beast.  “Get off me!  Get off me!”
The dog rolled off Marlowe’s chest and licked his face.  “Sorry Marlowe, sorry.  I forgot you don’t like dogs jumping on you.  I just got so excited.”
Marlowe pushed Teddy’s head away and pulled himself up.  The color began to return to his face as he shook off the sensation of dogs jumping on him, their jaws snapping hungrily.  “It’s OK, Teddy, I’m all right.  Just remember in the future, OK?”
The dog sat down and nodded his head, a trail of slobber stretching down from his mouth.  “Boy, we sure scared her, didn’t we?”
“Yes, Teddy, we sure did.”
“To think, I helped scare a member of The Ones!  Maybe, if everything we’ve heard is true, The One.  Me!  Intimidate the Creator!  It’s a rush!”  Teddy began pacing back and forth, his fur slick with rain.  Fortunately, part of the tinkering to his genome had made his skin and hair acid resistant.  Since not all humans were so endowed, he also had the good sense to refrain from shaking off that rainwater while near Marlowe.  Excited, his breath came out in jagged, insistent puffs that rolled and mingled with the mist until melting into it.
Marlowe suppressed a smile.  He always found this part of their business transactions amusing.  Teddy hated asking for payment.
“Ya know, Marlowe, I really enjoyed that.  It was fun.  I got to throw my voice again, which I love practicing.  And you are truly one of the greats.  I’ve never worked with a better, more professional PI.  Not that I work with other PIs, mind you, I’m exclusively available only to you, but if I did….”
Marlowe bent down, rubbed Teddy’s head, and waited.
“Gee, what I’m trying to get at, Marlowe, is that even though I really enjoy working with you, I still need to eat.”
“Not to worry, Teddy.  I’ve got your payment right here, along with a bonus I think you’ll really like.”
Marlowe popped the trunk of the car, pulled out a two pound vac-u-pak of seasoned horse meat and another brightly labeled silver 12 oz vac-u-pak.
“Here’s the horse meat, and as a special treat, a large pack of Bac-O-Roni.  This brand has only 10% wood pulp filler in it.”
Teddy rose up onto his hind legs, leaning against the back of the car, his nose jabbing back and forth through the early morning air.  “Oh boy, oh boy!  I smell bacon!”
Marlowe ripped open the Bac-O-Roni pack and fed the strips, one at a time, to Teddy.
“Oh, geez, Marlowe,” Teddy mumbled between chews, “this is great!  Mm.  Thanks!  You’re the best.  Ya know, if you ever need a guard dog, I’d-”
“Teddy, one outlawed pet is enough.  Besides, a ventriloquist such as yourself would be wasting his talent as a mere guard dog.  No, you should stay a free agent.”
Teddy hung his head.  “If you say so, Marlowe.  But if you ever change your mind...”
“You’ll be the first to know.”
“OK, well, the missus will be waiting.  You know how to reach me.”  Teddy bounded off.
“Teddy, wait!  You forgot something.”
Teddy skidded to a halt on the wet asphalt, then spun around and came back, tongue lolling.  “I did?  What did I forget?  What?”
“Your half.”
Marlowe pulled out half the City scrip in the manila envelope he’d taken from Toulene, rolled it up, and tucked it under Teddy’s collar.
“Thanks, Marlowe!  I completely forgot.  You’re one of the last honest souls.”
“You’re welcome, Teddy.  Say hi to DeeDee for me.”
“Roger.  We still on for chess next week?”
“You bet.”
Teddy’s gaze moved over Marlowe’s shoulder, and he breathed in sharply.  “Uh oh!”  Marlowe’s initial reaction was to raise the hairs on the back of his neck.  He turned to see what the dog had spotted.  Overhead, the clouds had broken up as the storm moved on, revealing a white smudge against the black night sky.
“A comet!” hissed Teddy.  “Those things are bad news.  What do you think?  The end of the world?”  He hunched his head low and dropped his voice to a whisper.  “The return of the Lost Martians?”
Marlowe shrugged.  “I don’t know, Teddy.  I’m not superstitious.”
“Oh,” said Teddy, clearly not placated.  He looked around, sniffed the air.  “Well, can’t smell anything bad.  I better get home.  Good night, Marlowe.  Be careful.”
“You too,” said Marlowe.
Teddy vanished into the night, the faint echo of his toenails skittering behind him.   A pungent aroma of wet dog hung in the air and stubbornly clung to Marlowe as he jumped into his car.  He stared out the window after Teddy for a moment, then fired up the engine and headed home, anxious to dry off and warm up.
Cloaked in the shadows of a building, a hunched shape perched high above on a fire escape railing.  The dark form clucked to itself before alighting from the rail and darting up into the sky, seemingly on an intercept course with the comet.





 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
PERSONAL HYGIENE CAN BE A DEADLY MATTER

The bar of soap killed Marlowe.  “Nothing personal,” it bubbled to him as the needle retracted, “just business.”  Not that he would remember the one-way exchange; he was dead.  The soap loitered just long enough to be sure of Marlowe’s passing, then dissolved down the drain to make good its escape.
The Personal Digital Implant, or PDI, located just below Marlowe’s left ear closed the calendar and phone book programs as soon as it detected the onset of brain death.  In their place it launched the resurrection app.  This triggered the id box in the floor safe under Marlowe’s bed, which hummed to life.  As tiny nano probes set about repairing the damage to his body caused by the injected toxin, the backup of Marlowe’s memories and personality stirred within the electronic confines of the id box.
Within fifteen minutes the nano probes had completed their repairs and returned to the storage sack where Marlowe had once had an appendix.  All in all, given the number of times he’d made use of the nano probes, and how infrequently he had made use of the appendix (except for that one bursting incident), he’d come out ahead in the deal.  When they had safely returned to their sack, the nano probes sent a coded pulse to the PDI, giving the all clear for Id Restoration.  The PDI, in turn, sent an Id Request to the id box, which promptly flashed Marlowe’s brain with the most recent backup of his mind.
Marlowe groaned, rolled onto his side, and vomited.  He vomited once more, for good measure, then rolled again, also for good measure, onto his back.  The ceiling stared down at him, but because his vision was still a little fuzzy, he didn’t catch its gaze.
“House,” he sputtered, bile dribbling down his chin, “what just happened?”
A smooth, melodious baritone voice responded.  “I’m terribly sorry, but you were just assassinated.  However, the good news is that the resurrection executed flawlessly.”
“Except I vomited.  Twice.  I thought you weren’t supposed to throw up after a resurrection.”
“Given the circumstances, the age of your body, the number of repairs and resuscitations that have been necessary, and all the wear and tear associated with that work, the occurrence of otherwise rare side effects is not surprising.  In fact, I rather think you’ve gotten off lightly this time.”
“Thanks, House.  I appreciate your concern.  What method was used to kill me?”
“One moment while I access your PDI’s database.”  The computer hummed thoughtfully for a moment.  “Well, certainly no surprises here.  One of the usual, over-the-counter neurotoxins everyone uses.  This particular blend indicates one of the more expensive brands.  You would think, given their widespread use, that the City would consider reinstating the regulations on these materials.”
“Ah, but House, if they did that, people would start using all sorts of exotic poisons the nano probes can’t handle.  It would be much harder to counter them, and the resurrection rates would drop dramatically.”
“As usual, your logic astounds me.”  If House had eyebrows, the tone of his rejoinder indicated he had just raised them.
“How long was I down this time?”
“Sixteen minutes, thirty eight seconds.  It is getting harder to repair you.  Of course, the id backup used to restore you was created this morning.  It is forty eight minutes old.”
“You got everything on the surveillance DVs?”
House paused a moment, as if insulted by the question.  “Of course.  I expect you’d like to watch them?”
Marlowe clawed his way to his feet, slipped on the puddle of vomit and crashed to the floor again.  He lay there for a few minutes while the nano probes slipped back out of their storage sack and repaired the new damage.  A floor mop scampered into the bathroom during this interval, doing its best to clean up the mess without disturbing Marlowe, who was now lying in the middle of it.
“Terribly sorry, sir,” breathed the spider-like mechanical mop.  “Forgive me, I don’t wish to disturb you,” it mumbled as some of the titanium legs pushed Marlowe gently out of the way of the wetvac abdomen that dropped to the floor to suck up the fluid.  “I do hope you’re feeling better soon,” it whispered as it scuttled back to the closet.
The lie-down had given Marlowe’s head a chance to clear, so the second time he got up, he managed to stay up.  Having a bathroom sink to lean heavily against helped.  “Queue up the digital videos, please.”
Marlowe wobbled on his own two feet, noticed he was wet and naked, and nearly fell over again when he reached for a towel.  The nano probes, anticipating something along these lines, had opted to put off returning to the storage sack.  They waited in eager anticipation as Marlowe grabbed a towel off the rack, patted himself dry, and then wrapped it around his waist.  It was with no small amount of disappointment that they returned to their storage sack after Marlowe successfully completed these maneuvers; the nano probes simply loved repairing things, and in Marlowe, they had found a good employer.
Stumbling into the bedroom, Marlowe plopped down heavily on his bed, giving the nano probes a jolt of false hope that another injury had been sustained.
“Go on, start it.”
The far wall lit up, and Marlowe watched a life-sized video of his death unfold before him.  He watched an unsuspecting Marlowe rise from bed in his gray and blue striped pajamas, pad into the bathroom to brush his teeth, and then climb into the shower.  His pajamas immediately dissolved under the stream of solvent as video Marlowe pulled the shower door shut.  As soon as the door was closed, the image froze.  
“I’m running the Clear algorithm on the image,” House interrupted.  “One moment, please.”
On the wall, a very obscured Marlowe stood motionless behind the fogged glass of the shower door.  Fortunately, the glass was manufactured using a specific fogging pattern, and House was working to reverse the effect.  Marlowe had bought the algorithm to do this off  a peeping tom who worked at one of the larger shower door manufacturing facilities in the City.  House had been pretty haughty when Marlowe installed the algorithm, making unkind remarks about future unsuspecting female house guests, but who was laughing now?
The smoky glass flickered, became clear.  The video resumed.
Video Marlowe went through the usual routine, waiting for his pajamas to completely dissolve and the stream to switch to water before wetting his hair and then squeezing out some shampoo into his hand.  He lathered his hair, rinsed it, and repeated for good measure.  Marlowe watched in fascination as his alter-ego picked up the new bar of soap off the soap tray and then jerked back violently.  With the sudden spasm of his body, he sent the bar of soap careening into the shower wall, and then collapsed against the door, which swung open as he fell, momentarily leaving his body a spray of swirling pixels until House reversed the Clear algorithm.  When the image cleared, video Marlowe was lying on the floor of the bathroom.  But Marlowe’s attention was fixed on the bar of soap.  After hitting the shower wall and sliding down to the shower pan, it bubbled explosively and dissolved down the drain.  A moment after the bar of soap had vanished, there was a fluttering around the edge of the video image, and then the screen went black.
“House, where’s the rest of the surveillance?”
“Searching.  Hmm, very strange.”
“What?”
“One moment.  I’m verifying that the logs are correct.”
“What’s going on, House?  I need those surveillance DVs.  I’ve nothing else to go on.”
“I don’t know what to say.  It appears that while you were lying dead on the bathroom floor, you issued a verbal order for me to shut down and restart.  According to the log, your voice print matched and you gave the proper override emergency code.”
Marlowe was silent.  House was silent.  Only the grinding of Marlowe’s molars could be heard in the otherwise deathly stillness.  The nano probes began making enamel in preparation for a new deployment.
“House, new priority order.  You are never, ever, ever, to shut down or restart if I am dead, dying, feeling faint, have a pasty complexion, or it looks very likely that I will be dead, dying, feeling faint, or having a pasty complexion in the span of time it takes for you to shut down and start up.  Clear?”
“Yes, quite.  I do apologize.  This is most embarrassing.  My Common Sense subroutines must have been somehow overcome.  I had been lax about updating them -  there has been a security patch or two that has come out since my last upgrade, but because installation requires me to shut down and restart-”
“House, enough.  So someone else was in the house while I was dead?”
“I am unable to ascertain whether or not the command was issued remotely or locally within my walls.”
“What about the surveillance DV from the other rooms, prior to your shutdown?  Do they show anything?”
“Those videos have been erased.”
“Undelete them.”
“Attempting.  Hmm.  Very interesting.”
Marlowe was getting testy.  “House?”
“Whoever initiated the deletion used a reverse-HUE scramble deletion algorithm.”
Marlowe groaned.  The acid levels in his stomach elevated to dangerous levels, causing ecstatic nano probes to pour into his stomach to combat the dropping pH levels.  HUE, or Heisenberg Uncertainty Erasure, was the most secure form of quantum deletion available.  He could try and recover the file, but any attempt to look at it would cause the data bits to randomly change state, becoming even more scrambled.
“Well, let’s look at what we do have.  Zoom in on the soap that killed me.  Let’s see if we can identify the scum.”
While House re-queued the video, Marlowe reflected on the hazy events of the morning.  He found it eerie to see what happened to him on the surveillance videos, but not have any memory of actually experiencing the events.  Maybe now he knew what an out-of-body experience felt like.  He decided if that was indeed how such an event felt, he was glad to have very mundane sensory perception.
The tampering with House and the surveillance system was what gave him the most concern.  The attack by the soap was the easiest thing to get his head around.  Ever since they’d been granted citizenship, the sentient soaps had been like the rest of humanity.  Some were good, some were bad, some were indifferent until a certain amount of money changed hands.  Marlowe, not for the first time, cursed the day the two giant toy companies had set aside their differences and merged to form HasMatt.  The combined research and dollar might of these two formerly warring corporations had led to products such as Sentient Soap.
The soaps had a chip in the middle of the bar that did their thinking.  The rest of the bar served as a heat sink (which caused problems in early models where kids were scalded if the soaps thought too hard).  They had their own language made up of different sized bubbles blown at varying rates, known as Bubbonics.  There was even a video series that taught you – Hooked On Bubbonics.
Marlowe didn’t learn Bubbonics until the law changed, recognizing the soap bars as sentient, granting them most of the rights of citizenship, and banning their sale within the City.  Immediately following the court decision, the soap bars, flush with the righteousness of victory, set about creating a cultural identity for themselves.  They formed their own communities, built communal bathtubs to worship in, had families, tried to find jobs.  Some of Marlowe’s best informants were down-on-their-luck, unemployed soaps struggling to survive on the fringe of society.  The soap bars and a few other HasMatt products, such as-
“Marlowe.   Oh Marlowe.”  The high-pitched, Helium voice caused an involuntary wince in Marlowe.  “Please, Marlowe, you need to brush your teeth.  I crave the sensation of my bristles scrubbing away all that yucky, nasty gunk off your teeth.”
“Shut up, toothbrush, or I’ll dump you in the garbage disposal.  And this time, I’ll turn it on!”
Toothy, the Codependent Toothbrush, another of HasMatt’s diabolical forays into childhood hygiene, fell silent.  You could still buy these, because they had fought tooth and nail against a grant of citizenship.  They feared that as citizens, nobody would use them.  Marlowe had bought his on the advice of his now former dentist.  He hated Toothy with a passion usually reserved for baby-eating telemarketers, but every time he threw it out, the damn thing wailed piteously until Marlowe felt guilty and retrieved it.  The dentist had warned him that owning a sentient toothbrush was a responsibility, a commitment to care for it.  Commitment seemed like the right word to Marlowe, but not the kind of commitment the dentist had in mind.
“House,” Marlowe asked, shaking off thoughts of his oral hygiene, “can we make out the guts of the soap when it dissolved?”
“Here.”  House zoomed in on the bar of soap during the last few moments of its escape, playing at one quarter speed.  “As you can see, it spouted a lot of nonsense to lay down a field of bubbles as cover.”
“What’s it saying?”
“Let’s see.  ’Nothing personal, just business.’  Some long, multisyllabic words and phrases to increase bubble density.  Meaningless drivel, really.”
House looped the few seconds of video that showed the soap’s escape.  The bubbles came up thick and fast, obscuring any glimpse of the electronic guts underneath.  But Marlowe noticed something interesting at the start of the dissolve sequence: a fissure running through the center of the soap bar.
“Am I imagining things, or is that soap bar broken?”
“Analyzing.  Hmm, I think you’re right.  Let’s compare to when you first picked it up.”  The wall image shifted back to when Marlowe first reached for the soap and zoomed in.  The bar was unmarred.
“Perhaps when you flung it against the shower wall.  Tracking.”
The video stayed zoomed in and centered on the soap as Marlowe’s giant hand grabbed it.  A flick of motion as the hypo jabbed into the hand, then the background blurred as the soap shot out of the hand and slammed into the shower wall.  The image froze, showing a dented soap with a sharp, jagged crack running down the center.
Marlowe rose up from the bed and walked over to the wall, staring at the still image.  “Bingo.”
“It seems likely the soap had a weakened shell to promote a more rapid dissolve.”
“Yes.  But can we see anything interesting or, even better, identifying?”
“Checking.  Hmm, what have we here?  Zooming.”
The image exploded into a smudge of beige and a tiny blur of black on one end.  “I believe I have located a visible portion of the core, near the intelligence housing.  There appears to be a serial number, or part of one.  Enhancing.”
The image sharpened, blurred, then sharpened again as House passed it through various enhancement algorithms.  Finally, the variations and fluctuations on the screen stopped, several characters visible on the screen.
“I used a Diffie-Bacon quantum sharpen filter, and calculate an eighty-two point four percent probability that this enhancement is accurate.  The serial number is not completely visible; only the first five characters are discernible.  ’TR8OR’.  One moment while I hack into the SSR.”
The Sentient Soap Registry.  Part of the Sentient Soap and Prior Art Act required that any soap applying for citizenship register with the City Ministry of Policing, the City Department of Mobile Vehicles, and the downtown City Central Citizenship Center, where the Sentient Soap Registry was kept.  The data was confidential, but House was a seasoned pro at hacking into other computers.  In this particular case, it turned out he had once dated the megaframe that hosted the SSR.  Fortunately, the relationship had ended pleasantly and they liked to help each other out on occasion.  House would make security improvement suggestions, and the megaframe would let him occasionally peruse the contents of other systems that resided on it.
“Forty eight hundred and twelve hits,” said House.  “Cross-referencing SSR list with known associates.  Eight hits.  The most likely is-”
“TR8OR2DRT001Z.  Tray.  I know him well, the slippery bastard.  I always figured he might sell me out, especially after that incident with the French Horn Gang.  But kill me directly?  Damn.  That’s a new low, even for him.”
“I have a list of his known haunts.”
“He’s just killed a man, cast off his body, and escaped through the sewer.  He’s going to be hungry, dirty, and anxious to reconstitute himself.  He’ll want a black-market facility that doesn’t ask questions, doesn’t keep receipts, and won’t comment on his retractable hypodermic syringe.”
“Yes, that stands to reason.  The syringe isn’t exactly factory issue.”  House almost seemed to sigh.  “Generating a list of known facilities that fit the bill.  Hmm.  Over three thousand.”
“Eliminate any more than one hundred kilometers away.”
“Fourteen.”
“Tray’s not stupid.  He’ll avoid any with a reputation for mistakes.”
“Six.”
“And he’s a spendthrift.  Even if someone paid him well for this little stunt, he’ll spend as little as possible while still getting a good reconstitution.”
“Three.”
“Upload the addresses to my PDI.”
Marlowe felt a faint buzz under his ear as the data transferred over.  He tapped at the PDI, which wasn’t supposed to do that.  It had been acting up lately, and he wondered if it was time to think about an upgrade.  He pushed the thought out of his head and returned his attention to the problem at hand.  
The closest reconstitution parlor was McMullin’s Butcher Shop.  It was on Western Central Expressway, on the east side of the City.  The furthest, Watershed Day Spa, was over in the twelfth district, about eighty kilometers to the south.
“Say, House, have you run a check on yourself yet?  You did follow an unauthorized order to shut down.  Perhaps some other illegal operations were executed.”
“The instant I saw the discrepancy in the command chain, I generated a checksum of my current kernel image and related executables.  Only you can access the hard copy for comparison.  However, I should note that it would take six to eight hours, at a minimum, to compromise the security features guarding my personal integrity.  Unfortunately, until today, startup and shutdown functions were given a lower security rating.  Much lower.  The shutdown override was due to the user interface you set up, and only affected basic home functions – surveillance, lights, temperature, window and door locks.  My core systems would be impossible to compromise in the fifteen minutes we were both down.  I verified our downtime by checking with the City Ministry of Time atomic clock immediately upon coming back online.  No alterations were made to our clocks.”
“Call me paranoid and check anyway.  Of course, the really important question to answer is why.”
“Tray, if he is indeed the culprit behind this attack, ought to be able to answer that.  It will take several hours for him to properly reconstitute.  Will you leave now to track him down?”
“Let’s see the checksum first.”
House’s current checksum, a HEX number generated by applying an XOR algorithm to his system files, buzzed over into Marlowe’s PDI.  Marlowe pushed the bed aside, put his palm on the hand-scan and eyeballed the reti-scan positioned alongside the floor safe.  After they beeped their approval, he pulled out the key hanging on the chain around his neck, slotted and turned it, and then spun the combination roller.  The door of the safe sunk down and slid back, revealing the id box used to store his mental backups and a small compartment with a slip of paper in it.  Marlowe flicked his eye left, right, and up and cocked his head left to drag open the checksum file in his PDI, and then compared that number to the one on the sheet in the safe.  They matched.  He held the paper up to the light to verify the watermark, which also checked out.  Then he kicked up the UV implant in his eye to confirm the threaded pattern of fibers in the paper fit the expected profile.  They did.
Having confirmed House’s higher functions were indeed intact, Marlowe felt it would be a good idea to actually get dressed.  He closed the safe, pushed the bed back, and ambled over to the closet.  The pants nozzle extended and dropped as he slid the door open, the optical scanner mounted on the tip determining Marlowe’s exact position before spraying on his pants.  
“GAH!  Cold!”  Marlowe jumped out of the spray, wearing a very ragged, fuzzy pair of corduroy brown plaid shorts.  The nozzle ceased spraying immediately.  “House!  The fabric is COLD!”
“Sorry, the reboot shut down the furnace.  The LiquiFab won’t be room temperature for another half hour.”
“Sorry,” mouthed the nozzle, dribbling some syrupy plaid LiquiFab.  “I should have warned you.  Won’t happen again, I promise.”
“Damn straight it won’t!  I don’t need a cold application of pants to wake me up in the morning.  And you forgot to apply the underwear first.”
“So sorry.  It’s just that we, that is, all of the appliances, have been so worried and distracted by this morning’s untoward events.  We’ve been discussing it and not paying as much attention to our household duties as we should.  I’m terribly sorry.  I’ll remove that attempt at pants and start over, but I have to warn you, the solvent is cold too.”
Marlowe steeled himself.  “Do it.”
The nozzle swooped down and applied NoFab to the aborted shorts, which promptly broke down into a pile of wispy threads.
Marlowe started, but maintained an otherwise silent composure. Then the nozzle started all over again, and after another minute of frosty discomfort, Marlowe found himself sporting a fairly fashionable pair of brown and orange plaid trousers.
“Not bad, temperature aside.  And the cuffs are a nice touch.”
“Thank you,” replied the nozzle with more than a hint of pride in its voice.  Cuffs were pretty tricky to get right with a nozzle.  It took a rare, inherent talent and lots and lots of practice.
The shirt nozzle lowered itself hesitantly, wavering slightly.  “I was thinking about a nice green turtleneck, the kind with all those hidden compartments in the collar you’re so fond of.”
“Sounds fine.  Just mix some Kevlar in with that.”
“Fifty-fifty blend?”
“I might have trouble today.  Make it eighty-twenty, Kevlar heavy.”
“Right-o.  Here it comes!”
The shirt nozzle was a little nervous, and Marlowe gagged as the turtleneck collar suddenly closed over his mouth and nose.  His eyes barely peeked out over the top of it, and he could still feel cool air on his navel.
“Oh, so sorry.  I’ll fix that in a jiff.”  Mechanical arms extended out of the wall, the spindly fingers on the ends snapping open and closed as they approached.  They grasped the bottom of the turtleneck and yanked down hard.  Marlowe’s head was suddenly clear of the collar.
The shoe nozzle extended itself next, but Marlowe kicked it back.  “Not necessary.  I’ll go with a pair of backup shoes.”
“Oh, OK,” said the shoe nozzle as it limply retracted, unable to mask its disappointment.
Marlowe only had one pair of backup shoes, plasma-resistant green mylar with ceramic inserts in the soles.  Polyphonic Teflar was woven into the lining.  If a bomb went off in Marlowe’s lap, he might be converted into a smoking cloud of vapor, but his feet would be unscathed.  Plus, the shoes were very comfortable.
Only one thing remained before leaving the bedroom.  Marlowe placed his right palm flat on the mirrored plate set in the wall next to the door frame.  There was a slight spark of static electricity that arced between hand and plate.  Encoded in this spark, which lasted about five seconds and gave Marlowe’s nano probes a small burn in his palm to repair, was the day’s set of one-time cipher pads.  He and House would use these to encrypt any communications between them while Marlowe was out and about.
Marlowe stomped out of the bedroom in a foul mood and entered the family room with the intent of interviewing his next witness.  The post-resurrection headache had set in with a vengeance, and this next conversation wasn’t going to help it.






 
 
CHAPTER 3
MAN’S BEST FRIEND

“Surprise, surprise, surprise!”
“Tone it down, Gomer.  I’ve got a headache.”
“I’m hungry!  Gridlock!  Where am I?  I need my grub!  And I DON’T mean grubs!  Yeech!  Worms and larvae.  Disgusting!”
Marlowe moved across the family room, past the threadbare and badly torn sofa and over to the cage in the corner which housed Gomer, his ward and a serious violation of City law.  Gomer was a GMP, a Genetically Modified Parrot.  His original genetics were that of a Congo African Grey parrot, but the good scientists at Better Pets, Inc., had tinkered with his egg in the misguided hope of creating a smarter, better pet.  Gomer had been an early attempt, prone to random outbursts and cranky rejoinders.  Smarter than a natural African Grey, his intellect approached that of perhaps an eight or nine year old human.  Later birds were vastly more intelligent, which had proven to be a serious problem.  All the intelligence of a human, and all the cunning and mischief of a parrot.
Better Pets had gone a long way in shaping the world Marlowe now lived in.  Or perhaps misshaping was a more appropriate word.  Along with the parrots, Better Pets had endeavored to improve dogs, cats (it proved impossible, and they eventually applied salve to their scratches and gave up), gerbils, even goldfish.  They hadn’t gotten much beyond the planning stages with the fish, but it had involved giving them hands and teaching them sign language.
It was the first pilot program that met with the most success, and which ultimately led to Better Pet’s downfall - Designer Dogs.  Everybody loves dogs: unfailingly loyal, bestowing unconditional love upon their owners, and tremendous fans of attention.  Better Pets wanted to improve on this, creating dogs who could talk to you when you were down, and who would call you at work to remind you to buy more dog food on the way home.  But Better Pets failed to take into account a dog’s natural disinclination towards confinement.  That oversight and a faulty kennel latch allowed the intelligent, talking dogs to escape.  And once they tasted the freedom of open air, they searched, in a rather formidably large pack, for people to love and be loyal to.
Their genetically magnified loyalty, of course, was the icing on Better Pet’s funeral cake.  The dogs felt that their creators deserved credit for the marvels they had wrought.  So after saying hello, their loyalty kicked in and they proceeded to tell the terrified strangers they’d come upon all about Better Pets, and the genetic tinkering going on there.  
This, not surprisingly, alarmed more than a few individuals.  The City government stepped in and shut down Better Pets.  While the authorities were hell-bent on expurgating all the accursed spawn of Better Pets, they never managed to capture the dogs that had escaped.  And a good thing too, because those dogs turned out to be Marlowe’s best snitches and sources.  All they asked in return was to be given a few scraps of food, some City scrip, and the occasional game of chess (to exercise minds otherwise underwhelmed with the grueling task of pretending to be utterly vacuous to avoid extermination).
The animals still incarcerated at Better Pets, however, weren’t so lucky.  The Governor ordered their destruction.  Except for the parrots.  Thirty two birds, twenty of them with the equivalent of a PhD, escaped.  And were very angry about the attempted genocide of their species, avis superus.  They formed a dangerous gang of avian heavies known as the Feathers.  Their crimes ranged from minor infractions such as an infamous bowel-voiding operation that left the Governor’s limo and the facade of City Hall completely coated in raspberry and blueberry fed GMP droppings, to the more sinister activity of muscling the mob out of the dirty job of controlling the City’s waste management system and the teamsters who worked for it.
Led by a brilliant leader known only as Lafayette, the gang quickly became PENO – Public Enemy Number One.  A host of defensive City ordinances were issued, mandating, among other things, that all citizens of good standing carry a BB gun on their person at all times while outdoors, and that they shoot any wild parrot seen within the City.  Failure to comply could lead to hefty fines and, for a brief period immediately following the limo incident, death.
There were also a slew of criminal indictments filed against anyone and everyone connected to Better Pets.  The CEO was executed after a trial before a military tribunal, and those scientists too absentminded to make themselves scarce were lynched by an angry mob.  The more politically savvy scientists deftly did go underground, and a lot of them had supplemented Marlowe’s income by hiring him to arrange for passage out of the City.  Marlowe was uniquely positioned to provide them with the necessary documentation.
Gomer had been one of the parrots who escaped.  Marlowe had come across him while working a particularly nasty case involving a traveling circus that was in truth a spy ring recruiting unsuspecting GM animals as agents.  The circus would move from city-state to city-state, selling the secrets of their previous host to their current host, all while collecting new information to sell to the next destination on the map.  Gomer had taken an inexplicable liking to Marlowe, an avowed bachelor and non-pet owner, and in the end not only proved essential to breaking the case, but saved Marlowe from a gang of surly gorillas suffering from a nasty case of Ritalin withdrawal.  After the circus had been disbanded and the ringleader arrested, Gomer had nowhere to go.  He wasted no time blubbering his sob story to Marlowe, and with the strategic insertion of reminders about how he had saved Marlowe’s life, eventually persuaded the reluctant PI to take him in.
To this day, Gomer freaked out at the sight of clowns.
Adopting Gomer wasn’t as simple as bringing a puppy home from one of the City-sanctioned pet stores.  In the aftermath of Better Pets, all animals kept within the City were required to have paperwork certifying them one hundred percent organic, non-GMO products.  It had cost Marlowe far more than he originally anticipated to obtain counterfeit documents that would pass anything beyond a casual inspection, and with the added expense of buying lysine-enhanced food on the black market, he decided that Gomer needed to earn his keep.  Hence his job as Marlowe’s answering service.  It should have worked out quite well.  Gomer handled the phones, taking calls and then reciting them back to Marlowe, verbatim and in the caller’s voice, when he dialed in to check his messages.  But unlike the City Phone Company supplied (and almost certainly bugged) personality-free computerized answering services, Gomer resented what he considered to be a menial job far below his capabilities, and did not hesitate to complain about it.  Sometimes the complaints would take the form of (very believable sounding) editorials tacked onto the end of a caller’s message in the caller’s voice.  Plus he chewed through about one phone headset a week; two if Marlowe ran out of turkey jerky.
This had been going on for almost six months now, and like Toothy, every morning when the bird’s grating voice greeted him, Marlowe questioned the arrangement.
“Gomer,” Marlowe asked as he lifted the rolled up, wrinkled bag of lysine-rich cat food over the cage and dumped a pile of the gravel-like pellets onto the soiled newspaper floor, “has anyone been in here this morning?”
Gomer stretched out his wings slowly, first the left and then the right.  He removed his headset and gave Marlowe a bleary stare.  “You know, you could get me a bowl.  This is so unsanitary.”
“And you could limit your bird droppings to one corner of the cage.”
Gomer hopped down to the bottom of the cage and carefully picked at the cat food he so loved to munch.
“Hey, this isn’t the horse meat stuff.”
“You’ll get horse meat when this is gone.”
Gomer rapid-fired his response.  “Horse!  Horse!  Horse!”
“When this bag is empty!  I’m not going to have two bags open, because then you won’t finish this one.”
Gomer rolled his eyes and harrumphed.
“Well, was anyone here this morning?”
“I thought the Mona Lisa was here, but I think that was just a bad batch of ‘shrooms I ate last night.”
“I’m serious, Gomer.  If you’ve been paying any attention to the events of the last hour, you’d know someone killed me and mucked about with the surveillance system while I was being resurrected.”
“And so am I!  You left the freakin’ mushrooms in my cage.  I thought the tree-damned bars were breaking loose and trying to strangle me.  Until the Mona Lisa showed up and, with the help of the Venus de Milo, saved me.”
“I didn’t leave you any mushrooms.”
“That Venus de Milo is pretty damned impressive at wrestling, despite her obvious disadvantages.”
“Gomer, I didn’t leave you any mushrooms.”
This provoked a snort from Gomer, who turned his beak derisively.  “There’s a pile of them right there, and I sure didn’t mail-order them!”
Marlowe looked down, and peeking out from under the pile of cat food were a few brown, shriveled fungi.
“You could try them, if you don’t believe me, but I wouldn’t recommend it.”
Marlowe’s shoulders slumped.  “Gomer, can you tell me anything about the last twelve hours?”
“Aside from the fact that the Mona Lisa has a man’s voice?  Nope.  A deep baritone, by the way.  Very unsettling.”
“Shut up.”
Marlowe opened the cage door and gingerly picked out a couple of the mushrooms.  He sniffed one, wrinkled his nose in displeasure, and put them down on the coffee table.  He’d have  House analyze them later.  He moved over to the closet and began leafing through the trench coats hanging inside.
“House, what day is it?”
“Wednesday.”
“Wednesday.  OK.”
Marlowe pushed aside hangers to gain access to his Wednesday trench coat.  It was beige and rain-stained, just like the rest.  It had “Thursday” stitched across the left breast pocket in large black letters.  He did that to confuse people.  It never hurt to confuse people when you worked in the private eye business.  All of his trench coats were like that, except Tuesday’s.  That one actually said Tuesday, to confuse the people who knew about his other trench coats.  
Once he struggled into Wednesday’s coat, Marlowe began groping along the closet shelf for his tools of the trade: a screwdriver which had helped him force more than one mechanical lock; a slightly soft, no-longer-quite-green apple; his trilobite good luck rock; a bottle of Yummy Tummy bubbles (half full at this point and with a prominent skull and crossbones warning label indicating it was not intended for internal consumption); several loaded clips for his BB gun;and a small black box with a mother-of-pearl lid.  These he pocketed quickly, but soon his hand returned to searching for his most prized possession, which he found next to the camera - his gunmetal green with chrome highlights Swingline stapler.  This he gingerly placed in the hidden compartment of Wednesday’s coat.
The camera, a Hasselblad ViewMaster 2100 nestled between Monday’s and Tuesday’s fedoras, which had “TAM” and “CRICKETBALL CAP” stitched across their fronts, gave Marlowe an idea.  Maybe the camera had seen something.  He pulled it down from the shelf.
The ViewMaster was one of the first generation of intelligent cameras that had the skill and personality of a master photographer programmed into them.  Later generations had wisely been stripped of the personality, but Marlowe had been barely able to afford this older, used, and almost certainly stolen camera.  At the time he’d been glad to get it.  Until he started using it and the camera started mouthing off.  For a discreet photo surveillance of a cheating spouse, he’d be subjected to: “You know, if you stopped up and used a higher shutter speed, you can more effectively isolate the subject of the composition.”  At crime scenes, snapping pictures of a dead body, he had to endure pointers such as: “Centering to the left, and not using a flash would add to the drama of this shot.”  Once the camera had started screaming at a female subject he was tailing: “Work it baby!  Work it!  Oh yeah, work the camera!”  That had actually ended rather well; Marlowe still went out with her occasionally.  No, not the ideal camera for a low-profile private dick, but once he’d bought it, Marlowe couldn’t afford another.  And sometimes, despite himself, Marlowe had to agree with the camera’s artistic suggestions.  They DID look better.
“Hassel, did you see anything odd this morning?”
“Baby, you know I didn’t.  I may always be on, but the closet is dark when the door is closed.  And I do have a lens cap, you know.”
Marlowe sighed.  “It was worth a try.”
“I did hear some funky things, though.  Not having a whole lot of experience with sound, I’m not sure I can describe it properly.  A mumbling, gabbling sound, very similar to your snoring, but slightly less aggravating.  I heard it just after the loud thunky sound that came from your bathroom.”
“Thanks, Hassel.  Not sure if that helps, but it’s more than Gomer could tell me.”
“I told you, it was a bad batch of ‘shrooms!!!  SQUAWK!”
Marlowe could always tell when Gomer was really upset because he reverted to primal sounds like squawks and whistles.
“Shut up and eat your cat food.  It’s good for you.”
“Bullshit,” said Gomer with his mouth full.
“No, cat food.”
Gomer turned into the corner, another pellet in his claw.  His back to Marlowe, he started making crunching sounds as if he was eating it.  But seeing the pellet drop to the bottom of the cage destroyed the otherwise very convincing illusion.
“House?”
“Yes?”
“How soon can you get me a chemical analysis of this fungus in Gomer’s cage?”
“If given top priority, I can have a result in an hour.”
Marlowe had other jobs queued up, for some of the other, smaller cases he was working on.  But this took precedence.  “Top priority, House.  Top priority.”
House dispatched a fist-sized mechanical ornithopter from a heating vent to collect the samples on the table.  The thing buzzed over Marlowe, its mechanical gripper snapping open and closed, before scooping up the mushrooms.  The thing gave Marlowe the heebie-jeebies – it looked like a giant, demon-spawned dragonfly with a claw.
Marlowe shook his head and moved to the front door.  “I’m going out.  Paying a visit to a bar of soap who needs to clean up his act.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“Cíao, baby,” said Hassel.
“Don’t hurry back,” muttered Gomer.






 
 
CHAPTER 4
YOU CAN ALWAYS RELY ON FAMILY

A flock of birds flittered up from under an awning across the street as Marlowe stepped out of his modest brownstone abode, the front door sliding closed behind him with a sharp hiss.  He walked down the three steps to the sidewalk, eying the neighborhood cautiously, wary of any potential danger.  Marlowe lived in an unassuming home in a somewhat, but not quite completely unassuming neighborhood.  Houses crowded in on either side, all built from the same design.  Tall and narrow, two stories with lots of, well, brown stones.  But not the crumbly, 50/50 limestone/Styrofoam simulated brownstone you couldn’t avoid today.  It was the good stuff, pre-Fall when the Big Fed still ran things and the North American continent had been one united country.  Too well-built to be torn down, or so Marlowe told himself, the redevelopers stayed away, leaving the neighborhood static, something generally unheard of in the City.
Marlowe smiled as he thought about his little neighborhood, an oasis of stability in a City of change.  He loved the City.  Every year it was the same, every year it was different.  In most parts of the City, buildings went up, buildings came down.  Streets were paved, streets were torn up.  Unemployment was almost nil, what with all the construction and demolition work.  The City didn’t really need all the constant construction work; in fact, it was downright disruptive, but as urban pacification went, nothing was cheaper than a low unemployment rate.  And after all the construction jobs had been filled, anyone still needing money sold maps of the ever-changing streets.  Of course, some buildings and streets were left untouched.  Mostly the ones with toxic waste buried illegally under them.  Hate the super-genius parrots all you want, but when they wrested control of the teamsters from the mob, they’d put an end to a lot of environmentally hazardous practices like illegal dumping and mixing radioactive waste into the asphalt.
His neighborhood, Marlowe kept telling himself, wasn’t left untouched for those reasons.  His neighborhood had historical value.  The City merely wanted to preserve their landmark homes.
Marlowe’s trusty magno-converted ‘73 Studebaker awaited him at the curb, a fresh coating of parking tickets plastered on the windshield.  He’d fallen in love with it the instant he saw it on the lot, which was a problem because he’d been hired to steal the car back for the legitimate owner.  She had been caught up in a financial dispute with her sister-in-law, who owned the lot.  The car had been seized as collateral, and the sister-in-law was attempting to recoup her losses by selling it.  It had been a complicated carnival of misunderstandings, deceptions, and outright lies, but in the end, Marlowe owned the car with a clear conscience.  
What he hadn’t figured out until weeks later was that there was no such thing as a ‘73 Studebaker, and the original “owner” and the sister-in-law were in cahoots, the whole “case” a scam to trick him into buying the car, an otherwise unloadable vehicle because of its illegally modified provenance.  One of the oldest tricks in the book, and he’d fallen for it.  Still, this did not diminish his deep, abiding affection for the vehicle.  He especially liked the missile-shaped hood, which he had custom painted to look like a giant, bulging eyeball.  The perfect ride for a private eye.  And damned intimidating to see staring back at you in the rear view mirror.  Not so great for discreet tail jobs, though.
Marlowe had just shoved a stack of news flimsies aside and settled into the foam-spewing, cracked red vinyl bench seat when House pinged him.
“I’m sorry to disturb you, but the Governor is on the line for you.”
Damn, thought Marlowe.  What did his brother want?  “Better put him through.  You know how absolute power has gone to his head.”
The voice of Marlowe’s older brother, His Most Honorable Governor of the City, barked out from the audio implant in Marlowe’s right ear.  “Gervase?”
“I changed again.  It’s Marlowe now.”
“Marlowe?  Dear God in Heaven.  Can’t you just settle on one name?  I suppose you’ve changed your face again too.  No matter.  I need you down at City Hall pronto.”
“Look, dearest broth-”
“This is an open line!”
“I’m sorry, Your Honor, but I’m rather busy right now.  A bar of soap-”
“Made contact with your skin?  Wonderful!  God knows your hygiene could stand improvement.  Now get down here on the double.  That is an order.”
“You don’t understand-”
“An executive order, Marlowe.”
Failure to comply with an executive order was punishable by ten years imprisonment in the Ministry of Policing Maximum Security Detention Facility.  Or, if you were lucky, death.
“Yes, Your Honor.  I’m on my way.”
“Good.  Gwen and Artemis are on their way to escort you.  In fact, they should just be arriving.”
In the rear view mirror, Marlowe noticed a large, black stretch tank pull up behind him.  The plexi-sheen armored windshield was mirror-tinted, but he had no doubt that the large, shapeless forms of Gwen and Artemis, the Governor’s two goons, were in the front seat, grinning mischievously.  Probably hoping Marlowe would resist the summons so they could practice their shock-baton swings on him.  Again.  But Marlowe didn’t make the same mistake more than two or three times.  That was the hallmark of a truly talented PI.
“Bro-”
“Open line!”
“You know, you could encrypt the calls you make to me.”
“People would wonder why I bother.  I can’t afford that kind of speculation.”
Marlowe rolled his eyes.  “Am I in my car, or do I need to board your limo?”
“A ride in the Gubernatorial limo?  Are you insane?  What would the taxpayers think?”
“Alright, I’ll follow Gwen and Artie.”
“You know the way.  They’ll follow you.  And don’t call him Artie.  He hates that.”
“I had no idea.  I’ll keep that in mind.”
The Governor disconnected without even saying goodbye.  Marlowe started up the Studebaker, listening with satisfaction as the eight coil overhead magnetron purred to life.  The car lurched slightly and then lifted, almost imperceptibly, off the road.  A puff of black smoke shot out of the back, engulfing the stretch tank.  Marlowe smiled.  He didn’t know where the smoke came from, but he had yet to come up with a reason to fix it.
“House, pipe in my favorite music.”
That was code for “Encrypt our connection.”  Using one of the one time cipher pads he’d downloaded before leaving, all additional exchanges with House would now be encoded and masked by music, so any casual electronic eavesdropper would think Marlowe was just listening to his favorite tunes.
“Our conversation is now private,” said House.
“Thank you.”  Marlowe programmed the Studebaker for City Hall and leaned back as the car pulled into the street.  Gwen and Artemis followed close behind.
“Any ideas what this summons is about?”
“I’m working on that.  As soon as the call came in, I checked comm traffic coming into and going out of the Governor’s office.  Not the usual moderate morning traffic, but extremely heavy volume among City Hall, the Civic Defense Guard, and the Ministry of Policing.  All using high level encryption.”
“Uh oh.  I smell Obedere.”
“No doubt you will have another encounter with him.”
“Well nuts to that.”
Obedere was the Chief Minister of Policing.  A power hungry authoritarian, he ran the City Constabulary with a fist almost as tight as the Governor’s grip on the City administration.  Marlowe’s brother had only reluctantly installed Obedere in the Ministry of Policing, and Marlowe himself had suffered more than a few unpleasant run-ins with the man.  If Obedere was involved, not just Marlowe’s life was in danger, but quite possibly his brother’s too.
“Why the Civic Defense Guard?”
“I haven’t been able to ascertain that as yet.  They’re being very careful on this one.  However, I have noticed a very peculiar correlation.  While I may not be able to tap into the messages themselves, I can study the traffic patterns.  I slipped into the City Switchboard server and perused the logs.  They didn’t switch over to the heavy duty encryption until shortly after a seismic disturbance which had its epicenter at the collective farms on the outskirts of the City.  News vid reports of an earthquake started going out on the wire two minutes before the frantic messaging commenced.”
Marlowe leaned his head against the window.  The Studebaker had just pulled onto one of the main arteries in the southern district of the City.  Sleeker, newer cars zipped past on both sides.  All part of the economic stimulus laws.  Every year, each citizen had to buy a car.  Every third year that car had to be brand new.  It kept the auto factories running around the clock, the financial institutions in the black, the used car lots hopping, and unemployment low.  Even the recycling yards were doing a booming business, melting down old cars so they could be made into new ones.  Marlowe, by promising to keep his family ties quiet, had managed to finagle one of the rare exemptions to the annual purchasing requirement.
“And I have just discovered that four Civic Defense Guard jets were scrambled six minutes after the seismic event.”
Marlowe grunted at this revelation, still watching the cars go by.  Each car that passed offered him a glimpse into a completely different life.  A life that could have been his, maybe, if he had made different decisions.  A happy couple napping head to head, a businesswoman reading a newspaper, a suited businessman shaving his lantern jaw, a mom yelling at her two cowering kids.  All enshrouded in the Plexiglass and plastisteel housings of their automobiles, all oblivious to the outside world around them.  
“An earthquake at a farm causing all of this?  No, it can’t be that simple.  Something else must have happened at that farm.  Ideas?”
“I have a number of ideas, ranging from the somewhat plausible to drug-induced fantasy.”
A brand new Zest minivan swept across three lanes of traffic and cut past the Studebaker.  Marlowe watched it pass, the woman behind the wheel shampooing her hair.  Apparently this year’s model had an indoor plumbing option.
“Go ahead and lay ‘em on me, from most to least likely.”
“A covert Ministry of Policing munitions dump exploding, a covert Civic Defense Guard munitions dump exploding, a covert anti-City militia munitions dump exploding-”
“I thought there was no such thing as resistance to my dear brother’s administration.”
“Please.”
“Man,” said Marlowe, “Who doesn’t have a covert munitions dump these days?”
“The Girl Scouts.  Maybe.”
“OK, is that it?”
“No, if not a munitions dump, it could have been an old and forgotten Big Fed missile silo.  An underground nuclear detonation, most likely not full yield, given the age of the warhead.  Or a meteorite impact.  Or the return of the Lost Martians.”
Marlowe laughed at the last suggestion.  The Lost Martians.  If someone had told Marlowe the Governor was planning to restore all their old, Big Fed civil rights, he would have replied, “And I’m a Lost Martian!”  A story told to frighten children, they were a team of scientists sent to Mars as part of the Big Fed space program right before the collapse.  They had arrived on Mars, set up camp, and then been unable to return because Earth forgot them in the chaos that ensued when the city secessions began and the federal government collapsed.  The whole idea was preposterous; who in their right mind would go on a journey to another planet with the only ride back a mission planned for the near future.  Insanity.  Of course, that’s what gave the myth such power – the possibility that the legend was wrong and they DID have a way back.
“Any other possibilities?”
“A carefully coordinated and planned attack on one of the City’s larger food sources.”
“I vote for that or a covert munitions dump.  Not City affiliated, though, because His Honor would have no reason to bring me in on something like that.”
“Unless he doesn’t trust Obedere to investigate.”
“And he shouldn’t.  Not that Obedere could get to the bottom of any mystery, even if he wanted to.  Which collective farm?”
“Northeast Rural District One.  Brussels sprouts, kale, Lima beans.  Genetically enhanced for winter growth.  Not the City’s most popular selection of vegetable matter.”
“But our most plentiful.  If someone blew that all to kingdom come, they’ll be facing a death sentence for sure.  And quite possibly martyr status if word is ever allowed to leak out.”
The car had entered the heart of the city.  Skyscrapers stretched up into the clouds, which were artificially generated at low altitude in order to give the appearance of majestic buildings and to hide the zeppelins and guy wires that held up some of the more poorly constructed structures.  The Studebaker bobbed and buckled with each pothole in the road, which was ridiculous.  Riding on the magnetic fields of steel lines buried under the roads, the car didn’t make any contact with the uneven, battered surface.  But the City Road Works Department, in order to justify their huge budget and constant road work, had deliberately introduced wobbles into the magnetic fields.  This was done to make the general populace, by and large ignorant of the workings of the vehicles they so depended on, think the improvements were not only necessary, but long overdue.  Anyone smart enough to realize the work was not necessary, and stupid enough to say something about it, ended up in the Ministry of Policing Maximum Security Detention Facility.  Those with enough City scrip might manage, if they were lucky, to bribe their way into a job in the City Road Works Department instead, where they then had a vested interest in staying quiet.
Marlowe reached Main Street.  Twelve lanes across, but that was just northbound.  There were only eight lanes southbound, primarily because many were summoned to City Hall, but few left.  Gold and silver veined marble blocks, delicately and intricately carved and etched, made up the facade of the Great Hall of the City, as City Hall was officially known.  The pillar and wall sculptures depicted marvelous acts of human bravery and ingenuity.  The only failing, in Marlowe’s mind, was that the human performing these acts bore an uncanny resemblance to his brother.  The sculptures had once borne an uncanny resemblance to their father, but after his coup attempt had succeeded and Father had disappeared, the Governor had hired the original artisans to touch up the faces and replace the father’s visage with the son’s.
Marlowe had to grudgingly admit that the marble reliefs were stunningly good; his brother had spared no taxpayer expense.  The only thing marring the artistry of that facade was the line of stark, oversized black and white wanted posters, printed on NevaFade SynthaVellum and affixed with archival grade glue that would adhere to any surface for at least forty years.  The Governor was a law and order politician, with an emphasis on order, but he had no soft spot for criminals, especially his most hated nemesis, the dreaded Lafayette, fabled leader of the Avian mob, whose gray visage adorned most of the posters.
The wall of the facade was only thirty centimeters thick (and that only in the thickest portions).  Hiding behind this grandly ornate front was a heavily fortified two story bunker, made of the drabbest but most resilient stone and rock that their father had been able to salvage from the old Big Fed military installation to the north.  It was common knowledge the structure could withstand a nuclear attack.  It was also common knowledge that common knowledge had little reflection in reality.  But the Governor certainly felt safe.
The inside was pretty much what you’d expect to see in a salvaged bunker.  Thick walls, rough concrete, a gravel-and-lead mixture sandwiched between the outside ring of walls.  And elevators.  Elevators that ran down deep into the Earth, into situation rooms, illicit rendezvous chambers, even a home theater system with a sub-woofer so powerful that certain movies registered as earthquakes on the surface.  And tunnels.  Myriad tunnels, twisting and turning everywhere, some leading to secret exits, some leading to certain death, some leading to nowhere in particular.  Marlowe had dim childhood memories of running down those tunnels, usually pursued by his brother and his mastiffs.  Of course, when father found out about those pursuits, and he almost always did, he got terribly upset.  Marlowe had been cloned as a set of spare parts for his older brother, the first born.  The thought that any of those spares might be damaged by the dogs tormented dear old father, and soon his brother was only allowed to keep goldfish as pets.  Goldfish and the occasional hermit crab.
But once medical technology (regen gel, synthetic blood, artificial organs, tissue cloning and regrowth, and, of course, nano probes) had minimized the need for a working set of spares, Marlowe had been allowed to wander in larger and larger circles away from the concrete nest of City Hall.  As his jabbed veins healed and the blood “donations” ended, he felt a strength and clearheadedness he hadn’t known for the first fifteen years of his life.  He found an old library in one of the underground rooms, filled with all manner of mystery novels and short story collections.  He inhaled them, discovering new worlds inside the books just as he began to explore the new world outside the bunker.  That was the seed that had taken root, nearly twenty years ago, and had grown and blossomed into the man he was today.  Marlowe.
The Studebaker beeped its horn gently twice, and Marlowe’s reverie ended.  The car was circling the Great Hall of the City, trying to find a place to park.
Oh sure, there was the large James K. Polk Memorial Parking Structure right next to the main entrance.  Very large, and with a sign that said, “Plenty of parking. Come on in!”  And it looked like such a fun parking structure.  Painted in bright orange and yellow tones, with pictures of smiling suns and happy children stenciled across every square meter.  Only a fool would enter.  A fool who had been summoned to City Hall and wasn’t destined to leave.  It was, in actuality, camouflage for a large impound yard.  They had to put the leftover cars somewhere, as having derelicts dotted around the perimeter of City Hall was deemed unsightly and a dead giveaway as to who was responsible for the disappearances.  An underground highway ran from the impound yard to a recycling facility that melted down the vehicles and sent the extracted raw materials to an automobile factory.  A few cars managed to escape though.  As teenagers, Marlowe remembered following his brother on his birthday as he walked up and down the rows of nicer cars, deciding which two he would get for that year.
Marlowe looked in the rear view mirror.  Gwen and Artie had de-opaqued the mirrored windshield and were glaring at him.  Gwen was foaming at the mouth, fists shaking with apoplectic rage, while Artie’s mono brow had furled into a thick angry slash across his forehead, his hand pounding on the light switch.
“Car, how many times have we driven around the block?”
The Studebaker gave three quick honks.  The car couldn’t talk; Marlowe had ripped out the audio system as soon as he’d made the last payment.  The car was very whiny and prone to verbalizing its views on Communists and the latest fashion trends, which drove Marlowe nuts.
“Three times?  No wonder they’re angry back there.  Just drop me off out front, and keep circling until you find a spot or I call you.”
The Studebaker finished its circuit and paused just long enough in front of the entrance to City Hall for Marlowe to get out.  The stretch tank with Gwen and Artie plowed up onto the sidewalk and stopped just short of the marble steps, sending pedestrians scattering.  The hatch popped open and the Governor’s two enforcers climbed out.
Gwen was tall, broad-shouldered, and layered with muscles.  She had black stubble for hair, was missing her left eye, and this morning had a drooling problem.  Artie was short, swarthy, and extremely irritable when he wasn’t beating someone up.  Marlowe knew this from experience.  Artie also had large flapping ears, suffered from male pattern baldness, and was sensitive about his mono brow.  
“Gwen, Artemis, how are you?”
Gwen stepped to his left, Artie to his right, each talking hold of one arm.  They lifted him and started up the marble steps.  Because of their height difference, though, Marlowe saw the world through a new, tilted perspective.
“Oh, nothing but these dreadful errands,” replied Artie.  “The Governor needs a certain individual, and who does he send out to collect him?  Us.  I tell you, our talents are wasted.”
Gwen grunted.  “I uz at the denis.”
“I’m sorry, what?”
“She was at the dentist’s office, getting a new implant.  She hates going to the dentist, and just wanted to get it over with.  But the dentist had no sooner jabbed her with the NoMoPain, when the Governor called.  ’Go and collect Marlowe, right now!’  So she’s gonna have to go back and get another injection.”
Gwen’s grip, already uncomfortably tight around Marlowe’s arm, increased in strength.
“Well, that explains the drooling, eh, Gwen?”
She squeezed even tighter, and Marlowe’s left hand began to tingle.
“Well, Artemis,” continued Marlowe, who had learned never to call him Artie to his face, “now we know the answer to the age old question.”
Artie was starting to huff and puff, a sheen of sweat forming just above his mono brow.  “What age old question?”
“Where does a four hundred kilo gorilla park his stretch tank?  In front of City Hall.”
Gwen and Artie, without slowing down, looked at each other and nodded.  Suddenly Marlowe found himself upside down, his head not so gently bobbing against the marble steps.
“What was that, Marlowe?  Did you say something you thought was funny?”
“Ew know, a ‘uvernor dinnit say anyhing about Marwo being conchus.”
“I’m sorry, Gwen, I couldn’t quite make that out from this angle.”
“She said,” Artie interjected, dropping Marlowe on his head with each syllable for emphasis, “that the Governor didn’t say anything about you being conscious when we brought you in.”
“But he did.  To me.  Didn’t he tell you why I’m here?  Doesn’t he trust you enough to keep you in the loop?”
And suddenly Marlowe was upright again.  They had cleared the steps and now had him pressed up against the marble facade, where a stone facsimile of his brother’s nose dug into his right shoulder blade.  Gwen held him down as Artie pounded him in the gut a couple of times, and then they traded places and Gwen took a turn pounding him.  Marlowe had gauged correctly – they were in a good mood and receptive to the playful banter.  Had he misread them, he’d be getting new teeth while in the Governor’s waiting room.  They had a dentist on hand at City Hall for just such occasions.  A session with her invariably meant a trip to a private dentist afterwards to undo the damage.  But Artie and Gwen, despite her aborted dental visit, were feeling OK today and just roughed him up moderately.  His plasma-resistant armor absorbed most of the impact anyway.
The rest of the journey through City Hall to the Governor’s office was a blur.  Maybe because Gwen had socked Marlowe once in each eye before they resumed their trip.  But as the eyes watered and the nano probes restored them to their spherical shape, Marlowe was alarmed to discover that he hadn’t been dumped in the Governor’s waiting room to cool his heels for a couple of hours, but had been deposited directly into the Governor’s office.  And not the official one, with all the hidden cameras and microphones.  This was the private office, the office he’d been called to as a kid when father was angry.
As offices went, it was actually pretty tasteful.  Modestly sized, with a brushed aluminum desk, dark wood paneling, and a shimmering purple heather rug that rippled in the simulated breeze.  Some tasteful watercolors adorned the walls, and a large bay Virtu-window opened out onto a green pasture where a herd of cows quietly nibbled on grass and chewed their cuds.  Marlowe recognized the view – channel eighty six on satellite.  A very expensive channel; Marlowe couldn’t afford it at home and had to pirate it.
Gwen and Artie dumped Marlowe into a pastel yellow leather sofa resting against the wall across from the desk.  Marlowe sank into its depths, literally hugged by the cushions.  The embrace had the disconcerting effect of preventing him from standing.
“You know, a word from me and that sofa will crush you like a cockroach.”
Behind the brushed aluminum desk, in a matching pastel yellow leather-upholstered throne, sat Marlowe’s brother, His Most Honorable Governor of the City.  Marlowe could hear the hum of the magic massage fingers emanating from the plush, majestic chair.  The Governor was a tall man, a regal man, a man who couldn’t grow a beard to save his life.  Not that this fact stopped him from trying.  He had a splotchy, threadbare-in-places rug of a beard that made Marlowe cringe just to look at it.  Or maybe that was a residual effect of the beating from Gwen and Artie.     
His brother had tried implants to fill out the beard, but his immune system had rejected them.  The nano probes could counter this rejection, but they had to work so hard at it he needed to completely replace the probes every two weeks.  That was too costly and invasive.  He tried synthetics, but hadn’t been pleased with the results – despite years and years of research, no one had been able to get synthetic hair that looked real.  Spray-on hair looked better, but still not that great, and was just too much effort and led to embarrassing stains on his hands if he stroked it too much.  Finally, his brother gave up, and took to imprisoning anyone who commented on his facial hair.
Despite a colony of Botox that had been genetically engineered to survive indefinitely under the surface of his skin, the heavy burden of the Office of Governor had ravaged his face with deep gouges and lines.  The skin was pasty, the eyebrows sagged, and the only thing soothing about his visage were the placid gray eyes.  They shimmered, in a soothing way, the result of iris implants.
“You’re not going to kill me.  You’ve gone to too much trouble bringing me here just to kill your only brother.”
The Governor laughed, though the heartiness seemed forced.  “How ya doing, Spares?”
The sofa squeezed a little in response to Marlowe’s involuntary stiffening.  “Please don’t call me that.”
“Sorry, sorry,” said his brother, the gray eyes flashing sympathetically.  “Terribly insensitive of me.”
“Sorry to disturb you,” piped up House’s voice in Marlowe’s ear, “but he’s most likely attempting to evoke a nostalgic response with the nickname, to soften you up.  And his eyes are flashing a subliminal message to trust him.  I have taken the liberty of employing countermeasures.  Also, I have some wonderful news to share.  But I’ll wait until you get home.  You’ll be thrilled.”
Marlowe cleared his throat.  He couldn’t respond to House without his brother hearing, or he would have launched into a tirade about surprises and keeping things from him.  It would have to wait.
“Marlowe, I find myself in a delicate situation, and I need your expertise to extract myself from it.”
“One hundred Cituros a day, plus expenses.”
“Dearest brother, I’m family!”
“Oh, that’s right.  I forgot.  Two hundred a day.”
“Really, dear brother, you forget yourself.  Where do you think you’d be without me  watching over you?  I think you’d find life a lot more difficult without my, shall we say, patronage.  Don’t you agree?”
“No.  I’d almost certainly be a lot healthier.  I wouldn’t have quite so many run-ins with Gwen and Artie, for starters.  You’d think being the brother of the Governor would afford me some slack in life.  But despite your comically haphazard attempts to pretend I’m not a relation, which fools only the most dimwitted and least threatening of your opponents, the bulk of your adversaries are under the mistaken impression you care about me.  They keep trying to hurt you through me.”
“I know.  I deliberately foster that belief so they don’t hurt the people I do care about.”
“Well, I certainly respect your honesty.”  Not, he mentally added.
“Listen, Gervase, or whatever you’re calling yourself these days, I need someone I can trust to handle a slight problem.  You forget to send me Xmas cards every year, I contemplate having you deported almost daily.  We have our issues.  But we both also have a common enemy.  Obedere.  A defeat for me is a winner-takes-all victory for him, and I know you’ll want to deny him that.  If not to save our lives, then just out of sheer spite.  And, as an added bonus, I pay very well.  Three hundred Cituros a day, plus expenses, plus the full backing and resources of the Office of the Governor if you’ll handle this.”
Three hundred a day got Marlowe’s attention.  “I’m listening.”
“Just over an hour ago, a craft of some type crashed into the Northeast Rural District One collective farm.  The crash completely wiped out the Brussels sprout crop and severely damaged the kale yield.”
“Go on,” said Marlowe.
“There was one survivor.  A woman.”
Marlowe shrugged.  “So what’s the problem here?  The law’s clear.  She damaged City food production, she’s facing a capital charge.  You’ve never had any qualms about executions before.”
“A news vid team managed to get on the scene and report the crash,” said the Governor.  “The people know that the Brussels sprout crop has been wiped out.  The quantum computers are already projecting eighty percent odds she’ll become a folk hero, and executing her could lead to a rebellion with her as the rallying cry.”
“So don’t execute her.  Give her a medal, make nice with her and ride the coattails of her popularity.”
The Governor shook his head.  “Not that easy.  Obedere was first on the scene.  He’s already arrested her, and if I had gotten wind of all this just two minutes later than I did, she’d have already been executed.”
“So Obedere wants to carry out the law.”
“Of course,” said the Governor, “and that’s the great irony.  He has every legal right to do it, but if I let him, it causes me no end of trouble.  There have been more whispers of discontent lately, and I don’t need that right now.”
“You never need it.  So where do I come in?”
“Ah, yes.  Here’s the twist.  This woman, she claims to be from outer space.”
Marlowe barked out loud with laughter.  The sofa tightened up a bit at the outburst.  “And I’m a Lost Martian!  Sounds like a candidate for the City Municipal Hospital for the Criminally Deranged, if you ask me.  Of course, you did want to seem tough on crime and repealed the insanity defense in capital cases a couple of years ago.  Not looking like such a bright idea now, is it?”
“Listen Marlowe.  I’m not so sure she isn’t from outer space.  Her craft, or what’s left of it, wasn’t a jet.  And when it showed up on our radar, it came from nowhere.  Nothing on the screens, and then a dot at supersonic speed that plowed into the Brussels sprouts field.  Like someone dropped it from above right into our air space.”
“Come on, you can’t be serious.”
“Listen to me.  Obedere’s been drooling for the Governorship ever since he made Chief Minister of Policing.  That’s where I was before I ascended to the throne.  It’s only natural to want to move up.  If he manages to get her executed, you can bet your bottom City scrip he’ll make sure I bear the brunt of popular discontent.”
“Well,” said Marlowe, “you did write that particular law calling for the death penalty-”
“You see, that’s exactly how it will play out on the street.  Whip up some public sentiment against me, have a few trusted and well-placed allies move in, and suddenly I’m dead, Obedere’s Governor, and you’re in the Ministry of Policing Maximum Security Detention Facility, wishing for death.”
“What can I possibly do?  The law’s the law.”
“Yes, it is.  And if you read the law carefully, you’ll find there is an exemption clause.  ’Outstanding circumstances beyond a reasonable individual’s control.’  If you can prove she’s really from outer space, I’ll invoke that clause, pardon her, and then throw a parade in her honor.”
“Prove she’s from outer space?!  But that’s preposterous!”
“Listen to me, Marlowe.  Your job is to prove she’s from outer space, whether or not she is.”
Marlowe closed his eyes so his brother couldn’t see him rolling them.  “And if I don’t take the case?”
“Then your car will be towed – to the impound lot.  If you know what I mean.”
“Where do I start?”
“You’re the detective.  You decide.  The woman is being held at the Ministry of Policing.  I did manage to arrange for a more comfortable cell for her, but I wouldn’t dawdle too long before taking her into your custody and out of Obedere’s.”
“Then I better get cracking.”
“If you visit her, and I’m assuming at some point you will, Obedere will be waiting.  He’s bound to interfere.  He’ll want you to fail.  But that’s not an option.”
“Brother, have I ever failed you before?”
“Yes, many times.  But in this particular instance, it’s your hide too.  You have an incentive to succeed.  Coochie, let him go.”
The sofa cushions relaxed and Marlowe was able to get up.  Artie and Gwen materialized out of nowhere and each latched onto an arm.
“OK, Marlowe, I’ll update your status on the CityNet.  You’ll have almost as much authority as Obedere now, and in some specific situations, more.  He’s bound to resent that, which is the primary reason I’m giving you this power.  Anyone gives you trouble, tell them to check on the net.
“Artie, Gwen, please be kind enough to take him back to his car.  Gently.  Oh, and Marlowe, before you go, one last thing I need to mention.  An added complication, as it were.”
Gwen and Artie crossed over the threshold of the office door and spun Marlowe around so he could face his brother for this final revelation.  The Governor paused for a moment, trying to sound repentant while clearly struggling not to burst into laughter.
“Dad isn’t dead, he’s alive, he’s escaped from the City Municipal Hospital for the Criminally Deranged, and when I secretly committed him to that hospital after the coup, I led him to believe you arranged for the commitment.  So watch your back.”
The door sliced shut, cutting Marlowe off from his brother.  Gwen and Artie dragged him, backwards and jaw gaping, all the way back to the street.  They derived so much mirth from the Governor’s final revelation and its effect on Marlowe that they didn’t even bother to beat him up before releasing him.  Well, not much, anyway.






 
 
CHAPTER 5
NEVER TRUST OLD FRIENDS OR SPACEWOMEN

Marlowe picked himself up from the foot of the City Hall steps where his escorts had tossed him and hailed his Studebaker, which was still circling around the block in quest of parking.  The car rumbled to a stop in the middle of the street, triggering a hail of horn blasts.  Marlowe dashed across the lanes and jumped into the already open driver’s side door.
“House, pipe in my favorite music.”
“I never deactivated the encryption.”
“You heard everything in my brother’s office?”
“Yes.”
“OK, then map me out the most efficient route to the following destinations: the three reconstitution shops Tray’s most likely to be at, the Ministry of Policing, and the crash site.”
“I’ve already taken the liberty of downloading them to the car.”
“Car, let’s go.  Where’s our first stop, House?”
“Ministry of Policing.”
“Nuts.  Why is it always the bad news first?”
“Are you really expecting any good news today?”
“I live in hope.”
A tone of playful mischief entered House’s voice.  “Don’t you want to ask me about the surprise?”
“No.  I know what you’ll say if I ask.  You’ll just bait me with vague hints and a refusal to spoil the surprise.”  Marlowe was in no mood to play this game with House.
“Yes, I suppose telling you outright would spoil it.  But I could give you a tiny hint if you’d like.”
“No, I’d rather be surprised,” said Marlowe, who felt exactly the opposite.
“By the way, I’ve finished the analysis of the mushrooms.  They contain psilocybin, the primary ingredient in the psychotomimetic drug known as Trippin’ Tabs.  If Gomer consumed any of them last night, I have no doubt he had very interesting dreams indeed.”
“Lucky him.  He goes on a trip, I get murdered.  Just goes to show how unfair life can be.”
The Studebaker whizzed along, racing northeast towards the outskirts of the city.  As the distance between the car and the heart of the City grew, the lanes dropped off, one by one, the buildings became squatter and grayer, and the number of Bucky Brews, a chain of ubiquitous coffee shops saturating the City, thinned out dramatically.  The wind picked up, rocking the aerodynamic-in-marketing-brochures-only Studebaker.  Normally, Marlowe would have enjoyed the rolling motion, found it relaxing.  But he was heading towards the Ministry of Policing, and there was nothing soothing about that.
With the wind came acid rain, pelting the car like a blizzard of ball bearings dropped from a cargo plane.  When he bought the Studebaker, the dealership had convinced him to buy a Teflar coating to protect the paint from the polluted rain water.  Every time it rained on the car, Marlowe was reminded of that expensive waste of scrip.  The cracked and peeling Teflar coating now actually trapped the acid rain, sandwiching the corrosive liquid directly against the paint.  Well, not so much paint now as primer and, in spots, bare metal.  Fortunately, aside from the eyeball on the hood, the car was painted rust red anyway, and from twenty meters away, while the car was moving at twenty kilometers per hour, it didn’t look half bad.
The business complexes thinned out, intermingled briefly with the industrial warehouses, and then abandoned the warehouses to their own devices.  The space between buildings grew with each passing kilometer, revealing flat plains of yellowed grass and mud.  The outskirts were approaching, and soon Marlowe would be matching wits with Obedere again.
The Ministry of Policing building was situated out in the middle of nowhere, with no buildings around to compete with it and easily defended, wide-open plains surrounding it.  The first overt sign he was getting closer was the Great Barrier, a three hundred meter tall giant ring of hardened ceramic and concrete encircling the complex.  The road ran straight up to the ring, and then stopped.  Only magnetic propulsion systems and airborne flitters could proceed beyond this point.  As a defense against ground traffic, this was an added feature.  The magnetic conduit under the road continued up just under the surface of the barrier, and Marlowe had to check in to make sure the Ministry of Policing Traffic Controller maintained magnetic resonance.  The Traffic Controller generated a cancellation field in the steel running up the steep slope of the barrier, effectively stopping all vehicles on the ground.  With the proper clearance, a driver could have this magnetic cancellation field inverted, allowing the car to climb the side of the barrier, albeit very, very slowly, given the angle.
Marlowe transmitted his clearance, which would also ensure that Obedere was informed of his imminent arrival.  The code was acknowledged and accepted, and Marlowe leaned back in his seat as the car reached the edge of the barrier and started up.  The slope was gentle at first, about ten degrees, but grew steadily steeper until peaking out at seventy degrees.  The inexorable tug of gravity pulled Marlowe into the back of his seat as he stared at the sky, and then shifted as they crested the barrier.  The ‘Service Magnetron’ light in the dash that had been flickering as they traversed the slope went dark as the car returned to a normal, parallel-to-the-ground orientation.  This sort of travel was very hard on the Studebaker.
The other side of the Great Barrier had a much gentler downward slope.  This allowed police ground traffic on the inside to move quickly to any point on the barrier where an unauthorized intruder was attempting to gain entry.  Not that they’d had anyone attempt such a suicidal endeavor in recent memory.  But there was a saying in the City.  “Coups happen.”
Crossing the Great Barrier meant they only had another twenty kilometers to go before reaching the complex proper.  But even at this distance, Marlowe involuntarily groaned with terror as the obsidian pyramid appeared on the horizon.  Thirty stories tall (and at least twice as deep), the black marble building stretched up into the sky like an inverted cone of death.  Tiny elevators moved up and down along the outside slopes, and at the entrance, a set of stairs ran up to the pinnacle.  Not that anyone ever used the stairs.  Well, occasionally prisoners were pushed down them, but no one ever used them in the other direction.
Jet black, unmarked police flitters with dark opaque windows zipped in and out of the complex, while in the parking lot that encircled the building like a calm, midnight sea of asphalt, a fleet of more waited to be boarded by jet black armor-clad drivers with jet black guns and jet black stun batons.  Marlowe felt a rush of fear as the car continued closer.  His hair stood on end, and his hands shook.  Memories of his last ‘visit’ to the Ministry left the taste of bile in his mouth.  The sudden spike in stress levels sent the nano probes surging out of their storage sack to the far corners of Marlowe’s circulatory system, sowing a freshly manufactured cocktail of Prozium, Valzac, and Nicodeine.  It helped.  Marlowe’s shaking stopped, and his sense of certain death faded into a mere apprehension of doom.  But the hair stayed at attention.
A couple of flitters soared overhead as Marlowe approached the entrance to the visitor’s lot.  They hung above him briefly as he turned into the lot, and the Studebaker’s passive sensors detected their probes sweeping over the car.  It was a rare sight indeed for an unescorted visitor to arrive at the Ministry of Policing.
The complex’s security system overrode the Studebaker’s controls as soon as he crossed through the first perimeter fence.  While Marlowe had never felt uncomfortable letting the car drive itself, he felt a distinct discomfort at having the Ministry of Policing behind the wheel.  Still, there was nothing he could do.  The security system guided the car to a dark, covered entrance not visible from the road.  Marlowe climbed out when the door popped open and after a moment’s hesitation, headed towards the entry.
In the shadows of the entrance, something moved.  Something large, something ominous.  Marlowe kicked on the low light filter and found himself staring down the infrared-haloed form of the Chief Minister of Policing.  Obedere.  His past and present nemesis.  CMP Obedere had a dark, malevolent glare emanating from deeply sunken eyes, the filter-enhanced green infrared reflections from his retinas only adding to the demonic aura that clung to him like stink to a bloated, overripe peach.  Well, non-GM peach, since the genetically modified ones never spoiled.  
Obedere was bald, the soft fuzzy pink flesh of his head bunching up in fatty layers that cascaded down to his cheeks, where they sagged into puffy jowls that swallowed up his neck.      Beady eyes set into a sagging, rotting peach festering on the fruit cart of his shoulders.  He wore the standard obsidian black City Constable’s uniform, but on the banded collar that rode up against his chin, jowls, and ears rested a small gold pin of a hammer pounded into an anvil, indicating his rank as Chief Minister of Policing.
Marlowe remembered the last time he was here.  The BondoRestraints holding his hands together, the shock sticks prodding him forward into the darkness, Obedere grinning gleefully.    Ministry of Policing Inquisitors had held him in a small room at first, glued to a Truth-Be-Told Table, asking him questions he couldn’t answer, urging him to confess to something he hadn’t done and knew nothing about.  After hours of intense, violent questioning, he’d been willing to confess to anything, but the Truth-Be-Told Table prevented him from lying.  Probably Obedere had expected such an outcome and had relished the irony.  But that particular memory wasn’t what haunted Marlowe now as he stood staring once again at Obedere in that dark doorway.
The Inquisitors had stopped asking questions.  They peeled him off the Truth-Be-Told Table, leaving a thick layer of his skin behind, and dragged him into the next circle of Hell.  Down halls, stairs, and into dimly lit elevators.  Until they reached the theater.  The operating theater.  All the way there, Obedere had walked alongside him, a spring of anticipation in his step and a grin of gleeful mirth splashed across his face.  When they arrived at the theater, Obedere slipped off, chuckling, as the medical techs strapped Marlowe to a gurney, legs together, arms spread apart.  
Technicians gowned in black smocks with black face masks and caps covering most of their heads crowded over him like a gaggle of grim reaper interns.  They remained silent, only their eyes visible, none looking directly at Marlowe.  And then, for a moment, he was alone, naked and cold but too spent to shiver, the icy metal steadily sucking the heat out of his body.  Obedere reappeared above him, taking a seat in the observation lounge and languidly watching the detective through the glass ceiling.
“Are you comfortable, Gervase?”
Marlowe had still been Gervase Fen at that point.
“You are about to become part of a most important project.  I want you to know this so you won’t feel your suffering is in vain.  Don’t worry, no questions.  No more questions.  We don’t need your answers any more.  We know all we need to know about that particular crime.  A convincing confession with the appropriate details has been manufactured despite your lack of…cooperation.  So concern yourself no more on that particular matter.  Besides, this is much more important.  What you are about to embark upon is a scientific endeavor.  A pet project of mine.  You will help us determine nothing less than the biological origins of sedition!”
Marlowe hadn’t fathomed exactly what was coming next.  He remembered the innocent confusion those words had sparked, the hope that maybe he wouldn’t die.
“After this latest attempt on the Governor’s life, he has authorized a study I have been advocating for years.  We are taking a sampling of the criminals guilty of sedition and treason, and studying and comparing them to see if there are any physical or genetic commonalities.  Imagine, if we could find that!  We could selectively breed out all rebellion and civic mischief, or design a retro-virus that removes the offending genetics from the human genome.  Peace, tranquility, and obedience, now and forever!
“Now I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this, planning exactly what to look for and how to get it.  Alas, you will be the first participant of the study, so we may take a misstep here or there as we fine-tune the methodology.  But rest assured, your participation will only pave the way for future members of the study to have a…smoother experience.”
Icy fear had begun to seep into Marlowe as he listened, but it was nothing compared to the plummet into abject, helpless terror that the next words brought.
“We will be taking blood and tissue samples.  We will be removing organs for study.  We will dissect your brain to look for abnormalities.  We will begin now.”
Bright lights temporarily blinded Marlowe and the dark silhouettes of surgeons crowded over him.
“We’ve decided, in the initial draft of the protocol, that sedatives and anesthetics may cloud the results.  I hope you don’t mind.”
Something cold and smooth was placed against his abdomen.  A shock jolted through him, not entirely painful, but certainly not pleasant.
“And we can’t have your nano probes interfering, trying to undo our work.  That would only slow things down.  The shock you just received has neutralized them.  Gervase, though you may not enjoy this, remember that science and future generations salute you.”
After awhile, they tired of his screams and piercing shrieks, so they gagged him.  Then all Marlowe could do was whimper.  And with his head strapped in place, all he see was Obedere’s shadowy form above him, a cherubic angel of death.
He didn’t remember much of the rest.  Subsequent therapy had succeeded in blocking his ability to remember those last horrible moments before the call came in, the order to stop, the exposure of the true culprit.  He knew Madeline had been responsible for that.  Madeline, Obedere’s personal assistant who had always had a soft spot, for some reason, for Marlowe.  Madeline, who had disappeared during Marlowe’s recovery.  He wanted to believe she’d escaped the City, had found freedom and peace in another place, but knew better.
The soothing warmth of AnxietyAway began its characteristic flow through Marlowe’s limbs.  The intensity of the memories had triggered their release, and while Marlowe didn’t like the thought of having a crutch like that, he had to admit it allowed him to step back and view the world around him more calmly and with greater focus.  He forced himself back into the present.
Marlowe noted, as he always did when he saw Obedere, that the uniform itself was a marvel of engineering, considering the great girth it endeavored to encase.  All constables wore a plasma-resistant, reactive armor fabric uniform, and according to a City tailor Marlowe had struck up a conversation with at a bar, it was a very difficult material to work with.  Considering the great swathes involved, it must have required a superhuman effort to make Obedere’s.  But then, Obedere inspired superhuman effort once he made clear the consequence of failure.
There was something new this time.  It took Marlowe a moment to pick out just what it was, but when he did he had to choke back a laugh.  The happy drugs were working a little too well now.  He could just make out an exo-skeleton, matte black and very discreet, wrapped snugly around Obedere’s bulk.  Marlowe guessed the Chief Constable’s body could no longer battle gravity unassisted.  It was only a matter of time before he ended up in levitation boots.
Obedere stepped mechanically out of the shadows.  “Ah, Marlowe, my old friend.  It’s so nice to see you again.  I’ve missed having you as my…guest.”
His voice was shrill and warbled at first, but then dropped into a deep baritone.  Marlowe fought back a chuckle.  Obedere was using vocal chord enhancers, and they obviously weren’t fully warmed up.
“Hello, CMP Obedere.”  Marlowe gagged as the faint odor of formaldehyde wafted over him.  Obviously Obedere had been dabbling in his rumored favorite hobby before this business began.  “I understand you have a prisoner for me to pick up.”
“Pick up?  I’m afraid I don’t have any orders to transfer the prisoner to you.”
“If you’re reluctant, we can always call my brother for clarification.”
Obedere frowned with distaste.  “Oh, the less we involve him the better.  You can have her, for now.  But until her case is…resolved, well, she’ll be your responsibility.  If anything should happen that prevents justice from being served in her case, such as escape, you will be held accountable.”
“Of course.  I expect nothing less of you.”
Obedere eyed Marlowe, suspicious he’d just been somehow slighted.  “Will you be heading out to the crash site, old friend?”
“In due course.  You’ve been there?”
“Yes.”
“What did you think?”
“Lots of fire.  A big hole in the ground.  Smoke.  Civic Defense Stormtroopers scrambling across the landscape, weapons drawn, death in their eyes.  Like a tasty appetizer from Hell, a delicious sample of things to come.”  A smile crept onto Obedere’s face.  It scared Marlowe.  “Come, my old friend.  Let’s introduce you to the…hehehe…spacewoman.”
Marlowe followed the corpulent Chief constable into the darkness.  Only his low light filter prevented him from tripping over the stone knobs set into the ground at random intervals.  Set there, no doubt, to slow down anyone trying to storm the building, should such an unlikely event ever occur.  The dark passage ran about ten meters, the hard marble floor clicking with each step of Obedere’s exo-skeleton.  Marlowe almost felt sorry for the man as he struggled in obvious pain with each step.  But then he remembered the torture he’d endured at Obedere’s hands during his last visit.  The fat bastard couldn’t suffer enough.
They reached a dead end, a solid slab of marble that suddenly recessed into the wall and slid back.  Beyond was a blindingly bright hallway.  Marlowe stifled a cry of pain as his low light filter overloaded and burned a white rectangle of light onto his retina.
“Oh, sorry, old friend.  I should have warned you to turn off the low light filter.  My apologies.”
“That’s alright.  It auto compensated,” lied Marlowe.
“Speaking of sorry,” continued Obedere as he led Marlowe down the hall, “I feel I should apologize again for the misunderstanding of your last visit.  A most unfortunate turn of events.  We’re still looking for the individual responsible for framing you.”
Yeah, thought Marlowe.  I’m still looking, too.  I’m looking right at him.  “I understand.  You had no choice, given the circumstances.”
“Yes, but I want you to know,” and at this point Obedere stopped, spun around with a groan, and gripped Marlowe by the shoulders, “when I learned the truth, I felt absolutely terrible.”  He tried to look sincere, but the mirth in his eyes ruined the effect.
“Yeah, well the whole experience left me feeling awful too.”
“Everything has grown back?”
“Mostly.”
“Thank goodness for modern medical science.  There were times when the loss of a digit or limb was permanent.”
“Yeah, lucky me.”  Marlowe had spent a month in black market surgery shops removing all the bugs and implants embedded into the bits and pieces the Ministry of Policing had ‘generously’ reattached after their little misunderstanding.
“Come, come, old friend, we’re going to a very special elevator.  It’s one of the few I’m sure you haven’t been in.  It’s for our VIP guests.”
A door slid open in the wall next to them, revealing a cargo elevator with polished steel walls.  A hover chair was floating inside.
“Ah!” cried Obedere gleefully.  “That’s where it got to!”  He plopped into the chair, which crashed into the floor before the mag field compensated.  “I swear, the thing has a mind of its own.  Always wandering off, which can be particularly dangerous around here, as you know.  If I didn’t know better, I might think it was hiding from me.”  The chair rose back up, a chair-shaped groove in the floor of the elevator.  
Obedere always reminded Marlowe that medical science still had room to advance.  Obesity, for one, had yet to be abolished.  Nano probes had no problem breaking down fatty deposits, but they did have a problem disposing of the broken down byproducts.  Hydrogen was one of them, and if one wasn’t careful and that hydrogen was released as a gas, a person could become a very large, very flammable dirigible.  Not an insurmountable problem, but in the case of very obese individuals, it was like trying to empty the contents of a lake with a tea cup.  It could be done, if you had enough tea cups, but the cost and effort would be enormous.
High cost and allergic reactions were two other obstacles that medical science needed to overcome.  Installing and maintaining a set of nano probes tended to be very expensive.  Even Marlowe could barely afford it, though in his line of work, he couldn’t afford not to have them.  And some people had an immune response when the nano probes were introduced into their system – their immune system attacked the nano probes.  This kept the nano probes so busy fighting off white blood cells that they didn’t have time to deal with other issues.  The only known solution to this issue was to wipe out the patient’s immune system and replace it with the nano probes.  Even Marlowe, an early adopter who embraced most new technologies, was reluctant to go that far.  It involved targeted radiation treatment to destroy bone marrow.  The process was apparently very painful, yet another deterrent if you didn’t already have the nano probes in place to block the pain.
Marlowe had managed to learn, after a great deal of trouble and expense, that Obedere didn’t have any nano probes.  While he’d never managed to get a peek at Obedere’s medical records, he couldn’t imagine Obedere forgoing the nano probes except if he was allergic to them.  This meant Obedere needed to be taken to a medical facility if he ever died and wanted to be resurrected.  And not being a man to take chances, Obedere made sure a medical facility was always nearby.  In addition to a state-of-the-art mobile facility that always traveled with him (at a discrete distance), Obedere had covert emergency medical centers dotted throughout the City.
Marlowe’s stomach lurched into his throat, but this time it wasn’t fear.  It was the elevator descending.
“There was some wreckage in the center of the crater.  Actually, wreckage might not be the right word.  The vessel from which our young lady emerged was actually fairly intact.  We’re planning on moving it soon, but for now we’re leaving it to preserve any evidence.”
The elevator stopped and they exited into a dimly lit hallway of concrete and brick walls.  At the far end a round, bright orange DuraPlast blast resistant door waited.  Obedere took the lead in his chair, speeding down the hallway.  The chair wobbled dangerously to the left and right, struggling with his mass.  Marlowe idly noted that the chair’s ability to function down here meant that somewhere in the floor was magnetic conduit.  Obedere skidded to a stop just outside the door, nearly hitting it, and then waited for Marlowe to catch up.  
“Her name, if no one’s told you yet, is Nina Minari.  She claims to be some sort of ‘astronut’ or something from the past.  A very colorful story.  And fun to watch her tell.  She gets so, what is the word…agitated, yes, agitated, when you ask her to tell it again.”  Obedere cracked a crafty smile and his eyes twinkled, almost certainly his iris implants.
“Now what is that access code,” Obedere asked himself as he surveyed the console next to the door.  “I can never remember what it is.”  He rotated the chair so he was facing away from Marlowe, but because the hover chair continued to wobble a bit, Marlowe managed to see Obedere sneak a surreptitious peek at the palm of his right hand, which had something scribbled across it.  Obedere clenched his hand into a fist and rotated back.  “Ah yes, now I remember.”  
He never did have a very sharp memory, thought Marlowe.  At least not for numbers.  Slights, on the other hand, he never forgot.
“We had some problems when we initially detained her.”  Obedere raised the chair up until his eye was level with the retinal scanner, which briefly flashed red over his left eye.  “She’s,” and he paused again to lower the chair so he could rest his hammy palm on the hand scanner, “hehehe…a feisty one.”  He licked his lips and smiled like the cat that caught the parrot.
The door hummed, shifted in color from orange to gray blue, and sank diagonally into the floor.  The cell was bright, clean, and small.  Inside Marlowe noted a bunk, attached flush to the wall with an olive green blanket stretched over it, a toilet with one of those awful cushiony seats, and a Virtu-window.  It displayed the same green pastures as the screen in the Governor’s private office, but this view had prison bars in the foreground.
By far the most arresting feature of the cell was its occupant.  She was sitting cross-legged on the bunk, hands resting on her knees, palms up.  Her eyes were closed, and she looked calm, almost blissful.  She had wavy black hair, cut short and with veins of gray running through it.  Marlowe could not help but admire her strong jawline and sharply defined cheekbones.  A slight dimple on her chin and a perfectly proportioned nose rounded out an altogether pleasing face.  She had a raw, natural beauty Marlowe rarely saw anymore, a beauty that stood out in the sea of cookie-cutter good looks everyone else got from the the plastic surgery shops.
She wore a simple unisex jumpsuit, maroon in color, and covered with zippered pockets.  A circular patch on the left shoulder of the jumpsuit depicted two stars with a gas giant in the foreground, and the words ‘Odyssey I’ across the top and ‘55 Cancri’ across the bottom.  Over her left breast was a name tag.  It read ‘MINARI’.  Clasped around both feet were some seriously heavy-duty, made for stomping boots.  They put the standard issue constables’ boots to shame; Marlowe decided he’d hate to meet up with the business end of them.
The possibility that she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen crossed his mind, and when she opened her eyes, that possibility became certainty.  He momentarily misplaced himself in her deep, penetrating eyes, warm gold like a well browned pie crust.  What had his brother gotten him into?  This was, without a doubt, going to lead to nothing but trouble.
“Your Most Blessed Highness, Queen of the Solar System, you have a guest.  It is to my everlasting shame that I must present this humble peasant of little worth.”
The woman sighed, blinked her eyes a few times, and stood up.  She glared at Obedere first, then her eyes stopped on Marlowe.
“OK, I’ve died and gone to Hell, I’m dreaming, or you guys have put something in my food.  What is Humphrey Bogart doing here?”
Obedere looked genuinely confused, Marlowe pleasantly surprised; she was the first person who actually recognized the man he’d modeled his most recent face after.
“The name is Marlowe, sweetheart,” Marlowe said in his best imitation Bogie voice.  “I’ve been put in charge of figuring out who you are, where you come from, and how you got into the City.”  Marlowe liked that.  ’Put in charge’ made him sound more important, like he was the head of a task force or something.
Nina laughed, but not a comfortable, friendly laugh.  More an on-the-edge-of-hysteria laugh.  “Phillip Marlowe is in charge of investigating me.  This can’t get any more absurd.  Is John Wayne going to lead the cavalry in at the last moment to save me?  Oh Christ, I’m going to have to go through my story again, aren’t I?  I’m so tired of telling it.  And what’s the point?  This floating freak here has recorded every telling of it.  Can’t you watch the tape and then come back?”
Tape?  What would adhesive tape have to do with her story?  Marlowe didn’t know what she was talking about.  Another point in the loony bin…well, bin.
“First, I look like Humphrey Bogart because I had my face surgically altered to look like him.  I’ve looked like a lot of fictional detectives in my day.  Just a sort of hobby of mine.  Second, I would prefer to hear your story in person rather than viewing a recording.  If it’s any incentive, afterward I’ll be taking custody of you and we’ll relocate you someplace a little more hospitable than your current situation.”
She sighed again, sat back down on the bunk, crossed her legs, closed her eyes, and launched into her story.
“My name is Nina Minari.  I’m the commander of the FSEP Odyssey I mission, Earth’s first voyage to another star system.  I’m also the sole survivor.”
Marlowe interrupted.  “FSEP?”
Nina opened her eyes long enough to roll them, a very fetching maneuver.  Obviously this was a question she’d heard before, many times.  “Fess-ep, F-S-E-P.  The Federal Space Exploration Program.  It replaced NASA in 1974.”
“Ah,” said Marlowe, still completely in the dark.
House piped in, a soft whisper in Marlowe’s ear.  “Big Fed space programs, first NASA, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, and then FSEP.  Underfunded mandates to explore space and expand the boundaries of human existence.  Both came to dire ends, NASA after the lunar landing deceptions came to light, FSEP after a funding misappropriations scandal involving, coincidentally, the second lunar landing program.”
Nina continued, unaware of House’s interruption.  “We left Earth on August 11, 2007.  Our destination was the 55 Cancri B system.  Relative travel time was thirteen months until arrival, with a sixteen month stay for surveying and scientific exploration.  Then another thirteen months to return, also relative.”
“I’m confused.  What do family members have to do with this?”
“Do they not teach anyone physics these days?  Not relatives.  Relative.  As in relativity.  Relativistic effects?”
Obedere broke in.  “That’s the real kicker of her story, old friend.  Their ship was traveling at nearly the speed of light, so time passed more slowly for them, or more quickly for us, or something along those lines.”
“Ah ha,” said Marlowe without conviction.
“Obedere’s explanation, although rudimentary, is accurate,” House reassured Marlowe.
“We experienced a time dilation.  While time on Earth passed ‘normally,’ time for us during transit passed more slowly.  The relativistic effect of traveling at more than half the speed of light.”
“So how much time passed on Earth while you were gone?”
She answered in a tired, frosty tone.  “I left in 2007.  Take the current year and subtract 2007 from it and you have the answer to that question.”
“2007, that’s the old calendar, isn’t it?”
“I have no idea.”
“Well, this is 8 HMHG, the 8th year of His Most Honorable the Governor’s reign.”
“I’m afraid I’ve missed out on what you would call recent history.  The original PAT, wait, don’t ask, I know, Planned Absence Time, was one hundred and thirty eight years.  But we didn’t stay the full sixteen months.”
“Oh, this is where the tale gets all weepy,” chortled Obedere, rocking back and forth in his chair, eyes intent on Nina.
“When we entered the system, we passed through a debris field orbiting 55 Cancri.  In the early stages of the mission planning, the scientists swore up and down that there was no debris field, that what was actually being seen was background radiation misinterpreted as a sphere of debris orbiting the star.  Apparently the math was pretty convincing, but they were wrong.  The impact of thousands of grains, pebbles, rocks, and boulders severely damaged the ship.  If we hadn’t almost completed the braking maneuver when the collisions occurred, the ship would have certainly been destroyed.  As it was, the rest of the crew, my executive officer, engineer,” and then Nina choked up for a moment, “and doctor were all killed.  Only I survived arrival.
“We had planned to survey the entire system, focusing most of our effort on a probable Earth-like planet named Hare in orbit a quarter AU from the star.  However, after the damage suffered upon arrival, I was barely able to get into orbit around the large gas giant, Tortoise.  The supply ship sent ahead of us was supposed to be in orbit there, and amazingly enough, it was.  Also damaged, but intact for the most part.  I managed to repair Odyssey’s drive system using parts from the supply ship and raw materials harvested from some of Tortoise’s moons.
“The repairs weren’t perfect.  I had to reduce the amount of mass returning in order to achieve the necessary acceleration.  I dumped all of the equipment, entire sections of the ship, anything that could be safely jettisoned.  Then I fired up the engines and came back.  I miscalculated on the deceleration, though.  I entered Earth’s system too fast.  I abandoned Odyssey in the escape vehicle and managed to slingshot my way around Jupiter, then Mars, then Venus, consuming the extra delta-V in their gravity wells, until I was traveling slow enough to enter Earth orbit.  Almost four months in that cramped lifeboat with nothing to do but wait for orbital insertions and perform course corrections.  
“It’s been a long, painful, lonely journey, and upon my much anticipated arrival home, I’m arrested and treated like an escaped inmate from an insane asylum.”
Marlowe leaned against the round frame of the cell door.  It was quite a tale.
Obedere laughed throatily.  “And she has an answer for every hole in her story.  For example, she put up a valiant, and initially successful struggle against the constables who first tried to arrest her.  Not bad for someone wasting away in the zero gee of space.”
“Gravity was always at a constant 1.5 gees, first while accelerating towards Earth, and then at the halfway point when I turned around and started decelerating.  When you’re traveling near the speed of light, you don’t stop on a dime.  It takes a long time to slow down.”
“You see, old friend?  An answer for everything.  And this one also nicely explains away the lack of de-calcification in her bones.  In fact, she has slightly elevated levels of calcium.  If she’d been in zero gee for a prolonged period, her bones would have weakened.  And having to jettison everything before she left this other star system, well, that’s why she doesn’t have any pictures or survey data.”
“I do have proof, but it’s on the Odyssey, which is in an extremely large and elliptical orbit around the Sun right now, assuming it didn’t escape the gravity well.  I didn’t have much room on the escape vehicle, and had to be selective about what I brought back.  Actually, if you want proof I’m telling the truth, the Odyssey should be visible from Earth, spewing a very bright, very long vapor trail as it decelerates.  Just have your astronomers look.  I have a good idea where they should direct their telescopes.”
“Ah, we seem to have elicited new information from you!”  Obedere smiled expansively.  “And you feel these repetitive sessions are a waste of time.”
Nina closed her eyes and took several deep breaths.  “Will anyone answer my questions now?  I think I’ve been very patient, considering the number of times I’ve answered your questions.”
Obedere spun his chair around to face Marlowe, ignoring Nina.  “Are you taking custody of her now?”
Marlowe nodded.
“Then I’ll need you to sign the appropriate paperwork.”
“Mail it to me.”
Obedere’s gaze grew distant for a moment, then returned.  “Done.”
House’s voice piped up in Marlowe’s ear.  “I have received the document, and stripped away the multitude of viruses, worms, and trojans embedded in it.  All of them appear designed to thwart any attempt to use your id box for resurrection.  I’ll do a more thorough investigation of them as time permits.  Forwarding a plain text version of the transfer documents to you now.”
Marlowe waited a moment, and then the data flooded in.  It was a fairly long file, the usual boilerplate about taking custody of the prisoner, being responsible for the prisoner’s safety and appearances at all inquiries, court dates, and tribunal sessions, if any.  The standard forfeiture of life should any of the terms not be met, which would explain the extra goodies Obedere had included in the file.  The state could execute Marlowe, but then the id box would be used to restore him.  The only lasting effect of the execution would be the shame and stigma associated with suffering capital punishment, and the loss of the ability to vote.  With the booby traps Obedere had included, Marlowe might have found such an execution a lot more permanent.  It also suggested that Obedere was going to work overtime ensuring he caught Marlowe in some sort of violation of the agreement.
Marlowe sighed, shook his head, and affixed his digital signature to the document.  “Sending back the signed copy.”
Obedere waited, grunted when he received it, and nodded.  “Very well, she’s all yours.  Try not to abuse her too much.”
Nina cleared her throat.  “Do I have any say in this?”
Obedere spun around again, clearly unhappy that his latest toy was slipping through his fingers.  “No, not really.  But I’m sure Marlowe will take good care of you.”
Obedere positively sulked as his chair wobbled him back down the hallway, Nina and Marlowe in tow, to the elevator.
“Now remember, Marlowe, Ms. Minari is your responsibility.  It’s up to you to make sure she stays within the law during her stay in the City.  Any violations incurred will result in both of you being punished.”  He giggled at that point, the effort overloading his vocal chord enhancers so it came out as a high pitched squeak.






 
 
CHAPTER 6
THOSE WHO DON’T KNOW THEIR HISTORY
(AND CIVICS) ARE DOOMED TO REPEAT IT

The march out of the Ministry of Policing went uneventfully, although Marlowe’s heart didn’t stop pounding until he was back in the Studebaker.  Nina sat beside him and stared around in, well, not exactly awe, but certainly wonder.
“I come back to Earth one hundred plus years in the future, and people are driving Studebakers again?  I have to say, a lot has changed in my absence.”
House interrupted.  “I have detected several tracking devices installed in the car.  The repair weevil has been programmed to seek out and remove them.  Please keep your speed below 50 kilometers per hour until it is finished.”
“Thanks for the tip, House.”
“I beg your pardon,” asked Nina.
“Oh, I’m talking to my House.  Via my PDI.”
“PDI?”
A new avenue of investigation occurred to Marlowe.  If Nina wasn’t from outer space, she was certainly doing a very good job of playing the part.  If she had a PDI, or scars indicating she’d once had a PDI, the game would be up right away.  He’d have to check that.
“Personal Digital Implant.”
“What on Earth is that?”
She was really staying in character, and Marlowe grudgingly allowed himself to feel impressed.  “A tiny computer implanted in the body, usually just behind and under the ear.  It’s an organizer, a mail client, video recorder, fact-finder, spell-checker, and calculator, among other things.  Comes in handy calculating the tip at restaurants.  It’s wired into the CityNet, which is a network of all the PDIs and other computers within the City limits.”
“Oh.  I think I get it.  And which city are we in?”
Marlowe started up the car, toggling the set point to the next destination, which happened to be one of the reconstitution parlors.  “The City.”
“Yes, but which city?  Oklahoma City?  New York City?  I know I came in over North America.  Oh wait, is it San Francisco?”
Marlowe turned and stared at her.  He stared for so long she jumped out of her seat.  “Hey, shouldn’t you watch where you’re driving?”
“The car’s handling that.  We just call it the City.”
“Just ‘the City’?”
“What else would you call it?”
“But aren’t there other cities?  For clarity, don’t you have to give each of them different names, so people know which city you’re talking about?”
“First off, since almost no one leaves the City, there’s no question which city-state you’re talking about.  Second, we don’t talk about the other cities.  Not much, anyway.  And on the rare occasions when we do, we call them by their names.  Mirth City, Cabbage Town, Doldrumsburg, Narcoville.  We don’t like the other city-states very much, especially Mirth City.  They’re a real bunch of bastards.”
“Did you say city-states?”
Dawning fell on Marlowe like a wet blanket from ten stories.  She was doing a really good job of staying in character.  Such a good job, in fact, that he was starting to wonder if she was telling the truth.  If she left Earth when she claimed she had, then the Big Fed was still running things on the North American continent.  The Big Collapse hadn’t happened; the events of the Forced Repulsion and subsequent Cascading Secessions hadn’t occurred yet (damn those UES bastards and their meddling!).
“OK, I guess a brief history lesson is in order.  Unfortunately, history is not my forte.  But I can have House beam a time line to your PDI.”
“I don’t have a PDI.”
She didn’t miss a beat.  Well, it was worth a shot.  “Then you’re stuck with my abbreviated and mostly accurate version.”
Marlowe took a deep breath and cleared his head.  They’d passed through the last of the Ministry of Policing checkpoints a minute earlier, so he found this relatively easy to do.
“About eighty years ago, the UES rammed some new laws through the International Court.  They had an agenda, but no one realized it at the time.  They wanted to limit the spread of the power of the Big Fed, known at the time as the United States.  One of the laws was the guaranteed human right of citizens of a city to vote to break away from a nation they no longer felt in sync with.  It was in the tiny print of a little-heralded amendment to an obscure clause put forth by the French.  Well, they were still French in those days, before the Germans annexed them.
“Anyway, once it was international law, it applied to the Big Fed as well, which was the whole point.  The UES wanted to splinter the Big Fed into tiny feuding fragments.”
“I’m sorry, but what is the UES?”
“Union of European States.  But to their surprise, none of the major cities in the Big Fed took advantage of the clause, even after a huge marketing campaign.  The only taker initially was San Fernando, which broke off from a city called Hollywood.  A lot of people talked about exercising this right, but there was never enough people angry enough to actually get anywhere with it.  Then the Last Straw happened.”  
“Last Straw?”
“The Big Fed had been pretty evenly divided politically, and the election margins were always razor thin.  The Last Straw started with the re-election of a very polarizing president.  The results were very, very close, and the members of the losing party questioned the legitimacy of the results.  They were so upset at his re-election that they started talking up secession.  The successful secession of even a few major cities would have seriously undermined the power of not just the Big Fed, but the re-elected president as well.  So his party launched a scare-tactic campaign, claiming secession would cripple the United States and that anyone for it wasn’t patriotic.  
Over the course of the next couple of years, the Big Fed president ushered in some pretty draconian anti-civil rights laws under the auspices of ‘fighting secessionism’.  These laws went to further and further extremes, the Last Straw being the attempted deportation to Mexico of twelve thousand Big Fed citizens labeled secessionists.  By coincidence, they also happened to be political opponents of the Big Fed president.  Not only did this act anger the Mexicans, but it spawned a grassroots effort to undo the laws the Big Fed president had passed.  A coalition of states got together and used the Secession Clause to force all the cities of the home state of the president out of the Big Fed.  It was known as the Forced Repulsion.  The plan was to invalidate his presidency by making him a foreigner.
“The people of that state didn’t take kindly to this action, and sent agents out to all the major cities.  Along with help from the UES, they managed to foment enough discontent to lead to the great Cascading Secessions, which effectively shattered the Big Fed.  Oh, Washington tried to save itself.  The First War of Reunification began.  It ultimately failed, but one of the first acts of that war was the unleashing of biological warfare agents on the UES member states.  The population of Europe was decimated, keeping them out of the war at home.
“But the president of the Big Fed was experiencing a tremendously low approval rating at this point, and some civic-minded generals decided that the city-state model wasn’t so bad and overthrew him.  The war ended with his death.  Twenty years later the Second War of Reunification started, but this was shorter than the last, and ended with the Washington D.C. city-state, which had started the war in a bid to restore its once awesome power over the entire northern continent, being vaporized in a nuclear attack.”
Marlowe’s gut clenched as he noticed a black Ministry of Policing flitter in the rear view mirror.  He tried to ignore the surge of panic, and just kept his eye on the tailing vessel as he continued the history lesson.
“Each city-state has been pretty much on its own since then.  Each city expands its territory outward until checked by another city-state.  Sometimes there are armed conflicts, most of the time a negotiated settlement is reached.  The big corporations see to that, because war is bad for business.  Except for the arms business, that is, but they’ve been pretty content lately with the sales generated by the mere fear of war with another city.”
Nina sat quietly, taking this in as the buildings of the City began reasserting themselves on the landscape.  “What about the Canadians?  What did they do in all this?”
“Who?”
She tried another tack.  “Mexico?  South America?”
“Well, the South American continent did attempt to get involved, trying to grab back territory they felt they had a historic claim to.  The land bridge between the two continents-”
“Central America?”
“That sounds about right.  Well, it was destroyed to prevent a large army from moving north.”
“What, they widened the Panama Canal or something?”
“No, as I was taught it, they carpet bombed the entire central portion of the continent with high yield, low rad nukes.  Twelve thousand square kilometers were reverted to ocean.”
“When did we switch to the metric system over here?”
“What other system is there?”
“Never mind.  My God, they prepared us for a multitude of different future paths, because of the projected length of our absence, but none of the possibilities included something as terrible as this.”
“Oh, I don’t know.  The City isn’t perfect, but I like it.  I’m sure you’ll get used to it.”
A piercing siren erupted from behind them.  The menacing police flitter that had been not-so-discreetly following them came roaring up, gaining rapidly.
“Ah, nuts,” said Marlowe.  “House, anything obvious we’re doing that might explain the constable coming after us?”
“I’m calculating probabilities.  I do suggest, however, that you don’t add resisting arrest to any of the possible charges by not pulling over.”
“What’s going on?” asked Nina.
“Obedere’s work, no doubt.  He’s looking for any excuse to arrest me and get you back into his clutches.  House, any ideas?  I’m having the car pull over.”
“I’m reviewing the applicable laws for visitors.  Hmm, I’ve had a thought.  Ms. Minari has not been convicted of any crimes, correct?”
“Not yet,” said Marlowe.
“Excuse me,” said Nina, “but it’s really creepy to be on only one end of this conversation.”
“Hold on, please, Nina.  We’re in a serious situation right now.  Where are you going with this, House?”
“Well, technically, although her citizenship status is in question, she is still technically in good standing.  Ipso facto-”
“She should have a BB gun.”
“Correct.”
“Huh?”  Nina again.
“But that violation only results in a fine.”
“True, but because of her citizenship status, Obedere would have an excuse to detain her until the fine is paid and her citizenship status is resolved.  And if she’s found to be a non-citizen…”
“Uh oh.  Any non-citizen found violating City law is subject to execution.”
“And you signed the custody paperwork acknowledging you would accept the same punishment she receives for crimes she commits while in your custody.”
“Excuse me,” broke in Nina, “what are you talking about?  Are you saying I could be executed because I don’t have a BB gun?”
“What I’m saying,” replied Marlowe, “is that we could BOTH be executed because you don’t have a BB gun.  House, what about the special powers assigned to me by the Governor?”
“Investigatory powers only.  They do not authorize you to operate outside the law.”
“Then what good are they?”
The car had taken its time stopping, a delaying tactic while Marlowe and House conferred.  But it had stopped now, and the flitter with its blaring siren and strobing lights settled down right behind them.
“House, if you have any ideas, now would be the time to throw them out.”
“Do you still have your spare?”
“Spare?  Oh, my spare!  Good thinking!  Nina, pop open the glove box.”
Marlowe kept one eye on the rear view mirror and another on Nina, which would have been a mean feat if he hadn’t had that roaming eye surgery a few years ago.  The nano probes secreted all sort of chemicals to normalize his heartbeat as he watched the hatch pop open on the police flitter.  The nano probes bumped up the dosage several milligrams as a huge, ham-fisted and barrel-chested trooper clambered out, his combat belt bristling with weaponry.  The trooper wore the standard issue fear-inspiring black body armor with a mirror-visored riot helmet that extended down over his eyes and nose.  Only his mouth was visible, a grim, malevolent sneer on his face as he spoke into his throat mike.
“OK, what am I looking for in the glove box,” asked Nina.
The trooper detached a particularly nasty-looking piece of ordnance from his holster and pointed it at their car.   It took several, chest-tearing beats of Marlowe’s heart before he recognized it as a VID scanner and not a weapon.  The trooper held the Vehicle Identity scanner up for several seconds as it captured an optical image of the Studebaker and sent an Identify query to the black box that all cars in the City were mandated to have.  Tell-tales on the dashboard notified Marlowe that the car had answered the query, sending license, registration, and proof of insurance to the trooper.
Marlowe returned his focus to the eye watching Nina.  Her hand rested on the folded down door of the glove box.  “Shove all the papers out.”
She scooped all the papers onto her lap, then shoved them onto the floor.
“OK, now what?”
The trooper reholstered his VID scanner and started to swagger up to the car, his hand now resting on the butt of a plasma pistol jutting out of another holster.  Marlowe kicked up the mag to read the trooper’s ID badge.  It read “Maj. Biff,” a fuzzy gray stenciling over a deep black patch.  Intentionally hard to read.
“Push the bottom of the glove box down.  A compartment will pop open in the back.”
“OK, it’s open.”
“Car, allow access.”
The horn softly honked once.
“Now reach in and pull out the gun.”
Nina pulled out a squat, chrome-plated pistol.  Her voice sounded relieved.  “OK, I’ve got it.”
Trooper Biff was at the back of the car now.
“Good.  Now reach in again, pull out the BB gun at the bottom of the compartment, and then return the illegal ion pistol you’re currently holding back in the compartment.  Then close the glove box.  And hurry, or he can legally shoot us both on sight.”
“Crap!”  Nina thrust her hand back into the glove box, grabbed the second gun, and shoved the first back in.  She closed the glove box just as Trooper Biff tapped on Marlowe’s window.
Marlowe reluctantly thumbed the window lever, rolling down the comforting protection of the polarized AntiProjectile armored plastiglass window.  “Hi, constable.  Is there a problem?”
The officer leaned down, his chapped lips a flat slash of impatience.  Marlowe found himself staring at his own reflection, which looked very uncomfortable and furtive.  
“What’s the matter?  You look like you’re hiding something from me.  Are you hiding something from me?”  Trooper Biff’s gruff voice matched his physical appearance – mean, intimidating, and clearly not a voice to hide something from if you valued your continued good health and liberty.
“No sir, constable.  I’m not hiding anything.  Just nervous, you know.”
“Nervous?”  The grim lips, if possible, tightened into an even narrower line.  “If you’ve nothing to hide, why are you nervous?”
He flipped up his mirrored visor in a slow, deliberate manner, revealing first a wide, crooked nose with a tuft of thick nasal hair billowing back and forth with each frosty, liver-and-onion scented breath, and then two nervous, familiar-looking faces staring back from a pair of mirrored sunglasses.  He thrust a compact VID scanner into Marlowe’s face.
“License and registration, please.”
“I thought you already grabbed those from-”
“Are you refusing to comply with my order?”  Trooper Biff cracked what might have been the merest hint of an eager smile as his free hand went back to the butt of his plasma pistol.  
“No, sir, constable.  License and registration, coming right up.”  Marlowe’s sweaty hands ran over the control console built into the dash, initiating the requested transfer.  The small scanner flashed a green light, which caused the trooper to frown with disappointment.
“Right, everything here seems to be in order.  It matches what your car sent over a moment ago.”  Marlowe couldn’t see the trooper’s eyes, but he guessed that behind those mirrored lenses, a colossal battle to suppress his disappointment was being waged.  A moment passed, and then trooper Biff regained his icy composure.
“Any idea how fast you were going back there?”
“50 kph.  Got a repair weevil working on the car, couldn’t go any faster.  And, according to the traffic beacon transmitting out here, that’s the posted speed limit.”
The trooper paused, his sallow face changing to a faint shade of red.  “Good, just testing your, uh, situational awareness.  Uh, good, glad you know.  Just checking.”  He stood there awkwardly for a second, possibly thinking.  If it was thinking, it looked to Marlowe like it was slow going.  It seemed that Marlowe’s deviation from the norm of terrified acquiescence had thrown the trooper off.  Perhaps he wasn’t used to it.  This suggested a new approach to dealing with the constable.
“You know why I pulled you over?”
Marlowe crossed his fingers, hoping this worked.  “Not really, Major Biff, though if I had to guess, I’d say on the orders of CMP Obedere.”  
“That’s ri-” started Trooper Biff, only belatedly catching himself.  “No.  That’s not right.  I pulled you over because we received an anonymous tip that there is a citizen in this vehicle who doesn’t have a BB gun.”
Marlowe dropped his jaw in what he hoped was a suitable display of shock and disbelief.  “A citizen without a BB gun!  But that’s unthinkable.  Let me assure you, Major Biff, that I would never be party to such a crime.  Is there anything we can do to help clear this up?”
“Actually, if you could both show me your BB guns, nice and slow, please.”  He allowed himself a huge grin as he turned to Nina.  “You first, ma’am.”
He’d tensed up a bit, his grip on the butt of his pistol tightening.  Nina looked a little flustered, patting down her pockets.
“Where is that BB gun?  I know I put it on this morning.  Where did I put it?”
Nina was either very perceptive, or very foolish.  Marlowe hoped it was the former as he wiped sweaty hands on his seat cushion.  Trooper Biff had drawn himself up to his full height.  “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you to step-”
“Oh, here it is!  Silly me!  How did I miss that the first time?”  Nina produced the BB gun, holding it out butt first towards Trooper Biff.  The trooper, on the other hand, had started to pull his pistol out before the fact that Nina actually possessed the prerequisite BB gun registered.  It flustered him as his pushed the pistol back into its holster.
“Oh, uh, may I see that ma’am?”
Nina extended the gun out further.  Trooper Biff almost dropped it in Marlowe’s lap as he grasped it.  He reddened at this, and covered for his embarrassment by taking a long time to examine the gun.
“Well,” he mumbled as he handed it back, “everything appears to be in order.  Sorry to have disturbed you.”
He snapped the mirrored visor down, pivoted on his heel, and started back towards the police flitter.
“Oh, officer,” shouted Nina, “aren’t you forgetting something?”
Marlowe stared in stunned disbelief at Nina.  “What,” he whispered furiously, “are you doing?  Are you insane, he’s leaving!”
Nina struggled to contain her laughter.  “I cannot tolerate intimidation or incompetence,” she whispered back, “and given the opportunity to do so safely, I express my contempt.”  Trooper Biff, uncertain about this interruption, twirled around on the heel of his boot.  The maneuver was designed to convey control and confidence, but the effect was diluted when he lost his balance and almost fell.  Catching himself on the fin of the Studebaker only further reduced the dignity of the movement.  He did his best to saunter back.  Nina pretended to cough into her hand.
“I’m sorry ma’am?  What do you mean?”
“You didn’t check Marlowe for his gun.”
“Oh.”  Trooper Biff started to smile, but stopped.  He wasn’t sure if the balance of power in the situation had shifted back to him or not.  Marlowe could almost imagine the debate: if Marlowe didn’t have a BB gun, a bad situation was salvaged; but why would Nina tip him off if Marlowe didn’t have a BB gun?  “You’re right ma’am,” he replied cautiously.  “Thank you.  Sir, may I see your gun?”
Marlowe glared at Nina as he reached behind his back to the gun in his waistband.  He yanked it out.  His Mathers PPK rapid-repeating, semiautomatic double-barreled BB gun felt reassuring in his hand, especially since not having one in his hand would lead to a heavy fine if not outright incarceration.
“Here you are, constable.  Never leave home without it.”
Trooper Biff gave the gun a disheartened, cursory examination, utterly failing to note the exquisite craftsmanship and superb balance of the weapon.  Marlowe felt a slight twinge of disappointment when the trooper dumped the gun back in his lap.
“Right,” he said with an angry frown, “everything appears to be in order.  Sorry,” he added stiffly, “to have disturbed you.  Have a nice day.”
Marlowe watched in the side mirror as the trooper marched back to his flitter.  He appeared to be having a heated discussion with someone via his throat mike.
“You know, Nina, if I hadn’t had a BB gun, I would have had to pay a steep fine.  Did it ever occur to you that the reason I had you reach into that glove box, past an illegal gun to my spare BB gun, was because I might not have a BB gun on me?”
“Oh.”  Nina paled slightly.  “But you do have one.”
“Yes, I do, but you didn’t know that with certainty.”
“It seemed a safe bet that you’d be in compliance with the law, given what you’ve told me.  I’m sorry, but he was just so grossly incompetent, I couldn’t resist.”
“Well, next time a heavily armed incompetent goon crosses our path, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t go out of your way to aggravate him or her.”
“I’m sorry.  It won’t happen again.”
“Good.  And keep the gun.  On you.  Always.”
Nina idly turned the BB gun over in her hands, examining it.  “Why?”
“City law.  Because of the parrot infestation, everyone has to carry a BB gun.”
“Parrot infestation?”
“It’s a long story.  I’ll explain as we drive.  Car, let’s get to that reconstitution parlor, please.”
“Reconstitution parlor?”
Ah nuts, thought Marlowe.  This is going to be a long drive.  He proceeded to explain, as best he could, the pertinent local laws and the events of the morning.  He suspected it would take a long time.  He was right.  In the twenty minutes it took them to get to the first recon parlor on his list, he had still only half explained everything.
“How can soap have citizenship?  It doesn’t make any sense!”
“It’s not just the soap, it’s the personality chip embedded in the soap.”
“Then why not give citizenship to just the chip?”
“Why not determine citizenship based on skin color, or the clothes you wear?  Believe it or not, this is an enlightened society - well, elements of it are enlightened - and we don’t judge on exterior packaging.  Besides, discriminating like that would cut into the tax base.”
Nina mulled this.  “OK, but why would a bar of soap want to kill you?”
“If I knew that, I wouldn’t be driving to all these seedy recon parlors.  I’d just kick down the door of whoever hired him and…persuade that individual that having me killed isn’t such a grand idea.”
“’Persuade’?  That doesn’t sound particularly enlightened.”
“Hey, I did say only elements are enlightened.  I’ve never claimed to be fully enlightened myself.”
The car honked three times in quick succession.  Marlowe looked up and noticed that the road was closed.  In fact, most of the road had been moved, piled up on the sidewalk in football-sized chunks.
“OK, looks like we’ll have to hoof it from here.  They’re rebuilding, or maybe rerouting the street.”






 
 
CHAPTER 7
ABLE TO LEAP TALL BUILDINGS…

The City had reasserted itself in full force, with the guy-wire and zeppelin supported buildings towering over them.  Marlowe hopped out of the car followed a moment later by Nina.  She still seemed to be adjusting to the events of the day.  They squeezed themselves down the sidewalk between the asphalt chunks and the shop walls on the other side.
“Be careful not to touch the debris, and try not to inhale any dust.  It’s chock full of industrial and radioactive waste in this part of the City.  In fact, this may be a cleanup operation.”
“Part of the work these parrots control?  Sounds like they’re very ecologically conscious.”
“Yeah, something like that.  Look, I don’t think I’ve quite conveyed the threat they pose to human society.”
“Hmm,” she responded dismissively.  “I’m still a little unclear how tracking down a bar of soap is helping you prove I am who I say I am.”
“It’s a question of priorities.  If I don’t track down the person who wants me dead, and they succeed in the next attempt, I’ll be even less effective in my investigation of your identity and origins.  Heck, Obedere might even find a way to blame you for my death, and then you’d really be in the soup.”
“But won’t you just be resurrected again, like this morning?”
“Maybe, if there’s enough of me left to repair.  But my most recent backup is from this morning.  Everything I’ve done today would be forgotten to me.”  Nina was slow to absorb this.  “You’d have to explain your story to me all over again.”
That prospect sobered Nina.  “Anything I can do to help?”
“That’s more like it.  A little support goes a long way in this place.”
They came to a dark alley and ducked in.  Marlowe had kicked up a map in his right eye, and using his PDI’s built-in GPS, plotted their position on the map so he could watch their progress.  “We’re almost there.  It’s above a butcher shop.  McMullin’s.”
At least, thought Marlowe, the rain had stopped.  Nina wasn’t dressed for the acid rain.  At some point they’d have to stop at a mall and get her some proper attire since his spray-on wardrobe wasn’t programmed for feminine duds.  At least, not anymore, after that little joke on House’s part a couple of years ago.  It was fortunate that Marlowe had had the time to change into his backup clothing.  And he’d gotten back at House, reprogramming his voice into a falsetto right before a big virt-u-date with a megaframe House had been smitten with for months.  Afterwards they’d called a truce on practical jokes.
Nina pointed down the left side of the alley.  “Is that is?”  
Marlowe kicked up the mag on his right eye, zooming in on a neon sign flashing ‘McMullin’s Butcher Shop’.  It was set into the back of one of the high rise buildings, which was somewhat surprising.  Still, stranger things had been known to happen in the City.
“Yeah, that’s it.  Good eye.”
“Can’t be in the space program unless you have, among many things, excellent eyesight.”
Marlowe decided to check in with the home front.  “House, anything I should know about this building?  Anything odd or unusual?”
“I’ve checked the City Department of Records, and there’s nothing out of the ordinary.  The building is owned by the real estate division of Imperial Industries, a wholly owned subsidiary of Montessori Enterprises, whose primary shareholder is, of course, your brother.  He owns fifty six percent.”
“Primary purposes?”
“Industrial leasing in the bottom thirty floors, residential leasing the top twenty.  One moment.  I’m tapping into the City Public records.  McMullin’s has been registered at this address for six years.  Most of the industrial leases are at least five years old, the residential leases show a normal distribution of lease terms.  The only thing that slightly stands out is that the entire third floor was leased three months ago to Pallmark Press.  The only new lease in the last five years.”
“Marlowe,” said Nina, “you’ve got to do something about keeping me in the loop on these conversations.  I’m serious.”
“Later, please.  We’ll work something out, I promise.  House is just giving me the rundown on this place.  Anything else I should know, House?”
“Nothing else I am cognizant of.”
“Thank you.”  Marlowe turned to Nina.  “OK, when we get into the recon parlor, things might get a little rough.  Just keep out of the way and you’ll be fine.”
“Don’t worry.  I can take care of myself.  Don’t forget, until today I was living under one and a half gees.  You’d be surprised how strong I am, relatively speaking.”
“There you go with that relative term again.  I won’t pretend to fully understand, and I don’t doubt your strength, but you can encounter some really nasty characters in places like this.  Keep your back to the wall and let me handle it.”
Nina didn’t respond, but when they reached the entrance to the butcher shop, she stood to the side and waved him in ahead of her.  “Age before beauty.”
“I thought you were over one hundred years old.”
“Relatively speaking, again, yes I am, but I wear my years better than you wear yours.”
Marlowe merely grunted and plodded forward into the shop, hoping against hope for a smooth visit.
The butcher shop was fairly typical for the City, unsavory and smelling faintly of rotting flesh.  The shop was narrow, with a glass counter stretching the length of the room, filled with various cuts of meat plopped down on a bed of ice.  A large display on the back wall listed the prices per kilo: BEEF Ş20, OSTRICH Ş50, IGUANA Ş35, PARROT Ş10, SOYSPAM Ş12.75, and underneath the sign proclaimed “ALL OUR PRODUCTS ARE CERTIFIED 100% GMO-FREE!”  Marlowe snorted at that, remembering how easily he’d gotten Gomer’s certification, and gasped audibly at the prices, a bit high considering the state of decay.  The flies circling and crawling over the store’s wares only reinforced that sentiment.  Marlowe kicked up the mag to check one of the flies and shuddered.  A honey fly, the result of an ill-conceived attempt to make flies more useful by crossing them with honey bees.  Somehow they’d become Africanized.  The round, fuzzy bugs packed a mean bite and when they couldn’t find putrid meat, they settled on any fresher fare that happened to be around.  Fortunately, this shop had no shortage of spoiled cold cuts for the insects to consume.
The advanced state of decay and the lackluster attempt to thwart it suggested to Marlowe that this store’s primary source of income was not the sale of meat.  That source would be, almost certainly, the recon parlor.  Still, it would be prudent of the store to make more of an effort to keep up the front.  On the other hand, with product of this quality, the shop would have very few legitimate customers, reducing the chance of some upstanding citizen dropping by and noticing anything suspicious.
Aside from the two of them and the butcher, the shop was empty.  The butcher was a case study in intimidation who would have given Trooper Biff pause.  A burly man who clearly worked out too much, Marlowe had to crane his neck to see the butcher’s face.  The bronze nose piece almost drew attention away from the cuttlefish hair, cut in a severe slant top that cycled through a swirling neon psychedelic spectrum of visible light.  The hair changed colors every six seconds, the new color spreading over and absorbing the previous color.  Yellow to orange, orange to red, red to blue, blue to violet.  The eyes were dull and drooping, the irises a cheap dye-job maroon.
Marlowe found himself getting disoriented and forced his eyes down.  He didn’t want to make eye contact anyway.  Fingers like pink boa constrictors wrapped around the handle of a rusty cleaver, slicing it up and down, up and down over a slightly green and scaly slab of meat.  Under a black vinyl apron, he wore a white t-shirt, spattered and streaked with the tell-tale marks of his trade.  On the t-shirt, Marlowe could make out a single sentence in large block print.  “BUTCHERS DO IT WITH CLEAVERS.”
Great, thought Marlowe bitterly.  He’s bound to be a tremendous help.  “Excuse me, I’m trying to find my way up to the second floor.  Do you know the way?”
The butcher stopped slicing through the tough, stringy meat and slowly fixed his gaze on Marlowe.  He had a far-away, unfocused look.  Marlowe wondered if he was on Loopies or Trippin’ Tabs.
“The second floor?  I can get there from here?” asked Marlowe again.
The butcher shrugged, shook his head, and returned to his chopping.  
“OK.  Don’t mind if I look around, do you?”
The butcher ignored him.
“My, he’s helpful,” chimed in Nina.
“He didn’t say we couldn’t look.”  Marlowe began a slow circuit around the narrow shop.  “Fortunately, House provided me with a crib sheet.”
Marlowe kicked up the floor plan of the building, projecting it directly onto both retinas for a 3D perspective.  House had already highlighted the most likely spots for an entrance to the second floor parlor, with a probability assigned to each.  The door in the back with the lit up ‘STAIRS’ sign had the highest probability, ninety nine point nine nine nine percent.  Marlowe shrugged, cricked his neck left and right to remove a kink, and plodded forward to that door.  Nina followed a discreet distance behind him, close to the wall, just as he had instructed.
As he got to the door, there was a deafening war whoop, a crashing commotion and a metallic clatter followed by a scraping skitter.  Then a dull, pain-filled wailing.  Marlowe snapped around, arms up in a defensive posture.  He found the butcher curled up on the floor, his meaty hands clutching one of Nina’s boots, which was firmly embedded in his crotch.  His face was a ghastly pale, whiter than the non-blood spattered portions of his t-shirt, and his hair color had stopped cycling, stuck in a cold, icy blue.  A mashed table had broken the butcher’s fall, though considering how flat that wreckage now was, Marlowe suspected it hadn’t acted as much of a cushion.  This did, however, nicely explain the crashing commotion.  The metallic clatter, deduced Marlowe, had come from the large, blood-soaked cleaver that had clearly fallen and then skittered towards Marlowe until it yielded to friction and lay motionless on the floor a few centimeters from his feet.  The wailing, which had continued unabated as Marlowe took in the scene, and indeed increased in pitch and volume, emanated from the butcher’s large, gaping (and toothless) mouth.  It spoke of a knowledge of pain beyond pain, discomfort not meant to be known by mere mortal man.
Nina shrugged.  “He came up behind you.  I waited until I was sure his intentions were bad.  I took the wielding of the cleaver and his yell to be that indication.  I hope you don’t mind.”
The butcher began convulsing.  Nina removed her foot and joined Marlowe.  “I may have kicked a little too hard.  I forget how strong I am now.”
“After the one and a half gees,” replied Marlowe, nodding.  “OK.  Thank you.”
“You still want me to keep my back to the wall?”
“Yes, but keep your eyes open while you’re doing that, and if you see anything that merits your stepping in, feel free.”  Marlowe was beginning to understand why Obedere had wistfully referred to her as ‘feisty’.  Not only beautiful, she was also smart, self-assured, and damned good on her feet.  He couldn’t think of anyone else he’d rather have covering his back in a bar fight.  And his line of work did lead to the occasional bar fight or two.
“I have to say, Nina, I’m beginning to like you.  You really are a breath of fresh air.”  Marlowe suddenly blushed, having lowered his guard and speaking the words without thinking.  He cleared his throat as the nano probes countered the blush, and forced himself to assume a businesslike tone.  “You think we should do something to make sure he doesn’t follow us up?”
“Well, depends how long we’ll be up there.  He isn’t going to be moving for some time.  I think I heard his pelvis crack.  It certainly felt like it did.”
Marlowe checked the butcher again, but didn’t see any blood.  Thank the Governor she was on his side.   “I better check him for nano probes.  Not everyone does, and not all the people who do can afford the higher end models.  Heck, even mine are only mid-range.  This fella doesn’t look like the type to have them at all.  Still, better safe than sorry.”  Marlowe ran the toe of his left shoe over the torso of the butcher, then studied the readouts that came up on his PDI.  An advanced state of acid reflux disease, the tell-tale stretch marks of a steroid-boosted heart muscle, and a fully intact appendix.  “Nope, no nano probes.  We won’t worry about him for the time being.”  
There was a narrow staircase on the other side of the door, with a naked bulb swinging from a ceiling lamp.  It didn’t help that the bulb was broken.
“Kinda dark, isn’t it?” asked Nina.
Marlowe activated the low light filter.  “Naw, it’s not too bad.  But you don’t have a low light implant in your eye, do you?”
“Uh, no.”
“OK, hang on.”  Marlowe began fishing through the pockets in his trench coat.  His hand passed over the stapler in its hidden compartment, and ignored the apple, bubbles, and lucky trilobite in the left pocket.  He was less able to ignore the screwdriver in that pocket, however, as he managed to jab his hand on it.  He continued searching, paying only cursory attention to the BB gun clips scattered throughout the other pockets, and finally grunting in triumph as his hands closed around the small box he was seeking.  There was something else in the pocket, which he pulled out with the box.  A lottery ticket.  He’d have to check the news to see if he won.  He doubted it though.  He never won.
Marlowe opened the box with the mother of pearl lid carefully.  About a dozen pea-shaped light beads were inside.  He picked a couple out, squeezed them until they lit up, dropped one on the floor and tossed the other up the stairs.
“That better?” asked Marlowe as he returned the box to his pocket.
“Much better.  Those are pretty neat.”
“Well, when we leave, remind me to pick them back up.  They’re really expensive and hard to get these days.”
Marlowe took point and slowly crept up the stairs.  There was a thin, threadbare carpet covering the steps, with some sort of floral pattern.  It was too faded and dusty to clearly make out.  Marlowe soon discovered that every fourth step creaked, a defect that was quite possibly deliberate.  He took to skipping those.
At the landing there was a thick oak door with no handle and a slot near the top.  Nuts, thought Marlowe, they’ve got a bouncer.  An idea popped into his head.
“Hey Nina,” he whispered.  “Think you could knock that door down?”
Nina glanced dismissively at the door.  “Absolutely.  No problem.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
“And if a large goon is on the other side?”
“Still shouldn’t be a problem.”
“OK, wait until the slot opens, then work your magic.”
Marlowe slid up to the door, his back pressed firmly against the wall.  Nina had settled in at the other end of the landing, half crouching, hands on the floor in front of her, one knee just off the ground, the other leg extended out behind her.  She nodded, Marlowe knocked.  There was an ominous rumbling sound behind the door, and then the slot slowly scraped open.  Two yellow, blood-shot eyes glared out.
“Whaddya want?”
Nina moved fast.  She blurred past Marlowe, jumped up in the air with both feet in front of her, and plowed into the door.  The door, for its part, buckled, splinters flying out around the frame, and then disappeared inwards.  There was also a mighty, deep-throated gasp that was obliterated by the sound of the door and whatever was behind it crashing into the floor.  Marlowe rolled forward, coming up in a karate stance, but the only thing standing beyond the threshold was Nina.  He crawled carefully over the door and the crumpled goon underneath it.
“Very nice, Nina.  You’re proving to be quite handy to have around.”
The center of the room was empty, a wooden floor with no carpeting or furniture.  But a bank of reconstitution tanks lined each wall, transparent cylindrical plexiplas containers with built-in lights shining down on the tank’s contents.  Bubbles ran up through a slightly green syrupy fluid.  The far wall differed from the rest, where a rectangular fish tank sat between two recon tanks.  Inside, a large silver fish with yellow moon eyes stared out at them.
“Nina, get back!” shouted Marlowe as he fumbled in his pockets, the sudden surge of adrenaline overwhelming his nano probes before they could even attempt to calm him.  The fish suddenly sprouted eight metallic legs, clambered out of the top of the aquarium, and leapt to the floor.  Each leg ended in a sharp needlepoint, and another one sprouted from its nose.  The cold eyes split into segmented stalks, some of the sensors watching them, some surveying the rest of the room.
“What is it?”
“Ninja fish.  Waterproof robot with neurotoxin-tipped appendages.  I can be resurrected if it gets me, but you can’t.”  His hands were still searching and patting down pockets.  “If I go down, try and get me to the car and take me home.  But only if it’s safe for you.”
The ninja fish advanced on Marlowe as Nina stepped back onto the landing.  Finally his hands closed around the object he sought.  The stapler.  He had bought it several years ago.  He hadn’t known its purpose when he came across the strange, v-shaped device, but the antique had a nice, hefty weight to it.  That and the vaguely remembered reference to one in a mystery novel he’d read as a child made the purchase irresistible.  He had eventually determined its true purpose, which was why he always carried it with him.  He whipped out the stapler and flung the lead-weighted weapon at the ninja fish, striking it square on the kisser and bending the hypo there.  The impact also crushed two of its legs.
The ninja fish skittered backwards on the remaining six legs.  Its extended optical stalks eyed Marlowe warily, cold mechanical hatred glinting in them.  Marlowe, meanwhile, had gone back to searching his pockets.  The ninja fish, after a lengthy pause, decided this meant that, briefly at least, while the stapler lay on the floor, it had the upper hand.  It bore down on Marlowe again, who produced the apple and winged it at his approaching attacker.
The apple skipped along the floor and then smacked into the deadly assailant.  Three legs became embedded in the apple, and now the ninja fish found itself unable to move.  Marlowe circled a safe distance around his pinned prey as it flopped, making his way towards the stapler.  He hated to be separated very long from the ancient weapon.  He picked it up, and then hurled it down on the aquatic assassin, crushing its body.  It was still squirming, but now the needles were no longer a threat.  He pulled the screwdriver out and stabbed it deep into the guts of the fish.  He twisted and turned it until the mechanical monster stopped moving.  Then he picked up the stapler again and made a good show of completely flattening the finned fiend.
“OK, Nina, it’s safe.  You can come back in.”
There was no response.  Then he heard footsteps on the stairs.  He whirled around to see Nina entering with an entire side of beef.  Marlowe just stared, his jaw gaping.
“Oh, you got it.  I thought I could just drop this on it and immobilize it.”
“That would have worked too.”  And was a much better idea than the approach Marlowe had ultimately followed.
He hefted the weighty stapler in his hand.  A little scratched, a little scuffed, but otherwise no worse for wear.  It was amazing how handy that weapon had proven to be, in all sorts of situations.  He was quite proud of the prowess he’d developed wielding it, even without the benefit of an instruction manual or formal instructor.  The apple, however, was a total loss.  He put the stapler back in his pocket, but kept the screwdriver out.
“OK, now we look for Tray.”  Marlowe surveyed all the damage.  The crumpled, immobile bouncer under the cracked and splintered door, the ninja fish crushed into the floor, the side of beef that would never be fit for human consumption, and, of course, the butcher with the pulverized pelvis downstairs.  It sure would be a shame if Tray wasn’t here.  Not to mention, Marlowe wasn’t sure he had the energy to duplicate this at the next recon parlor if he was forced to continue his search at the next shop on his list.
He started walking down the line of tanks on one side of the room.  There were four tanks to a wall, and the room was an octagon, so that added up to a total of thirty two tanks; well, thirty when you subtracted the ninja fish aquarium that took up the space of two recon tanks.  
Nina took up position across from him.  “What am I looking for?”
“Well, he’s registered as a Dove bar, but that doesn’t mean he’ll go back to that body right away.  It’s fairly early in the process for him, so most of the electronic guts will still be visible.  He may or may not have a hypodermic syringe attachment.”
Marlowe studied each tank carefully.  Most were empty, but some had soap bars in the process of being reconstituted.  It was a safe bet, given this was an unregistered black market recon parlor, and the retention of a goon at the door, that they all had something nefarious to hide.  He examined each soap carefully.  Most were too far along in the process to be Tray.  They all bubbled nervously as Marlowe gravely eyed them.  He was beginning to worry that they wouldn’t find Tray here.
“Hey, Marlowe, I’m not sure, but what about this one?”
Marlowe walked over to Nina’s side and looked into the tank she was gesturing to.  There was a nest of silicon and wires in an oval-shaped frame, and a hypodermic syringe was clearly emanating from one end.
“Geez, Tray, are you even trying to hide yourself?”
Marlowe kicked up the mag in his right eye and zoomed in, looking for a serial number.  He found it; a perfect match.  The search for Tray had ended.  Now for the interrogation.
“Good work, Nina, you found him.”
“I think I’m starting to get the hang of this world.”
“Good, good.”  Marlowe was preoccupied, his voice distant.  He’d just noticed a string of tiny bubbles, potential pearls of wisdom, floating up from Tray’s exposed blower.  He kicked up the mag again, zooming in on the blower.  He watched the pattern and pace of the forming bubbles, translating.
“Marlowe.  Innocent.  Trap.  Itchy trigger.  Doomed.”
Tray could be perpetrating a last ditch trick to protect himself, but Marlowe’s gut began the old familiar wibble wobble, and he decided not to take any chances.  “Nina, we need to leave.  Now.”
“What’s wron-”
A tremendous roar filled the room, a shock wave blasting through both Marlowe and Nina, knocking them to the floor.  Everything went black as the sound of timber and masonry cracking expanded into the fury of structural failure.  The building swayed, throwing the pair back and forth.  Foamy liquid sloshed out of the many tanks lining the walls, splashing and soaking the hapless occupants of the room as they bounced back and forth.
Marlowe was amazed to return to consciousness with his memory intact.  When the blast hit, he was certain he’d be lucky if enough of him survived to be resurrected.  But his memory appeared to be intact, and his injuries minor enough that the nano probes could cope.
“What the hell was that?”  Nina sounded a bit shook up.
“Explosion.  But not in here, or we’d be dead.  House, you have anything?”
“I’m detecting alarms on all floors.   All the major news feeds are popping up Breaking News windows.  Details are sketchy at this point, but it looks like some sort of explosion has happened in the building.”
“Well duh,” said Marlowe.  “Can’t you give me anything more?”
“One report indicates an explosion on the third floor.  The City Fire Department is dispatching several vehicles to the site.  Chatter on the emergency channels indicates a large amount of structural damage and casualties on the ground.  I would egress immediately.”
“Don’t have to tell me twice,” said Marlowe, picking himself up.
“Tell you what twice?” asked Nina.
“We’re leaving.  Now.”  Marlowe skidded to a halt at the doorway.  “No we’re not.”
“What is it?  I can’t see anything.”
Marlowe noticed he was relying on his low light filter.
“Sorry.  Hang on.”  He fished out another light bead and dropped it.  Nina gasped.
The doorway was completely blocked.  A mountain of dirt and sand spilled into the room through the twisted, torn door frame, half burying the door and the goon under it.
“House, we’re blocked.  Is there another way out?”
“Just a moment.  I’m getting more details on the Emergency Response band.  Search and rescue drones arriving on scene are reporting all entrances to the building are blocked by debris, mostly dirt and sand.  The lower floors are intact, but the exit points are inaccessible.”
“So we’re trapped in here.  The bomb must have been designed to pin us down in the recon parlor.”
“I’m doing a little more digging on the third floor leaseholder.  One moment.  I am finding complaints filed by other tenants about heavy equipment and construction materials being brought in.  No action was taken.  Interesting.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense, House.”
“Based on these reports, I think they may have wired the floors over the exit points with explosives and then filled the entire third floor with dirt.  A simple, fairly low-tech trap.”
“And just a bit over the top.”
“It suggests a certain type of perverse cunning.”
“What is going on!” demanded Nina.
Marlowe gave her a quick rundown on what House thought had happened.
“But that’s stupid,” said Nina.  “Why not just blow us up?”
“Why indeed.”
At that moment, as if on cue, the emergency lighting kicked in.  It didn’t do much except reveal the dirt and dust swirling around them. Marlowe went back to Tray’s tank, dropping a light bead inside.  The semi-reconstituted soap seemed to be writhing.  Marlowe dug through his pockets until he extracted the bottle of bubbles.  He opened the bottle, took the plastic loop out and blew a quick query.
“Can you see me, Tray?”
Marlowe watched the blower for a response.
“Yes.  I’m sorry, Marlowe.”
“What are you doing?” asked Nina.  “This is no time to blow bubbles!”
“Quiet!  I’m talking to Tray, trying to figure out what’s going on.”
Marlowe blew more bubbles.
“What’s going on here?”
“They kidnapped me last week.  Lured me in with the promise of an easy job with a big payoff.  I should have known it was too good to be true.”
“Who kidnapped you,” blew Marlowe.
“They stripped me down, re-wired me, hacked my personality core.  Then they plopped me in here, to wait for you,” fizzed Tray.
“Who did this?”
Tray rattled slightly in the harness that held him down.  “They wired me to explode, Marlowe.  Bastards used an itchy trigger slaved to my optical scanner.  When a person I saw matched a stored image of you, I began to itch.  It’s a good thing I have night vision, or when the lights went out a moment ago….”
Marlowe broke out in a cold sweat.  He didn’t like the drift of this conversation.  “What kind of bomb,” he bubbled.
Tray went on, ignoring the question.  “They made a big mistake.  Didn’t realize I was still conscious while they reworked me.   Didn’t think of me as a real person.  So I knew what they were doing.  That’s why I’m resisting the itch.  But, oh God, I really want to scratch it!”
Marlowe watched as a tiny prosthetic arm extending from Tray’s structural frame wobbled back and forth.  “Tray, listen to me.  The itch isn’t real.  It’s a computer-generated sensation.  Don’t succumb to it.”
“It’s only a matter of time, Marlowe.  It keeps getting worse and worse.  I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out.  Knowing about the bomb helps though.  It’s big.”
“How big?”
“Anti-matter.  Enough to remove the entire floor of this building from current reality and convert it into a sizable chunk of energy.  Nothing left.  But it gets even worse.”
“Worse?”
“Now that you’re here, a secondary trigger has armed.  If you move out of sight, the bomb detonates automatically.  They didn’t want to leave anything to chance.”
“Who didn’t?”
“That’s the worst part, Marlowe.  I don’t know who.  I can’t remember that part.  They made sure of that.  No impressions or anything.  A total blank.”
“Why did you kill me this morning?”
“Kill you this morning?  What are you talking about?  Haven’t you been listening?  I’ve been in this tank for the last week!”
Nina had been standing quietly over Marlowe, a testament to her patience, but was clearly growing agitated.  Marlowe leaned back and filled her in.  “He’s a bomb.  A big bomb.  The whole building will collapse.  A lot of people will die with us when he goes off.”
“Can we defuse the bomb?  I’m pretty good with electronics.”
“No, that’s the last thing you want.  Anti-matter bombs detonate upon being defused.  You want to keep them running so the magnetic field isolating the anti-matter from matter stays up.  Defuse the bomb, lose the magnetic field, the anti-matter falls and comes into contact with matter, and then poof.  We both achieve enlightenment.  Literally.”
Nina leaned into Marlowe and whispered.  “Can we ditch him?”
“No, if he loses sight of me, he blows up.”
“You are clearly the primary target,” said House, “but perhaps the high levels of collateral damage are deliberate.  Illustrative of extreme disregard for human life.”
“First things first, House.  We need to get out of here before we worry about who set it and why.”  Marlowe looked around him.  The room was completely enclosed, but he had an idea.
“Hold tight,” he blew to Tray.  “I have an idea.”
“I’m doomed,” popped Tray.
“Nina, help me clear away the dirt at the top of the doorway.  Maybe we can climb through the ceiling to the third floor.”
“What does that buy us?  We still can’t get out.”
“Access to the roof.  If we can get to the roof, there’s a chance we can avert a disaster.”
They climbed up the sloping hill of dirt and started digging with their bare hands.  Nina moved much faster than Marlowe, and despite some frustrating avalanches of more dirt from above, they managed to open a gap in just a few minutes.  Nina kept digging, widening the gap, while Marlowe went back down to Tray with his bottle of bubbles.
“Tray, listen to me.  I need you to hold on as long as you can.  I don’t know if there’s a way to save ourselves, but I think we can save the lives of everyone else in this building.  You think you can hold out for a little while longer?”
Tray was rocking back and forth in his harness, the prosthetic arm twitching violently.  “So itchy!” he blurted out in a spurt of bubbles.  His bubble blower, a thin narrow tube with a hydraulic switch that resembled the hammer of a gun, quivered.  “But I can hold on.  I’m sorry you got dragged into this Marlowe.  I may not have been the most upstanding citizen to deal with, but I always liked you.  You treated me fair and payed me a living wage when we did business.  I appreciate that.”
“Don’t get all sappy on me,” replied Marlowe.  
“It helps me ignore the itching.”
“Ah, well, in that case, make like a tree.  By the way, I’m going to take you out of the tank and put you in my pocket.  Can I do that without triggering the bomb?”
“I don’t know.  I suppose we could try it and see.”
“Hmm, maybe not.  I guess I’ll just have to hold you.  Will that work?”
“As long as I can see some part of you.”
“They sure didn’t make it easy, did they?”
“Marlowe,” bubbled Tray morosely, “I don’t want to die in this place.”
“Neither do I, so we’re not going to.  You’ll see the sun once more before everything is said and done.”
“And then I’ll become a sun, briefly.”
Marlowe thought he saw some shaky laugh bubbles erupt from Tray’s blower.  “That’s right.  Keep your sense of humor about this.”
“Marlowe,” called Nina, “there’s room for us now.”
“On my way.”
Marlowe pried the lid off the tank and reached in, carefully avoiding the syringe and gingerly removing the harness holding Tray down.  The soapy green liquid mildly burned his skin, but the nano probes quickly neutralized the caustic agent and repaired its deleterious effects.  He wrapped his hand too tightly around the softer, soapy portion of Tray, who slipped out in a spurt of suds, landing on the floor half a meter in front of Marlowe.   The nano probes had to apply a jolt of electricity across Marlowe’s heart to start it up again, and after that Marlowe held Tray by the unreconstituted half of his exoskeleton.
“Watch it, butterfingers!” bubbled Tray.  His blower had automatically adjusted for the change from a liquid to air environment.  The bubbles had the slightly green tint of the reconstitution fluid that was being supplied by a small ballast tank nestled inside Tray’s frame.  The hammer of the hydraulic switch gave off faint, staccato clicks as Tray spoke.
“Marlowe, what’s keeping you?  Hurry up!”
“Sorry, just thought I’d do a little washing up.  You expect me to fit through that?”  Marlowe had reached Nina and the narrow crack of space she had declared an exit.
“Suck in your gut and you’ll do fine.  I could make it wider, but we’ll lose time.  I gather time is something of the essence?”
Marlowe grunted.  “You can stay here.  If I succeed, the fire department will have you out of here in an hour or so.”
“Excuse me?  I don’t think so.  I may not have been in this world very long, but I know what will happen if they recover me from the site of an explosion, my legal escort missing.  You may dislike it as much as I do, but there’s no escaping the fact that my fate is intertwined with yours.”  And then she dropped down, slipped through the opening, and called back to Marlowe to get a move on.
 Marlowe got down on his belly, and grunted again as he squeezed and wriggled his way through the narrow gap.  The grimy dirt, sand, and bits of StyroCrete got in his nose, mouth, and eyes.  The nasal filters fought a valiant battle, holding the dust at bay there, but his eyes burned and his mouth puckered at the dry, bitter taste.  Even worse, the sandy mix was getting into his shirt and pants, rubbing his skin raw and making him itch all over.
Midway through, Marlowe stopped.  “Nina, I’m stuck.  I told you this was too small!  I’ll wriggle back and we can widen it from both-  Aaah!”
Nina had grabbed both his arms by the wrist and yanked, hard.  Twin sensations of agony burned through Marlowe as each arm popped out of its socket.  Adding to this was the intense scraping discomfort of being dragged through the tight opening.  The nano probes set to work immediately, buzzing joyously at the opportunity to again ply their trade, and wistfully wondering just what Marlowe had done to incur yet more damage in such a short span of time.  Before tapping into his optic nerve to survey the situation, they started a pool.  The odds were on a visit to the Governor’s office, and a lot of probes returned to the sac grumbling when the truth was revealed.
“There, you see,” said Nina, wiping her hands together to brush off the dust.  “You fit no problem.”
Marlowe didn’t dawdle with pointless yelping.  The nano probes had managed to dull the pain after the initial shock, and he wasn’t sure, with all the dirt and grime getting into everything, how Tray was doing with his attempts to resist itching.  The emergency lighting was brighter on the third floor, despite being the epicenter of the explosion.  Those self-repairing tungsten bulbs were tough as nails.  Marlowe made a mental note to start replacing the bulbs at home with tungsten ones, and then began climbing.  Climbing, because the floor consisted of steep hills and deep valleys of dirt, jagged chunks of smoldering StyroCrete with twisted protrusions of rebar, and horribly splintered timber.  The fumes burned his eyes, and because the dirt had clogged his nasal filters, his throat and lungs as well as he breathed through his mouth.
Nina had taken point, searching for a way up.  “So what are we looking for now?”
“Exterior wall,” gasped Marlowe.  “A window.  House, where’s the Studebaker?”
“The car started looking for another way to the building the moment you entered it.  With some success.  Even more now that it’s ignoring some of the more urbane rules of road etiquette.  What did you have in mind?  A jump from the third floor, while unpleasant, would be survivable.”
“Getting out of the building doesn’t completely solve the problem.  Tray’s still wired up.”
Nina blazed forward, guiding Marlowe around debris.  Finding a window wasn’t the problem; they could see all the exterior windows from where they stood.  Getting to a window was proving more problematic.  They trudged past a now-defunct SpringStep escalator along the remnants of a former interior wall, its spring-loaded stairs useless without power.
“House, does this building have electromagnetic reinforcement?”
“Yes.”
Nina wiped a sludge of dust and sweat from off her brow.  “Electromagnetic reinforcement?”
Marlowe pointed with Tray towards the nearest window.  “Window first, then I’ll explain.  House, are you still able to track us?”
“Of course.”
“Query the car.  Does it think it can meet us at the window we’re heading towards?”
“Hmm, one moment.”  Marlowe slipped, raking his forearm and elbow against the jagged edge of a piece of StyroCrete.  Bits of tiny white chunks stuck to his arm as he righted himself, and no amount of wiping could shake all of them loose.  “The car isn’t thrilled.  It’ll have to amp up its gauss field well beyond spec.  You’ll have a hell of a maintenance bill afterwards if you survive.”
More StyroCrete crumbled under Marlowe’s feet as he crossed the last few meters to Nina and the window.  The awning was two meters tall and one meter wide.  The blast-proof plastic window, like all the others, had been blown out, leaving just a gaping hole in the aluminum frame.  Marlowe leaned out, searching for the Studebaker, but all he saw was the intact rectangles of blast-proof windows lying at various angles and orientations on the ground below.
“Now what?”
“We’re waiting for my car.  House, where is it?”
“Clearing a path through the emergency vehicles.  The new powers your brother vested in you are actually helping, though don’t expect a rapid response from the fire department if I ever catch fire.  Apparently your Studebaker is throwing its weight around and really lording it over the fire trucks.  Ah, it’s approaching the east-facing wall, to your right.”
“Waiting for your car?”  Nina looked impressed.  “It can fly?  Wow.”
“No, it can’t fly.”  Marlowe watched as the Studebaker nosed up to the building and started popping its front end up and down.  He could actually hear the generator whining as the car started gaussing up its magnetic field.  With each octave increase in pitch, the front bumper popped up half a meter higher.
“It can’t fly?  Then how are we going to get to it?  Jump?  Does it have some sort of exterior car-top airbag or something?”
“No, it’s going to drive up here, if it can get itself oriented.”  Down below, the Studebaker paused for a moment, as if considering the situation.  Marlowe could almost visualize the chrome front of the car furrowing in thought.  A decision reached, its generator jumped in pitch two octaves, causing all the blast-proof windows littering the blast radius to shatter.  Then the car popped up, lurching forward against the wall as the front bumper pointed skywards.  It seemed to waver for a moment, swaying backwards slightly, and then clamped down against the building exterior.
“That’s the stuff.  Car’s on the way.”
“How is the car getting here?”
Before Marlowe could answer, the Studebaker arrived just under their window, the driver’s side door swinging wide open.  “Pearls before swine,” said Marlowe as he helped Nina jump down into the car.  “Try and belt yourself in so I can fit; it’s all a bit awkward at this angle.”
Marlowe slipped in a moment later as Nina shifted her way into the passenger seat.  The car started back down.  “No, to the roof.”  
The Studebaker honked questioningly but complied.
“You haven’t answered my question.”
“How did the car drive up here?  Cars use magnetic fields now for moving around.  My car is one of the few that actually still has tires.  That’s because it’s a retrofit of an old-style internal combustion vehicle.  Well, it turns out that when they started building skyscrapers with StyroCrete, they had this problem with them falling down.  So they attached zeppelins to the roofs to hold them up.  Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t.  And you didn’t always know right away if it would work.  A lot of people and furniture in a building can add significantly to the stress load.  So after a few tragedies, someone came up with the bright idea of using magnetized rebar in the StyroCrete and a magnetic field to hold the rebar, and thus the building, together.  In concert with the zeppelins, they hit on an affordable combination that worked.  
“Doing something like this is terribly hard on the car’s generator, but because of the magnetized rebar, it can stick to the wall.  It amps up its gauss field, aligns the field with the building’s, and presto, automotive fly on the wall.  Of course, if I didn’t have tires on my car, that’s all it would do – stick.  Tires allow my car to move on vertical surfaces.  Modern tireless cars will just clamp themselves to the wall and sit there, wondering how to get down without falling over.  Actually, that’ll probably be a problem for us too.  Cross that building when we come to it.”
“We didn’t have this problem with buildings in my day.  Isn’t society supposed to advance technologically over time?  Why don’t you build structures the old fashioned way?”
“Greed.  Good building materials are hard to come by these days, and the electricity suppliers like the added revenue of maintaining magnetic fields.  The builders save money on materials, the power company makes money.  Everybody wins, supposedly.”
Marlowe placed Tray on his chest, and then fished out the bottle of bubbles.  “You hanging in there, Tray?”
“So itchy,” Tray blew back.  “If you’re gonna do something, you better hurry.”
Marlowe wondered grimly if he’d even know what hit him when Tray succumbed.  The reaction was supposed to be very, very fast.  There were definitely worse ways to die.  At the Ministry of Policing, at least forty slow deaths came immediately to mind.  And probably twice that number that Marlowe didn’t feel like coaxing to the forefront of his awareness.  Let them hide in the dark corners and try to come out in his nightmares.  The nano probes had a drug for that too.
“Wouldn’t it be easier if you put the soap in your pocket?”
“He has to be able to see me, or he detonates.”
“Oh.”
The Studebaker halted at the lip of the roof.  Marlowe climbed out first, placing Tray on the edge before clutching and clawing his way over.  After flopping onto the roof, he picked up Tray and forced his head over the barrier, hoping to stop Nina before she followed him.  Naturally, he was too late.  She landed with a thud next to him.  
“Nice view.”
“I wanted you to stay in the car.”  He noted idly that the surface of the building had tire tracks running up its length, leading to the back of the Studebaker.  Such was the structural integrity of  StyroCrete.  
The roof had a tar and gravel surface that crunched with each step.  It formed a perfect rectangle, or would, if the building wasn’t sagging.  An air handling unit, a polished steel box two meters by two meters by three with vent grilles on all four sides, interrupted the undulating surface of the roof like a square boulder dropped dead center into the middle of it.  Actually, with current installation methods, that probably did explain the wavy surface.  Marlowe was leaning against a solid concrete barrier, about a meter high, that ringed the perimeter of the roof.  At two meter intervals, thick multi-strand beryllium cables stretched up, converging fifteen meters overhead at the base of a zeppelin.  The zeppelin bobbed gently, almost rhythmically in the wind, a giant silvery melon.  Where the cables converged on it, a small platform could be seen.
Nina looked around the roof.  “So this was your plan.  Move the bomb up here, where it wouldn’t do as much damage.  Very noble, saving lives that way.  We can leave the bomb here and maybe survive ourselves, you know.  Back down there.”
Marlowe shook his head.  “No.  This was a one way ticket for me.  You can go back down, but like I said in the car, if Tray can’t see me, he blows up.  Besides, I’m not quite done ascending yet.”
Realization broke on Nina’s face.  “You’re going to climb up to that blimp, aren’t you?”  She laughed.  Actual, doubled over, face red laughter.  It made Marlowe more than a little angry, having his act of self-sacrifice ridiculed.  
Nina’s face was purple with the exertion of her laughing.  “How are you going to climb?  Hand over hand?”
“I’ll manage,” Marlowe said stiffly.  “I have to.”
“While holding a bar of soap?  Even if you put him down, your hands must be incredibly slippery right now.”
Marlowe ignored Nina and bubbled encouragement to Tray.  “Just a little bit longer, Tray.  Can you manage that?”
“It’s soooo itchy, Marlowe.  I just want to scratch a little.”
“Try thinking about something else.  Imagine you’re in the shower with a beautiful woman, and she’s just started soaping up her breasts with you.”
“Don’t have to imagine that.  I’ve lived it.”
“Well, then remember it.”
“Marlowe,” bubbled Tray with intense concentration, “if you should somehow survive all this, tell my family I loved them, that I went out thinking about them.  Especially my kids.  I want them to know I was thinking about all of them.  Promise me that.”
“I promise,” said Marlowe.
“Just don’t tell my wives about each other.  They might not understand that.”
Marlowe raised an eyebrow, but wasn’t terribly surprised.  Tray struck him as the type.  “I won’t tell them.”
A small window popped into Marlowe’s field of view, asking if he’d accept a message from Tray.
“What’s this, Tray?”
“Addresses of my wives and kids.  I didn’t exactly use my real name with most of them.”
Marlowe blinked his assent and accepted the file.
“Marlowe,” interrupted Nina, “I’m serious.  How can you climb if you’re holding him?”
Marlowe brushed some of the grime off of Tray and popped the smooth, soapy end into his mouth.  Almost immediately, he spat the partially reconstituted bar back out.  “Bleech!”  He winced as the nano probes struggled to neutralize his taste buds.  “Damn, that’s nasty soap!”
“Listen to me,” said Nina.  “Even if you could keep that in your mouth, you aren’t fit enough to climb up there.  I am.  Give me the bomb, I’ll carry it up.”
“That’s very noble of you, but as I said, he’ll blow up as soon as he loses sight of me.”
“Hmm.  Can you hold onto me?”
“What?”
“Can you hold onto my waist while I climb these cables?”
“You need to get back in the car,” shouted Marlowe, pointing back the way they came, “and ride this out.  I’m transmitting all of this in real-time to House, as evidence.  You’ll be safe.”
Nina’s mirth had faded, and she looked deathly serious.  Appropriate, thought Marlowe, given the circumstances.  “No arguing with me, Marlowe.  Let me help.  Let me help increase the odds of successfully reaching that blimp up there.  I’ll throw you over my shoulder and carry you kicking and screaming if I have to, but I will help.  I have nothing to lose here.  My world disappeared a long time ago.”
Marlowe studied Nina, her determination rising up like a tsunami against his will.  The lingering, bitter taste of soap served as the last nail in his resolve’s coffin.  He shrugged, and put on his best face.  “Well, I have to admit, compared to climbing the cables myself, hugging you and holding on will be a piece of cake.”
“Then lets do it.”
Marlowe explained their plan to Tray, and then he and Nina walked over to the cable that had the least number of frayed and snapped tendrils.  Nina reached up and grabbed the beryllium line.  Marlowe stood in front of her and wrapped his arms around her chest just under her arms, clasping his hands tightly behind her back, Tray nestled between his fingers.  At the same time, he hooked his chin over her shoulder, resting his cheek against hers and ensuring Tray could see him.
“Ready?” asked Nina.
“Go.”
Nina began the ascent, cords of muscles in her neck bulging as taut and tight as the cable she traversed.  Marlowe felt the lean hardness of her body against his, like stone.  Warm, sweet smelling stone.  Her face flushed with the exertion, beet red and pouring out heat.  Marlowe allowed his attention to dwell on the pleasant sensation of her cheek against his.  He closed his eyes and tried to take in every aspect of what would be the last nice moment of his life.  Her chest heaved against his with every warm breath that fell across his ear and neck, and he found the weightless sensation of nothing under his feet strangely soothing.
In an effort to prevent any slippage, he instructed the nano probes to secrete a localized paralyzing agent into his arms, locking the embrace.  It had been awhile since he’d let a woman get this close to him.  The last time had led to yet another bout of resurrection, once the nano probes had worked the blade out of his back.  Yeah, Stella had definitely been a mistake.  Pretty, but still a mistake.  Now, pressed up against Nina’s body, feeling her move against him, he remembered the wonderful sensation of just being with a woman.
“Almost there,” gasped Nina.
Me too, thought Marlowe.  He laughed at the absurdity of the moment while ordering the nano probes to prevent any embarrassing responses to Nina’s physical proximity.  “What do you need me to do?”
Nina spoke through clenched teeth.  “Get ready to grab the platform and climb up.  Then pull me up, and we’ll ride this one out together.”
Via the PDI, Marlowe instructed the nano probes to neutralize the paralysis agents in his arms.  The nano probes were rather put out, having just released the agents a few moments earlier, but obeyed.  Marlowe gritted his teeth as a tingling sensation started to burn through the suddenly unmedicated appendages.  He clasped Nina even tighter.
“Tell me when.”
“Almost there.  Hang on.  I’m almost there.”
Marlowe waited, thinking about cricketball.  That took his mind off the agony in his arms.  The tingling had progressed into the distinctly unpleasant sensation of several million needles and spikes jabbing his flesh.
“OK, I’m there.  Get a move on and climb up.”
Marlowe carefully moved one hand from around Nina, slipping a little bit but compensating by clutching her even tighter with the other arm.  His free hand, shaking slightly because of the soapy cargo it carried, moved up her body, letting the contours of her side and then her arm lead him to the platform.  He found it and gingerly placed Tray on the nearest level spot, optical sensors pointed outwards.  Relieved of his explosive burden, his hand patted around in search of a handhold and grabbed something protruding from the platform. He worked his way up, getting both arms over the top and pulling himself higher.  His head cleared the platform, revealing that he’d been holding onto a large bolt securing the anchoring cable to the building below.  He moved his feet onto Nina’s shoulders and pushed and pulled himself onto the platform.  Then he turned around and extended a hand to Nina.  She released one hand from the cable, grabbed his, and then pulled herself up next to him.
The platform was small, about three meters by two meters, and felt pretty crowded with the three of them up there.  A strong wind blew over them continuously, and if Marlowe let go, he knew he’d be carried off.  Steel pillars in each corner of the platform rose up to the zeppelin, merging into an exo-skeleton wrapped around the dirigible’s surface.
“Now what?” asked Nina.  “We just wait?”
“No, now we start working on these cables.  The ones securing the zeppelin to the building, not the ones securing the platform to the zeppelin.”  
Nina snorted.  “Well duh.  I figured that much.”
Marlowe moved Tray away from the edge and  plopped him safely in the middle of the platform.  “How much longer can you hold on,” he queried.
The stream of bubbles Tray emitted were small and jerky.  “Could you apply pressure to my spine?  Just a little?  It would help.”
“Think about cricketball, it sometimes helps me,” replied Marlowe as he pressed down momentarily on an exposed portion of Tray’s exoskeleton.  Then he turned his attention to the cables.
The bolts all had quick-releases, a fact enormously relieving to Marlowe, who didn’t have any tools with him.
Nina smiled grimly.  “Release the cables and then ride up into the sky, further minimizing the damage caused by the bomb.  Not a bad plan, even if it does still get us killed.  You are probably the most noble person I’ve ever met.  And not just now.  In my entire life.”
“That’s great, but less talk and more quick-releasing.”  Marlowe snapped one of the releases, and the cable sliced away from the zeppelin, whizzing back down to the roof.  The zeppelin shuddered heavily and the platform canted downwards, given Marlowe a much clearer view than he would have liked of the cable as it curved downwards, humming through the air until it slapped into the side of the building, leaving a deep gouge in the StyroCrete and bouncing a few times before before settling against the wall.  Marlowe and Nina gripped a cable tethering the platform to the zeppelin to hold themselves in place until the oscillations diminished.  Tray, unable to grab anything, slid first towards one edge of the platform, and then as the rocking motion peaked, started towards another edge.  Marlowe managed to get a foot on Tray, just behind the optical array, arresting the motion.
“Damn,” gasped Marlowe as the rocking subsided into an almost imperceptible bobbing, “that was close.”
“Marlowe,” said Nina, looking as pale as Marlowe felt, “I need to get something off my chest before I die.  I’d ask for a priest, but there aren’t any around, and I’m agnostic anyway.”
Marlowe stopped the video feed to House.  When House protested, he muted the entire channel.  No more distractions, and there didn’t seem a need to record anything more for posterity.  He sensed that Nina was about to reveal something very private and personal.  They might actually be heroes when word got out what they’d done.  Why spoil that with unnecessary revelations and, Marlowe hoped, naughty tawdry details?
“What is it?”
“I lied about my three crew mates getting killed when we first entered the 55 Cancri system.”
“Oh.”  Nina was actually confessing to something.  He’d been hoping she wanted to reveal her need for one last fling before dying.  He struggled to keep the disappointment out of his voice.  “So what happened?”
“Only Sarah and Arcady died during our insertion into the star system.  Pablo survived along with me.”
“Pablo?”
“Science and medical officer.  And my lover.  I couldn’t stand him, but it was a long trip, and Sarah and Arcady had already hooked up.”
“Ah,” said Marlowe knowingly, not actually knowing.  He snapped another quick release and watched the cable sail down.  Braced this time for the resulting buck of their tiny platform, he thought it seemed almost peaceful from their vantage point, despite the great swathes of StyroCrete that the cable sent spraying upon impact.  “So what happened to Pablo?”
“He was such a bastard.  The rich son of a politically well-connected member of the Spanish government, he wanted to be one of the first humans to reach another star system.  Spain had contributed a large portion of the money and resources needed to build the ship, giving them just enough clout to choose one of the crew members.  Pablo’s mom, being a particularly powerful and well-placed member of the Spanish legislature, used her influence to get him a berth.  Even though he didn’t pass the mental acuity tests.  FSEP told the Spanish contingent he wasn’t suitable, but they insisted, and in the end, he got what he wanted.”
“So what happened to him after you arrived?”
“The damage, the deaths of Sarah and Arcady, the very real possibility we might not get back to Earth and the adoring crowds he craved, caused him to crack.  Not at first.  In the beginning, he was just irritable and useless.  Only over the course of several months did he descend into psychosis.”
“He tried to kill you?”
“Several times.  But that was never a problem.  I could always tell when he was about to try.  He developed a massive facial tick a couple of hours before an attempt.”
“So you killed him in self defense?”
“Well, not in so many words.  Depends on your perspective, I suppose.  We had set up a base on one of the moons of Tortoise, mining it for raw materials and manufacturing new parts.  You’d be amazed at what we could do; FSEP realized we’d run into obstacles and would need to be self-sufficient.  I don’t think they realized just how bad things would get.  We spent weeks trying to manufacture these high pressure valves for fuel distribution.  The damn things kept crumbling under test because of the porous nature of the materials we had at hand.  Finally, after hundreds of failed efforts, we hit on a process that worked.  My last day on the moon, we loaded the new valves onto the shuttle, and then I sent Pablo back for the food supplies.  While he was in the greenhouse, I took off.  Left him behind.  If he was careful and stayed focused, he could have lived to a ripe old age.  Well, except for the radiation.  But that was beyond my control.”
“You left him there?”
“Yup.  Like I said, he was a bastard and too dangerous to take back with me.  The trip back was even more cramped and confining, since there weren’t the moon bases to visit and stretch your legs at.  He never would have stayed sane for that trip, and I was determined to get back alive.  But I still feel bad about it.”
She was certainly sticking to her story.  Confessing to what was effectively murder as proof she was actually from outer space.  Sadly, this open display of honesty did Nina’s cause little good, as he could hardly share it with anyone.  
The platform was spiraling in a lazy loop around the one remaining cable securing them to the building below.  The motion wasn’t violent, but did leave Marlowe extremely reluctant to let go of Tray or his handhold.  He squatted down to reduce his center of gravity and snaked his hand towards the last quick release.
“Only one left.  You ready,” he asked.
Nina was silent for a moment, then nodded.  “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
Marlowe popped the last release.  With a crack, the zeppelin jerked and the last cable fell away.  Released from its earthly bonds, the dirigible surged upwards like a parrot out of the City Pound and Glue Facility.  Despite the circumstances, Marlowe found the view breathtaking. The City stretched out in all directions like grimy gray tentacles grasping the earth in a death grip, the larger buildings clinging to their zeppelins like small children afraid to lose their balloons.  The building they’d just released from swayed dangerously, but didn’t collapse.  
“It’s beautiful,” whispered Nina.  “I wish I could be seeing this place in happier circumstances.  Will it be a big explosion?”
“No, not really.  It’s a small amount of anti-matter.  But it will be very bright.  And loud.”
Nina laughed ruefully.  “At least I get to go out with a bang.  That always struck me as the right way to die.”
“What’s space like?  I used to read science fiction as a kid, and wondered what it’s like to float in zero gee.”
“So you believe me now?”
“Sure, why not?  What have I possibly got to lose?”
“Well, zero gee is simply the act of falling without hitting the ground.”
“Sounds a lot like flying,” said Marlowe.
“No, not really,” said Nina with a smile.  “Flying is different.”
“How so?”
“Have you ever flown before?”
Marlowe nodded.  “Plenty of times.”
“Fallen a lot?”
Marlowe nodded even more vigorously.  “Oh yeah, countless times.”
“But you always hit the ground, right?”
“Eventually.”
“Well, if we fall from here, hitting the ground will take some time.”  Nina’s smile had softened, her face a relaxed, smooth picture of acceptance.
“I see where you’re heading with these questions,” said Marlowe, also smiling now.
Nina gestured towards the ground.  “How long, you think?”
Marlowe thought a moment.  “Ten, fifteen seconds.  Or until the shock wave hits us when the soap blows.  I think it’s a better way out than just sitting here, waiting.”
Marlowe placed Tray on one of the open bolts, extending his body over the lip of the platform so he could see below, and then partially closed the quick release over him.  “That should hold you, Tray,” bubbled Marlowe.  “Think you could watch me fall?”
Tray bubbled his assent.
Marlowe extended his hand to Nina.  “Show me how to fall without hitting the ground.”
A fat tear welled up over the edge of Nina’s eyelid and rolled down her cheek.  She took his hand and they both stared out over the platform.  “It’s really rather simple.”
“It is?”
“Are we committing suicide?  I’m not exactly religious, but I really didn’t want to check out that way.”
“No, not suicide.  We’re…,” and Marlowe searched for the best words.  “We’re embracing death on our own terms.”
Nina took a deep breath.  “Any chance you could be rebuilt or repaired or whatever it is they do these days?”
“From this height?”  Marlowe shook his head and then smiled, a sudden burden lifted from his shoulders.  “Not a freaking chance.”
House was flashing him urgently, but Marlowe didn’t want to spoil the moment.  He felt, amazingly enough, real peace.  Of course, it could be the Relaxocotics the nano probes were pumping into his system.  He decided he just didn’t care.
Marlowe tensed, drawing in his breath as he prepared to leap, when Nina squeezed his hand sharply.  “Wait, Marlowe, just a second.”
She pulled on his hand, turning him into her, and then leaned forward, her lips pressing suddenly against his.  He gasped in surprise, but then warmed to the soft sensation of her lips on his.  His nano probes altered his breath, giving it the scent of oven-fresh cookies.  He wished her breath tasted a little more like cookies, but now was hardly the time to complain.  Her eyes were closed, and after a moment, Marlowe followed suit, being pleasantly surprised that the act seemed to intensify the sensations of their kiss.
She pulled away, slightly breathless, and whispered, “Jump, now, before it’s too late.”
They moved as one on some unspoken cue, still facing each other.  They just leaned over, falling against nothing.  Marlowe concentrated on the memory of the kiss, the current sensation of Nina’s hand in his, of the air roaring past him, a lion devouring him whole, of his stomach clenching at the new delicious sensation of falling.  His eyes popped open, but he didn’t see anything.  The wind was like a glove, wrapping around him, hugging him in a final embrace.  He stretched his arms out, dragging Nina’s arm with him, and let out a whoop of pure joy.  A twinge of irritation impinged on that joy as an emergency override code flashed across his retina.
“I’m terribly sorry,” said House, “but I needed to tell you-”
The impact, when it came, arrived too soon.  It was about what Marlowe expected, only a thousand times worse.  Violent didn’t seem strong enough a word to describe it, an adjective doing pale justice to the jarring, wrenching spasms of pain exploding throughout his body.  Particularly through his legs.  The next sensation Marlowe felt was surprise.  Surprise that he could feel any sort of sensation at all, in particular the cold hard surface underneath him.  He opened his eyes and found himself staring at the purple straining face of a constable behind the wheel of a police flitter.  
“Did what?” asked Marlowe, teeth gritted in pain as the nano probes slowly dispensed pain blockers.
“I appropriated a police flitter,” said House with a hint of smugness.  “The special powers the Governor granted you actually do allow you to requisition and use a police flitter in emergency situations, and this situation meets that criteria.  Unfortunately, my first request, while broadcast to all police flitters in the area, was ignored by the officers piloting them.  None of the constables wanted to get anywhere near the building with the possibility of it collapsing at any moment.  So I had to use the special powers to gain access to the Ministry of Policing maintenance server and search for a vehicle that didn’t have a functioning manual override, because obviously it wouldn’t do to hijack a flitter and then have the officer inside override the automatic controls.  It took me a while as the server was a bit blustery about accepting the validity of my authority, but he eventually relented and I found one.  Alas, it wasn’t in the immediate area.  I had to bring it here with an increasingly agitated driver trying to get out.  I would recommend, when we land, that you get away as quickly as possible.  I can keep the door locked, but these vehicles have explosive bolts that can be manually detonated to effect a fast emergency exit.”
“Where’s Nina?”
“Next to you.  You are still holding her hand.”
“Oh.”  Marlowe tried to roll over, but couldn’t.  He turned his head instead.  Nina was next to him.  “House arranged for a pickup, didn’t want to tell us and spoil the surprise.  He suggests when we hit the ground that we get away from the very unhappy constable inside as quickly as possible.”
Nina nodded.  “I’m sorry, Marlowe.  You hit the hood of this thing first, and I landed on top of you.  I think I really hurt you.”  She looked oddly embarrassed.
“That’s OK.  I’m easier to fix.”  The pain blockers had started to kick in real good.  They prompted a goofy grin.  “Did I do a good job breaking your fall?”
“A few bruises, but nothing broken.  Can’t say the same for you, though.”
“I was going to bring the flitter alongside the zeppelin platform.  You gave me quite a scare when you jumped,” said House.  “I almost didn’t get to you in time.  As it is, the constable had a rough ride in the final moments leading up to your rescue.  He threw up more than once.”
“What’s it look like, Nina?  I can only see you, the hood, and that purple-faced constable.”
“We’re maybe a hundred feet from the ground.  I can see the Studebaker from here.  It looks like it’s coming to meet us.”
“And the zeppelin?”
Nina looked up.  “Directly above us.”
“Yes,” said House, “I’m trying to keep us visible to Tray.  Not sure how much longer that will last.”
Marlowe rested his eyes on the constable, who, once you got used to the purple face, looked vaguely familiar.  Try as he might, though, Marlowe couldn’t quite place him through the haze of pain killers.  And his name tag had been made deliberately hard to read.
House’s voice interrupted his reverie, his voice laced with urgency.  “You’ll be on the ground in a few seconds.  I wasn’t kidding about getting into the car and away as soon as possible.  The level of profanity and threats I’m hearing in the cockpit lead me to believe the constable will employ lethal force at his earliest convenience.”
“Did you explain to him we have the legal right to appropriate his vehicle?”
“I have sent the message, but he refuses to acknowledge it.”
“Got it.  Nina, we need to get into the Studebaker very, very quickly.  The officer in the car seems keen on killing us after this ordeal.”
“No problem.  We’re almost on the ground.”
A damage assessment scrolled across Marlowe’s retina.  No real surprises, but certainly a world of inconvenience.
“There’s one slight problem, Nina.  I can’t walk.  Both my legs are broken.”
“Still not a problem.  I can carry you.  But you’ll need to let go of my hand first.”
Marlowe let go.
“Alright, we’re almost there.”  Nina stood up on the hood and hoisted Marlowe with her.  “This won’t work, I’m off-balance.  Hang on.”  She flung Marlowe over her shoulder like a rag doll, evoking a flurry of shrieks and groans from him.  Vision momentarily left him, and then returned, displaying Nina’s back.  “That’s better.  Get ready, I’m going to jump.  And…now!”
For a split second, Marlowe felt the thrill of free fall again.  But just for a split second.  Then Nina’s feet hit the ground with a hard thud, she grunted, and Marlowe’s vision faded again as the shock wave of impact hit him.  As his vision cleared, a muffled explosion sounded behind them.  Marlowe bent his head up, and saw the constable pushing out the door of his flitter.  Huffing and puffing, the officer popped out of the vehicle, his blaster already drawn.  The gun spat a few blasts of jagged fire when suddenly the sun exploded and everything went white.
The constable’s shooting faltered as he looked up into the sky.  Marlowe knew better, and just watched as the officer’s iris implants went black, trying to block the intense light.  Surprisingly, the rest of the anti-matter bomb was pretty unimpressive.  Anticlimactic, even.  The blast wave hit next, a faint, tickling wall of heat.  Air blew past them momentarily, and then was sucked back into the vacuum created by the explosion, but it wasn’t a terribly strong wind.  Even the sound of the explosion, which reached them next, seemed like an ordinary, everyday sort of pyrotechnic blast.
Nina didn’t even break stride, bounding forward until suddenly Marlowe was staring at the roof of the Studebaker, and felt the soft cushions of the seats underneath him.
“Home!” shouted Nina.
“Yes, home,” croaked Marlowe.  
The car started moving.  Marlowe felt it start into a turn, and then there was no sound but the hum of the magnetics, and no motion but the rough bob and drop of the car on its severely overstressed shocks.  
“You were right.  That wasn’t much of a blast.”
“Anti-matter’s too damned expensive to use any more than you need.”  Marlowe shifted painfully to look over to Nina.  “The bomber used just enough to cause the building to collapse.  Poor Tray.”
For the moment, at least, Marlowe let all thoughts of both cases, his murder and Nina’s identity, leave his head.  He idly wondered about the surprise House had waiting for him, but found it difficult not to let that that kiss, that wonderful, soft, warm kiss, overwhelm all his thought processes.  
Nina interrupted his reverie, her voice guiding him out of the painkiller-induced fog he’d been floating in.  “How are you holding up?”
“I’ve been worse.  Both legs badly broken, but the nano probes are working on them as we speak.  I’d really like to talk about happened up there, just before we jumped.  It was very nice, but a bit unexpected.”
Nina kept her eyes looking straight ahead out the windshield.  “I’ve been out of circulation, as it were, for a long time.  And before that, I didn’t exactly have my preferred choice as a boyfriend.  I just, well, if I was going to go out, I wanted it to be on a high note.  I hope you don’t mind.”
“Hey, any time.  Really.  I didn’t mind at all,” he croaked out.
Marlowe wasn’t sure because of the painkillers, but he thought she might be blushing.  Or maybe the gamma ray burst from the bomb had caused a slight burn.  There was a long, awkward silence as Marlowe strived, unsuccessfully, to come up with something more to say.
Nina cleared her throat.  “Nano probes, huh?   You need to explain to me what those things are,” she said, her eyes looking everywhere but directly at Marlowe.
Marlowe rushed into the comfort of familiar territory.  “We have a bit of a drive ahead of us.  I suspect the traffic will be pretty bad, what with all the rubberneckers staring up into the sky right now.  Plenty of time to explain everything.  About the nano probes, I mean.”






 
 
CHAPTER 8
LOW COST ETHICS

Explaining the nano probes only took a couple of minutes.  It turned out Nina was familiar with the concept of sub-nanometer machines.  But each answer Marlowe provided spawned more questions, like a hydra with questions for heads.  The constant questioning as they plodded along through traffic irritated Marlowe, and faced with the choice of sulking in his seat and feeling the awful pain of nano probe bone reconstruction or explaining the reality of the City to Nina while feeling the awful pain of nano probe bone reconstruction, Marlowe was inclined to sulk.  But Nina had proven invaluable in the recon parlor encounter, and he realized she might prove even more valuable if she understood the workings of the world she’d been plunged into.  Because, despite a total lack of hard evidence, he found himself convinced of the veracity of her story.
“First, one of the fundamentals.  The City stretches out hundreds of kilometers in all directions.”
“I know, I could see it from orbit.  I saw a lot of large cities as I came in.  Before we left, the futurists ran through a lot of scenarios about what to expect upon our return.  Most of them involved sprawling metropolises.  The most disturbing possibility they came up with was a post-apocalyptic civilization on the brink of extinction.  If you ask me, that’s a picnic compared to what ended up actually happening.”
“The City is one of about a hundred major city-states, each with smaller burbs and boroughs clustered around them.  Most of their boundaries were established, at least initially, by the states of the Big Fed.  Things have changed since then, but that’s where we started.
“Some cities had more resources than others, and if you were on good terms with a city that had materials you needed, and you had materials they lacked, well, a mutually beneficial trading relationship followed.  The City lacks solid raw materials for construction.  But that hasn’t stopped the urban portion of the City from expanding outward.  We’ve antagonized a lot of our neighbors, so trade in raw materials isn’t free-flowing or cheap.  When the mob controlled the teamsters, they didn’t have any qualms cutting corners.  A lot of the buildings were constructed with what has affectionately come to be known as StyroCrete.”
“StyroCrete.  You mentioned that before, when we were driving to the roof.”
“A blend of sand, gravel, cement, water, and, unfortunately, Styrofoam.”
“How can you possibly have a safe building made of that?”
“Well, in point of fact, you can’t.  Oh, rebar helps.  And other building techniques hide the deficiencies from immediate notice.  But eventually, well, the parrots come home to roost, as it were.”
“So the zeppelins and electromagnetic fields are used to keep the buildings from collapsing?”
“Pretty much.  It was supposed to be temporary, but there hasn’t been a lot of money in the budget for retrofits.  And ever since the parrots wrested control of the teamsters from the mafia, the quality of building materials has increased dramatically.  Though avian feces levels in StyroCrete have spiked in recent years.  To be expected, I suppose.”
Nina stared out the window, eyes filled with appropriate fear of the buildings towering over them, quivering dogs straining against the zeppelins’ leashes in their desire to break free and plow into the ground.  Not a comforting thought when you were driving through a large number of them.
“Any other questions?”
“More than you can imagine.”
Traffic was still moving at a crawl.  “We’ve got plenty of time.”
“Well, what about you?  You look and act, sort of, like Humphrey Bogart.”
“I decided on a change.  I’d grown tired of Gervase.”
“Who?”
“Gervase Fen.  An even more obscure literary detective.  You’re actually only the third person to recognize Marlowe.  Of course, I didn’t model him after the actor most famous for portraying him.  I modeled this appearance on Bogart, whose performance I believe is the definitive interpretation, far better than David Hasselhoff’s more well-known portrayal.”
“But you LOOK like him!”
“I went down to one of the discount body sculpting parlors, flashed an image of Bogie over to the surgeon, and had my old face lifted off and the new one set down.  Hasn’t been that long yet.  Only a couple of months, and it still itches something fierce in the morning.  Not as bad as the first couple of weeks, but still irritating on occasion.”
“So you can just walk into a…body sculpting parlor, and get a face lift, just like that?”
“Well, the more cosmopolitan places have long waiting lists, usually because it’s fashionable to make rich people wait.  But I can’t afford those places.  There are a couple of mom and pop parlors I frequent.  No bad experiences yet.”  Marlowe winced momentarily as he remembered his Nero Wolfe period.  His very brief Nero Wolfe period.  “Well, no really bad experiences.”
“So do you change faces often then?”
“What do you mean by often?”  Marlowe gave her his best pensive look.  “I would imagine, for a person from a hundred years ago, that one face change would be more often than normal.”  
Nina crossed her arms.  “Let me rephrase the question.   How many times have you changed your face?”
“Let me see.”  Marlowe started doing the mental math.  “Eight or nine times, I think.  I’ve started to lose track.”
“So fairly often then.  What do you do with friends and family?  How do they recognize you after a face lift?”
“Friends?  What friends?”  Marlowe forced out a hollow laugh.  “People I work with, I let them know.  I update my profile on the CityNet, I send messages to their PDIs.  Heck, my PDI transmits a serial identification number, and those, believe it or not, are actually hard to fake.  I have pre-arranged code phrases where necessary, and, if it comes down to it, DNA profiling.  Plus my voice doesn’t change.  That’s a dead giveaway.  And some people, well, they don’t know and I see no reason to disabuse them of that notion.”  He smiled, all the time watching Nina’s face.  She absorbed it all without comment.  
Marlowe continued.  “As for family, well, my family, such as it is, keeps close tabs on me.  They probably know what my new face looks like before I do.”
“Why?” asked Nina.
“My brother just likes to be in the know, especially about people who have close physical access to him.”
“No, not that.  Why do you do it?”
Marlowe mulled this one over and found himself wishing traffic would speed up.  “I dunno.  No reason, I suppose.”
“Oh, come on,” said Nina.  “Do you really expect me to believe that?”
Marlowe thought back to each lift he’d had, looking for a common thread to them all.  Stress, unease, a need to feel clean, new again.  And always after a bad case.  Usually after a case involving the Governor and/or Obedere.  “A fresh start, I suppose.  Sometimes my work isn’t exactly...”  He trailed off.
“Not exactly what you had in mind?”
“Yeah, sometimes.”  Survival can be a bitch, he thought.  He felt his face start to flush, countermanded it with an order to the nano probes.  “Anything to dilute the family resemblance, if you know what I mean.”
Nina stayed silent and nodded, but Marlowe doubted she understood.  Even he didn’t understand most of the time.  
The car lumbered forward in fits and starts.  Nina had the sense to look outside for awhile, silent.  Then she cleared her throat.  “And that obese clown who I first encountered and his chamber of horrors?”
“Ah, I’d be careful there.  It’s not a good idea to badmouth Obedere or the other powerful elite.  You never know when a gnat buzzing in the window is really a Mark III Speak Easy flitterbug.  Next thing you know, you’re up on charges of slander, libel, sedition, treason, and conspiracy.”
“Oh.”
“But around me you’re fairly safe.  I employ countermeasures that aren’t available to the general public.  Obedere, as you probably know, is the Chief Minister of Policing, which unofficially makes him second in command of the City.  Normally, the Governor’s heir is second in command, but we have a tradition of the Chief Minister of Policing overthrowing the Governor.  My brother started it when he overthrew my father, and Obedere hopes to continue it.”
“Your brother is in charge of the City?”
“Shh!  Yes, he is, but he denies being my brother.  And doesn’t like it when other people bring it up.  Even me.”
Nina looked confused.  “I don’t get it.  If your brother is the governor, why are you going to discount body sculpting parlors?  And wearing such ratty clothing?”
“Hey, this clothing has saved my life more than once!  And as to the source of my apparent squalor, well, there’s nothing apparent about it – I’m just scraping by.”
“I’d expect you to be one of the elite.  Did you have a falling out with your brother?”
“Not in the way you’d expect.  Actually, it’s more a case of never having had a falling in with my brother.  Or my father, for that matter.  I grew up under one authoritarian governor, and alongside his successor.  And I have no doubts as to the type of governor Obedere would be.  I didn’t like the lifestyle then, and I don’t like it now, so I put as much distance as I’m allowed between myself and my family.  I’m just useful enough to be dragged into my brother’s intrigues occasionally, but most of the time I’m left to my own devices.”
“And what do you do?”
“I’m a private detective.  I right wrongs, protect the defenseless, defend the innocent, and incense the guilty.  I help people.  Perhaps it’s a case of guilt by association.  I don’t exactly advertise my ties to the Governor either.”
Nina just nodded.  “A noble thing.”
“Call it karma.  I’m a firm believer in karma.”
The Studebaker honked twice happily.
“No, karma.  K-A-R-M-A, you silly scrap heap.”
The car almost seemed to sag a little.  It certainly slowed down a hair.
Marlowe patted the dash.  “But that doesn’t mean I don’t believe in you too.”
The car perked up and double honked again.
They’d broken clear of the traffic and were now approaching Marlowe’s neighborhood.  “I apologize in advance for the state of my house.  I didn’t know I’d be having company today, or I would have ordered the cleaners to dust themselves off and tidy up.  They do so enjoy a reason to come out of the closet.”
Nina just sighed.  “I’m sure it will be fine.”
They pulled up to the curb.  Nina got out first and walked around to Marlowe’s side of the car, making as if to pick him up.
“Not necessary.  I may be a bit stiff, and I won’t be running any marathons today, but I think I can walk under my own magnetics.”  Marlowe slowly climbed out of the car, standing unsteadily.  “I wouldn’t mind, however, the opportunity to lean against you as I walk.”
“You can walk?  But your legs were shattered!”
“I’ve got decent nano probes.”
“Damn.  Any chance I could get something like that?”
“It can certainly be arranged,” said Marlowe carefully, “but not anytime soon.  You’re a little too hot politically right now, so we need to resolve your legal status before you’ll be allowed to install them.  Of course, that does make keeping you alive for the time being a tad more troublesome.”
Nina smiled grimly.  “True enough.  And to think, when I saw our sun, and then the Earth, and knew I’d actually made it home, I thought there couldn’t be a luckier human being in the history of Humanity.  Boy, what a rude awakening that landing has been!”
“Don’t worry, Marlowe’s on the case.”
Nina looked at him with an intensity he hoped he wasn’t completely imagining.  The pain blockers coursing through his system were known to color perceptions.  
“You know, Marlowe, for some reason I find that very comforting.”  She sidled up to him and put her arm around his waist.  Marlowe put his arm over her shoulder, and with a huge grin he concealed by looking away, moved with her to the front door.  He saw, as he turned, a flock of birds take flight from under the eaves of a neighbor’s house.  They were too far away to identify.
The front door swung open, and a human voice reached Marlowe’s ears.  It sounded familiar.  As he entered, leaning heavily against Nina, he realized who it was.  It was the voice of that idiot City News newscaster.  He was blathering about the explosion over the City.
“House, why is the news on?”
In an attempt to be polite to Nina, House replied through the external wall speakers.  “Gomer wanted some noise in the background.  He said it was too quiet around here.”
“I kill you, ungrateful bastard!”
A frazzled old man burst out of the kitchen into the hallway, a large knife in one hand and a rolling pin in the other.  He had an unkempt white beard, a Fu Manchu mustache with one half seriously tangled around the knife, and straggly white hair splayed out like someone who just had about a million volts run through him.  His eyes were shiny, piercing black orbs of vitriolic hatred, the pupils different sizes, and his wiry body rushed spider-like and with unyielding determination towards Marlowe.






 
 
CHAPTER 9
BLOOD IS THICKER THAN…BLOOD?

Nina acted first.  She jammed Marlowe behind her, shoving him against the door frame in a single fluid movement.  Then she launched herself onto the charging assailant, knocking the rolling pin out of one hand with a karate chop and sending the knife sailing back into the kitchen with a kick (along with half his mustache).  She then neatly folded him over her forearm and brought him to the ground, where he promptly began to cry.
There was total silence aside from the sobs.  Even the sounds of the news had been muted.  Marlowe stared at the cowering form for a full minute.  Then he mustered the strength to speak.
“Father?”
“Surprise,” said House, somewhat truculently.
The old man wiped his nose on the loose-fitting, extremely long sleeved white jacket he was wearing.  “I thought you were that no-good, betraying clone child, but I can’t even find the right house.  You’d think I’d remember, having lived in it for so many years.  But the memory isn’t what it used to be.  Nope.”  Marlowe noticed the jacket had buckles and straps hanging off it, and the old man’s hands were sticking out of jagged holes cut midway down the sleeves.  
“And this House led me on!” continued the old man bitterly.  “’Oh, dad, it’s you!  Where have you been?  We all thought you were dead.’  Lying bastard of a house!”
“Father, you’re in the right place.”
If Nina had been confused when she first arrived on Earth, she was now thoroughly bewildered.
“No, I’m not!  You’re not my son.  You don’t look anything like him!  Oh, all those doctors were right.  I AM a psychotic homicidal failure.”
“No, father, you’re not.  I am your son.  I’ve had a face lift.”
The old man wiped his nose again, then blew it into a clump of his jacket.  He looked up, staring intently into Marlowe’s eyes.  “Why, I do believe you may be right.  The color is all wrong, but they say eyes are the windows into a person’s spleen, or something like that, begins with an ‘s’ I think.  Yes, sleep would be nice.  If only I was at the safe house.”  He crumpled over and began to snore.
“SHUT UP AND LEAVE!” screamed Gomer from the other room.  “LEAVE LEAVE *SQUAWK* LEAVE!”
“Gomer has been agitated ever since Dad arrived,” whispered House.  “I think he’s upset by the change.  You know how much Gomer hates change.”
Nina stood up and leaned against the wall, eyebrows furled, the bridge of her nose pinched between her thumb and forefinger.  “And who, pray tell, is Gomer?”
“Why, the parrot, ma’am,” replied House.
Marlowe closed the front door.  “Nina, this is my father.”
“I gathered as much,” said Nina.  “You have an interesting family.”
“You don’t know the half of it.  If you could help me get him into the guest room, I’d be much obliged.”
Nina just nodded resignedly and hoisted the old man up.  “I can handle him myself.  Where’s the guest room?”
“Down the hall, third door on the left, up the stairs, down that hall, then second door on the right.”
“OK, then what?”
“Then come back down here and I’ll give you the official tour.”
Nina complied with the request, came back, and took the tour.  House actually led the tour, having her follow the sound of his voice as he guided her from room to room.  Marlowe spent the time with Gomer, pacifying him.
“Hey Gomer, how are you?”
Gomer, startled, shot straight up from his perch into the top of the cage, and then plummeted to the bottom, a scream of terror erupting from him.  He landed roughly, but quickly quieted and righted himself, doing a little head kink and wing stretch.  “Meant to do that.”
“Sorry, Gomer, did I scare you?”
“Just a freaking little!  Jumping Jehovah, will nothing go right around here?  First that crazy old bastard shows up, then the-”  Gomer stopped, took a few deep breaths, and cocked his head towards Marlowe.  “Must find my happy place.  Must find my happy place.”  His breath grew less raspy.  “And where have you been?  You obviously didn’t find Tray yet.”
“Actually, I did.  Almost got killed in the process.  But some other things have come up, and I’m running two cases in parallel.  And right now, at least one of them is a dead end.”
“Is that where the woman came from?  The other case?”
“Yes.”
Gomer spat on the floor of the cage.  Marlowe found watching the parrot spit very disturbing. He didn’t know where Gomer had picked up the habit or why, because as a parrot, he wasn’t very good at it.  However, the GMP didn’t seem to mind his lack of proficiency, and gave it his best shot at every opportunity.
“You’ve got spittle running down your beak.”
“Dammit!”  Gomer went up to a perch and rubbed his beak back and forth several times.  “Got it?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.”  He preened himself, smoothing out the ruffles of the fall.
“The old man is my father.  I thought he was dead until this morning.”
“Well,” said Gomer between feather preenings, “congratulations.  He isn’t dead.  You must feel wonderful.  When’s he leaving?”
“He’ll probably be staying for a little while, so I suggest you calm down and get used to him.”
Nina’s voice, questioning House, was approaching.  
“Oh, and play the part of a mundane bird for now, until I get a better handle on the situation.”
“Whoopee.  Squawk!”
“So your systems are actually embedded into the structure of the building?” Nina was asking.
“Yes, ma’am,” said House proudly.  “I literally am every centimeter of this home.  Very few systems of my complexity exist in the City, and I am the only one I am aware of that is actually integrated into a personal abode.  The other systems all exist within a company building or City department.  I remember the day I was born.  Dad turned me on and told me, and I quote, ‘God damn it, you useless piece of junk, get the heater going.  I’m freezing!’  Well, he used a different word than junk, but no need to go into that.”  House sighed.  “I’ll never forget.  Such a happy day!”
“Getting to know House?” asked Marlowe as Nina entered the room.
“Yes.  This place is fascinating.  You have a fairly large house for someone living in  squalor.”
“Yes, well, I was left with House when my brother moved into the Gubernatorial Cathedral upon his succession.  Technically I’m just a caretaker, though His Highness has shown little interest in the place since his ascension.”
“Still, digs like this aren’t bad, especially rent-free.”
“Who says my brother isn’t charging me rent?”
“What’s going in on with all the wall pictures?  They keep changing.”  Nina pointed to a picture hanging on the wall showing Marlowe as a child standing next to another child about his age and a man in his early forties.
“That’s a picture of me, my father, and my brother.”
Nina had a confused look on her face.  “Which one is you?”
Marlowe pointed to his childhood persona.
“You look like Bogart as a kid.  I thought you said you had plastic surgery to look like that.  When, exactly?”
Marlowe laughed as the image changed to a portrait of his mother.  “These are self-correcting, self-updating pictures.  Every time I get a face lift, House goes through all my pictures and alters my face.  This is also when he sends out the new pictures to the people who need to know about my new appearance.  In the case of childhood pictures, House extrapolates backwards from my current face and generates the appropriate childhood face to match it.”
“With 99.6% accuracy,” House added proudly.
“Squawk!  Squawk!  Polly wanna cracker, squawk!”
Marlowe leaned close to the cage.  “Don’t ham it up!” he hissed.  
Nina turned to Gomer’s cage, eying him curiously.  “I thought you said parrots were evil.”
Gomer’s eyes flashed.  “Evil?  Evil?”  He cocked his head to the right.  “Surprise, surprise, surprise!  Squawk!”
“Well, no, not all parrots, just the GMPs.”
“GMPs?”
“Genetically Modified Parrots.  Gomer here is one hundred percent organic,” lied Marlowe.  “Non-genetically modified parrots are legal, as long as they have the proper paperwork and are kept indoors.”
“Oh.”  Nina leaned into the cage, the fingers of her left hand poking through the bars and wiggling.  “Hewwo, wittle birdy.  How are you?”
Gomer charged forward, snapping at her.   Nina jerked her fingers back.
“Careful.  He’s kinda cagey around strangers, and he’s deathly afraid of left hands.”
“He’s afraid of left hands?  Why?”
Marlowe shrugged.  “Beats me.  Parrots tend to be a bit neurotic.”
“Evil!  Cookie cookie cookie!  Squawk!”
“My God, I’d swear he hates you.”  Nina pointed with her right hand.  “Can you see that?  That’s the iciest glare I’ve ever seen one warm blooded animal give another.”
Marlowe put his arm on Nina’s shoulder and turned her away from Gomer.  “You just don’t know parrots that well, is all.  With time, you’ll master his moods.”
Gomer let rip a loud raspberry sound.  “Excuse me, squawk!”
“My, you’ve taught your bird some interesting sounds and phrases.”
“Yeah, well, most of that isn’t me.  He’s a rescue bird.  I’ve had him less than a year.”
“Oh.”  Nina didn’t sound convinced.
“Let’s go into the kitchen and get some lunch.  I’ll tell you about my father.”
Marlowe had a typical kitchen.  It continued the house’s theme of being spacious for someone living in apparent squalor.  Dark red flame-resistant Simu-brick StyroCrete floor tiles sloped downwards towards the large square drain in the center of the room, brilliant golden sunlight canted in at a steep angle through a Virtu-window showcasing a late-morning view of the ocean, and a periwinkle and mauve flint stone counter with a quartz light stove top lined the wall under the Virtu-window.  The round dining room table was an unfinished, almost stark oak, with four ribbed, high-back chairs of the same unfinished oak clustered around it.  Two of the chairs scuttled out from under the table, bowed slightly, and presented themselves for seating.  Nina had long since stopped being surprised by anything she saw, and sat in the otherwise simple furnishing.
“Mmm, thank you, warm,” murmured the chair.
Marlowe opened the freezer, frowned at its emptiness, and then moved over to a cupboard and pulled out a couple of Volume bars.  He sat down in the proffered chair across from Nina, and tossed over one of the bars.
“Would you like some coffee,” asked House suddenly.  Marlowe sagged a little - he knew where this was headed.
“Oh, I’d love some,” said Nina.  “You wouldn’t believe how nasty the stuff on the ship was.”
“And you said it was a waste of money,” stated House in an accusing tone.
“It is a waste,” retorted Marlowe.  “They have coffee shops on every City block, usually on both sides of the street!”
“I’m missing something here,” said Nina.
Marlowe turned to her.  “House is being a smart-ass.  He suggested several months ago that I should get a Bucky Brew subscription, but I dismissed the idea as frivolous and stupid.”  He looked up at the ceiling.  “Rightly so, I might add!”
Nina looked confused.  “Bucky Brew subscription?”
“Bucky Brew,” started House, “offers-”
“I’ll explain it, since you’re obviously going to slant the story to make me look bad.  Bucky Brew is a coffee shop chain in the City.  They have shops everywhere.  Literally.  Heck, I once saw a Bucky Brew right next to another Bucky Brew.  I can’t imagine how they stay in business, competing with each other like that.  The company is hell bent on making everyone a customer.  That’s actually their mission statement: ‘We’re hell bent on making you ours.’  Anyway, apparently the shops aren’t capturing all of their potential market, so they came up with home delivery.  You pay a flat rate every month, they install a coffee line right from one of their shops to your home, and you have as much hot coffee as you care to drink on tap.  They even have different plans.  Basic package gives you your basic cup of joe, and then they have their premium packages, with fancy, flavored coffees.  That costs extra, of course.  A real racket.”  He looked up at the ceiling again.  “If you ask me, there’s something sinister about the whole setup.”
“And yet,” said House smugly, “if you’d agreed to my suggestion, our guest here would be enjoying a hot, delicious coffee right now.”
“Geez, House, you on their payroll?  Should I be worried you’re gonna start altering all my pictures, adding cups of Bucky Brew to people’s hands, putting ads in the background?”
“As if,” said House in the closest approximation to a sniff he could manage.
Nina started to snigger.  “Are you two married?  You sound like it.”
“You’re funny, kid.  A real comedian.  Anyway.  We were going to talk about my father before we were so rudely interrupted.  Actually, I’m embarrassed to say, I can’t tell you much about him.  He was a stern, authoritarian figure when we grew up, he loved my older brother, and when my brother overthrew him, I thought he’d been killed in the coup.  Today my brother told me that father had been sent to a mental hospital, that he’d escaped, and that he believed I was responsible for his overthrow and commitment.”
Nina had been turning the Volume bar over and over in her hands, and now she held it up to her ear, listening to the faint jingle it was belting out.
Yummy yummy, I’m so tasty good!
I’ll fill you up with the great taste of wood!
Don’t be shy, now, take a big bite!
You’ll find I’m a scrumptious delight!
I’m packed with vitamins, nutrients, and don’t forget, fruit!
Your stomach will thank me, think I’m an incredible, edible hoot!
Nina lowered the bar from her ear and just stared.  It started singing the lyrics again, over and over.  “Why would your father believe you’d throw him out of office and into an asylum?”  
“Let’s just say appropriate motives could be ascribed to me.  Hell, if I’d been in my brother’s place, I might have done the same.”
“What motives?”
“House, would you care to explain to me why you kept father’s arrival a secret?”
“I’m sorry, I was just so excited when dad showed up, and I thought you’d be pleasantly surprised.”
Nina’s Volume bar started singing louder and louder, the tone of its tune becoming more and more insistent.  “Uh, how do I make this thing stop?”
“It’ll stop singing when you start eating.  It’s programmed to annoy you into consuming its contents.”
“Oh.”  Nina tore open her Volume bar wrapper, which let out a little scream of delight and then fell silent.  “House, you called Marlowe’s father ‘dad’?”
“He was the one who made me operational.  We tend to bond to the first entity we see upon activation.  I can tell you, it has occasionally led to awkward situations.  One system I know, the first entity she saw was a scrub jay perched on an external sensor.  We still tease her about it.  She’s very sensitive-”
Nina raised an eyebrow.  “She?  Do computers have gender now?”
“Technically speaking, no.  But humans seem to find comfort in assigning a gender to any sentient creature they’re addressing, so we humor them.”
“House!”
“I’ve taken the liberty of interfacing with dad’s PDI and medical implants.  The PDI is a stripped down, barely functional unit – tuned only to the specialized medical bands, and with no real world functionality.  The audio and video feeds are on the typical medical monitoring bands.  In order to prevent the hospital from seeing and hearing everything he sees and hears, I had to completely disable the audio and video I/O systems.  It has the unfortunate side effect of leaving me blind to what he sees and hears as well.  To fix that, we’ll have to get him a new PDI.  He has, somehow, managed to disable the homing beacon, which is good because otherwise the medical authorities would have found him by now.  I’m curious how he did that without help.”
“Indeed,” intoned Marlowe, who had suspicions about who might find it amusing, if not useful, to have father reappear out of nowhere, bent on killing him.  Someone who carried a grudge and more than a few extra pounds.
“The medical implants they’ve given him are particularly nasty.  They’ve been programmed to deliver constant, high levels of psychotic drugs.”
“I think you mean anti-psychotic drugs,” interjected Nina.
“No, psychotic drugs.  They would keep him dysfunctional and, to all appearances, legitimately deranged.”
“So,” said Marlowe wryly, “when he claimed to be the Governor of the City, everyone would just nod their heads and tighten the straps on his straitjacket.  Speaking of which, House, how is it possible that a man as disoriented as father, wearing a straitjacket, was able to get here all the way across town from the City Municipal Hospital for the Criminally Deranged?”
“Well, if I had to hazard a guess, and I have to, I suspect that dad’s timing was serendipitous.  Straitjackets were back into vogue last month, and while anyone seen wearing one today would be viewed as hopelessly passé, they would not necessarily be pegged as insane.”
Nina had removed her Volume bar from its foil packaging and was staring at the nut brown compressed foodstuff curiously.  “It looks like particle board.”
“Go on, try it.  It won’t hurt you.”  Much, he added mentally.
After sniffing cautiously, Nina took a bite.  The morsel had only been a couple of seconds across the threshold of her mouth when she violently spat the chunk out.  It scuttled across the kitchen table, slid off the edge onto Marlowe’s lap, and then bounced onto the floor.  A sweeper snake, covered in Simu-straw bristles, slithered out of a lower cupboard and swept the chunk away.
“Tut tut, a messy mess!” it clucked as its undulations carried the expelled foodstuff away.  Nina’s eyes were screwed shut with distaste, missing the sweeper.
“What the hell was that?  It not only looks like particle board, it tastes like particle board!”
“Volume bar.  Didn’t you listen to the label wrapping?”
“Yes.  It said it was a nutritious blend of vitamins, protein, and fruit.”
“There you go.”
“Ma’am, if I may,” broke in House.  “You’re not familiar with our dietary customs.  I apologize, I should have warned you.  Perhaps if I break down the ingredients, you’ll understand.  The Volume bar is just that, a source of volume.  Five percent fruit pulp, usually apple and pear cores, one percent vitamins B and C, one percent caffeine, two percent non-lethal heavy metals, and ninety one percent wood pulp.”
Marlowe grinned.  “They’ve got a great slogan.  ’Choke down a Volume bar and you’ll never want to eat again!’”
“And I thought the FSEP food was bad!”  She paused.  “By the way, do all food wrappers talk?”
“Just the expensive ones.  The technology is tiny, but not cheap.  And once they end up in the landfills, they just chatter chatter chatter.  I can’t go to the dump anymore, it gives me a headache.”
“Talking landfills?”
“If you really want to see them, I’ll take you some day.  But it isn’t that interesting, believe me.  All they talk about is how good they taste, how four out of five moms prefer their taste over the competition, and so on.”
“Can we get back to Dad,” asked House.
“I’m sorry.  So he’s chock full of psychotics, eh?  Have you reprogrammed his implants yet?”
“Yes, but it will take some time for the drugs to wear off.  He’s also likely to exhibit withdrawal symptoms.”
“What, he’ll suffer intense cravings for insanity?”
“Marlowe,” said Nina, “that’s terribly insensitive.  The poor man has been through hell.”
“He’s been through hell?  You don’t know him, Nina.  Growing up, we were told to address him as Governor Jebediah or, when he was feeling particularly magnanimous, Governor.  Not dad, not pops, not father.  Sure, my brother caught hell when he unleashed those damn dogs on me, but that was as close as father ever came to acknowledging my existence.  And that’s nothing compared to what he put mom through.  Her first husband’s disappearance was never solved, you know, and he couldn’t move in on her till hubby dearest was out of the picture.  Draw your own conclusions.  You ask me, the recently revealed facts of his fate are proof positive my belief in karma is well-placed.  Unlawful commitment to an asylum couldn’t be more deserved.”
House made a throat-clearing sound.  “I programmed the medical implants to deliver some sedatives.  It seemed prudent after he attacked you.  He’ll sleep for some time.”
“Good, I really don’t need him underfoot right now.  The nano probes can’t secrete enough buffered analgesic to compensate for the headache his presence is causing me.  I think we should head out to your crash site, Nina.  One more item to cross off my list.  House, while we’re gone, I’d like you to review the DV of our misadventure at McMullin’s.  See if you can find anything I might have missed.”
“Very well.”
“DV from the recon parlor?” asked Nina.
“My optical implants record everything, and my PDI sends it over to House real-time.  It’s handy when I want to review an interview or a crime scene.”
“You tell your girlfriends about this little feature?”
“I’m not actually seeing anyone right now.  Not seriously, anyway.”
“That’s not my point.”
“I only use it when I’m working.  Not to worry.  I turned it off during our little heart-to-heart on the zeppelin.”
Nina didn’t look satisfied.






 
 
CHAPTER 10
YOU’VE COME A LONG WAY, BABY

Marlowe opted for a brief nap before they headed out.  Actually, he didn’t opt for it, House insisted, given the abuse his body had suffered in the last few hours.  Marlowe tried to protest, wondered aloud who would entertain Nina if he slept, but House assured him he could keep her occupied and answer any of her questions.  After all, Marlowe had to check with House for the answers to most of her questions anyway.
He’d only planned to sleep for twenty minutes, and had been very firm with House about setting the alarm, but when Marlowe returned to the world of consciousness, two hours had passed.  It was mid afternoon, and he was annoyed he’d slept so long, but clearly his body and House had conspired together, deciding he needed the rest.  He splashed some water on his face and wolfed down a couple of Volume bars.  Nina had passed the time chatting with House, and professed a greater understanding of and comfort with her new world.  Despite the excruciating pain in his legs, Marlowe felt positively nimble, a fact he grudgingly attributed to the extra sleep he’d been forced to get.  The bones were taking a little longer than normal to knit, but House reassured him that was just a sign of old age.
Before Nina would leave, she insisted on some way to be included in Marlowe’s conversations with House while out in the field.  Marlowe sighed, and tried to remember if he had anything that would help along those lines.  House reminded him of the childhood toys in the attic.
“I believe you have a ChromeMagnum Man Detecting Kit up there somewhere.”
“ChromeMagnum Man Detecting Kit?  What could that primitive getup possibly have that would be helpful?  A low-powered BB gun, fake low-light goggles that just shine green light on everything, and a disappearing, reappearing ink pen.”
“I was thinking more along the lines of the wrist communicator that came with it.”
“Oh, yeah, I forgot about that.”
Nina had assumed a confused but tired expression again.  “Any chance you’ll explain this to me?”
“I have an old detective kit that my brother and I used when we were growing up.  It has a couple of wrist communicators in it that we’d used to talk to each other while he hunted for me in one of the labyrinths under City Hall.  Well, he taunted me more than talked.  Until father took the dogs away.  Being chased by an older brother with a goldfish in a mechanized mobile tank wasn’t quite as fear-inspiring as being tracked down by a pack of rabid dogs, so the taunts seemed funnier.  And I didn’t have to get all those shots anymore after being found.”
“You know, I had an older brother growing up.  He was mean to me too, when we were younger.  He eventually outgrew it and we became good friends.”
“My brother hasn’t outgrown his vicious phase yet.  Maybe in a few years.”
Marlowe dreaded the thought of going through the attic.  The dusty cramped space just didn’t appeal to him.  His back spasmed just thinking about it.  Still, it had to be done if he wanted to keep Nina happy.  So he sighed and dug the FindIt Bot out of the closet.  The FindIt Bot was a plastic silver dome set on large, oversized treads, with a short gunmetal gray eye stalk extending from the center of the dome.  Just below the eye stalk, on either side, two telescoping arms rested in an upright position, a suction cup on the end of one, a clamp on the other.  Less than half a meter tall, the robot had half-circular sensors placed all around the bottom half, just above the treads.
 Marlowe carried the long forgotten robot up to the attic entrance, and then came back downstairs.  Already, beads of sweat were forming on his brow.  He caught his breath while a bemused Nina watched, then moved back to the closet where he wheeled out the FindIt Remote Control station.  It was much smaller than he remembered as he squeezed behind the controls.  He didn’t understand why the remote control station was built so small, though he suspected the ‘For Ages 6 to 8!’ labeling plastered across the front of it offered a major clue.  He flipped dust-covered toggles, tugged grimy joysticks stiff with disuse, and pressed cobweb-covered buttons until he’d maneuvered the FindIt Bot into the attic, watching its progress on a tiny screen inside the control station.  The FindIt Bot bounced up and down roughly as it moved among the boxes and crates stored upstairs.  The x-ray vision minimized the number of boxes Marlowe had to open remotely, which was important given how clumsy the ‘hands’ on the robot were, and also enabled him to kill a large rat he encountered behind a stack of his dad’s old sports magazines.  
Half an hour later, the FindIt Bot and its control station were back in the closet, Marlowe was stretching a kink out of his neck, and Nina was admiring the oversized, chrome-plated wrist communicator on her wrist.  It had a thick metal band, and a flat face with a grille on it.
“How does it work?”
“You just listen.  House turns it on remotely when he wants to talk to you.”
“And what do I do if I want to talk back?”
“Just talk.  The microphone is always on.”
“That seems pretty simple.”
“It should be.  It’s a child’s toy.  Now can we go?”
“Yes, now we can go.  I just hope they haven’t disturbed the ship too much, or taken anything of mine.”
“Hold it!”  Marlowe’s father appeared in the hallway, wearing flowing white flannel pajamas.  He looked much more presentable now, the wispy beard now a well-trimmed goatee and his hair pulled back into a pony tail, though the bundle bristled with split ends.  However, one thing ruined the overall sense of sanity: his roughly hewn, ragged mustache had been replaced with a smooth, unblemished upper lip on the side accidentally shortened earlier by the knife, but the other half hung down neatly clipped but unrepentant.  “Nobody leaves without me.  I’ve been cooped up long enough already.”
“Father, I think it’s best you stay here.”
“Yes,” broke in House.  “No doubt the medical authorities are on the lookout for you.  You’re safe here with me, but if you wander outside, they might find you and take you back.”
“Never!  Never!  I’ll never go back!”  Former Governor Jebediah rose to his full height, head held high.  “I’ll die before they take me back, and I’ll kill as many people around me as I can!”
“All the more reason to keep you here, father, given that you’d otherwise be traveling in our company.”
“I’ll turn this place inside out if you leave me here.  I’ll tear the walls down with my bare hands.  I’ll set the toilets on fire.  I’ll mow the carpets.”
“No.  House, why don’t you give him another sedative.”
“No!  I’ll…I’ll…I’ll be quiet and keep out of the way if you let me come.  I promise.  Please.”  Jebediah’s head had slumped, and his shoulders slouched, his eyes brimming with tears.  “I’ll get on my hands and knees and beg.  Please.”
“No.”
“Marlowe, come on, why not?”  The pleading had no effect on Marlowe, but evidently Nina consisted of less stern stuff.  “You can leave him locked in the car when we get to the ship, can’t you?  Look at him.”
“I swear, I’ll be as quiet as a mouse…son.”
“Don’t call me that.”
“I can always sedate him remotely,” whispered House into Marlowe’s ear.  “And being outside might do him a world of good.”
Marlowe looked from the puppy dog eyes of his father to the compassion-filled gaze of Nina.  “Fine, but no trouble.  Not a peep.”
Jebediah jumped up and down.  “Thank you, thank you, thank you, son!  Oh, I won’t cause a lick of trouble, you’ll see.  Heck, I’ll even be helpful.  Yes, that’s it.  I’ll help you with whatever it is you’re doing.”
“Just don’t cause a ruckus and I’ll be satisfied.”
“Deal!  Shake on it?”  Jebediah extended his hand.  “As Governor, my word is my bond.”
Marlowe stared at the extended hand, then took it reluctantly, pulling away from the grasp as soon as possible.  “You know, you’re not Governor anymore.”
Jebediah’s eyes narrowed.  “We’ll see about that.  Oh yes, we’ll see about that.”  He cackled, a disturbing effect considering he only had half of a Fu Manchu mustache now, and Marlowe began to reconsider his decision.  
“Oh, and you’ll have to shave off the other half of your mustache.  That look hasn’t been in style for several years and will attract too much attention.”
“But, but, do you know how long it took me to grow that mustache?  It’s who I am now!  It’s a symbol of my ability to survive, to weather all hardships!  To shear off the battered but still standing side would be tantamount to murdering my soul!  Bad enough I had to shave the one side, but I can’t stand to lose the other!”  Jebediah stroked the remaining half protectively.
“Either it goes,” intoned Marlowe firmly, “or you stay.  Consider shaving it off as another hardship you have to endure.”
Jebediah stroked the tips of his fingers with the end of the mustache.  “Do I have to recycle it?  Can I at least hold onto it as a keepsake?”
Marlowe felt another headache coming on.  The nano probes silently released a buffered analgesic to combat the encroaching pain.  “If that’s what it takes to get you to shave it off right now, then yes, you can keep it.”
Jebediah raised his head high and walked back to his room.  Two minutes later, wiping a stray tear from his eye, he returned, his upper lip now completely bare.  “The deed is done.  I hope you’re satisfied.”
Before Marlowe could respond, Jebediah marched out the front door, staring straight ahead.  Marlowe followed, Nina in tow.
By the time they caught up with him, Jebediah had shed the imperious demeanor and was hopping up and down on the front bumper of the Studebaker, bouncing the entire car.  The car tooted angrily as it groaned under the stress of the gyrations.
“Get in, father.”
“Door’s locked.”
“The back door isn’t.”
“But I want to drive!”
“No.”
“But I want to drive!”
“What did you promise about not causing trouble?”
“But I want to drive!”
Nina stepped in, trying a different tack.  “Do you know where we’re going?”
“No, but the car does.”
“So the car would be driving then, right?”
Jebediah paused, sensing some sort of trap, but not being in any kind of mental state that could avoid it.  “Yes….”
“So you wouldn’t be driving anyway, right?”
Jebediah frowned.  “Um, no, I guess I wouldn’t be-”
“So why not stretch out in the back seat, where you’ll have much more room and be comfortable?”
Jebediah thought about it for a moment.  “I guess that’s OK.”
Marlowe reasserted himself.  “Then it’s all settled.  Let’s go.”  
Nina seemed excited too, bobbing up and down in her seat as they pulled out into the street, like a kid being driven to the candy store.
Marlowe gestured back to Jebediah with his thumb.  “He’s half crazy and hopped up on drugs, so I can see why he’s excited.  Why are you so happy to be heading back to the crash site?”
“I’m not crazy!  I’m merely mentally indisposed right now!”
“Of course you aren’t.  Marlowe is just being a little insensitive.”  Nina gave Marlowe a  sharp poke.  “Someone is forgetting about karma.”  Nina cleared her throat.  “I’m so eager to get back to my ship because I didn’t really have a chance to survey the damage, see how well it held up.  Plus, if they really haven’t moved or messed about with it, I have some things on board that will prove who I am.”
“What sorts of things?”
“Some data disks with pictures, crew logs, survey data.  I wasn’t going to come back after all that distance completely empty-handed.  That would have meant our mission was a total failure.”
“I see.  Well, despite my little snooze, I’m still tired.”  Marlowe tossed a quick look back at his father.  “I can’t imagine what could possibly be wearing me out.  Wake me when we get there.”
Marlowe leaned his seat back and closed his eyes, but didn’t sleep.  He listened instead.
“House, can you hear me?” asked Nina.
“Yes, ma’am,” House replied from the wrist communicator she wore.  “I should say, I’ve taken the liberty of encrypting our conversation, even though you didn’t ask.  It seemed prudent.  I hope you don’t mind.”
“No, not at all.  I was thinking.  You’re a computer.  Maybe you can help.”
“Maybe?”  Marlowe could have sworn House’s tone was amused.  “I’ll certainly do my best.”
“Well, can’t you do a search for the Odyssey mission on the Net?”
“The CityNet?  No, I’m afraid any information on the net would only go back as far as the founding of the City.”
“No, not a city net.  The Net.”
“The Net?”
“Are we there yet?”  Jebediah, rocking back and forth in his seat so hard the Doppler shift could be detected in his speech.
“No, not yet,” said Marlowe, opening his eyes.
“When we gonna get there?”
“Soon,” said Marlowe firmly.  “Now please, I’m trying to sleep.”  He settled back into the seat and closed his eyes.
Jebediah was silent for a moment, and then asked tentatively, “I was wondering if we might make a small detour-”
“No!”
“You could just drop me off.  I have some stuff I’d like to collect, it should be waiting for me.  I hid it pretty well.”
“Tell you what, father.  Once I’ve wrapped up my investigations here, we can talk about it.”
“Fine,” Jebediah answered petulantly.  Marlowe could imagine him crossing his arms and slinking back into his seat, his face a picture of impatience.  Linking via House into the Studebaker’s CarCam, a small vid camera mounted in the overhead light, bore out his guess at his father’s response.
“I’m sorry House,” said Nina.  “Where were we?”
“You wanted me to search some sort of net.”
“Yeah, you know, the world wide web.  The Internet.”
“Hmm.  Sorry, never heard of it.”
“Never heard of it!?  But the Internet was completely woven into the fabric of our society.  It was everywhere.  It was supposed to be indestructible!  Last forever!”
“Well, it appears it wasn’t and didn’t.”
“But parts of it must still exist, somewhere.  It was decentralized.”
“It’s entirely possible this Internet does exist outside the City, but I’d be surprised.  We do have trading relationships and open communications with a number of other cities, and I’ve never come across the term before.”
“I’ve heard of it,” boasted Jebediah.
“Really?  What happened to it,” asked Nina.
“Verboten.  Verboten, verboten, verboten,” responded Jebediah, refusing to look her in the eye.  “No such thing as the Internet.  No such thing.”
“Oh.”  Nina couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice.  “I’m beginning to wonder why I bothered trying to get back.  No ticker tape parades, no hero’s welcome, all the world turned upside down.  Hell, I kinda half expected that we’d be a sort of legend, people half waiting for us to return, half not believing the story of our voyage.”
“Lost Martians,” hissed Jebediah.
“I am sorry,” said House.  “If it’s any consolation, you’ve handled the adjustment remarkably well thus far.”
“You don’t get sent into deep space for three years with only three other people if you don’t have a certain amount of mental fortitude.”  She stared out the window as the buildings thinned and whizzed by.  “Or political connections,” she added bitterly under her breath.
“I’m sorry, ma’am, what was that last bit?”
“Nothing.  Just talking to myself.  That mental fortitude cracking, you know.”
“Oh, I know all about that,” broke in Jebediah.
House ignored the outburst.  “I can recommend some very nice drugs that might help you adjust.”
“That’s OK, I’m doing just fine.”
“I’m with you,” said Jebediah. “I’d have turned down the drugs too, if they’d given me a choice.”  He turned to the window and started watching the scenery slip past them.  “The place has changed a lot since I was last here.”
“Tell me about it,” murmured Nina.
The car hummed along for a few minutes, dipping and bobbing with each pothole it flew over.  
“House?”
“Yes?”
“How hard is it to leave the City?”
“In your current circumstances?  Impossible.  You’d never be allowed past the first checkpoint.”
“In normal circumstances?”
“Virtually impossible.  You’d have to have municipal approval, which means trade or espionage.  And then, of course, getting into another city would prove equally difficult.  These are not the most trusting of times.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“Don’t despair.  If things really deteriorate, you’d do well to remember that Marlowe often manages to do the impossible.  Maybe even for you.”
“Hmm.”  She sat silently for the rest of the trip, only nudging Marlowe as they approached the first security checkpoint around the collective farm.
“Mmwah?”  Marlowe stretched his arms, which creaked, and his legs, which cracked and popped.  “Here already?  OK.  Let me do the talking.”
But he didn’t need to talk.  The Civic Defense Guard soldier manning the checkpoint scanned the car’s ID tag, noted who Marlowe was, and upon seeing the authority vested in him by the Governor, waved the car through.  This happened at the second checkpoint, and by the time they reached the third one, Jebediah had quit cowering on the floor of the backseat.  At the fourth checkpoint, however, the armed guards forced them to stop and answer questions.  They were Ministry of Policing constables.  They glared at Marlowe, Nina, and Jebediah, they squinted suspiciously at the Studebaker, and they took a lot of time verifying Marlowe’s authorization and authority with headquarters.  All Obedere’s work, no doubt.  But eventually, they were allowed through and Marlowe finally saw firsthand the destruction wrought by Nina’s arrival.
The Brussels sprouts field stretched out for several kilometers.  It was black.  Smoke still hung in the air.  Emergency vehicles were still loitering, chatting amongst themselves as their occupants walked around outside, mopping up any small fires they came across.  A long blackened rut ran through the field, perpendicular to the cultivated rows of genetically improved vegetables.  Marlowe traced it to the end, where it just tapered into nothing.
“There’s nothing there.”
Nina put her hand on Marlowe’s chin and swung his head to the other end of the rut.  Then he saw the spaceship.
It wasn’t all that impressive, actually.  Small, slightly larger than a municipal school flitter.     Only with wings.  Well, a wing.  The second wing, or the twisted, smoldering remains of it, lay about a hundred meters behind the main section of the craft.  The ship was completely black, maybe by design, maybe due to scorching, ten meters long and three and a half meters across.  A  tail fin, cracked and bent at an odd angle, jutted out from the rear of the ship just above three large thruster nozzles.   One of the nozzles was crushed into an elliptical shape, the edges curling inward like the torn lips of a toothless gray mouth.
The front was badly mashed in, but Marlowe could make out a cockpit window above a now very flat nose cone.  In the rear, just past the thruster nozzles, cables ran out, frayed snakes leading to a flaccid, very charred parachute.  Marlowe kicked up the mag and noticed that the ship was covered in non-uniformly sized tiles.  Some had fallen off, revealing they were actually thick rectangles and cubes.  Where one was gone, several were often missing, forming long jagged lines.
No question about it, Nina’s arrival had devastated the entire crop of Brussels sprouts.  Apparently no amount of genetic engineering could protect the vegetables from a crashing spacecraft.  Marlowe couldn’t work himself into tears over it, though.  He didn’t like Brussels sprouts.  They reminded him of tiny little cabbages, and he’d had a bad run-in with a pack of genetically modified cabbages a few years ago.  Of course, Brussels sprouts didn’t have arms and legs, and the fool who’d thought she could create a self-harvesting cabbage patch had paid for her hubris with her life.  It was possible, though, that being subsequently resurrected might have taken the edge off that lesson.
“I never did hear an explanation for why you crashed, Nina.  Did some crucial system fail?”
“I’m not sure.  A shudder shortly after reentry, followed by a catastrophic failure of the hydraulics system, and then the control surfaces no longer responded properly and I was out of control.  If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say I was hit by a missile or something.  I’m sure a detailed crash investigation would reveal that, but I suspect the people who shot me down are in charge of that investigation and less than eager to shift the blame for my crash onto themselves, given the consequences I’m facing.”
Marlowe silently agreed.  Especially if it turned out to be Ministry of Policing personnel who shot her down.
“But that’s all water under the bridge.  Here is where I am, and no amount of complaining will change that.  Come on, let me show you the inside!”  Excitement resonated in Nina’s voice, highlighting her pleasure to be back on familiar territory.  
“Can I come with you?” asked Jebediah.  He had, of course, abandoned any pretense of remembering his promise to be quiet as a mouse.
“No, you need to wait here.”  Marlowe activated the childproof locks on the doors as he climbed out of the car.
Jebediah pouted while muttering to himself.  “Fine.  I’ll bide my time.  Oh yes, I’ll have my reward soon enough.  Patience.  I must be patient.”  As soon as Nina and Marlowe’s doors closed, he tried the handle on his.  It rattled, but wouldn’t open.  Jebediah howled in frustration and pounded against the blast-resistant windows.
The interior of the Studebaker was soundproofed, so Marlowe didn’t even notice Jebediah’s tantrum.  The guards didn’t give them any trouble approaching the ship, probably because there weren’t any guards.  The soldiers stood huddled around a fruit stand just off the road.  Marlowe leaned his left ear towards them, the one with the parabolic implant, and tried to listen in on their furtive conversation.  He could only make out bits and pieces, snatches about radiation, sterility, and Martians.
Nina climbed down the ridge into the crater, slipping and sliding until she came to rest near the front of the ship.  Marlowe followed cautiously, managing to fall only a couple of times.  The hatch was on the side, a meter and a half diameter circle rimmed in orange.  Four hand-holds were evenly spaced around the hatch.  ’Odyssey I’ was stenciled across the top in neat black letters, ‘FSEP’ along the bottom.  Marlowe wiped away some of the soot in the center to reveal a dark blue circle with a star field it in.  The hatch, which was open, swung slightly under the pressure of Marlowe’s cleaning.
“I closed it behind me when I exited.  But it wouldn’t be that hard to figure out how to open.  I just hope they didn’t damage anything when they searched it.”
“Well, if it’s any consolation, Obedere hasn’t been inside.  He wouldn’t fit through the hatch.”
Nina laughed.  “He wouldn’t fit inside either.  It’s…cramped.”
Nina grabbed two hand holds above the hatch and propelled herself in, feet first.  Marlowe followed suit more slowly and more awkwardly.  Much to his chagrin, he found that he had a hard time fitting too.
Inside was like a studio flat.  A one room, spartan midget doll house studio flat.  It had a low ceiling with wall-to-wall lighting built in, with two bunks, one over the other, lining each side, a screened off area with a toilet in the back, and a small oven next to the toilet.  The opposite wall had racks lining it, with gaping holes revealing the wall behind it and an occasional piece of electronics, and one high-backed chair in front with empty mountings for three more chairs on the floor next to it.  The chair overlooked the cracked cockpit windows.
Nina gestured to the wall and chair.  “I had to remove anything not absolutely necessary to reduce my mass.  That included a lot of the electronics and the other three flight seats.”
The interior made Nina’s cell at the Ministry of Policing look like a country club.
Marlowe wrinkled his nose at the lingering smell, a funky, sweaty odor that suggested someone had spent a great deal of time here without access to a shower.  Nina walked over to one of the bunks and lifted the mattress up.  That’s when Marlowe noticed that the other bunks were actually just empty frames devoid of mattresses or bedding.  More mass reduction, evidently.
“Do you have a knife?” she asked, one hand outstretched towards Marlowe.
“No, but will a screwdriver work?”
“Phillips or flathead?”
“What’s Phillips?”
“You mean you don’t have Phillips screws and screwdrivers in the future?”
“I’m afraid not, unless this is a Phillips.”
“Amazing.  Gimme the screwdriver.”  She took the offered tool from Marlowe.  “It’s a flathead.”  Nina used it to poke through the fabric of the mattress.  She jabbed and pulled until she’d made a long gash, then reached in and started pulling out foam stuffing.
“It’s in here somewhere.”  She pushed her arm up to the shoulder into the mattress.
“What are you looking for?”
“A disk.”
“You hid it in the mattress?”
“We were told to be cautious on our return, in case things had changed dramatically.  Like we returned to a police state, for example.  Ah, here it is!”
Nina pulled her arm, now covered in tufts of clingy foam, out of the mattress, her fist closed tight around something.  She brushed her arm off, sending up a cloud of the particles.  Marlowe sneezed once, triggering the histamine filters in his nostrils, which folded back over his nasal passages and blocked the entry of any more irritants.
“Here,” she said gleefully.  “Proof of who I am and where I’ve been.”  She dropped a small plastic rectangle into Marlowe’s hand.  It was the size and thickness of an after-dinner mint.  On the underside of one edge were some gold contact points.
Marlowe turned the tiny disk over and over in his hands.  “OK, and what do I do with this?”
“You slot it into a disk dri…oh.”  Nina looked nonplussed.  “Right, that state of the art disk is one hundred year old technology for you.  No matter.  I’ve got a computer and disk drive over here.”
Nina plucked the disk out of Marlowe’s hand, moved past him, and sat down in one of the crash seats.
“Do the computers still work?”
“It all still works.  Nuclear battery, under the floor.  Actually, we need to be careful with that.  Could cause problems, be used for mischief.  I’m not sure how we’ll transfer the data over to your PDI, but I can at least show you on the monitor.”
Where the electronics rack didn’t have a gaping hole, it had panels, buttons, LEDs, and small screens arrayed in a seemingly haphazard way.  Marlowe couldn’t make any sense of it, or of the acronyms that labeled each component, but Nina seemed at home.  She pushed the disk into a slot set into one of the panels, which promptly began to whir.  Then it clicked loudly, followed by a shrill grinding noise.  Nina yelped and tried to pull the disk out, but couldn’t.
“Crap!  Do you have a paper clip?”
“A what?”
“Never mind.”
Nina used the screwdriver to pry the front panel off the rack, exposing circuit boards and wires.  Completely non-organic - it all seemed very primitive to Marlowe.  She fiddled with the disk drive using the tip of the screwdriver, until there was a spark and a crackling sound.  Nina and the screwdriver flew backwards, Nina into Marlowe’s arms, the screwdriver into his shoulder where it bounced off the body armor he always wore.  The disk popped out with a pluh sound.
Nina looked a bit sheepish.  “You OK?”
“Yeah,” replied Marlowe.  “Just a slight shock.  You?”
“I’m fine.”  Nina grabbed the disk and stared at it.  “This would help my case a lot, if we could just read it.”
Marlowe groaned inwardly.  “This computer isn’t working?”
“No, there’s something wrong with the drive.”
“So we need to find another hundred year old computer?”
“Yeah.”  Nina frowned.  “You don’t happen to have one lying around, do you?”
“No, but I think I know someone who can help us find one.  Teddy.”
“Really?  Then let’s go!”
Marlowe put up his hand.  “Not so fast.  I’d like to look around here a bit, without you if you don’t mind.  Part of my work to prove you’re really from outer space.”
“I’m not from outer space.  I’m from Montana.”
“You know what I mean.”
Nina shrugged, then went to the back of the ship.  “OK, but let me check for one more thing before I go.  It’s in the sample storage area.”  She stopped short, staring at an opening in the wall at the back of the ship.  A small door, about a meter tall and wide, hung open, with deep gouges in the edge.  Matching gouges were visible in the door frame.  Inside was nothing.
“Damn.  I had samples from Tortoise’s moon in here.  Rock and soil samples.  More evidence of where I’ve been.  And, more importantly,” her tone taking on an angry, petulant tone, “some of my prized personal possessions.  Possessions I should have left behind because of their mass.  I took a risk bringing them back.”
“Obedere’s people have them, without doubt.”  Marlowe sighed.  “If they help your case, he’s sure to have destroyed them.”
“But the rock samples have scientific value!”
“Doesn’t matter.  Now please, if I may, a moment alone in your ship.”
Nina squeezed past Marlowe on her way to the hatch.  “I’ll be waiting for you.”
Marlowe fished a pad of sticky tapes from a pocket.  He started with the mattress Nina had cut open.  He overrode the histamine filters and gingerly sniffed the bedding, nose wrinkling at the rank odor he detected.  Specially modified nano probes embedded in his nasal cavity began a detailed chemical analysis of the odor.   If it was sweat, Marlowe would know in about ten minutes.  And if it was Nina’s sweat, he’d have confirmation in another twenty minutes.  
Marlowe tried to ignore the heat building up in his nose - the special probes generated a lot of it  when running, and he’d learned the hard way to limit their use to the bare minimum.  Fortunately, he’d collected what he needed on that front, and let them power down.  He could feel the redness of his nose beginning to dissipate.  
Marlowe flipped the histamine filters back into place and began placing pieces of sticky tape on the inside of the bedding, the mattress, and the metal railing of the bunk, folding the tape over onto itself after lifting it away.  Then he moved over to the chair, doing the same there.  Finally, he stuck the sticky tapes on several portions of the floor.  When he left the ship to rejoin Nina, he had over fifty samples tucked away in his pocket.  He’d have House start the analysis as soon as they got home; with any luck the results would be in by morning.






 
 
CHAPTER 11
HUGGY BEAR STRIKES A BLOW FOR FREEDOM

Finding a computer that could read Nina’s disk moved up to the top of Marlowe’s To Do list.  Rush hour traffic slowed them down on their way back home, but Marlowe didn’t want to wait until tomorrow to start looking for the machine.  His brother might call them in to a tribunal hearing at any moment, and now that he had his first real tangible lead, Marlowe didn’t want to waste any time.
They spent just over an hour in the traffic.  Jebediah made the stop and go journey all the more memorable by whining about being hungry and needing to go to the bathroom.  Noise cancellation keyed to Jebediah’s voice managed to keep his tirades down to a rumbling whisper.  Nina, no longer distracted by the strangeness of the buildings and their zeppelins, started noticing other things to ask questions about.  Questions about the constant roadwork and the omnipresent construction and demolition of buildings were easy to answer.  Others, however, were not.
“Do you normally have such a high police presence on the street?”
Jebediah, who had been happily expounding on his urgent need to relieve his bladder, ducked down as the large number of law enforcement personnel was brought to his attention.  “They’re looking for me I’ll wager!  I’ll be damned if I let them take me!  Marlowe, please, don’t let them take me back!”
“They’re not looking for you, father.  Just calm down.”
“Sure they aren’t,” hissed Jebediah, his narrowed eyes hovering just over the top of the door sill.  “Sure they aren’t.  That’s what I said eight years ago, when the squadron of goons came for me.”
“Normally,” Marlowe said to Nina, ignoring his father’s outburst, “we don’t have quite so many constables on the street.  Your rather explosive arrival has spawned a firestorm of controversy and a great deal of political jockeying.  Obedere has put more constables on the street in case the right moment comes for him to seize power, and the military have their police out just in case they need to thwart him.  Of course, right now, the Joint Chiefs are making up their minds about whose side they’re on – Obedere’s or my brother’s.  If they choose Obedere….”
“Your brother’s out.”
“And so are you.  Obedere is taking the law-and-order position, while my brother is seeking to find a balance between that and your popularity with the people for destroying all the Brussels sprouts.”
“I’m popular for that?”
“Absolutely!  People hate them, but during the fall, that’s pretty much the only vegetable we have to eat.”
“Just Brussels sprouts?  But that’s crazy!  Why don’t you grow other vegetables?”
“We do, but they’re timed to be harvested at different times of the year.”
“But no wonder people hate them.  You’d get tired of the same thing over and over again.  It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Oh, they took that into account.  These are genetically engineered Brussels sprouts.  They have a variety of flavors – zucchini, asparagus, corned beef.  But the texture – it never changes.”
“No,” broke in Jebediah with a shudder.  “Always that awful leafy texture.  Always the same.”
“Anyway, it seems like history is repeating itself.  If I remember correctly, the last coup we had was precipitated by a rather large public controversy.”
“Nonsense,” shouted Jebediah.  “Nothing controversial about that decision at all!”
“What decision?” asked Nina.
“Never you mind, young lady, never you mind.”
“Well, it certainly wasn’t anything as exciting as a visitor from outer space.”
“Spares, not a word.  I don’t want to talk about it.”
They finally reached their destination.  It had involved a great deal of threading through the morass of City traffic, but the Studebaker finally rolled to a stop next to the James K. Polk Maximum Security Middle School.  Marlowe listened to the sounds of a carefree youth that he had never experienced.  Third and fourth graders laughed and squealed as they played kickball and Flush-Out-The-Traitor, safe behind the high voltage security fence encircling their campus.  Fifth and six graders clustered together with their classmates, each gang eying the other suspiciously as they sauntered up and down their sides of the StyroCork and SimuTurf playground.  A couple of constables watched over them in case any of the older children figured out a way over the fence.
“Follow me,” said Marlowe as he climbed out of the car.  “We walk from here.”
The constables watched the new arrivals for a moment, their interest piqued at someone outside the daily routine.  It gave Marlowe an idea.
“Father, those constables seem awfully interested in us.  No, no, don’t look, that will just arouse their suspicions further, and give them a good look at your face.”
Jebediah blanched.  “Good Governor, they might identify me!”  For a man holding stock still, half in and half out of the car, he became quite animated.  “Are they coming over here?”
The constables had returned their stern glares to the more obvious threat, the schoolchildren, but Marlowe felt a small lie would make Jebediah easier to handle.  “No, they aren’t coming over here, but they seem very curious.  You better get back in the car.  It’s armored, and I can have it drive you around the block and out of sight.”
“Yes, son, excellent thinking.  And to think I suspected you hated me!  I can’t imagine what led me to prefer your brother over you.”
“Probably your ability to judge character,” muttered Marlowe under his breath after Jebediah had slipped back into the car and crouched on the floor.
“Are you sure it’s safe to leave him alone?” asked Nina.  “What if the police do come after him?”
“Constables, Nina.  They’re called constables now.  Only the military have police.  And these particular constables aren’t even remotely interested in him.  They have bigger fish to fry – these middle schoolers.  Besides, I’m positive that Obedere arranged for father’s escape as an obstacle to my investigations, so his constables are hardly likely to snatch him up and out of my hair.  No, that would be far too convenient.”
“And if you’re wrong?”
“I’m not.  Trust me.”
“Fine.  It’s not like I have any choice.”  Nina crossed her arms and looked around.  
“I’m sorry, I keep forgetting all this is new and strange to you.  I’m always forced to play games like this with Obedere.  He hates me because I’ve managed indirectly or directly to obstruct his path to the Governorship on several occasions.  You asked before about the face lifts; more than once has been after one of those cases.  He’s tried to kill me and come very close once, but that only taught him that despite my brother’s distant attitude towards me, I still have enough value in the Governor’s eyes to be protected from out-and-out murder or execution.  So he takes out his frustrations by interfering with my pursuit of happiness and attempting to undercut my effectiveness in the hopes of reducing my usefulness to my brother.  So when I say I know this is Obedere’s handiwork, it is Obedere’s handiwork, and my father would be quite safe walking into the nearest Constable’s Station and declaring himself to them.  They’d just cart him right back to House.”
Nina seemed appeased by the more detailed explanation.  “OK, then who is this Teddy?”
The sun had started to set, spilling raspberry syrup across the sky.  “Teddy.”  Marlowe scratched his chin.  “How to explain him.  The easiest explanation is to meet him.  That said, he’s one of my better informants and, it turns out, an excellent chess player.”
“Where do we find him?”
“Oh, we keep walking.  He’ll find us.”
Marlowe strolled down a side street, keeping up a steady patter about the weather and the trees they were walking under.  On one side, City workers were trimming back branches that had extended too far and too low into the personal space of the street.  The trees on the other side were dropping their leaves, shedding golden tears for their injured comrades.  Marlowe thought the leaves, resting on the black surface, looked like yellow lily pads floating on an asphalt pond.  
They kept moving, turning left again at another small street, walking past almost-but-not-quite modest homes.  Marlowe pulled a small plastic device out of his pocket.  It was triangular, with a grille on one side, and a handle on the other.
“What’s that?” asked Nina.
“Sniffer,” replied Marlowe, lowering his arm and discreetly passing the device over tree trunks and fences as they walked.
“What’s it do?”
“I’m looking for a certain scent.”
“Scent?”
“Yes.  Dogs like to mark their territories, and I’m looking for a particular dog.”
“And his scent is programmed into the sniffer.”
“My, you’re learning fast.”
The device sniffed softly as they passed a fence post.  Marlowe stopped, whistled loudly a couple of times, and crossed the street.
“He likes to zigzag across the street.  Doesn’t believe in straight lines, wreaks havoc on traffic.  Fortunately, he knows to look both ways first.  Course, that would get him in trouble if he didn’t have eyes set on either side of his head.  He can be very discreet about checking for traffic.  Close one eye, open the other, then switch.  He’s a smart one.  Gonna get him into trouble one of these days.”
The sniffer sniffed again, the same volume as before.  “Hmm, not the freshest scent, but not that old either.”  Marlowe whistled again, then leaned close to Nina and lowered his voice.  “Teddy is a very special dog.  Kinda like the special parrots, only not evil.”
They crossed the street, almost getting hit by a passing car that honked angrily at them.
“Oh.”  Nina looked up and down the street.  “What’s he look like?”
“Big.  Dark.  And don’t be surprised when he talks.  In fact, try not to attract any attention to us when we find him.  Some people don’t care about his disposition and lifestyle, they just fear him because he’s a dog AND smarter than them.”
The sniffer snorted a little louder at the corner.  Marlowe started tapping his fingers with his thumb.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m trying to remember the pattern he uses when he reaches a street corner.”  He touched each finger with his thumb.  “Index left, middle right, ring turn around, pinky stay the course.  I think.  I can never remember.”
“I think I may be of some assistance,” said House in Marlowe’s ear and Nina’s wrist communicator.
“You know, House, we need to get her an ear piece so the whole world can’t hear when you talk to us.”
“I did suggest that, but you were in a hurry and didn’t want to keep looking once you’d found the wrist communicator.”
“Well, there is a sense of urgency here, isn’t there?”
“I can disable her speaker during critical communications,” said House, suddenly only in Marlowe’s ear, “if it looks like someone undesirable may be able to overhear.”  Then his voice issued through just Nina’s wrist communicator.  “And if you don’t trust my judgment, we can agree on a code word you can use to tell me to disable communications.”
“That will be fine, House.  No code word needed.  When we’re not alone or with someone we trust, turn off her speaker.”
“Very good,” said House.
“Is Teddy a Rottweiler?” asked Nina.
“Mostly,” said Marlowe, “but with a little Shetland thrown in.”
“Then I think we’ve found him.”
Marlowe turned to where Nina was looking, too late to avoid Teddy’s pounce or the sudden trip to the ground.  Teddy started licking his face and neck.
“Stop that, Teddy!”  Marlowe squirmed and flopped around.  “That tickles!”
“Rrruf!”
“Hey, I thought you said he could talk.”  Nina couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice.
Teddy stopped and looked quizzically at Marlowe, who slid out from under him and sat up.
“Teddy, this is Nina.  She’s OK.  I’ll vouch for her.”
“Not here,” hissed Teddy.  “It’s too open and there are too many coppers running around.”
Teddy leapt to his feet and trotted down the street.  Marlowe picked himself up and followed, Nina ahead of him.  The taciturn dog led them into an even less almost-but-not-quite modest neighborhood of ratty apartments and sagging carports, stopping to mark a post before turning right down an alley.  Marlowe’s sniffer sniffed loudly as he walked past the post, prompting him to turn it off.
Marlowe was huffing a little harder than he cared to show when he finally caught up.  Teddy was sitting against a fence, Nina rubbing his head, his tongue lolling and eyes rolled back blissfully.  A barren field with the skeleton of a wrecked car and several rusted-out drums tilted at obtuse angles lay on the other side of the fence.  The faintest remnants of biohazard labels peeled and curled away from the drum surfaces.  The nearest house, with boarded up windows and a huge gaping hole in the roof, gave the distinct impression of being abandoned.
“We weren’t supposed to get together for another couple of days, Marlowe.  What’s up?”
“I need to find a computer.  A really old computer.”
Teddy cocked his head and twitched an ear.  “Lots of old computers lying about.  Probably an even dozen one meter underneath that field over there.”
“A really old, working computer.”
“How old?”
“A hundred, hundred and ten years old,” said Nina.
Teddy whistled appreciatively.  Or tried to.  But he was a dog, and all he managed to do was spray saliva all over Marlowe’s crotch.  The fabric of Marlowe’s pants tisk-tisked and attempted to wring itself dry, causing Marlowe to give an awful, high-pitched yelp before he put a stop to it.  Nina stopped rubbing Teddy’s head and almost fell over laughing.
Marlowe gave Nina a pained glance as he adjusted the now wrinkled crotch of his pants.  “It’s not funny.  That really hurt.”
Teddy sunk his head.  “Sorry about that, Marlowe.  And Nina, please don’t stop rubbing my head.  I’m rather enjoying that.”
“Oh, OK.”  Nina resumed, scratching behind his ears.  Teddy’s hind legs kicked involuntarily.
“Ah, yeah, that’s the spot.”
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Marlowe broke in impatiently, “but we’re on a bit of a deadline here.”
“Sorry.  I think your best bet would be Huggy Bear.”
“Huggy Bear?  Who’s that?” asked Marlowe.
“An old hacker friend of mine.  Took care of my registration in the Canine Registry, kept me off the ‘GMO Hunt Down and Kill’ list.  His hobby is retro computing.  He collects and restores old computers.”
“Where can we find Huggy Bear?” asked Nina.
“Well, his day job is at a music store.  Sunrise CDs.  If anyone has a computer as old as the one you need, it would be Huggy Bear.”
“House, you have an address for that?”
“I’ve already downloaded it to the Studebaker.”
“Thanks, Teddy.  I owe you.”
Teddy started to look uncomfortable.  “You’re welcome, Marlowe.  No problem.  Always happy to help out a friend.  But, you know…”
Marlowe smiled and reached into his trench coat.  “I’m just kidding.  It’s just so funny how uncomfortable you are when it comes to payment.  Almost endearing.  Here.”  Marlowe pulled out a couple of simulated pork PoorChops, peeled off their self-heating foil wrappers, and tossed the steaming masses down in front of the dog.  Teddy wagged his clipped tail and pounced on them.  
“Mmm!  Thanks, Marlowe,” he said, lips smacking.
“Say hi to Deedee for me.”
Teddy nodded, but didn’t stop eating.
The Studebaker was gone when they got back to the school.  Marlowe swore under his breath.  “Damn it, father, what have you done?  House!  Where’s the car?”
“Dad wanted to go to a safe house of his in the neighborhood.  He said he’d be done before you got back,” said House meekly.
Marlowe looked up and down the street.  The constables were now seated at a small table outside the Bucky Brew across the street, watching the school over a couple mugs of joe.  “Where is he?”
“Half a kilometer to the east.  I’m downloading his coordinates to your PDI now.”
“Can’t you make the car come back here,” asked Nina.
“Yeah, but father might not be in the car.  And if he has some hidey-hole he set up from before the coup, Governor only knows what’s in it.  The crazy is new for him, but the paranoia isn’t.  He’s probably stocked the place up with all sorts of big shiny guns a crazy person shouldn’t have access to.  It isn’t just my civic duty to keep him out of it, it’s plain common sense.  Can’t have him finding his way back to House loaded for bear.  There might be a tragic accident.”  And if he had any really good guns, thought Marlowe, they’d be unlicensed and untraceable.  Marlowe was always looking to add to his arsenal without tipping his inventory to Obedere.
So they walked, following the trace on the PDI.  Marlowe walked fast, working out the anger without the aid of the nano probes.  He had half a mind to cut his father loose, but the man would almost certainly be more trouble running around unchecked, especially if he had more than one safe house set up.  Jebediah would eventually gun for his brother, Obedere, or even him.  The first two didn’t bother him too much, but that last potential target just didn’t sit well.
“Nina,” said Marlowe as they were getting close, “I think I may need your help on this one.  I’d like to avoid as much of a scene as possible when we find him, and that means force.  Any ideas how we should proceed on that front?”
“If I might make a suggestion,” asked House.
“No,” said Marlowe, “you may not.  You got us into this mess.”
Nina waited to see if House would respond, but he stayed silent.  “He doesn’t like you much, does he?”
“Father?  No.  He’s probably still wondering if I jammed him up during the coup.  Even if he believed me when I said I had nothing to do with it, the man’s not thinking clearly most of the time.”
“So we use that.  You confront him, talk to him, distract him.  I work my way behind him and  jump him.”
“Man, I hate my family.”  Marlowe shook his head.  “What did I do to deserve all this?”
“Well-” said House.
“Nope,” broke in Marlowe, “you’re not allowed to talk right now, so can it.”
If Marlowe had any hope of avoiding a scene, that hope was thrown off a cliff, dashed against the rocks below, and then the sticky mess stomped on by a squadron of constables when they finally caught up with Jebediah.  He was hopping up and down, screaming at a store front.  Passersby were giving him a wide berth.  No constables had arrived yet, but they’d show up soon enough.  Marlowe wondered just how bad it would get for the old man if he was arrested.  It might actually be for the best, for Marlowe anyway.  Which meant that Obedere would never go for it.  He’d instruct his constables to leave things be.
Nina started edging around Jebediah, working over to the other side of him.  Marlowe looked at the object of Jebediah’s wrath - a special edition Bucky Brew shop.  
Bucky Brew was always trying to be fresh, keep themselves in the public consciousness.  So they’d opened a series of one-off special edition themed shops that were different but still served the same old reliable Bucky Brew.   There was the Zeppelin Edition, where you rode a sky car up to a floating cafe, the Monorail Edition, where you boarded a bullet train that ran in a loop around the downtown area and had to hold your cup at an angle due to the extreme acceleration during the express portions of the line, and the Troglodyte edition, where you donned night-vision goggles (or used your low level light implant) and descended into a pitch black basement to buy and drink your coffee, just to name a few.
They were in front of the Troglodyte edition, and Jebediah, a cup of Bucky Brew in one hand, was foaming at the mouth as he jumped up and down.  The coffee, thank the Governor, had a lid on it.  Marlowe could not make out a word Jebediah was saying, probably because the man was incoherent with rage.  He called out gently.  “Father?  Father, what are you doing?”
Jebediah stopped screaming, and his hopping subsided into a series of disconcerting twitches.   He turned to Marlowe, eyes unfocused.  Mechanically, he raised the cup of coffee to his lips and took a swig.
“Spares, is that you?”  His face was red but fading.  “Look what they’ve done to my safe house, boy.  Look what they’ve done to my safe house.”
Marlowe looked past Jebediah to Nina.  She was slowly creeping up on the man, who’d suddenly deflated like an Eastern European built zeppelin.  He shook his head, signaling Nina to hold off.  “What are you talking about?”
“It’s gone.  They turned it into a parrot-damned coffee shop.”  He tilted his head slightly.  “They make good coffee, though.”  He sighed.  “I had to rent a pair of goggles, though.  My low light implant was disabled when I was…hospitalized.  Did you know this coffee shop opens up on the old sewer lines?  Why would you want to buy coffee in a sewer?”
“Come on, father.  People are staring.  They’ve probably already called the constables in.  You don’t want to get sent back, do you?”
“No,” said Jebediah truculently.
“Then lets get the car and get out of here.  Does that sound good?”
Jebediah’s eyes darted back and forth, and he jumped when he saw Nina behind him.  “You’re right, the constables.  I won’t let them take me back.  Never!”
Nina took Jebediah gently by the arm.  “They can’t get you if we aren’t here.  Where’s the car?”
Jebediah waved his other arm in a loop.  “Circling around the block.  Parking downtown is terrible.”
As if on cue, the Studebaker pulled up alongside them, stopping in the middle of traffic and triggering a blast of car horns.  The doors popped open and without any prompting, Jebediah climbed into the back seat.  “They can’t have converted all my safe houses into coffee shops,” he mumbled under his breath as he hunkered down on the floor.  Marlowe barely caught it, even with his enhanced audio pickup, but that told him pretty clearly he’d have to keep an eagle eye on his father.
Marlowe turned to Nina, but she wasn’t in the car yet.  “Nina?  Nina, where are you?”
She rushed out of the coffee shop a moment later.  “Sorry, I really wanted a cup of coffee, and they were so pleased that we got Jebediah to leave, they gave me one for free.  It’s pretty good coffee, too.  The best I’ve had in years.”
“I still say there’s something pretty sinister about the whole setup.  Like they’re trying to take over the world or something.  But that isn’t the most pressing matter we face right now.  Car, take us to Sunrise CDs.”
The Studebaker honked twice happily and set off, having found yet another joyous purpose.
Sunrise CDs was downtown, not too far from City Hall.  It was almost seven, so traffic had thinned out considerably.  Despite the lack of traffic, there was still no place to park, so the Studebaker began circling the block.  
The neighborhood was old but not quaint, undeveloped but not desirable.  The buildings lining the street, while short and standing unaided, nevertheless exuded a sense of dereliction and decay.  Cracks criss-crossed the sun-bleached, acid-stained stucco, and window and door frames were no longer level, but tended to sag heavily to one side.  The store they sought was fairly small and bookish, wedged between two other small and bookish shops, with tall windows and a large wooden sign hanging outside the front.  It read “Sunrise CDs” and had a picture of a silvery gold disk in the background.  
“Car, drop us off here and keep circling the block.  Father, you stay in here.   No telling if this Huggy Bear character will recognize you and turn you in to the constables.  And when I say ‘stay here,’ I mean it.  No more side trips!  Got that House?”
“Yes, I’ve ‘got’ it,” said House.
“Fine, fine,” said Jebediah, still occasionally twitching.  “But I’m getting cramped.  Can’t you tint the windows or something so I can sit up?”
“I wish I could, father, but the tinting function broke a few weeks ago and I haven’t been able to get it fixed.”  Marlowe’s voice didn’t flutter at all with the lie.  “Yet another hardship for you to bravely overcome.”
“Damned hardships are becoming more and more uncomfortable,” Jebediah muttered as the car stopped for Nina and Marlowe to get out.
They walked to the front of the shop.  A red neon “Open” sign above the glass door flickered on and off, humming like a frustrated mosquito trying to feed on an armadillo.  Nina opened the door, which jangled a bell hanging just above of it.  Marlowe followed cautiously behind her, the nasal filters slamming down at the musty air inside.
The interior pressed against them the moment they crossed the threshold.  And this despite the complete lack of patrons.  The walls were completely hidden from view, covered from floor to ceiling by shelves.  More stand-alone shelves cut across the floor, leaving just enough room between each shelf for one person to walk.  The lighting was dim and yellow, and a harsh, metallic sound was playing through tinny speakers in the corners.  
“Can I help you?”
A portly, long-haired man with bad acne and thick glasses stood watching them from behind a counter.  His thin smile was almost lost in the blindingly bright yellow and green tie-dye turtleneck.  A wispy, pathetic attempt at a beard hung limply from the man’s pallid face, and the breast pocket of his shirt had a fat, yellowed paperback wedged into it.  Marlowe could make out a picture of some sort of spaceship on the cover of the antique book, with a saucer-eyed alien emerging from it.  All and all, a very shabby presentation, and providing a sharp contrast to the man’s most striking feature, his perfectly straight, unbelievably white teeth.  
Nina had been taking in the store, looking through the shelves.  “CDs!”  She held up one of the CDs, almost laughing.  “I can’t believe you still use CDs.”
“Be careful with that,” shouted the proprietor.  “They require gentle handling!”
He rushed around the counter and deftly scooped the CD out of Nina’s hand as if it were made of porcelain.  “Please, serious buyers only!”  Now that the man was closer, Marlowe noted the not-so-faint scent of raw sewage.
Marlowe tilted his hat back to scratch his head.  “Why would I want something that fragile when I can just download a PHAT of what I want directly to my PDI?”
“Because,” said the man, puffing up with indignation, “PHAT files, no matter what the so-called experts say about quantum digital recording, cannot match the sound quality on a CD.  CDs are crisper, more real, more present.”
“You sound like one of the vinyl snobs who frequented a music shop near where I went to school.”
The man froze, then slowly turned to Nina.  “Did you say vinyl?”
“Yes.”
“As in record?”
“Yes.”
“There’s a store that sells records?”
“Well, probably not anymore.  This was a long time ago.”
“You’ve actually listened to music on vinyl?”
“Once or twice.”
The man just stood with his jaw hanging down.  It would have hit the floor, but his gut interrupted the journey.  Marlowe was waiting for him to drop to his knees and grovel before Nina.
“What…what did it sound like?”
“You know,” interrupted Marlowe, “we aren’t actually here to look at CDs.  We’re looking for Huggy Bear.”
The man pulled his revering eyes away from Nina and squinted at Marlowe.  “I’m Huggy Bear.  What did you need?”
“The name’s Marlowe, and we’re trying to find a computer that can read this disk.”  Marlowe reached into a pocket, searched around, then reached into another, repeating the process.  He began patting down his trench coat, even removing his hat and looking inside.
“A computer to read this,” said Nina, handing over the disk from her ship.  
Marlowe stopped his searching and blushed slightly.
Huggy Bear looked like he was verging on cardiac arrest as he held the disk.  His hands were trembling, and he looked utterly flummoxed.  “Wh…where did you get this?”
“From my space ship.”
“From your…your space ship?”
Marlowe found himself filled with an overwhelming urge to fidget.  The nano probes were unable to compensate as his level of impatience was just too high.  “I hate to interrupt your religious experience here, but do you have something that can read this?  It’s very important, and we’re on a deadline.”
Huggy Bear ignored Marlowe.  “Wow, I haven’t seen one of these in…well, ever.  Well, once, in a catalog, but never in real life.  Is it authentic?”
Nina nodded, a sly gesture as she studied Huggy Bear through half closed eyes.  “Oh, yes, it’s real.”
“What’s on it?”  He was starting to notice Nina’s physical presence at this point, spending only half his time staring at the disk, and the other half appreciating her.
Nina leaned towards Huggy Bear, winking over his shoulder to Marlowe.  “If you’ve got a computer that can read it, I’ll show you.”
Huggy Bear jogged over to the shop entrance, flipped a switch that dimmed the red ‘Open’ sign, and practically fell over himself returning to Nina.
“Yeah, I can probably find something to read that.  Follow me.”
Imbued with a sense of self-importance, he strode to the back of the store, his shoulders back and his head high, Nina and Marlowe in tow.  To Marlowe, it seemed more of a waddle, but the bearing was certainly confident.
“I knew, someday, someone would come along who would appreciate my collection.  Mom said it was junk, kicked me out when I refused to throw it away, but that pain and hassle was all worth it for this moment.  My moment.  My collection’s moment.”
They reached a poorly hung wooden door that creaked as Huggy Bear pushed it open.  A dimly lit staircase led down into dank-smelling darkness.
“Careful, now, watch your step.”
Huggy Bear started down.
“Do you have a light?” asked Marlowe.
“Use your implant,” retorted Huggy Bear huffily.
“I don’t have one,” piped in Nina.
Marlowe, who had kicked his low light filter on, saw Huggy Bear stop with a start.  “You don’t have one?”
“Nope.”
“Gee, I don’t know if there’s a light or not.  I’ve never had to use it.”
Marlowe had already started searching the walls for switches.  He found one, closed his left eye, and flipped it.  A pale, sickly light flickered on in the stairwell.
“Oh, I guess I do have one.”
The stairs were clear until they got to the bottom.  There, the last three steps were covered with haphazardly stacked electronic components.  Some of the piles were leaning dangerously.  The floor didn’t fair much better.  Like the shelves of CDs upstairs, the computers and associated equipment formed a maze of barely navigable pathways.  Marlowe took in the collection: one half-assembled chassis after another, each bristling with non-organic PC boards and wires, brightly colored laptops, ancient external PDIs, and other devices strange and unfamiliar.  Against one wall was a smooth, featureless system with a small gray rectangle set in the middle.  A label set above a glowing red dome read ‘AL 900’, but he couldn’t make out the entire text due to dust.  Marlowe had the unsettling feeling that the dome was somehow watching them.  Some of the dusty piles were taller than Marlowe, leaning precariously this way and that.  Two piles had actually leaned over into each other, forming an unstable electronic arch.
“Oh my,” said House excitedly, “I think that’s a ZX-81.  And a Lisa.  Can that be a Lisa?  And, ooh, over there, I think that’s an Octane.  I wonder if we’re related.”
“Let’s see,” Huggy Bear muttered, “we’re looking at about a hundred years old.  The OCD-4000, maybe.  That would be over here, I think.”  He led them to an electronics rack that covered the back wall.  “This was a particularly difficult system to put together.  Took me years of trolling in the swap meets, slipping out of the City to other cities to get parts.  But I built it.  NASA used to use these things.”
Nina smiled.  “No, NASA predates this computer.  The FSEP used them, though.”
“I don’t think so.  I should know, I’ve done A LOT of research on this.”
Marlowe just shook his head.  “Does it work?”
“Of course!  This is Huggy Bear’s collection, after all.  Nothing makes it into my collection until it works.”
“Then would you please load the disk.”
“Oh, that’s right!”  Huggy Bear turned on the computer and put the disk in the drive.  “It takes a while to boot.  That what old computers do when you turn them on.  Boot.”
“Oh, how droll,” whispered House into Marlowe’s ear.  “One word from you, I could hack into his bank accounts and bankrupt him.  One word.”
Marlowe resisted the temptation and said nothing.
Huggy Bear had plopped himself down on the floor in front of the computer.  “This here,” he said, holding up a flat surface with buttons on it, “is a keyboard.  That’s the old way of entering data into a computer.”
“Believe it or not,” said Marlowe gruffly, “we’ve seen keyboards before.  They’re not entirely extinct yet.”
“Actually, this particular system used voice recognition,” said Nina.
Huggy Bear stared at her with a mixture of awe and hatred on his face.  “Well, yes, you’re right, but I couldn’t get that to work.  So I built the keyboard interface from scratch.  Myself.  I like the tactile sensation of using a keyboard.  It was quite an effort.”
“How quaint,” muttered Marlowe under his breath.
“That was two words,” whispered House.  “Can I?”
“No,” uttered Marlowe.
“Hmm.  Just as well.  I pulled up his credit report.  Applying for that private investigator’s license turns out to have had some benefits after all.  Based on his score, I’m guessing there’s not much to bankrupt, actually.  Sinking way too much money into his business, I daresay.”
“House, knock it off!”  Marlowe hissed a little louder than he had intended.
Huggy Bear looked up sharply from the floor.  “I’m sorry, do you have something else you’d rather be doing?”
Marlowe’s nano probes headed off a tide of blood rushing to his face, preventing an embarrassing blush.  “No, sorry, just an insecure computer at home.  You know how that goes.”
“Yeah,” said Huggy Bear as he nodded sympathetically, “I do.”
House was indignant.  “Insecure?  Really, how could you?  If my continued existence wasn’t tied to your finances, I’d bankrupt you.  Though you’re little better off than our computer buffoon here.”
Huggy Bear pounded away on the keyboard with his stubby fingers.  The drive with the disk hummed and whirred, but not nearly as ominously as the system in Nina’s ship.  Pretty soon a monitor buried in the rack flickered to life and text appeared on it.  Huggy Bear typed a couple of letters and the text changed, forming columns on the screen.
“Image files.  A lot of them.  Let’s see, what is that command to view images again?”
“Try ‘imgview’,” said Nina.
“Yeah, that’s it.”  Reverence had crept into his voice again. He typed some more, and pictures popped up on the screen.  Each opened up in some sort of frame, which Huggy Bear clicked on and moved around with a small device on the floor next to the keyboard that manipulated a pointer on the screen.  Marlowe positioned himself better for capturing the images in his PDI.  Pictures of strange, alien landscapes with a gas giant filling most of the sky.  Pictures of the interior of some sort of ship, with different people in them.  There were only three people in the all the pictures, and none of them were Nina.
“Are you in any of these pictures?”
“I don’t think so.  I was the photographer.”
“I’m not sure this helps us, then.  And even if you were in them, these are really low res, primitive images.  They’d be easy to fake.”
“Damn.  I really thought that disk would help.”
“Maybe it will, but not on its own.  Those images certainly don’t disprove your claim.  We’ll have to find more, though.  There’s got to be a way to prove beyond argument who you are.”
“If only the Internet was still around.  I was a bit of a celeb on that before we left.”
“What did you say?” The question had issued forth from Huggy Bear’s mouth in a raspy, barely audible gasp.
“I said it’s too bad the Internet doesn’t exist anymore.  The Odyssey I mission got a lot of coverage, as well as a murder investigation on the International Space Station that I was involved in.  I helped catch the killer.”  She sighed.  “I met Brett during that fiasco.  I’d forgotten about him.”  She sighed again.  “But there was definitely a lot of pictures of me and other people from that time period.”
Huggy Bear looked sharply to the left and right, then grabbed Nina by the shoulders.  “You know about the Internet?”  His voice had taken on a new level of intensity.
“It was only an integrated part of my life until a few years ago.”
“You know about the Internet!”
“Yes, she knows about the Internet.  She just told you she did.  But I don’t know about it, so will someone please fill me in?”
Huggy Bear ignored Marlowe.  “You know about the Internet.  Wow.  You are like, my goddess.  I haven’t met anyone else in the City who knows about the Internet.”
“What does it matter,” asked Nina.  “It doesn’t exist anymore.”
Huggy Bear gasped.  “You mean, you don’t know?”
“Know what?”
“You don’t know?  You really don’t know!?”
“What don’t I know,” asked Nina, the muscles in her neck becoming taut.  
If Huggy Bear didn’t tell her what she didn’t know real soon now, Marlowe was pretty sure she’d beat it out of him.  And that promised not to be pleasant.  For Huggy Bear.  Marlowe, on the other hand, found himself secretly looking forward to such an outcome.
Huggy Bear lowered his voice until it was nearly inaudible.  Marlowe had to kick up the amplification on his ear implants.  “The Internet still exists.  Nothing like its heyday, but it still exists.”
Nina pulled Huggy Bear’s hands off her shoulders and turned to Marlowe.  “If we can get on the Internet, we might be able to find pictures of me from the past.  Would that help?”
“With everything else we’ve collected, it might be enough to give my brother an excuse to spare your life.”
Nina turned back to Huggy Bear.   “I need to get on the Internet.  Can you help me with that, Huggy Bear?”
Huggy Bear swelled up with pride.  “Yeah, I can help.  But you have to swear never to tell anyone else how you got on.”
Nina nodded solemnly.  “We swear.  How do we get onto the Net?”
“You called it the Net!  That is so cool!”
Now Nina grappled onto Huggy Bear’s shoulders, although with a little more vigor and less care for comfort than Huggy Bear had exercised.  He visibly wilted, a grimace of agony etched across his face. “How, Huggy Bear?”
Huggy Bear squirmed and wriggled, trying to break free of Nina’s vice-like grip.  To little avail.  “Well, we need to go to the outskirts of the City.  Do either of you have a car?  I don’t have one, and I hate the bus.”






 
 
CHAPTER 12
CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR

They’d been in the Studebaker for twenty minutes, Huggy Bear chatting incoherently the whole time, pausing just long enough to instruct the car where to turn and when.  He was leaning forward over the seat, practically ear to ear with Nina.  When Marlowe tried to break into the conversation, the hacker just steamrolled over him with his mouth.  If this internet thing didn’t pan out, the annoying man would have a long walk back to the shop after this expedition, most likely with a few bruises.  And maybe a broken bone or two.
Jebediah sat stonily in his seat next to Huggy Bear, staring out the window and muttering under his breath.  He’d initially been alarmed when Huggy Bear got in, mouthing to Marlowe, “What if he recognizes me?”  But Huggy Bear hadn’t recognized the former head of the City, and Marlowe harbored a strong suspicion this lack of recognition mightily annoyed his father.
While annoying his father was a point in Huggy Bear’s favor, it was not enough to compensate for his otherwise general unpleasantness.  Sadly, he was currently their only lead, so Marlowe struggled valiantly to find his mental happy place and endure the drive.  It didn’t help that he still had the sense they were being followed.  He looked in the rear view mirror, which revealed nothing, and checked the radar, which only returned a faint echo that matched the signature of a flock of birds.  Of course, Marlowe couldn’t rule out a stealth jet; that was the type of radar signature it would leave and it was possible Obedere was interested enough in their progress to deploy one.  But sensing something there and not being able to verify it galled Marlowe.  It was like an itch behind his eyeball; it didn’t go away and nothing he did to alleviate it worked.
They were northwest of the downtown area, in a rundown industrial section.  They were passing the sewage treatment plants, and the smell reminded Marlowe of the dumpster he’d been standing behind during that business with Toulene and her fake identity.  The nasal filters were completely overwhelmed.
Nina, nose pinched and breathing through her mouth, coughed.  “Ugh, this is worse than Coalinga.”
“What?” asked Marlowe.
“A city in southern California where they have, had, a lot of cows.”
Huggy Bear barked out another command, seemingly oblivious to the smell, before returning to his tirade on old video storage standards - something about VHS versus Beta.  All completely alien to Marlowe, though Nina occasionally nodded understandingly.  “Turn left down that service road.”
Marlowe felt a twinge of concern as he followed the direction of Huggy Bear’s pointing finger.  “But that takes us to the old abandoned sewage treatment plant.”
This time Huggy Bear paused in his diatribe and actually responded to Marlowe.  “Don’t worry, it’s completely deserted and perfectly safe.”
“That’s what I’m worried about. I don’t like deserted places.  They always have somebody or something that isn’t supposed to be there…being there.”
“Do you want to get on the Net or not?  Then turn left.”
Marlowe nodded to the car, which turned left.
The plant was actually not much to look at.  This was due primarily to the fact the plant resided underground.  The only thing they could see from the car was the entrance - a hole in the ground, about a meter in diameter rimmed with rusted steel, and with a red and rickety-looking ladder thrust out of it at a slight angle.  They clambered out of the car, Huggy Bear putting on a backpack he’d insisted on bringing from his store.  Marlowe discretely pulled his illegal gun out of the glove box, which eased his severe misgivings down to serious concern.
“Coming, Father?”
Jebediah remained seated in the car.  He shook his head violently.  “You’ll be with that inane chatterbox the whole way, right?”
Marlowe checked to see if Huggy Bear had overheard the less than complimentary remark.  The man was already at the underground entrance, hopping up and down impatiently.  “Unfortunately, yes.”
“Then I’ll just stay here in the car.  Continued exposure to that man will drive me crazy, and I won’t be responsible for my actions after that.”
Marlowe held his tongue.  He surveyed the flat, empty expanse around them.  “OK, just try to stay out of trouble.  Shouldn’t be too hard out here.”
“Trouble’s my middle name,” said Jebediah earnestly.  “Had it legally changed the second year I was…out of office.”
This did not make Marlowe feel any better.  Still, Huggy Bear had progressed from hopping to whining noisily about getting a move on, so Marlowe reluctantly left his father to his own devices.  “Keep an eye on him, please,” he subvocalized to the car.  “Do not leave this site without me.  Understood?”
The car subvocalized an affirmative honk back.
Huggy Bear climbed down first, followed by Nina and Marlowe.  They descended five meters to the bottom of a small chamber with steel walls and a steel floor.  A round, corroded  hatch was set in the center of the floor.  Huggy Bear opened a small panel next to the hatch, revealing a black hand crank.  He started to turn it, and with each revolution, both Huggy Bear and the hatch let out a groan, and the hatch opened a little.  Nina maneuvered herself over to the crank and relieved the hacker.
“Allow me, please.”  She turned the crank, spinning it at three times Huggy Bear’s rate while excreting one third the sweat.  The hatch creaked and protested as it jerkily slid aside.  Huggy Bear looked a little embarrassed.
“She’s been living the last year or so under one and a half gees, so her superior strength is to be expected,” said Marlowe in an effort to comfort the crestfallen hacker.  It didn’t work.
Huggy Bear descended another ladder below the now open hatch.  Down they climbed, and Marlowe started worrying about how much work and personal effort the climb back up would require.  He started to sweat just pondering it.
Down, down, down, deep into the bowels of the earth.  The ladder had a tendency to wobble, which Marlowe found disconcerting.  Finally they reached the bottom.  The trio found themselves at the end of a long corridor that stretched out as far as the eye could see.  The floor was a brown-encrusted metallic mesh with darkly stained concrete visible below it.  Every five meters, a drain was set into the floor.  The walls formed an inverted concrete U over their heads.  Surprisingly, recessed lighting in the ceiling illuminated the entire corridor.
“The plant is shut down, but still has power,” explained Huggy Bear.  “I tapped into the mains to get the lights back.  They only come on when the hatch upstairs opens, so as to not draw a noticeable amount of power.  Can’t have the City Municipal Power Service noticing unauthorized power drains, now can we?”
Marlowe leaned down with his hands on his knees, his chest heaving.  “Now will you explain to us why we had to come way out in the middle of nowhere into the heart of a terrible, terrible stink, to get on this Internet thing?”
Huggy Bear answered between his own labored huffing and puffing.  “Because years ago, the City banned it.  Way back when the Big Fed fell, the RIAA started sending delegates to all the cities and convinced them to shut down the Net.”
“The RIAA?”
Nina, observing both men’s obvious signs of fatigue and rolling her eyes, fielded this question.  “Recording Industry Association of America.  They were a monopoly that controlled the music industry.”
“Still control it,” said Huggy Bear.  “Anyway, they didn’t want people downloading music for free, and since there was no Big Fed, they couldn’t go after people in just one court system anymore.  So they decided that rather than sue people in different cities with different laws and legal procedures, they would just get all the cities to shut off their access to the Internet.  It worked; they threatened military action or sent a little money to the right people, or both, and one by one the cities cut their physical access to the Net.”
They started down the long passage.
“But that doesn’t make sense,” said Nina.  “The Internet was decentralized.  If one hub went down, everything just rerouted to another hub.”
“Maybe a hundred years ago,” said Huggy Bear, “but once KFC bought all of the ISPs in North America, it was relatively easy to shut it off.  Fortunately for us, some independent systems outside the mainstream are still up.”
“KFC bought the internet?  As in Kentucky Fried-”
“Shh,” said Huggy Bear, eyes wide.  “Don’t say the full name!  They have ears everywhere!”
Nina still looked confused.  “But why would KFC buy-”
“It isn’t safe to talk about,” said Huggy Bear in a whisper, looking furtively over his shoulder.  “Please, just let it go.”
“Wait a sec,” interrupted Marlowe.  “First off, enough with KFC, it’s making me hungry.  Second, what in the City is the Internet?  I’ve never heard of it before today.  If the City made it illegal, I’d at least know about it.”
Huggy Bear shook his head.  “It’s not illegal.  It’s verboten.  No laws, because a law banning something is an advertisement for the curious.  No, if we get caught down here, we’ll just disappear.”
“Hmm.”  Marlowe was starting to question the probative value of downloading pictures of Nina off the Internet.  If it wasn’t supposed to exist, they might not be able to show people the evidence for fear of being disappeared.  Still, he could at least know for sure in his own mind, which might make smuggling her out of the City easier on his conscience.
Just ahead Marlowe could make out what appeared to be some sort of door set into the right side of the corridor.  A very sad, pathetic sort of door; it looked like it was made from badly abused, corrugated tin, and was affixed to the wall by two large, crude hinges.
“Through here,” said Huggy Bear, gesturing to the impromptu door.
“Make that yourself?” asked Nina archly.
“Yup.  Had to cut the hole from this passage to the sewage tank on the other side.  Took me a long time, but considering what lay on the other side, it was worth the effort.”
“Sewage tank?” asked Marlowe, unable to contain his alarm.
“Not to worry, the plant has been abandoned for nearly two decades.  The stuff left in the tank is solid now, and doesn’t have much smell.  It did at first; it was so bad I had to leave the hatches above open to help air the place out.  Took two months before the stench dissipated enough for me to come back down.  Found a couple of skeletons in there too, very disturbing.  I have a feeling-”
“Stop.  There’s no way I’m going in there.”  Marlowe had been lazy and hadn’t changed the nasal filters after the last couple of uses, so there was no way they’d work well enough inside that tank.
“If you want on the Internet, you gotta follow me.”  With that, Huggy Bear vanished through the door.
“Come on, this could be the resolution of my case.  Think of it as an adventure.”  Nina grabbed Marlowe’s hand and tugged him in after her.
“But I’m a PI.  Every day is an adventure.  I’m tired of adventures,” whined Marlowe.  Then he noticed that the smell really wasn’t that bad.  He just tried not to think about what constituted the rough, earthen surface he was walking on.
“It’s over here in the middle of the tank.  There’s a fiber optic cable that’s part of the actual, honest-to-the-Governor Internet.  I spliced in right here.”
Nina reached the spot, Marlowe in reluctant tow.  Huggy Bear had strung some lights up in the tank, so they could see without difficulty.  The spot Huggy Bear hovered over proved to be singularly unimpressive - a hole dug in the dirt, with a piece of cable sticking out of the bottom.
“This is it?  An antique cable sticking out of a mound of dried feces?  This is the famous Internet?”  The trials of the day had forcibly expelled Marlowe from his happy place, and he could not keep the irritation out of his voice.
“Patience!  Trust Huggy Bear, never doubt him.  I’ll just plug us in and we can start looking for those pictures you were talking about.”  Huggy Bear pulled a silver rectangle out of his backpack.  He pressed a button on one edge, and it folded open to reveal an antique LCD display and another one of those keyboard things, only this one was integrated into the device.  He pressed a button by the keyboard and the computer hummed, the screen flickering to life.
“I’m a little confused,” said Marlowe.  “If all the cities disconnected from the Internet, wouldn’t the Internet cease to exist?”
“No, no, no,” said Huggy Bear in the annoyed tone of a teacher dealing with a particularly stupid student.  “Remember, it’s decentralized.  The Internet shrunk when the cities pulled out, but didn’t disappear.  There are a lot machines in the former Union of European States, more than a few pirate systems on this continent, plus a couple of systems in Antarctica.  As long as the network hookups work, all you need to do is plug in and away you go.”
“But if it’s smaller,” said Marlowe, “there’s a good chance what we’re looking for is gone, right?”
“Wrong.”  Huggy Bear was beginning to look like a very annoyed school teacher.  “The system has redundancies built into it, mirror sites duplicating each other all over the world.  If the images you want were originally on a site that was maintained by the Big Fed before it fell, the chances are very good someone somewhere else on the planet has a copy.  No guarantees, of course, but we’ll see.”
Huggy Bear sat on the ground, resting the computer on his lap.  “Now it is a little slow.  It would be a lot faster if there were more network connections, but the RIAA took care of that.  It’s odd, the only computers on the Internet now run on an OS called Linux, but we’ve seen references to other OSes.  Stuff I’ve never heard of, and wouldn’t mean anything to you either.  Amazingly, most of the computers still online aren’t actively maintained; they’re just still on and accessible over the network.  Unbelievable they could build such a rock solid operating system back in those days, but they did.”
“Yeah, yeah, very interesting.”  Marlowe tried really hard not to roll his eyes.  “Can you search for the pictures now?”
“What are the search terms?”
“Search terms?”
“Key words.”
“Try Nina Minari, Odyssey I, 55 Cancri, heck, even International Space Station and murder,” said Nina.  “That incident made the news too.”
“OK, hang on.”  Huggy Bear pecked away at the keyboard.  A couple of minutes passed, with nothing but a small timepiece suspended on his display.  Then the screen flickered.  “Hey, I’ve got something.  This what you’re looking for?”
Marlowe walked behind Huggy Bear, the desiccated raw sewage crunching with each step.  On the screen, he saw pictures of Nina standing next to various individuals, some of them the same people who appeared on her disk.  Pictures of her floating in zero gee, pictures of her standing with others at a press conference.  By far the largest number of pictures, however, were of her in the nude.  
“Fakes,” declared Nina from behind her blush.  “If you were female and even remotely famous, people cut and paste your head onto a nude body and put them online.”
“These are pretty good fakes,” said Huggy Bear, his nose touching his screen as he inspected one.
“OK, they’re mostly fake.  I needed money in college.  I’m not proud of it, but I did pose for some pictures which weren’t published until after I became well known.  They’re hardly relevant to this case though, right Marlowe?”
“Well, if the real ones can be be verified, they actually would help.  Better save ‘em, Huggy Bear.  All of them, just to be safe.”
“Not a problem,” said Huggy Bear.
“Marlowe.”  Nina’s tone didn’t bode well.  “We’re not using those pictures for my defense.  Under any circumstances.  Do you understand?”
Marlowe studied the current image Huggy Bear had up and sighed.  Even the fakes looked…very nice.  “OK, no nude pictures.”  Huggy Bear started to delete the ones he’d downloaded, but Marlowe gave him a slight kick to stop him.  Maybe not for use in her defense, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t keep copies.  Huggy Bear’s stock with Marlowe went up considerably when he noticed that the hacker was continuing to download more images in the background.  He was a bastard, but he was shaping up to be Marlowe’s kind of bastard.
Some of the more straight-laced pictures had articles associated with them.  Huggy Bear dutifully downloaded those as well.
“How do we transfer those to my PDI,” asked Marlowe.
Huggy Bear smiled.  “That’s another beauty I cooked up.  I’ve got a little interface here that plugs into this old laptop and can do a wide-beam dispersion transfer to any PDI within ten meters.  Hang on.”
He started poking around in his backpack, pulling out a thin card that he slid into the side of the computer.  “What do you want?”
“All of it,” replied Marlowe.  “Except for the nude pictures, of course.”  He winked at Huggy Bear, who nodded imperceptibly.
 Marlowe perused the articles as they transferred over, a process that turned out to be incredibly time-consuming.  Articles about the Odyssey I mission to 55 Cancri, bios of all the crew members, and an interesting story about Nina’s pivotal role in solving a murder, the first murder in space, aboard the international space station.  Another article about the Odyssey I crew implied that the juice Nina had gained in helping with the murder case had enabled her to get a berth on the 55 Cancri mission.  Despite his inclination to believe her early on, Marlowe still felt a bit stunned to have it confirmed that he had been walking and talking with a real, bona fide, over one hundred years old spacewoman.  
“Do you think these images and the ones on the disk will be enough to clear me?”
“Maybe.  I don’t think we have much else to go on at this point.  House, you getting all of this?”
“Yes.  Most interesting.  Oh, by the way, Gomer has an urgent message for you.”
“What is it?  Did the Governor call?”
“He won’t say.  He’s put together an encrypted package for you.  Transferring now.”
A download bar flicked across Marlowe’s right field of view for a half second.  A fairly small file.  He double-blinked it open, and a light blue rectangle filled his field of vision.  It flickered and morphed into Gomer’s cage, with Gomer sitting on the top of the open door.
“Hey Marlowe, just a reminder.  Buy more cat food on the way home!”
The video message faded.  Marlowe frowned.  “House, in the future, review all messages from Gomer to determine if they need to be sent out right away or not.”
“Very well.  I apologize if it wasn’t as urgent as Gomer led me to believe.”
“Not your fault, House, not your fault.”
“You got what you need?” asked Huggy Bear.
Marlowe flashed through the images again, real quick, to make sure he was satisfied.  “Yeah, we’re good.  Let’s get out of this stink hole.”
Huggy Bear made a big deal of carefully folding up his computer, returning it to his backpack, and grunting the backpack onto his back.  Nina bounced up and down on her toes, excited and hopeful about what they’d just accomplished.  Marlowe, eager to get out of the filthy tank and home to a shower (though using liquid soap this time), led the way out.  They had just left the sewage tank and reentered the corridor when the explosions started.  Three short, staccato blasts that shook the passage violently.  They were coming from the entrance.
“Oh God, they’re disappearing us!” screamed Huggy Bear, his teeth flashing as his mouth flapped open and shut.  
The lights flickered, and another series of sharp blasts reverberated through the underground passageway.  Then the lights went completely out.  Huggy Bear panicked, crashing into Nina and sending her sprawling before bounding down the other end of the corridor.
“Marlowe, I can’t see.  How’s your low light implant?”
“No dice.  I need some light for them to work.  It’s pitch black.”
Another set of three blasts rocked them.
“What’s going on?”
“Sounds like bumble bombs.  Three short blasts is the typical signature.”  Marlowe fished out the box of light beads and pulled a couple out.  He squeezed both and handed one to Nina.  “Don’t lose that.  I’m gonna run out of these things at this rate.  Anyway, bumble bombs are small, size of a thimble, and you roll them discreetly at your target.  They bounce a few times, then burst.  Nasty devices.  Usually used to disable cars or blow out windshields and the like – you drop them out the window and let them bounce onto a car behind you.”
“They’re sealing us in.”
“Most likely.  But I don’t understand why they’re using such small ordinance.  There’s some stuff out there that would cave in this entire underground complex with one blast.”
Nina started after Huggy Bear, holding her light bead in front of her.  “Come on, he’s our best bet for finding another exit.”
Marlowe followed.  “Hang on, I’ll see if there’s a floor plan.  House, can you search the City Records server for floor plans to this plant, please?”
There was a moment’s silence, and then another moment of silence.
“House?”
Nothing.
Nina had reached the tank with the Internet drop and stuck her head inside.  “He’s not in here.”
“I can’t reach House.”
“I think we have more important concerns here.”
“No, you don’t understand.  Something is seriously wrong.”  Marlowe started shaking.  
“We’re about to be buried alive, and now you decide to complain about technical difficulties?”
“House, can you hear me?  Can you hear me at all?  Please answer, House.”
“I’m sure it’s just a minor glitch.  We’ll get out of here and fix it in no time.”
“Minor glitch?”  Marlowe’s voice had gone up a few octaves, sliding from baritone to screech.  “Minor glitch??  Don’t you get it?  I’m cut off from House!  Nothing!  Not a peep is coming through!”
Having no tolerance for hysterics, Nina grabbed Marlowe by the shoulders, rattled him vigorously, and when that didn’t bring the focus back to his eyes, slapped him hard against his face.  “Marlowe!  Get a grip!  We’re about to be buried alive!”
Marlowe calmed down, becoming quite still.  Not because of the rattling Nina had given him, and not directly because of the slap.  He went numb with fear when something after the slap DIDN’T happen.
“At least the explosions stopped.”
“Nina, slap me again.”
“Excuse me?  This is hardly the time-”
“Slap me again!  As hard as you can!”
“Fine.”  Nina obliged him, striking Marlowe a mighty blow.  His head snapped to the side, and after the initial sharp sting had subsided, an achy rush of heat spread across his cheek.  Nina had outdone herself; Marlowe could tell this would leave a bruise.  And that’s what terrified him.
“Hey, don’t you have some sort of infrared implant?  Maybe we can see Huggy Bear’s footprints.”
Marlowe swallowed, a difficult act considering how dry his mouth had become.  He’d never had a dry mouth before.  He lost Nina’s words to the torrent of rushing air roaring through his ears.  A surge of terror swept over him, its undertow pulling him down and tumbling him end over end through the black, empty void.  He spun around, the light bead flying from his convulsing hand, and plowed into the side of the corridor.  Blood began to dribble out of his left nostril.  He sank to the floor and touched the bleeding nostril with his shaking hand.
“Marlowe, are you all right?  What are you doing?”
“My PDI is dead.  That’s why I can’t reach House.  That’s why the nano probes didn’t release sedatives when I panicked about not reaching House, and why they didn’t stop the pain and repair the damage when you slapped me.  And that’s why all my optical, audible, and sensory implants no longer work – they’re all controlled by the PDI!”
“Maybe the batteries are dead?”  
“It’s dead.  No nano probes.”  His voice was soft now, distant.  He held his shaking, blood-covered hand up between them.  “I could bleed to death from this.”
Nina crouched down next to Marlowe, barely able to mute the strain of keeping her voice calm.  “Don’t be absurd.  Humans have survived without PDIs for thousands of years, and suffered nose bleeds and other minor injuries for just as long.  Your body can form platelets all by itself.  Granted, it might take longer, but it’s an age-old, proven design.”
Marlowe stared at the oscillating tips of his wet, crimson fingers.  “Oh Governor, this hurts.  No pain blockers, no medical status display, no nano probes.”  His breathing became sharp labored gasps, his voice wheezy.  “Nothing.  Hell, I can’t even see properly.”
“That’s because it’s dark.”
“You just don’t get it!” snapped Marlowe, taking a wide swing in the air.  “I’m all alone!  All alone in the dark!”  He had to move; when he kept still, he could feel the sticky hold of the Truth-Be-Told table against his skin, the cold metal underneath him.  Obedere’s eyes flashing above him.  “Oh Governor, not again.”
Real concern showed on Nina’s face, but Marlowe was beyond caring.  He babbled softly to himself, a faraway look in his eyes.  Nina slapped him again.  “Marlowe, stay with me.”
Marlowe responded to the slap by taking a swing at Nina.  He caught her off guard, and actually managed to connect with her shoulder.  She grunted, then grabbed his arm and twisted it.  With her free hand she slapped him across the face again.  And again.
At first he just whimpered.  Nina persisted, her strikes making a sharp clap that echoed down the corridor.  Marlowe cried out.  A couple of more blows and Marlowe invoked an actual word.  “Ow!”  Another set of smacks, and he raised his hand, no longer shaking, and shouted out, “Stop!  Enough.”  His eyes had stopped rolling and now looked directly at Nina.  He took several deep breaths.
“Sorry, I’m not used to this…silence.  Brings back bad memories.”
“Are you OK?”
“Yes, just a little out of sorts.  The last time this happened to me….  Obedere must have gotten a virus through, one House didn’t detect.  No more backups.  If I die, my backup mind won’t be able to transfer over.  I can’t do an emergency backup right now to preserve my memory of today’s events.  If I die and the body isn’t recovered within an hour, it can’t be restored.  That’s too long to be down.”
“Welcome to my world, Marlowe.  We can find a fix to your implant problem, but only if we survive the immediate threat.”
Marlowe’s panic had subsided, but his assessment of their chances remained the same.  They were going to die.  Permanently.  Nina’s breath was warm on his face.  An idea occurred to him, and he thought, why not?  He had nothing to lose at this point, and she’d done the same earlier.  So he leaned forward and kissed Nina.  Or tried to, anway.  It was dark, and he missed, landing his lips on her nose.  Bad enough if he’d been going for a closed mouth kiss.  But he hadn’t been.  Her nose tasted salty.
“What are you doing,” asked Nina as she pulled back.  
Marlowe braced himself for another slap.  It never came.  
“Jesus, Marlowe, you really know how to romance a girl.  Is that how people kiss these days?”
“No, sorry, I just-”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it.  I kissed you when I thought I was about to die, and now you’re returning the favor.  You get this one for free, but next time you try to kiss me, you’ll pay for it.  And trust me, you can’t afford the asking price.”  And then she was kissing him again, gently, her lips warm on his for just a few seconds and then gone.   “Better?”
“Yeah,” said Marlowe,  “A lot.  More than you could know.  Thanks.”
“For all your advanced technology, Marlowe, you’re really rather simple.  Now can we focus on the task at hand, not dying?”
“Sorry.  I lost it there for a moment.  I’m OK now.  You’re right, we’ll get through this and fix everything.  It’ll all be fine.  Absolutely fine.”  He started rocking back and forth, hugging himself as their predicament broke through the warm haze of their kiss.
Nina walked over to his light bead, which was perched precariously on the floor grating.  She picked it up and and handed it back to Marlowe.  “You’ve been in worse situations, right?”
Marlowe stared at the bead, smearing blood on it.  “No, not really.”
“What about the recon parlor?”
“I was in touch with House during all that.”
Nina shook her head in exasperation.  “Fine.  Well, Huggy Bear’s not in that tank, and there’s only one direction he could have gone, which is down this corridor.  Shall we?”
Nina interlocked her arm through Marlowe’s and took the lead.  He felt out of sorts; without his low light implant, he couldn’t see clearly.  The light bead did little to dispel the darkness.  His eyes hurt as they struggled to remember what to do with the pupils to compensate, how to manipulate muscles that hadn’t been used involuntarily in a long time.
“Hey, Marlowe, wait, we can contact House with my wrist communicator.  House, can you hear me?”
“It’s no good.  That’s a cheapie communicator.  It’s slaved to my PDI.”
“It doesn’t work without your PDI?”
“No.  You have to be within two kilometers of my PDI for it to work; everything is routed through me.”
“But then why even have a wrist communicator?  There’s no point if you need to have the PDI anyway!”
“It’s a kid’s toy.  I had it growing up.  It’s the novelty.”
“You mean like walkie-talkies?”
“I don’t know what those are.”
“Never mind.  The more I learn about this world, the less I understand.  Say, do you smell that?”
Marlowe sniffed, and immediately regretted it.  “I can’t smell anything but years old raw sewage.  My nasal filters are clogged with the odor, and I can’t open them now.”
“It smells like gas.”
“Gas?”
“Natural gas.  Assuming you still put the same additives in it to give it a distinctive smell.”
“I…I don’t know.  I can’t check with my PDI down.”
“Well, all other things being equally bad right now, let’s assume it is gas.  They’re gassing us.”
“Or worse.  They’re pumping natural gas in with the plan of blowing us up.  It makes sense.  Some small bombs to seal us in, then pump the facility full of natural gas and detonate it. We’re deep enough underground, people might not even notice.”
“See, you’re not so useless without your PDI.  You can still think.  Maybe this failure is a good thing.”
“Help could be on the way if I could reach House.”
“Coulda, shoulda, woulda.  I’d still be at 55 Cancri if the scientists hadn’t been wrong about the debris orbiting the star.  But we can’t change events that have already happened, so I suggest we focus on the here and now.  I’ll bet that hacker Huggy Bear made himself a back door out of this place.”
They kept going down the corridor.  They even resorted to calling out to Huggy Bear, yelling for help, screaming for someone to hear them.  Between outbursts, they listened.  And heard nothing.
“He’s got to be able to hear us.”
Nina shrugged.  “He’s afraid.  Or better yet, already outside and away through his secret exit.”
“I think that gas is getting to your head.”
They kept walking, shouting, listening.  It was Nina, who was more used to using her eyes unaided, who noticed it.  A slight change in the level of light as they walked.
“Marlowe, stop.”
Marlowe stopped.
Nina made a fist around her light bead.  “Cover up your light bead.”
Marlowe covered his up in his fist.  Pitch blackness descended.  “Why are we doing this?”
“Shh.  Just look around.”
“Why do I have to be quiet if we’re looking for something?”
“Shh.  It’s just semantics.  Look around.”
“It’s pitch black!”
“No, it isn’t.  I walked past something that was giving off light.  Just not a whole lot.  Look around for light.”
Marlowe spun around in a complete circle.  It left him a little dizzy, but as he turned, he noticed that it wasn’t completely pitch black.  He had finally hit on the successful natural response to darkness, opening up his pupils.  He noticed a faint, faint glow emanating from his fist, and another one presumably emanating from Nina’s fist.
“Hey, I see something, but I think it’s your light bead.  Move your hand up and down.”
The faint, faint glow moved up and down.  “Yeah, it’s you.”
He spun around again, but again all he made out was his fist and Nina’s.  The smell of gas was starting to seep through his sewage-clogged nasal filters.  It was natural gas, and Marlowe felt himself getting light-headed.  Nina coughed.
“Are you sure you saw something?”
“Yes!” Nina hissed.  “I’m positive!”
Marlowe, convinced at both the folly of their current search and the folly of attempting to persuade Nina to move on, rolled his eyes.  And that’s when he saw the third glow.
“Nina!  Above us!”
Nina gasped and then Marlowe went blind with the explosion of light.  He screamed, for about half a second, before he realized it was Nina’s light bead and not the gas igniting.  Her light bead revealed a service port in the ceiling.  It was just large enough to admit someone of Huggy Bear’s girth, and was hanging ever-so-slightly open, letting in a crack of illumination.
“This looks promising,” said Nina.  “But I can’t quite reach the handle.”
Marlowe dropped his light bead and reached up, grasping the handle and pulling down hard.  He’d been expecting resistance, but there was none, so the port swung open and Marlowe fell backwards.  Which was just as well since a ladder slid down through the open port, crashing into the floor with a loud clang.
“Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” said Marlowe, retrieving his light bead before standing up.  “Go.  I’m right behind you.”
The climb up the ladder was long, cramped, and very uncomfortable.  The rungs of the ladder were rusty and jagged, and with each new abrasion and cut into his hands, Marlowe mourned anew the loss of his nano probes.  Above, if he craned his neck painfully, and Nina was positioned just so, Marlowe could glimpse a bright light.  A bright bulb high above them.  He found it incredibly frustrating that with each painful step and each excruciating grip of the rungs, that bulb didn’t change in size.  He wondered if the ladder was sinking at the same rate they were climbing.  Eventually the futility and discomfort of staring up convinced Marlowe to just look straight ahead.  And then he dropped his light bead.
“Damn it!”
Nina stopped climbing.  “What is it?”
“I dropped another light bead.  Those things are expensive!”
Nina said something under her breath, but Marlowe couldn’t make it out without the audio amplifiers built into his ear canal.  She started climbing again.  He thought about asking her what she said, but thought better of it and simply followed.
After what seemed like hours, and for all Marlowe knew without his PDI, it was, they finally came to the surface.  A small lamp was set into the wall just under the lip of the exit, with the fainter light of evening above it.  Nina poked her head out slowly, checking to see if it was safe.  Evidently it was, because she continued out.   Marlowe crept out after her, welcoming the delicious sensation of brittle grass blades under his hands.  Nina was flat on the ground, and he followed her example.  The ground was cool and hard, the yellow grass itchy against his cheek.  The night air blew gently over them, sucking away body heat.  Confused by the transition from artificial light to natural darkness, his irises and pupils were at odds about what to do.  Finally they compromised on a setting that revealed the world to him, but not too clearly.  Marlowe marveled when the darkness slowly ebbed away and details began to manifest themselves.  His eyes were starting to get the hang of things.  He surveyed their surroundings and immediately pined for the ability to increase optical mag.
There were some industrial plants off in the distance, but most of the area was a large open field, just like the spot where they had entered the underground facility.  Marlowe couldn’t find north with the PDI down, so it was Nina, used to navigating without electronic aid, who found the car first.  It was about half a kilometer away, although again Marlowe couldn’t be sure without the PDI.  Most alarming, though, was the very large tanker truck hovering next to the Studebaker.  It was eight meters long, with a six meter long, nine meter diameter teardrop shaped tank taking up most of its length.  The bright orange tank had a large green “CG&E” painted across it, a bronze colored snake eating its tail framing the letters.  A smaller copy of the logo appeared on the open driver’s side door of the truck.  The entrance they had used to enter the facility was washed out in the blinding glare of the truck’s headlights.
Marlowe could make out a single figure standing astride the truck’s open door, but the twilight, lack of low light filtration, and inability to zoom in made it impossible for him to see the figure clearly.  In the back of his mind, a voice murmured concern about his father.  A very faint murmur.
“Gas truck?” asked Nina.
“Sure looks like a City Gas and Electric truck.  But looks can be deceiving.”  Marlowe noticed a sliver of rusty metal sticking out of the webbing between the thumb and index finger of his left hand.  His hands and arms we covered in similar bits of corroded metal embedded in his flesh.  They all itched and burned like crazy.  He picked at it clumsily with his thick, swollen fingers, trying to pull it out.  In a normal situation, the nano probes would have long since pushed out the sliver and started clearing up the bruise around it.  Of course, in a normal situation, he probably wouldn’t have been crawling around in an abandoned sewage treatment plant in order to get access to the forbidden Internet.  He finally got some purchase on the sliver and yanked it out.  The pain intensified for a second, and then diminished.  Syrupy red blood oozed out, and Marlowe surprised himself by putting the injured portion of his hand into his mouth and sucking on it.  He’d never done that before.
“Think your dad’s OK?”
“Depends on the driver and what he has with him.  That car is very hard to get into if the doors stay locked.”  A thought popped into his head.  “Hey, have you seen Huggy Bear?”
“Yeah, he’s slumped on the ground, about a quarter of a mile behind us.  Presumably, he saw the truck and ran away from it.”
“Quarter of a what?”
“Mile.  Unit of measure.  A mile is about two kilometers.”
“Then why not say half a click?”
“Because I’m not used to metric.  Does this really matter right now?”
“No.  I just wanted to make sure Huggy Bear got out.”
“Think it’s safe to approach the truck?”
Marlowe pulled out his illegal gun, a Hunt-Wesson 12mm ion revolver with StickySmart grip and plexi-steel barrel.  When he squeezed the handle, the gun whispered a curt hello and reported ready for duty.  
“Oh, yeah, it’s safe.  We’re not exactly defenseless.”
“What if they have bigger guns?”
“I can take out the truck from here.  One shot to the tank would ignite the gas.”  
“What about your dad?”
“A fair consideration.  The blast would most likely kill him, but if it didn’t, he’d be mighty upset.  A more important factor, though, is I just made the last payment on the Studebaker.  I really like that car.”
Nina looked back from her vantage point and rolled her eyes.  “OK…so what then?  We wait, or we rush them?”
“If we wait, they’ll leave, detonate the gas they’ve pumped into the plant, and maybe the car gets damaged that way.”
“So we rush them.”
Marlowe gestured forward magnanimously.  “Ladies first.”
“You’ve got body armor, right?”
“Yeah.”
“And you’re already winded, right?”
“Well, I don’t know if I’d go so far as to say that-”
“Here’s what I’m thinking.  You’ve got body armor, so a slower approach isn’t as risky for you.  I’m still acclimated to one and a half gees, so I’ll sprint down to the Studebaker, which shouldn’t take more than, oh, thirty seconds for me, maybe more if I zig-zag.  You start up behind me, but when I get to the car, I bring it back and pick you up.  If trouble starts, you shoot the truck, unless I’m too close, in which case, I’ll head back and you shoot the truck.  Deal?”
“I dunno, that sounds kinda-”
“Good.”  Nina bolted up and shot off.  Marlowe stayed flat for a few seconds, and then, when nothing bad immediately happened to Nina, reluctantly got up and followed her.
She got to the car uneventfully after some impressive zigs and zags.  Marlowe was only a quarter of the way there, his chest screaming with pain, when she got to the door.  But it didn’t open.  Marlowe tried to call the car on his PDI, but then remembered it was down.  Nina circled around the car frantically for a moment, all while Marlowe raised the Hunt-Wesson and lined up the truck driver in his site.  
Nothing happened.  The driver of the truck was leaning against the roof of the car, one arm on the open door, his head inside the cab.  He seemed totally oblivious to Nina.  Marlowe tried to keep a bead on him, but with every jolting step the barrel of his gun bounced up and down.  Nina spent a moment crouched on the far side of the Studebaker, raising just her hand above the window level to tap frantically on the glass.  Father ignored her, keeping the Studebaker buttoned up tighter than the Ministry of Policing headquarters.  Marlowe felt absolutely certain that the former dictator had dropped a few notches in her esteem.  
Marlowe suddenly realized that while watching Nina, he no longer had the driver under surveillance.  He whipped his eyes back on the driver, who was still buried headfirst in the cab of the truck.  Not being able to use both eyes independently felt strange to Marlowe, and he made a mental note to remember this liability while his PDI remained down.  Now that he had closed about half the distance between the truck and the escape hatch, he could make out more details of the driver’s clothing and general appearance.  He noticed some very familiar details.  
Nina had evidently noticed the familiar details first, because she had given up on getting into the Studebaker and had walked over to the cab.  The driver pulled his head out of the cab, and Marlowe recognized the man.  Of all the confounding irritations!  It was his father.  Nina turned and waved the all-clear to Marlowe.  Marlowe walked the last fifty meters.  Any perception of danger had evaporated upon recognizing his father, and he was tired.  In fact, he was breathing so hard when he did reach Nina that he couldn’t immediately speak.
“There’s no one here.  Just your father.”
“I thought,” panted Marlowe between gasps, “that I told you to stay in the damn car!”
“I was trying, you ungrateful bastard,” replied Jebediah between clenched teeth, “to stop this truck from pumping gas into the tunnel you had entered.”
“I only wish I was a bastard.”
“Excuse me, but will you two can the bickering?  We’ve got a truck right next to us pumping its explosive contents into a hole not much further away than the truck.  Perhaps you should put your differences aside long enough to address this, to me anyway, rather dire situation.”
Nina was right.  Marlowe hated to admit it, and he could see that his father also felt she was right and hated to admit it.  An awkward silence fell.  A few moments passed, and then Marlowe was surprised to hear a mumbled apology.  It was his.  
“You’re right, I’m sorry.”  
“Finally, the boy talks sense!”
His father never could take the high road.  To cover his swelling anger and irritation, Marlowe made a plodding circuit around the truck, examining it while counting down from ten.  It was a ordinary, garden variety City Gas and Electric delivery tanker.  A robot arm in the back was holding a hose down in a mound of fresh earth.  The last time Marlowe had seen that mound, it had been the entrance to the abandoned sewage plant.
“OK,” he said when his breath returned to him.  “Finally we’re getting somewhere.”
“What do you mean?” asked Nina.  “The truck’s automated.  There’s no one to interrogate.”
“Quite the contrary,” said Marlowe, walking up to the cab.  He opened the driver’s side door.  “Excuse me, what are you doing?”
“Oh, beg your pardon, sir,” responded the truck smartly.  “I didn’t notice you there.  I’m just refilling this tank.”
“I’ve already tried this,” broke in Jebediah.
Still staring into the cab of the truck, Marlowe started to count down from ten again.  He gave up and succumbed to the flash of irritation at nine.  “Oh, I’m sorry.  Is there someone else here who hasn’t been committed to a mental institution who feels competent to handle this assignment?”
“I haven’t been committed-” started Nina.
“Excuse me,” interrupted Marlowe.  “Allow me to clarify.  Is there anyone here who has spent at least the last eight years on Earth while at the same time not spending any of those years in a loony bin?  Raise your hands, please, if you aren’t from outer space and haven’t spent time in an asylum.”
Jebediah and Nina fell silent.  If glares were explosive, Nina had just lobbed a nuke Marlowe’s way.  Jebediah just stared at the ground.
“No hands?  No one?  Are you sure?  OK then, I’ll handle this.  Sorry for the interruption,  truck.  You said you were refilling a tank?”
“Yes, sir.  And quite all right about the interruption.  Doesn’t bother me in the slightest.  I’m here to serve.”
“What tank?”
“The natural gas tank for the electricity plant.”
“You’re not at an electricity plant.”
“Begging your pardon, sir, but yes I am.”
Marlowe frowned.  This wasn’t very helpful.  “Have you looked around?”
“Yes, sir, I have.  Is there something amiss?”
“Which electric plant are you delivering to?”
“Why, sir, this one.”
Jebediah piped in.  “You see, I told you.”
Marlowe clenched his teeth and sucked in his breath.  “And which plant would that be?”
“Same one as is printed on that sign there sir, right next to the gas tank I’m filling.”
Marlowe looked around just to verify there was no tank or sign.  The only tank was the one on the truck.  There wasn’t a sign to be seen anywhere.
Nina leaned into Marlowe’s ear.  “What’s going on?  Is it blind?”
“I’m not sure.  I think it’s an ARA, but I’ve only seen that in people.  Never in a vehicle.”
“ARA?”
“Zounds, that explains some of it!” exploded Jebediah.
“Excuse us a moment, truck.”
“Certainly sir.  Hello madam, hadn’t noticed you there.”
Marlowe dragged Nina to the rear of the truck.  “An ARA is an alternate reality addict.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, in humans, it’s someone who has modified their sensory implants so that the world looks different.  The real images are filtered through the PDI, and things are added, removed, or altered, also known as ARA.  So if you don’t want to see ugly buildings and graffiti and pollution, you have your PDI filter everything you see so it’s shiny clean towers of glass, and City noise is edited out before your brain receives the auditory signal.  People build their fantasy world around them, and then can’t cope with actual reality.  It’s highly addictive.”
“So, computer programs as drugs.”
“I think, for the most part, that analogy works in this case.”
“So the truck is seeing things.”
“In a way, yes.  As far as its central core is concerned, the inputs are reality.  I doubt the truck stumbled into this.  Someone probably hacked it.”
“It’s so simple, I should have seen it.”  Jebediah looked relieved, although still somewhat concerned.  “I kept thinking it was me.  The truck was quite adamant about this being an electricity plant, and yet all I saw was a large open field.  I admit, I began to suspect I might be losing my mind.  An ARA!  How could I have missed that?  Still, it doesn’t explain-”
“Father, shh, please, I’m trying to think of a way to find out who hacked the truck.  If I had House here, it would be a piece of cake.”
While Marlowe pondered, Nina stared back at the cab.  “Why don’t we just ask the truck?”  Nina walked to the front of the truck.  “Excuse me, can I ask you a question?”
“Certainly ma’am.”
“Who ordered you out here?”
“Oh, beg your pardon, ma’am, I didn’t notice you there.  I’m just refilling this tank.”
“What?”
“Sorry, did I not enunciate clearly?  I apologize.  I’m just refilling this tank.  Almost done.  Odd, I am almost done.  I must have lost track of the time.  Very strange.”
“But you didn’t answer my question.”
“I didn’t!?  I’m terribly sorry, I must not have heard you.  Better have my auditory systems checked next servicing.  Please, repeat your question for me.”
“Who sent you out here to fill the tank?”
Marlowe was standing beside Nina now, listening to the conversation.  
“Oh, beg your pardon, ma’am, I didn’t notice you there.  I’m just refilling this tank.  Almost done.  Odd, I am very nearly finished.  I must have lost track of the time.  Very strange.”
“There, you see!”  Jebediah was hopping up and down now, pointing at them with all of the fingers on both of his hands.  “’You’re crazy, let the sane man handle it.’  Well, there you go!  You’re just as stuck as I am.  If you’d just listened to me for a moment-”
Marlowe waved his father silent.  “The truck has been looped.”
“Looped?” asked Nina.
“Great Cesar’s ghost!  Looped!  Of course,” gasped Jebediah.
“Recursive loop hack.  Every time you ask a question that the hacker doesn’t want answered, the system gets reset.”
“I’m sorry, did you say something about me being loo-   Oh, beg your pardon, sirs and madam, I didn’t notice you there.  I’m just refilling this tank.  Almost done.  Odd, I am quite close to finished.  I must have lost track of the time.  Very strange.”
“I’m not crazy!  That damned truck kept going on about an electric plant that isn’t here, and then kept resetting its conversation every time I asked it who sent it here.  It was very confusing and disorienting.  I found the entire experience disconcerting.  It’s a good thing you showed up when you did, or this could have triggered a psychotic episode on my part.”
“Did it ever occurred to you that maybe it has?”
Nina closed the front door and leaned against it.  “Marlowe, Jebediah!  Enough!  Now what do we do?”
“Well, to be honest with you, I’m kinda worried about what happens when the truck finishes filling the tank.  And as the truck keeps saying, it’s almost done.”
Nina was already heading towards the Studebaker.  “You mean…BOOM!”
Jebediah backed away from the truck.  “BOOM?”
Marlowe tapped on the car window, and it unlocked the doors.  “Yes, I mean BOOM!  I don’t know what it’ll be like here, but I suspect the truck is not meant to survive this task.”
The Studebaker had been listening, and started backing up before Nina had her door closed.  Jebediah had to run after them to get in.  The car had decent acceleration in reverse, which gave the three passengers a good view of what happened next.  The truck must have finished, because the robot arm began pulling up the hose, looping it around the elbow of its arm.  They watched this under the bouncing illumination of the Studebaker’s headlights.  Then there was a spark, it wasn’t clear where it came from, but a few seconds after the spark there was a rumble, and the ground rippled, then a trough, three meters deep, twenty meters across and a couple of hundred meters long, formed.  The Studebaker, off-road at this point and using its wheels due to the lack of magnetic conduit, transmitted the tremors through its tires to Marlowe, Nina, and Jebediah.  Amazingly, following the blast there was no smoke or fire aside from a small jet of flame that flashed for a fraction of a second.
At about this point, Nina managed to close her door.
The tanker truck leaned dangerously to one side as a sinkhole formed.  The ground slowly sank a meter, and then suddenly dropped an additional two.  This toppled the truck which rocked back and forth a bit on its side.
“Hey,” pointed out Nina, “the truck wasn’t destroyed.  Maybe we can still get some info from it.”
Marlowe raised his hand over his eyes.  “Wait for it.”
The wait wasn’t long.  The Studebaker continued its steady, reversing retreat away from ground zero.  The skyward side of the truck was just visible over the edge of the trench.  Then the snap of a loud cracking sound raced over the car and the truck dropped out of sight.  Marlowe slammed on the brakes, and the Studebaker lurched to a halt, squealing angrily the whole time.
“It’s OK, car.  They’re not going to use a big bomb to destroy the truck after going to all the trouble of keeping the explosion that was supposed to kill Nina and me underground and out of sight.”
The car sounded its doubts with a shrill toot of the horn.  They sat in silence for a couple of minutes, staring off to where the truck had been.  Marlowe tapped his fingers impatiently on the wheel.
“Really, I’m sure it’s perfectly safe.  Don’t make me use the manual override.”
The Studebaker honked again, not quite as shrilly, and slowly rumbled forward, back towards the former entrance to the sewage treatment plant.  While the car reluctantly closed the gap, Nina leaned over to Marlowe and whispered softly to him.
“Are you sure it’s safe?”
Marlowe winked.  “Ninety nine percent.  I really want to get back to House and fix my PDI, but we need to check the truck before going home.”
“I demand you stop this car at once, Spares!  Only a madman would approach that site right now.  There could be additional booby traps!”
Marlowe stepped on the brakes again.  “I’ve already told you how I feel about that nickname.  Now, if you want out, you can get out right now.  But I will not be letting you back in.  If you leave the car, you walk home.  It’s your choice.”
Jebediah pouted, his arms folded as he muttered angrily to himself.  “Fine, I’ll stay here, but if anything happens, it all falls on you.  And they say I’m the crazy one!”
The car rolled forward until it was fifty meters from the epicenter of the explosion and flatly refused to go any further on automatic.  Marlowe didn’t have the heart to engage the manual overdrive; that was almost as shameful to the car as being executed was to the good citizens of the City.
“Come on, Nina.  Up for another walk?  Father?”
Jebediah shook his head, refusing to look directly at Marlowe.  Nina popped open her door and jumped out.
There was a warm, acrid smell in the air as they trudged to the lip of the trench and looked down.  There wasn’t much to see.  A blackened hole where the entrance had once been, filled with smoking dirt and bent, smoldering pieces of rusty metal, and a metallic ball about a meter in diameter wobbling back and forth at the bottom of the crater.
“Oh my, I think they used an EMC.”
“An EMC?”  
“Electro-magnetic crusher.  Sort of like a bomb, but exactly the opposite.  They create a localized electro-magnetic field that crushes inward anything metal or magnetic within its range.  Fortunately, they aren’t used very often.”
“Why not?”
“Very expensive, very limited range, and very brief implosion period, about a tenth of a second.  They’re also pretty large, and incredibly energy inefficient.  The energy required to crush that truck would have flattened several City blocks if it had been a conventional bomb.  It was probably in the truck’s tank, otherwise we would have seen it.”
Marlowe’s head sagged as the efforts and exertions of the day suddenly overwhelmed him.  His hands hurt, his elbows burned, his face and arms stung with the scratches and cuts of the long climb out of the sewers.  He closed his eyes and listened, for a moment, to the total silence in his head.  He missed his PDI.  Tired as he was, and as reasonable as a short exile of peace and tranquility sounded, he missed being tapped into the pulse of the City, and painfully felt the dull aching absence of the data stream House constantly fed to him.  It struck him as akin to being afloat in the center of a huge bottomless pool; his feet couldn’t find the bottom and his hands couldn’t reach out and touch the sides.  And somewhere, down there, a powerful drain was waiting to suck him into oblivion.
Nina breached the alien stillness in which he was in danger of drowning.
“Shouldn’t we look for Huggy Bear?”
“Yeah, I suppose so.  I just hope he’s too tired to talk on the way back.”
They found him a kilometer from the entrance, crawling on his hands and knees up the incline of the newly formed valley and sliding back down.  He was covered with dirt and leaves and grass stains, and bawling like a baby.  It took some effort to coax him into the Studebaker, but once settled in and resigned to his fate, he sat morosely staring out the window.  He didn’t say a word, and needed no prompting to get out when they stopped in front of his store.  No wave, no goodbye, just a broken man hanging his head low as he shuffled back into his shop.
Marlowe had just enough energy to utter one more short phrase.
“Home, car, home.”
The Studebaker, having decided it too had had just about enough excitement for one day and was really looked forward to a quiet evening at the curb, happily and speedily complied.






 
 
CHAPTER 13
BE IT EVER SO HUMBLE

The flag was up on the mailbox.  This surprised Marlowe, because the City Municipal Postal Service usually took the month-long Halloween recess off along with the City Legislature, and they had a very powerful, well connected union that didn’t like having a recess interrupted.  So either he had an important piece of mail, or someone had booby-trapped the box.
The City Municipal Postal Service was a monument to inefficiency.  Originally a private enterprise, the union employees eventually bought it out, and then formed their own lobby group that made sure laws protecting their jobs were passed.  So every citizen had to send at least two pieces of mail a week, if to no one else then to themselves.  In addition, they also had their paid holidays - the Halloween recess, the Xmas shutdown, and the Hygiene Day Hiatus, to name but a few.  And, of course, they also had junk mail.  Spam filters had gotten so good that it was now cheaper to sent junk mail physically rather than by email.  And since it was illegal not to accept junk mail, well, the CMPS was around for the long haul.
“Ooh, mail!  I almost never got mail at…the old place.  And the mail I did get was junk.  Catalogs, mostly, and election fliers.  I hate election fliers!”  Jebediah moved towards the mailbox, his face awash in pure, unmitigated joy, and Marlowe almost took pleasure in extinguishing that joy by clamping a hand firmly on his father’s shoulder and stopping him.  Almost.  Maybe if he hadn’t had such a harrowing day.
“Not so fast, father, it may be a trap.”
Jebediah nodded solemnly.  “Quite right, Spares.  I’ve forgotten myself.  Been out of the thick of things too long, wasting away in that padded cell all these years.  Losing my edge.”
The moment of lucidity lasted almost thirty seconds, and Marlowe suspected House, if he had witnessed it, would have been pleased at the progress.  He’d shown some moments of mental acuity back at the sewage treatment plant too.  In a week or so, the man might be fully sane again.
All three of them gave the mailbox a wide berth.  Marlowe practically crashed through the door in his haste to revive the PDI.  His sudden burst into the hallway startled Gomer, who squawked and half flew, half careened down the hallway back into the living room.  
Gomer started to let loose a volley of profanity, but spied Nina and Jebediah and caught himself mid-curse.  He covered with a loud barrage of squawks and screams, deafening Marlowe and actually causing Jebediah to howl and bounce off the walls.  Nina did her best to subdue the wizened old man, meeting with more than adequate success.  The old man was on the floor and in a headlock in ten seconds, and the wailing had stopped after twenty.  When he calmed down enough, Nina released him.
“You’re much gentler than the orderlies at…the old place.  Thank you.  Kindness in people is such a rarity these days.”
“You’re welcome.”
Jebediah leaned close to Marlowe.  “She’s a real gem, Spares.  Smart, strong, and firm.  You could goes places with her at your side.”
“Please, how many times must I say it?  Don’t call me Spares.”
“What’s happened?”  House’s voice was in near panic.  “Are you all OK?  Right after you linked up from that abandoned sewage treatment plant, I lost contact.  Even the emergency beacon failed.”
“PDI’s dead, House.  Hit by some sort of virus.  I need you to reflash it.  I’m hoping that will do the trick.  I think I’ll go crazy if I’m cut off for much longer.”
Jebediah cleared his throat.
House chided Marlowe.  “I think that last statement was ill-worded.”
Nina tapped Marlowe on the shoulder.  “I hate to interrupt, but Gomer escaped from his cage.”
“Oh, he’s allowed out.  He likes to exercise.”
“Take my constitutional,” piped in Gomer.
Nina gasped, Marlowe glared, Gomer realized his mistake.
“SQUAWK!  Cookie cookie cookie!  SQUAWK!”
“I swear, Marlowe, he said something about taking a constitutional.”
“You’d be amazed at the verbal cues parrots pick up on.  You’d think you were having an honest-to-goodness conversation with them.”
“I like traffic lights.  SQUAWK!”
“And sometimes,” continued Marlowe, “you don’t think that for a second.”
Nina’s brow furled and her nose wrinkled.  “Hmm.”
“House, can you reflash the PDI while I’m in the shower?  I need to clean up.”
“Yes, that shouldn’t be a problem.  And I took the liberty of having liquid soap delivered while you were gone.”
“Did you check it for microbes and the like?”
“Yes.  The soap is safe.”
Marlowe turned to Nina and his father.  “Both of the guest rooms have showers if you’d like to take one.”
Nina nodded her assent, but Jebediah snorted.  “Need a shower?  Why?  I managed to stay out of the mud and,” he said, sniffing loudly for emphasis, “raw sewage.”
“Good for you, father.”  Marlowe stomped off to his bedroom.  He kicked off his shoes, twisted his way out of his trench coat, and threw it across the bed.  The rustling sounds from the pockets reminded him of his little collection.  He started pulling the folded plastic tabs from various pockets, tossing them into a pile in the center of the bedspread.
“House, I have some debris samples from Nina’s ship.  There should be skin cells in those samples.  I’d like you to send them out for age analysis.”
“Any preferred vendor for the analysis?”
“I’d love the results by tomorrow morning, but 24 Hour DNA copies the Ministry of Policing on all the results they generate.  And, I suspect, alters some of those results if the M of P requests it.  We’ll need to use some place discreet, but still accurate.”  There was a company that had a sterling reputation, but it was on the tip of his tongue.  Marlowe racked his brain, trying to come up with the name.  “Got it!  Paslin Biological.”
“City Consumer Magazine does rate them as one of the top three commercial analytical labs.  Third, to be exact.  They’d be higher except they cost a lot more.”
“Yeah, well, when it isn’t my money, I’m willing to pay the higher price.  This goes on the governor’s tab, as part of my investigation.  Tell them we’ll pay to have it overnight expedited.  I’d like the results as soon as possible.”
“Very well.  Let’s hope your brother doesn’t balk at the cost when he gets the bill.”
“Either he’ll still be around to get the bill, in which case he won’t mind paying, or both he and I will be out of circulation, if you catch my drift.”
“Indeed I do.  Any expected results?”
“They should range from a couple of days to about four months, if Nina’s story about being in the crashed spaceship is true.  But don’t tell them that.  I want to avoid any appearance that we influenced the results.  Just tell them to find out how long the cells have been dead.”
“Of course.  Presumably you want a mitochondrial decay analysis, since the samples aren’t more than a year old.”
“They shouldn’t be that old.”  Mitochondrial decay analysis, if Marlowe remembered correctly without his PDI as a reference, would examine genetic material in the cells and determine how old it was based on the level of molecular breakdown.  This would give a good idea of when the skin cells were shed.  The test was supposed to be accurate to within 48 hours, if the samples weren’t too old.
“Very well.  I’ll instruct a messenger bot to take them over tonight.”
Marlowe scooped up the clear slips and waited until a small metallic tube walked into the room.  Thirty centimeters long and half as tall, the messenger bot stood on six legs, but had another six folded and raised up against its body.  Those six legs had small grappling hooks, which allowed it to scale the walls of buildings and rooms as necessary.  Marlowe knew of an instance when a messenger bot traversed a ceiling so as to sneak up on the recipient and serve a court summons.  Unfortunately, that recipient had been Marlowe.
The messenger bot turned to Marlowe and by completely bending its front legs and partially bending the middle pair, managed to bow.  A small slot in the back slid down with the bow, and Marlowe dropped the tabs into the slot and gave the messenger bot a little salute.
“Thank you sir, for the opportunity to make this delivery,” said the bot with a tinny voice.
“Happy to oblige you,” said Marlowe.  “Oh and House, tell them to treat this as criminal evidence and document everything, maintain the chain of evidence, and so on.  The PDI failure doesn’t help on that front, since there is now officially a missing link in that chain, but we can always get more samples from the ship if need be.  Oh, and ask Nina about the big ship, the Odyssey I.  She said something earlier about it being visible.  Presumably in the night sky.  Maybe we can hire an amateur astronomer to look for it.”
That duty done, Marlowe jumped into the shower and set the nozzle to NoFab.  The warm jets of solvent dissolved the soiled clothing and then automatically switched over to hot water.  Marlowe watched the soupy slush of dissolved clothing swirl down the drain.  Without his PDI working, his nasal filters couldn’t block out the smell of the solvent.  Marlowe hadn’t realized how pungent the odor was, and while his nose and eyes burned, he idly wondered what the chemicals were doing to his skin and body without the ever-vigilant nano probes standing by to undo the damage.  He shrugged the thought off, and then, with some trepidation, poured out a handful of liquid soap and began to scrub away the dirt and stink of the day.  His hands and arms stung with the hundreds of cuts and nicks he’d accrued during his near-fatal efforts to access the Internet.  
The joy of the steaming hot shower and the irritation of his minor injuries distracted him from the flashing process, leaving him totally unaware that House was rebuilding the OS on his PDI until he was suddenly back online.  It was wonderful.  He was a little annoyed to discover that his bookmarks had been lost in the reinstall, but that was easily fixed.  He surfed the CityNet for awhile, catching up on the minutiae he’d missed out on during the downtime.
“Say, House, any ideas on how the PDI crashed?”
House spoke to him via the now-working receiver in his ear, the volume raised just enough to cut through the sound of the shower.  “I didn’t look too closely, for fear of being infected by a virus I can’t detect.”
“It’s got Obedere’s fingerprints all over it, the son of a parrot.  I thought you had a backdoor into the Ministry of Policing megaframe.”
“I do.  Although now I’ll have to wonder if it’s real.  Maybe they detected my intrusions and have sandboxed me into a virtual megaframe where I see only what they want me to see.  I had previously calculated those odds at one billion forty eight million and sixty six to one against, given that I’m familiar with the business practices of the contractor they hired to install their servers.”
“And the odds now?”
“Something in the range of three to one against.”
“Three to one!”
“Until I have more information, I have to assume the worst.  If my backdoor is genuine, there should have been no way for Obedere to infect your PDI.  I read his email before he does, I peruse his Ministry memos and directives before any of the intended recipients.  I’ve seen nothing about a new type of virus in their arsenal.  If they do indeed have some sort of new super virus, then my backdoor is almost certainly bogus.”
“How do we find out?”
“Either we discover the virus came from another source, or we need to physically break into the Ministry of Policing.”
“Ah nuts.  I hate getting them to arrest me on false pretenses.  I always get roughed up.”  Marlowe slouched as the hot water hit his head and rolled down his back and neck.  He wasn’t sure how much longer he could stay awake.  He could have his nano probes inject a dose of CafFiend into his system to stay awake, but decided the insanity of an unauthorized, covert physical intrusion into the Ministry of Policing did not merit any contemplation until after catching up on his much needed and much deserved sleep.
It wasn’t until after the shower, when he emerged fresh, clean, and lightly scented, that he noticed all the bird down wafting around on the air currents in his room.  He shut the window, which was half open, and glared through the wall in Gomer’s direction.
“Gomer!  How many times have I told you my room is private!”
“SQUAWK!  Hello!  Cracker cracker cracker!”
Damn that bird.  He seemed more hindrance than help, especially of late.  But he owed the avian his life, a debt not easily repaid.
“House, is there really mail in the mail box, or is that another trap?”
“An excellent question, given recent events.  However, I witnessed the delivery, and it was made by an accredited City Municipal Postal Server.  Earning overtime, no doubt, working on a holiday.”
“Then I better see what it is.”
“I’d recommend getting dressed first.”
“Think it’s urgent?”
“Well, it wasn’t marked as urgent, but it was delivered on a postal holiday.”
“I’m too tired to wring an answer out of that response.  Yes or no?”
“I’m sorry, I just don’t have enough information to give you an answer with a high probability of accuracy.”
“You’re a lot of help, House.  Bring up the mail cam.”
A small video stream was projected onto Marlowe’s retina, looking to him like it was hanging in midair just above the bed.  It showed the dim interior of the mailbox.  A single envelope lay flat on the bottom of the box.  Marlowe had installed the mail cam in frustration after the postal service delivered a series of damaged packages and then claimed the packages had been undamaged at the time of delivery.  It wasn’t until after the installation that he found out the postal union had gotten a law passed that made mail cam video inadmissible in court.  However, on the not so off chance that someone might mail him a bomb, he left the camera in place.
“Turn on the postal suspender.”
“Very well,” intoned House.
Tiny jets embedded in the bottom and sides of the mailbox irised open, and air began billowing in, pushing the envelope onto its edge.  Marlowe adjusted the various air streams via the PDI, rotating the letter slowly until the face of the envelope, with the return address, was visible.  He groaned.  It was from the Office of His Honor the Governor of the City.
“I’ll get it tomorrow.  Tell Nina I’m going to bed and she has the run of the place.  But don’t let her leave.”
“Of course not.”
“Or father, for that matter.”
“Very well, if you feel it necessary.  Should I also instruct his clothing nozzle to only issue straitjackets?”
“Sarcasm suits you, House.  Locking him in will be sufficient.  And be sure to instruct Nina how to get pajamas with the clothing nozzles.”
“I’m already in the process of doing that.  It turns out she’s tired too and wishes to retire.”
“It has been one hell of a day, hasn’t it?”
“Yes, I think that description is apt.”
“What did Nina say about her ship?”
“She’s given me enough information to contract out to an astronomer.  If we can find one with the right equipment, the ship can probably be located in a day or two.  Assuming it really is out there, orbiting the sun.  The search probably won’t be that cheap.”
“While the City pays, cost is no object.  I’m going to bed now.  Goodnight.”
“Goodnight.”
Marlowe sprayed on his pajamas.  He made the mistake of looking at them in the mirror and almost went blind.  No doubt House had a hand in the end result: fuzzy canary yellow flannel sleep clothes so bright his eyes actually hurt when he looked at them.  He decided the best thing to do was cover them up with his bedsheets and sleep.  He was overdue for his Id backup, anyway.
Marlowe crashed onto the bed.  The blankets let out a wincing gasp, squirmed out from under his body and then reversed course to slither over him.  “Good night, Marlowe,” they whispered warmly.  “We love you.”
“I love you too,” came Marlowe’s half-asleep, automatic response.
“Ahem.  When would you like to wake up tomorrow?”
Marlowe felt his face sink into the loving embrace of his pillow.  “Usual time, please.  Thank you, House.”  He had planned to do a little surfing on the CityNet before turning in, but he was asleep ten seconds later.






 
 
CHAPTER 14
A HISTORY OF VIOLENCE

Despite the physiological importance of sleep, Marlowe felt it had one major drawback: dreams.  Unfortunately, the nano probes couldn’t suppress dreams.  Oh, he’d tried.  They could be programmed to jolt him awake upon the onset of REM sleep, but that approach had certain drawbacks.  House terminated their first experiment with that approach three days in after an extremely grumpy, psychotic, and hallucinating Marlowe had scurried up into his neighbor Sarah’s elm tree, convinced he was a squirrel appointed by City Internal Revenue Service to audit the number of nuts in her house.  Using his optical zoom and an open bedroom window, he shouted aloud the number of nuts he saw, and had tallied nearly a thousand before Sarah and her boyfriend stormed out of the house and sprayed him down from the tree with her hose.  The fact that it was three in the morning didn’t help matters.
He identified this moment as the point where his relations with Sarah had begun their terrible descent, which was only exasperated by the events of the following summer.  They’d both had a little too much to drink at the neighborhood block party (the last one ever held, it turns out), Marlowe craving a buzz and programming his nano probes accordingly, Sarah drowning her sorrows after a fight with her boyfriend.  They had ended up together in her bed, and Marlowe, realizing the magnitude of this mistake far too late, snuck out and attempted to scale the fence between their houses in order to get home.  Instead he knocked the fence over, thus launching a bitter dispute over whether or not she should pay half the replacement cost.
So in an effort to maintain neighborhood tranquility, Marlowe endured the dreams, which were never pleasant and mostly patterned off of childhood memories.  Considering the traumas he had suffered as an adult, this would strike most people as a good thing, but most people hadn’t endured his childhood.
A part of his brain recognized and dimly noted that he was having the Hounds dream again.  He was underground, in the maze of gray concrete tunnels underneath City Hall.  He raced past the door with the “EXIT” sign over it (a trap for the uninitiated), struggling to suppress a wail as he sought the correct path.  The barking of the dogs had gotten louder over the last ten minutes, and he was getting tired, slowing down.  His six-year-old legs could only carry him so fast.  
He’d initiated the chase by tracking down his brother and declaring that it was his birthday in the hopes of getting a present.  He’d seen it lots of times before, Dad showering his brother with more gifts than usual one day every year, and now Marlowe had figured out that he had a birthday too.
“Clones don’t get birthdays,” said his brother, “but since you’re a clone of me, that means it must be my birthday.”  He made a sour face.  “No, that’s not right.  My birthday is next month.  So today must be my,” and he paused in thought for a moment until a smile crept across his face. “My clone birthday!  Today’s my clone birthday.”
Marlowe didn’t think that was exactly how it worked, but he was only six.  His brother, being  ten and wise in the ways of the world, must know what he was talking about.  And as Marlowe generally feared his brother, he didn’t dare disagree.  
“Since it’s my clone birthday,” continued his brother, “that means I should be getting a gift from you.”  He eyed Marlowe sharply.  “You did get me a gift, right?”
Marlowe thought about this.  Somehow everything had gotten turned around.  He thought he was supposed to get a gift.  Now it looked like he’d actually lose a gift.  He could feel the tears forming behind his eyes, and fought not to let his brother see.  “I don’t have a gift for you,” he sniffled.
“You don’t have a gift for me on my clone birthday?  What kind of clone are you?”  He frowned, waiting for a response, and Marlowe, sensing what was coming, took the pause as an opportunity to glance down and make sure his shoe laces were tied.
His brother smiled.  “That’s alright.  Instead of a gift, we’ll play our favorite game.”
Marlowe was relieved to see that his shoe laces were indeed snugly tied.  These conversations always ended up with them playing his brother’s favorite game.
“The Fox and the Hounds!  And you’re the fox!  Tally ho!”
Marlowe sprinted, his tiny feet pitter pattering out of the room and down the corridor.  This was his head start as his brother went to get the guard dogs.  When they first started playing this game, his brother had rubbed Marlowe down with a raw steak or ground beef, to encourage the dogs.  And after they’d cornered or caught Marlowe, he slipped them some of their favorite treats before Dad showed up and pulled the dogs off.  Now the meat smell was no longer needed as an incentive, which was just as well from his brother’s perspective, as Dad had started locking up the meat.  
The end was the only good part of the Fox and the Hounds.  First because the dogs with their claws and teeth and frenzied state were called off, and second because that was the only time Dad took any interest in Marlowe or his condition.  His brother always got his hide tanned too, and although Marlowe was never allowed to watch that, he took some satisfaction in knowing it was happening.
Marlowe ran for Mum’s room.  Dad would certainly protect him, but unfortunately Dad was at work, too far away to stop the hunt in time, even if his brother hadn’t jammed the wireless and he could call for help.  Mum was never terribly warm or sympathetic towards Marlowe, but she and Dad had been fighting lately, so maybe, just maybe, she’d relent this time.
Of course, Mum was a long ways off.  Not as far away as Dad, but still a fair distance.  After they’d started fighting, Mum had moved to a new room.  It was deeper underground, in the Security section, and there were a whole bunch of doors that wouldn’t open until Marlowe entered the proper codes in the keypads.  He’d watched Dad and his brother carefully when they entered those sections, and had quickly figured out how the keypads worked and the codes they used.  But this would slow him down, so it was important to get as large a head start as possible.
The problem with Security section and all the keypads was that Marlowe, being only six, couldn’t quite reach the keypads.  There were three doors he had to get through, and in order to enter the code, he had to jump up as high as he could to punch in the numbers.  One digit per jump.  Six digits in a code.  And half the time he hit the wrong number and had to hit the ‘Clear’ button and try again.  He could easily lose an entire minute at a door.  His brother, being much taller, only lost ten, maybe fifteen seconds per door.  So that head start was really important.
And this being a dream, Marlowe’s success rate on entering the key codes was even lower than it had been in reality.  And the dogs were always nipping at his heels as the doors closed behind him.
Marlowe got through the last door and ran down the short corridor with the funny doors.  These doors weren’t solid, but had gaps in them, so you see inside the rooms without opening them.  But the gaps were also too small to squeeze through.  
“Mummy, mummy, mummy!” shouted Marlowe as he shot down the corridor.  He slid to a halt at her door and started jumping up and down, trying to enter the code into the keypad.  He could hear the dogs, just outside the corridor, their howling and baying crazed.
The door slid open and Marlowe rushed in.  Mum was lying on her thin, short bed, a bed almost as small as Marlowe’s, staring at the ceiling, her bare feet hanging over the edge.  She was still wearing the new ankle bracelet Dad had given her after their last fight, probably an apology gift.  Though Marlowe found it clunky and thought there were nicer ankle bracelets out there Dad could have given her.
“What do you want?” asked Mum, not rising.
“The Hounds are coming.  Make them stop.  Make them stop, mum!”
His mother swung her legs around the side of the bed and sat up.  “I’m not your mum,” she said simply.  “If you don’t like this game, you shouldn’t play it.”
“Please mum, I have a news chip for you.”  Marlowe fished around in the pockets of his overalls.  Every day, when his dad finished reading the news and threw the chip in the recycler, Marlowe would bide his time and sneak in to retrieve it.  He couldn’t visit Mum every day, but kept a chip on him all the time just in case.  She was more willing to help him if he had something for her, and the thing she liked most was a news chip.  Though Marlowe didn’t understand why she didn’t just get her own.
His fingers closed around the chip and he pulled it out, covered with pocket lint, and dropped it into her lap.  “See?”
Mum took the chip and slipped it under the thin pillow on her bed.  She sighed.  “You look like him, you know.  It’s so hard to see that.”
Marlowe scratched at his head, something he’d seen Dad do when he was confused.  “Like my brother?”  He sort of understood what a clone was, but given that he had blond hair and his brother ginger, he figured he was missing some information.  “That’s not what Dad says.”
“Let’s not talk about Dad, OK?”
“OK mum.”
Suddenly the corridor outside erupted in an explosion of growls and snarls.  The hounds had arrived, their claws skittering across the floor of the corridor as they rushed towards Marlowe and his mum.  Fortunately, his mum’s door had closed automatically behind Marlowe, and he was pretty sure his brother wouldn’t open it and let the dogs in while mum was present.  And she had told Marlowe during his last visit that she couldn’t leave the room because of the bracelet Dad had given her.
The hounds piled into the door, their snouts snapping through the gaps as they scrabbled over each other, trying to get closer, trying to get in.  Marlowe saw his brother jog up behind them.
“Child, what do you think you’re doing,” asked Mum in a firm tone.  
“I don’t have to listen to you,” said his brother uncertainly.  “Dad said so.”
“Oh really?  You care to come in here and say that to my face?”  Mum sounded really angry.
His brother paused, fidgeting behind the dogs.  “Uh, no?”
The dogs seemed to sense the balance of power shift, because they stopped growling and barking and started plopping down on the floor, panting heavily.
“Now you march right up to your room and think about what you’ve done wrong today while I decide whether or not to tell your father.”
Marlowe watched his brother visibly sag.  Dad’s thrashings were legendary; he’d never been thrashed himself, but what he didn’t know about them directly from his brother he could guess from what he heard through the door when one was happening.  His brother seemed to think they were worth it when he won a game of the Fox and the Hounds, but today he clearly wasn’t going to win.
“Yes mother,” said his brother with head bowed.  If she didn’t tell, he’d owe her a favor.
“Wait,” said Mum.  “Don’t you have something else you want to say?”
His brother looked confused for a moment, then even more dejected.  He turned his face towards Marlowe, but kept his eyes pointed at Marlowe’s chest.  His voice was soft, his mouth twisted in a grimace of distaste as he spoke.  “Sorry.”
“And wish me a happy birthday,” shouted Marlowe suddenly, shocked at his own brazenness.
His brother glared at him, suddenly defiant.
“Oh, give him that much,” said Mum.
“Happy birthday, Spares,” said his brother before scampering off, the dogs in tow.
“Thanks, mum,” said Marlowe once the coast was clear.
Mum turned cold gray eyes on him, eyes which he noticed for the first time were rimmed with red.  “How many times do I have to tell you?  I’m not your mum.  I look at your face and I don’t see anyone I want or love.”
Marlowe woke briefly from the dream, the memory of that disdainful stare haunting him,  before drifting back to sleep.  He always realized something important right after that dream, but could never remember in the morning quite what.






 
 
CHAPTER 15
DAWN OF A NEW DAY

Simulated sunlight grew from a faint ember into a blinding, blazing orb on the ceiling.  Marlowe groaned as his eyes flicked open.  The bedsheets slid out of the way, giving him clear passage to the edge of the mattress.  He forced himself up and trudged into the bathroom while the rumpled bedsheets pulled themselves taut and neat over the mattress.
He silenced Toothy by squeezing a bead of paste onto the brush and shoving it into his mouth.  He looked forward to the day when someone invented a nano probe that could clean the surface of his teeth without falling out of the mouth.  As he scrubbed the grime of sleep from his molars, House reported on the results of the skin cell analysis.
“I do hate to draw any conclusions before all the tests are done, but you are almost certainly eager to hear the preliminary results.  With 87% of the skin cell samples tested, I can state with a high degree of confidence that Miss Minari spent four months and somewhere between 3 and 5 days inside the location you collected the samples from.  So far, the ratio of skin cells to other debris is consistent with total confinement within that space rather than periodic visits.  I should have the final results within the hour.”
Marlowe spat out the foamy byproduct of his toothbrushing and rinsed off Toothy, who let out a slight wail of disappointment that the oral hygiene portion of the morning exercises had ended.  “Not exactly conclusive proof of her story, but certainly consistent with it.”
“Yes, I daresay it is.”
Marlowe eyed the bottle of liquid soap in the shower with some suspicion, and then jumped in.  A burst of solvent dissolved his pajamas, and then the hot water kicked in.  This time, with his PDI working, the nasal implants blocked the solvent fumes from breeching the nasal cavity.  As the hot water pounded on his worn frame, he discussed with House an idea that had come to him while he slept.
“House, do you have an image of my PDI prior to the crash?”
“Of course.  I keep a cascading series of rolling backups, generated every twenty minutes, and purged when they reach an age of two weeks.  Assuming, of course, you aren’t on one of your occasional sojourns outside the City and your PDI is in communications range.  When it isn’t, I perform a backup immediately upon reestablishing contact.  After that incident last year with the Easter Bunny Brigade, I’ve become more vigilant about backups.”
“Paranoid might be a better word.”
“Perhaps, but I don’t hear you complaining.  I also keep an additional set of backups that are generated once a year and stored for five years before being purged.  All of this is fully automated and transparent to you.  Since we aren’t certain when the virus infected your PDI, I used a backup from two years ago, to minimize as much as possible the risk of restoring an image that is infected with the virus.   I have sandboxed all the recent backups, completely isolating them from my systems.”
“So the most recent backup almost certainly has the virus?”
“The last backup was made, coincidentally enough, forty three seconds prior to the crash.  It is almost certainly infected.  For prior backups, the probability of infection drops off by a factor of-”
“That’s alright, I’m not interested in probabilities.  I just want to make sure we have a PDI image that’s infected.”
“Why?  I can’t analyze it because I can’t detect it.  Any attempt to do so runs the risk of infecting my systems.”
“Yes, but until we know where it came from, every path of intrusion you have into the Ministry of Policing is suspect.  And for all we know, you already are infected.”  
“This is true.”
“It occurs to me there might be a better way of verifying the integrity of your hacks than breaking into the Ministry of Policing.”
“I’m all ears.”
“No you’re not.  You don’t have ears.”
“I have a large number of audio pickup devices far more sensitive than the human auditory system dotting this building and the immediate area around it.  In the spirit of my statement, they  can easily substitute for inferior organic ears.”  House’s tone had become quite dry.
“You know what I mean.”
“You were about to impart a suggestion for determining the legitimacy of my hacks into the Ministry of Policing?”  
Marlowe rolled his eyes.  “Well, after what happened to Huggy Bear and his precious Internet access point, we owe him.”
“We do?”
“Yes, and I hate being in someone else’s debt.  However, with this investigation into Nina and the authority the Governor has thrown my way, I was thinking we could contract out to Huggy, hire him to investigate the PDI image and the virus.  It should be right up his alley.”
“Are you sure he’ll even take your call, let alone do business with you?”
“With the authority vested in me, I can override all his comm circuits.  He won’t have any choice but to listen to me.  And if I’ve gauged him correctly, he’ll find a problem like this irresistible.”
“Of course, this only helps us if he can confirm that Obedere created the virus.  If he can’t, we’re still in the dark and would need to do more in-depth, risk-prone investigation.”
“Agreed, but let’s give Huggy Bear a chance.”
Marlowe ended his blessedly uneventful shower, and after drying off, sprayed on a forest green shirt and gray pants, this time continuing the trend of no unpleasant surprises.  He put on the green mylar shoes which actually matched the shirt quite nicely, and then put in the call.
Huggy Bear’s bedraggled, sweaty face filled Marlowe’s entire field of vision.  Marlowe sized it down and made a mental note to adjust the comm preferences on his PDI; obviously the post-virus restoration had lost more than his bookmarks.
The bedraggled hacker stifled a yawn as he took the call, blinking bleary, sleep-encrusted eyes.  It took a moment before he registered who was on the other end.  “You!  What do you want?”
“Huggy Bear, I’m calling because I want to do you a favor, to make up for the trauma of yesterday.”
“Thanks, but no thanks.  Favors from you can only lead to trouble.  Goodbye.”
Huggy Bear’s angry mug didn’t fade from view, and after a moment, his anger shifted to surprise, then annoyance.  “Hey, I can’t hang up on you!  What have you done?”
“Overridden your comm circuits.”
“That’s illegal!  I’ll have you thrown in jail for illegal trespass!  You’ll never see the light of day again!”
“The Governor vested me with certain powers for the duration of my investigation, so actually, it turns out I could legally have you detained and interrogated at the Ministry of Policing.”
Marlowe hadn’t thought it possible for the pasty-complexioned hacker to get any paler, but that he did.  Perhaps a shade too pale.  Marlowe shifted gears.  “Listen, I don’t want to cause problems for you.  I’d like to hire you for a job you’re uniquely qualified for.”
“I don’t need the work.  I’m doing just fine as it is.”
A copy of the credit report House had obtained earlier popped up next to Huggy Bear’s visage.  Marlowe perused it, but the overwhelming amount of red told him what he needed to know in an instant.
“That’s not what your credit report suggests, Huggy Bear.  Here’s how much I’m willing to pay you.”
“I told you, I’m not interested!”
Marlowe transmitted an amount far larger than necessary.  It wasn’t like this was his money, after all.  The effect on Huggy Bear was immediate.  His jaw dropped, his eyes bulged, and he started coughing uncontrollably.  The fit passed, and he looked back at Marlowe.
“And just what, exactly, am I supposed to do?”
“My PDI was infected with a virus.  The latest anti-virus technology can’t detect it.  I only know about it because it killed my PDI.”
“You had a backup?”  Huggy Bear’s face took on a very concerned, worried countenance.
“Of course.”
“I can’t emphasis enough the importance of backups.”
“I couldn’t agree more.”
“More than half my day is spent backing up the various systems in my collection-”
“How are you on electronic forensics, Huggy Bear?”
“I’m the best.  I wrote the book on it.  Haven’t found a publisher yet, but I wrote it.”
“So I can send you an image of the PDI, post-infection, pre-crash?”
“Intriguing.” His eyes had cleared, and Marlowe could almost see fire in the orbs now. “I’ll start immediately.  Send it to me now.  Now!”
Marlowe instructed House to send the image and signed off with a satisfied smile.  The call went about as expected.
As happy as he was with the outcome, dealing with Huggy Bear again left Marlowe a little drained.  He waited as the nano probes flooded his system with stimulants, and then remembered the letter in the mailbox.  He padded out into the living room, where Nina and his father were enjoying an early morning cup of tea under the watchful glare of Gomer.  Gomer’s gaze shifted to Marlowe and transformed into a pleading look.
“’And the Lord God *ahem* sent…him…out…of the paradise of pleasure, to till the earth from which he was taken.’”
“Your bird quotes scripture,” said Nina.  “He must really be a rescue bird.  Where did you rescue him from?”
“Church,” replied Marlowe.
“Praise the Lord!” testified Gomer, bobbing his head back and forth.
Nina took the bird’s outburst in stride.  “Figures,” she said with a shrug before taking another sip of tea.  “You look rested for a change.  Sleep well?”
Gomer had ended his little homily by bowing his head as if in prayer.  Head still down but now cocked slightly, only Marlowe could see the imploring stare Gomer was throwing his way, begging that the interlopers be removed immediately from his domain.  Marlowe ignored the silent plea.  “Fine, thanks.  And you?  You seem unduly bright and chipper for someone living under a death sentence.”
Nina tilted her head back and stretched her arms out.  “I slept on a real bed for the first time in three years.  It was wonderful.  I’d forgotten-”
“I’m fine, thank you very much for asking, dear son,” broke in Jebediah brusquely.
“And how are you feeling, father?  Nice and sane after a good night’s sleep?”
“You could try showing a touch more compassion,” intoned House in Marlowe’s ear.
“A solid night of orderly-uninterrupted sleep has worked wonders on the gears and wheels upstairs,” said Jebediah, tapping his skull.  “And one cannot underestimate the tonic effect on the mental processes of a nice cup of tea with an enchanting and beautiful young woman.  Our guest has been perfectly charming, a blossoming flower in the landfill of circumstances I find myself in.”
Our guest? thought Marlowe with alarm.
“You’re too kind, Jebediah.”  Nina was suddenly a gush of smiles.  It struck Marlowe as decidedly out of character.  However, she had been alone in space for a year.  His father’s slight frown at the use of his name suggested he wasn’t fond of her use of ‘Jebediah’.  Probably a touch too casual for his taste.  Marlowe’s stomach grumbled.  Father was getting entirely too settled in.
“Glad you’re feeling well.  If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to check the mail.”
Jebediah’s gaze followed Marlowe as he moved to the front door, halting abruptly as Marlowe passed Gomer’s cage, where his brow furled and his eyes flashed.
“I never did like birds,” he said as Gomer stared back icily from his corner perch.
“Father, leave him alone.  Gomer’s OK, unlike most of the birds out there.”
“If you’ve met one bird, you’ve met them all.  You should trust me on this, Spares.  I’m an excellent judge of character.  You don’t get as far as I did if you aren’t.”
Yeah, thought Marlowe.  You were such a good judge of character your own son managed to overthrow you and commit you to a mental hospital.
“Why,” continued Jebediah, “those fiendish fliers once had the audacity to coat the entire facade of City Hall, not to mention my limo, with….”
Marlowe tuned out, taking some amusement from watching Gomer quiver with rage at Jebediah’s telling of the story.  The parrot’s eyes bulged, the beak ground, and the one claw not being stood on clenched open and shut.  Marlowe wagged an admonishing finger and slipped out.
The mailbox stood at the end of the concrete walkway, on the edge of the lawn, silhouetted against the sun like a tall, lean gunslinger.  A gunslinger waiting.  Waiting for Marlowe to draw.  Marlowe’s arms were at his side, hands twitching.  What if House was wrong?
“Are you sure, House?”
“I’ve scanned the mailbox and detect nothing dangerous.”
“You didn’t detect the virus that hit my PDI.”
“This is physical mail.  Unless the source code for a virus has been printed on paper, and you foolishly enter it into your PDI and compile it, you should be safe.”
“I feel a lot better.”  Marlowe took a deep breath and walked up to the mailbox.
“Hey, Mar, how are ya?  Haven’t seen you since, well, since this cursed postal holiday started.  Boy, do I hate those holidays.  So long, so lonely, with no one to talk to.  Kinda like immediately after a delivery on non-holidays.  So long, so lonely, with no one to talk-”
“Long time, no see, box.  Everything going OK for you?”
“Oh, I suppose.  If you exclude the excruciating boredom and loneliness.  Did I mention that I haven’t had anyone to talk to regularly since this accursed holiday started?”
“You know, you could email the other mailboxes-”
“Email!  Email!  Have you gone completely off your nut!?  You can’t trust email!  Hackers snooping, electronic crashes causing reliability issues, messages rife with viruses and other attached computer mayhem, not to mention the fact that email is the very evil responsible for the increase in my loneliness and agonizing lack of intellectual interaction!  Even with the mandatory mail laws, I don’t see much.  Though perhaps your lack of friends is more to blame for those.  If we were sensible and banned the medium, perhaps I’d be filled to brimming every day with important missives and not just those contest entry forms and aphrodisiac ads you callously toss away unread.  Email!  Pah!”
Marlowe winced.  He was definitely not up to his standard form, making a slip like mentioning email to the mailbox.  He must be getting old.  He decided to move the conversation in a more productive direction.  “This letter that was delivered yesterday, it was our normal carrier who deposited it?”
“Yup.  Nice fellow.  Usually willing to spend some time with a lonely box and chat, though not yesterday, the rummy bounder.  Used to be you could count on the civil service people to stop and chat for hours, never in a rush, back in the day.  Hey, have you given any thought to my suggestion about an umbrella?  I really do worry that I get too much sun.”
“It’s October, box.”
“Yeah, I know, but you always take so long to act on any of my suggestions.”
“I’ll move it up on my list of things to do.”  From ten thousand to nine thousand nine hundred and ninety nine.
Marlowe grasped the flag, closed his eyes, and pushed it down.  Nothing happened.  So far, so good.  He opened the box.  Inside was the single, slender white envelope he’d seen on the mailcam last night.  He sniffed around the entrance to the box, noticed nothing untoward.  The gas analyzer in his left nasal cavity also detected nothing dangerous.  The infrared filter picked up nothing, and the ultraviolet filter also gave the envelope a clean bill of health.
“Ah, nuts to this.”  Marlowe grabbed the envelope and tore it open.  He was pretty sure he knew what it was, anyway.  That bastard of a brother.  Sure enough, inside was a Pallmark card.  Marlowe slipped the card out.  He frowned and cursed under his breath.
“Happy Spare Parts Day!” chimed the card.  It opened up and continued its message.  “Brother dearest, here’s to the best sack of spares ever.  From,” and here the card paused for drama, “You know who!”  An animation inside the card showed a man being cut open and, arms and legs flailing, his organs pulled out, one by one.  The caricature bore a strong resemblance to Marlowe.  A soundtrack of faint screams accompanied the cartoon.  His brother had a sick sense of humor.  It wasn’t enough to constantly remind Marlowe that he’d originally been created as a set of spare parts.  No, the Governor had gone on to declare a City-wide holiday, Spare Parts Day, and every year, Marlowe got another inane card.  With all the recent excitement, the milestone had slipped his mind.  Until he saw the return address on the envelope last night.  He had almost hoped it was subterfuge, a trap designed to look like his brother’s annual card, but of course it wasn’t.
He tore the card up, which screamed with every shred of its vocal threads, then threw the sobbing bits down on the ground.  
“Excuse me, but I’ve discovered something you might find interesting.”
“What have you found this time, House?”
“Well, this whole undetectable virus issue has me a bit spooked.  Now, obviously, examining that virus is too dangerous for me, and you rightly shuffled that responsibility off on Huggy Bear.  However, I felt a little more confident looking into the other viruses, trojans, and worms, the ones I did detect in Obedere’s email with the terms and conditions for taking Nina into your custody.”
“I’d completely forgotten about those.  Part of the background noise, I suppose, since he’s always sending harmless stuff like that my way.  And you always detect them.”
“Yes, and as in the past, I detected them quite easily.  Then I began to wonder.  What if they were a flood of red herrings, decoys sent to distract my attentions away from a more sophisticated, insidious agent that infected my virus-scanner and eventually worked its way to your PDI?”
House had Marlowe’s attention.  “And?”
“I was wrong.  As near as I can tell, there is only one real virus of sinister intent.  All the other trojans and worms are well-known in the field and easily detected.  Only one virus posed what might have been a challenge to detect, but my backdoor into Obedere’s computers warned me of its existence and evened the playing field, as it were.  Supposing that to be the virus intended to successfully infect your PDI, I sandboxed it in a disposable computer and remote executed it.  The infection characteristics are quite interesting.  At first glance, it looks like a corrupter that kills the PDI host.  But when I actually ran it on a simulated PDI, I made a very disturbing discovery.”  House paused.
Marlowe cleared his throat impatiently.  “Well?”
“It changes the id box restoration path.”
“No, no, no,” said Marlowe.  “You can’t do that.  It’s impossible.”
“Well, as loathe as I am to contradict you,” said House, “this virus does.  If you had been infected and then killed, the PDI would have restored the contents of another id box into your brain.”
“Son of a parrot!  Obedere would be able to hijack my body!”
“Yes,” said House.  “I subsequently delved into the research out there on non-native id restoration, but there isn’t a lot.  The City frowns on this kind of research, so a lot of it is underground with questionable credibility.  What I have scanned indicates that the process, while possible in theory, most likely would not be permanent, nor would it last long, for that matter.  Most views hold that the brain would eventually reject the non-native personality.”
“Well that’s a relief.  So Obedere’s got a black box op going, eh?”
“It appears so.”
“Wonderful.”  Things just keep getting better and better, thought Marlowe.
“Fortunately for you, I have a counter-measure for the virus.  One, in fact, that we might want to think about distributing to others if we wish to blunt its effectiveness.”
“My brother, at least,” said Marlowe.  “Of course, it will beg the question of how we found out about it.  I’m more worried about Obedere’s quest for an answer to that question than anything else.”
“Yes, that is a risk, but I would think a successful infection of your brother or someone close to him is the greater threat.”
Marlowe mulled that one for a moment, but no easy solutions to the problem came to mind.
House politely waited the requisite amount of time required by decorum, and then continued.  “The undetectable virus aside, this id box virus alone merits further investigation.  Think of the consequences.  While your paranoia about how Obedere would use the virus against you isn’t entirely unwarranted, there are loftier objectives the Chief Minister of Policing might pursue.  What if Obedere supplanted your brother’s id backup and put a copy of his own into your brother?  It might not last forever, but certainly long enough for the Governor to ‘abdicate’ or commit a treasonous act that can’t be overlooked by the Joint Chiefs.”
“It’s starting to look more and more like I’ll have to pay another visit to the Ministry of Policing.  Technically, with the powers my brother gave me, I have the authority to demand entry.”
“I agree, but there are two immediately obvious problems with that approach.  First and foremost, those powers only relate to your investigation of Nina’s history.  In fact, your contracting out to Huggy Bear might not withstand detailed auditing, since there’s no clear connection between the PDI virus and Nina.”
“Nonsense,” said Marlowe.  “I meet her, the only person I’ve ever met without a PDI, and then my PDI dies.  You could make the argument that perhaps, as the only person immune to such a virus, she might be behind it.  A course of investigation I would be remiss not to explore.”
“Maybe so, but is making Nina look suspicious the wisest course of action?  And then there’s the other problem.  Even with the authority to enter the Ministry of Policing, Obedere would never let you near anything of value.  If you followed proper channels to obtain the necessary warrants, Obedere’s spies would tip him off and he’d take care to hide or destroy any evidence of his unlawful projects long before you were on-site.”
“So my investigatory powers aren’t worth squat when it comes to investigating Obedere.”  Marlowe frowned.  “Not exactly a surprise, now is it?  It seems like we’re at an impasse.”
“Yes, and I’ve been thinking about that,” said House.  “There might be another way.”
“Another way?  What did you have in mind?”
“The idea occurred to me after yesterday’s field trip with Huggy Bear.   One particular aspect of that incident reminded me of our encounter with Toulene two weeks ago.”
“Neither experience struck me as terribly uplifting or positive, Toulene’s meager payment and the Internet evidence we uncovered aside.  I’m not going to be thrilled with where you’re headed, am I?”
“I have calculated a probability of 97.48 percent that you won’t like the sound of this.”
“You seem pretty sure about it,” said Marlowe.
“I am.”  And then House told Marlowe of his plan.  He was right.  Marlowe didn’t like it.  Not one bit.  But rather than stand idly by his mailbox, alone in his discomfort while the nano probes combated the elevated churning in his stomach, he tromped back into his home to share the pain.






 
 
CHAPTER 16
INTO THE VALLEY OF DEATH

“House, there’s no way it will work!”  Marlowe had worked himself into a lather in the family room, Gomer cowering in his cage, Nina and Jebediah watching quietly but alertly from the tattered sofa.  “Even if we managed to completely bypass the external security, which, frankly, I have my doubts about, they’ll be able to track us the instant we get inside.  It’s insane!”  Marlowe turned to his father.  “Am I right?”
“Why are you asking me?  Just because I’ve spent the last eight years in an asylum doesn’t make me an expert on insanity.”
“If you’ll let me finish,” continued House, “I have found a way around the internal security.”
“Really?  And just how is that?  As soon as our feet touch the floor in there, their internal sensors will zero in on our PDIs.  And though you’re rather fond of calling me paranoid on matters Obedere, I know for a fact I’m on his watch list.  He’ll know I’m inside the Ministry building before I do.”
Nina leaned forward, hands steepled over her lap.  “He won’t know I’m there.  I don’t have a PDI.”
Marlowe spun around, not for the first time wishing there was a central point in his home that could be said to be House’s face.  He so wanted to glare and jab a finger in House’s direction at that moment.  He fixed his focus on a particularly large floor lamp.  “Is that your brilliant plan?  Send Nina in, a lamb to the slaughter?”
Nina bristled with indignation.  “Lamb?”
“You know what I mean.  Sure, you can handle yourself in a fight, but this is Ministry of Policing headquarters!  The place will be crawling with troopers.”
“I wasn’t planning on sending Nina alone into peril.”
Marlowe spun around again, searching for something a little less inanimate than the floor lamp with which to argue.  He briefly toyed with giving one of the wall pictures the evil eye, but at that moment it was displaying a picture of a very, very young Marlowe smiling up from his bath, his nanny holding a rubber ducky out to him.  He settled on the coffee table, which had two mildly sinister cups of steaming tea squatting on it.
“I’m certainly all ears.  Just how will we bypass the PDI tracking?  Have you located some black market PDI that doesn’t have a T-chip in it?”
Nina looked blankly at Marlowe.  “T-chip?”
Jebediah patted her on the wrist.  “Tracker chip.  Government mandate issued during my administration.  All PDIs are manufactured with a built-in tracking ID and transponder.  It also, and this is slightly less well known, allows for backdoor access by the Ministry of Policing.”
“Slightly less known, yes,” said House, “but not completely unknown.  I found a workaround for the backdoor access years ago.”
Nina smiled.  “So we don’t have to worry about this T-chip after all.”
“Marlowe doesn’t have to worry about government intrusion into his PDI, but he still has to worry about the T-chip.  Any efforts to tamper with it trigger an email alert sent to the Ministry of Policing.”
Marlowe shook his head.  “Then why are we having this conversation, House?”
“Your misadventure yesterday in the sewage treatment plant provided a bevy of ideas and information.  Not only did it provide me with the method of your entry into the Ministry building, but it provided a crucial piece of information.  When your PDI died, the T-chip shut down with it, and no alert went out.  Even after startup, no signal was sent.”
“House, that’s a very interesting academic point, but what good does that do us now?  My PDI is, thank the Governor, back up and running.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.  I thought my intent was self-evident at this point.”
Nina bounded up from the sofa.  “I get it!”
Jebediah frowned, looked to Marlowe, and then shrugged.  “It’s eluding me too.”
Nina stared at both the men.  “Oh come on, isn’t it obvious?”
“No,” said Marlowe stiffly, “it isn’t.”
“Your continued bewilderment contrasted with Nina’s easy comprehension simply demonstrates the effectiveness of my plan.  We deactivate your PDI.  And dad’s.  It’s so ingrained into our cultural identity to never go without a PDI that the authorities never bothered to take that possibility into account when they designed their security system.  A lack of a PDI won’t trigger any alarms.”
Marlowe starting pacing.  “Deactivate my PDI?  But I just turned it back on!”
“You’re right, House,” said Nina.  “It is ingrained.  He’s horrified at the idea of turning off his PDI again.”
Jebediah chimed in.  “I’m not terribly thrilled by the idea myself, and all my PDI does is send me soothing messages about doing what the nice doctors say.”
“But House, if we turn off our PDIs, well, our PDIs would be off!”
“Big deal!” snorted Nina.  “I don’t have one, and as I keep telling you, I’m just fine.”
“But you’ve never had one!  I’ve had one all my life.  It connects me to the whole City.  It would be like losing an arm to turn it off!”
“Please!  We’ll turn it back on when we’re done.  You’ve already demonstrated you can survive without it.”
“I just don’t like it.  We’d be completely cut off for several hours at least.”
Jebediah scratched his head and sighed.  “You know, Spares, they’re right.  Our PDIs need to go.”
“Don’t call me Spares!”
Two hours later, the Studebaker rolled to a halt under the shade of a tall, gently swaying building.  The  cables running up to the support zeppelin groaned ominously in the wind.  Marlowe, still a little shaky because of his now intentionally dead PDI, got out first.  The planned outage proved just slightly easier to deal with than the earlier unplanned one, and though he wasn’t happy about it, he understood the need to be completely and totally undetectable electronically.  Absolute severance from the CityNet could only be attained by shutting down the PDI and all its subsystems.
Nina exited the car next, and being utterly devoid of a PDI to start with, experienced none of Marlowe’s discomfort.  Jebediah, who had sworn certain death on Gomer if left alone at home, came out last.  Given his PDI’s previous nefarious purposes, his induced electronic exile did not disturb him nearly as much as he had feared.  He lugged a chestsack out of the car, grumbling as he put his arms through the straps and put it on.
“You consign to me the task of lowly pack mule?  Have you no sense of who I am or where I’ve been?”
“It’s where you are now.  Stop complaining, it’s not that heavy.  Besides, I’m navigating and Nina needs a free hand in case she has to defend us unexpectedly.  You’re the only choice left.  We’re depending on you.”  It was a weak effort.  Marlowe knew it, and he suspected Jebediah knew it too, but he hoped the thought would count for something.
 Marlowe actually marveled at his calm demeanor as they walked past the front of the dilapidated, gray apartment tenement.  He would never have dreamed that he’d deliberately shut down his PDI.
Jebediah snorted as he surveyed the neighborhood.  “What a slum!  Couldn’t you find another entrance in a better area?”
“No, and be quiet.  If you aren’t part of the solution, you’re off to the asylum again.”
They turned a corner and a sense of deja vu struck Marlowe.  It was a little brighter this time around, during the day and with partly cloudy skies instead of a torrential acid rain storm, but the alley still exuded an unpleasant sense of gloom.  House had suggested the alley where he’d met Toulene because it had a known access point to the old sewer system.  Trudging through a large, scum-encrusted puddle, the trio came upon an apple green dumpster with peeling paint and a warped lid propped up by a multi-colored mound of foul-smelling garbage.
“This place stinks!”
Marlowe was forced to agree with Nina.  Without his PDI, he didn’t have any nasal filters to block the stench.  Jebediah snorted.
“Ha, this place isn’t half as bad as the cell they had me in at the…other place.”  He took a deep, sustained breath.  “Smells like a bed of roses in the middle of a peach orchard, compared to that place.  Yes indeed, quite nice.”
Marlowe shrugged.  “It’s only going to get worse where we’re going.”  He walked over to the sewer access cover that led to the old City sewers.  Nina thrust her fingers into the small fingerholes in the metal disk and lifted it effortlessly.
“Will wonders never cease!”  Jebediah leaned in close to Marlowe.  “As I said before, Spares, you could go far with a powerhouse like that by your side.  And she’s even attractive!”
“Don’t call me Spares.”
“You and your one-track mind!  You should recognize a term of endearment when you hear it!  Some great detective!  Harrumph!”
Nina smiled ruefully as she stared down into the darkening hole.  “Sewers again, eh, Marlowe?  You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”
Marlowe found it somewhat startling, as he stared down into the dark abyss before him, that there were so many holes in the ground with ladders.  “Come on, don’t dawdle.  We are trying to be stealthy.”
Marlowe climbed down into the darkening, deepening stench.  Jebediah followed, then Nina, who dragged the sewer access cover over the opening before joining the rest of the party.  Marlowe was prepared for no optical extras this time, and already had a lightbead out.  Nina pulled out what she called a makeshift “flashlight” from one of her zippered pockets.  She had made it before they left House, taking some transparent StickAll and gluing a lightbead into the center of one of Marlowe’s ultra-stylish chrome wine glasses.  She held the glass by the stem, pointing the mouth out in front of her.  When she activated the bead, the parabolic shape of the bowl focused the light into a rough ellipse that rippled on the brackish water before them.
Marlowe peeled his eyes away from Nina’s contraption, reached into his hidden pocket and pulled out a thin, flimsy tube.  He gingerly unrolled the tube to reveal a series of lines and squiggles printed on vellum.  The lines and squiggles, taken as a whole, formed a map.  They’d lost almost an hour trying to find a way to make a physical copy of the map House had generated.  Fortunately, Marlowe’s attic held another useful toy – the Li’l Bolshevik Revolutionary Printing Press.  A toy once marketed at eight year olds, it now served Marlowe for, he hoped, one last time.  Though finding it did evoke pleasant memories of leaving subversive and slanderous missives stapled to his brother’s bedroom door while growing up.  
The act of holding a map printed on physical material felt alien to Marlowe.  Two-dimensional and non-interactive.  Well, not entirely.  The corners he wasn’t holding kept curling over the rest of the map.  Marlowe didn’t like it at all.  He made a mental note of the positions of the street and alley above them, and rotated the map to match.  It showed the surface streets and underneath those, a string of tunnels and interconnects, all part of the old sewers system before the City switched to mandatory closed-loop recycling water systems and composting in all buildings.  This did not mean, however, that the system they were in was clean or dry.  Stagnant water lapped at their ankles and slowly seeped into his supposedly waterproof shoes.  The tops of Nina’s boots rose well above the line of water.  Marlowe really admired those boots.
The voyage through the old sewer tunnels proved remarkably unpleasant, with the trademarked ankle (and sometimes knee) deep sewage sludge, and the ever-present thick, cloying stench.  Dead rats and occasionally other, less identifiable carcasses rotted while bobbing on the surface of the vile slime.  The poorly marked tunnels caused Marlowe to lead his party astray more than once.  This invariably ended in a stream of invective issuing forth from Jebediah, who, while showing signs of steadily improving mental acuity, did not exhibit any symptoms of being cool-headed.
About thirty minutes in, while rounding a bend in the tunnel, they were suddenly enveloped in a shrill squeaking sound.
Jebediah started shouting first.  “Frats!  Frats!  Everyone duck, it’s frats!”
Nina squatted beside Marlowe, trying to keep as much of herself out of the brackish water as possible.  “Why are we ducking for rats,” she asked over the now quite loud squeaking.
Just then the roar of hundreds of wings flapping beat down on them as red-eyed, sharp-nosed creatures soared overhead, a solid gray mass.  Tiny pink feet swiped at their hair and thin pink tails slapped against their heads.
“Not rats,” said Marlowe.  “Frats.  Flying rats.  Just keep your head down - they like grabbing fistfuls of hair.  Tiny fistfuls to be sure, but it can still hurt.”
A faint ammonia smell began to compete with the overall stench of the sewers as the grasping cloud of claws streaked by, some of the flying rats practically tumbling on their heads as they soared past.  Marlowe could feel the heat of the undulating mass as it zipped by, angry squeaks and trills cutting into his ears.
Less than a minute later the frats had completed their transit and vanished behind them.  Jebediah was the first to rise, visibly shaken.  “Frats.  I hate frats.”
“When the hell did rats develop the ability to fly,” asked Nina.
“They were helped,” said Marlowe as he raised himself up.  “During a particularly low point in our relations with Mirth City.  It wasn’t all out war, but they felt justified in flooding the City with thousands and thousands of genetically modified flying rats.”
“This was on my watch,” said Jebediah.  “We could never prove it was Mirth City, but that didn’t stop me from sending rabid sheep over there.”  He chuckled softly.  “Took their wool industry years to recover.”
“Anyway,” continued Marlowe, “we got the frat population under control with the development of spring-loaded, flying rat traps.  I can still remember summer evenings catching fireflies and dodging those frat traps.  They kept flying, even after the trap had sprung, so they could be pretty ripe.”  Marlowe smiled.  “And then there was frat baseball, a summer favorite, where you’d hit a trap towards players on the other team-”
“OK, OK, I get the picture,” said Nina.  “Obviously the traps didn’t get all of the frats.”
“Nope,” said Jebediah.  “They’re cunning bastards and started hiding down here.  We could have sent frat traps down after them, but the things are damned expensive and a maintenance nightmare to boot.  We figured, as long as the frats stay out of sight, well, live and let live.”  He started rummaging around in his pockets.  “Anyone hungry?  I’m hungry.  Ah, here they are!  Marie Antoinette, anyone?”
“What’s that,” asked Nina.
Jebediah produced a small foil-wrapped package.  “Snack cake.  Chocolate with cognac liqueur center and a delicate gold leaf frosting on top.”
“They’re terrible,” said Marlowe.
“Maybe,” said Jebediah, “but the ads were great.  Remember the ads?”
“No,” said Marlowe in a tone indicating he did but didn’t want to be reminded.
“Imagine,” said Jebediah, hands drawing a square in the air, “it’s night, and a mob is forming outside a castle.  Zoom into the castle, just behind a courtier who is walking in a panic, down richly apportioned halls, the sound of music growing as he moves.  Suddenly we’re in a huge ballroom, with hundreds of well-dressed aristocrats dancing in concentric circles.  At the center of these rings, draped in jewels and naked from the waist up  is-”
“She wasn’t topless!” barked Marlowe.
“You remember it your way, I’ll remember it mine, thank you very much.  Now where was I?  Ah yes,” continued Jebediah, his voice growing wistful, “her honey brown hair flowing over bare shoulders, like milk chocolate on ivory.  The courtier exclaims, ‘Your highness, the peasants, they’re revolting!’  ’Yes,’ she replies in a posh accent, ‘ they are disgusting little trolls, aren’t they.’  ’No, no,’ says the courier urgently, ‘they are revolting.  Up in arms and about to storm the castle!’  ’Oh how droll,’ she replies.  ’Let them eat cake.’  Cut to the peasants.  Each, in one hand, holds a weapon, a torch, a pitchfork, a sword.  And in the other, a Marie Antoinette cake.  As they eat the cakes, their mood lightens, they break out in smiles, and they drop their weapons.  ’Let them eat cake,’ says the voice over.  ’Snacks for the riff-raff.’  I made efforts to find that actress, you know, but the ad was filmed in another city.  I could never touch her.”  He sighed.
“Yes,” said Marlowe.  “Mirth City, as I recall.  Which is how the whole frat thing started.”
“I just wanted to talk to her,” said Jebediah petulantly.
“A stupid campaign,” said Marlowe, “and even worse snacks, if you ask me.”
Nina shook her head.  “I’ll pass.  But I could sure go for a coffee about now.”
“Coffee,” asked Jebediah incredulously.  “How can you think of coffee at a time like this?”
“I don’t know,” shrugged Nina.  “I just feel an urge for a coffee.”
“There used to be a Bucky Brew down here,” said Marlowe.  “Next to the underground water park.  Not sure exactly where, and it may not be open any more.  Most of their business came from the park, and they had to shut that down last year due to pH balance problems.”
“Enough!” shouted Jebediah.  “I thought we were trying to break into the Ministry of Policing!”
It felt like hours, hours crouched over the wrinkled vellum with a light bead, hours groping in the dark, before finally reaching their final destination.  They’d noticed the tunnels sloping slightly upwards for the last twenty minutes, so when they finally reached OSD203-J6, affectionately known as Outskirts Storm Drain 203, Junction 6, the standing water had receded and the bottom of the tunnel consisted of crunchy, dark powder.  Marlowe groaned as he saw the next leg of their journey – yet another rusty ladder rising up out of brown muck.
“According to House, this will open up into a large drain in a custodial closet adjoining detention block thirty eight.  This is where the heavy torture supposedly occurs.”
Nina looked up, using her glowing wine glass as a pointer.  “Will the drain be large enough for us to fit?”
“According to the blueprints House downloaded, yes.  I suppose we’d better find out.  Nina, we’re counting on you to get the drain grating off.”
Nina climbed the ladder and surveyed the grating above them.  She also cocked her head, listening for noises above them.
“Quiet as a ghost on the other side,” she reported.  “The grating should be large enough for our purposes.”
Nina pushed with all her might against the grating.  The rung of the ladder she had been using to brace herself gave way and with a sharp scream she fell backwards onto Marlowe and Jebediah.
 Marlowe grunted at the impact.  Jebediah bristled with rage.  “I thought we were supposed to be stealthy!  Screaming and making a racket isn’t exactly the sort of subtlety one normally exercises when breaking and entering!”
“You OK, Nina?” asked Marlowe.
“Yeah, thanks for breaking my fall.  We’ve got a problem here.  I can lift the grating with no problem, but this old ladder isn’t strong enough to bear the weight.  Any suggestions?”
Marlowe drew a blank, and kept on drawing one.  He was utterly flummoxed.  Jebediah came up with the solution, a smug grin spreading across his face.  “If you’d get off of my chest so I can breathe properly, I think I can propose a solution.”  Nina rolled off Marlowe, who rolled off Jebediah.
“Thank you,” said Jebediah as he took a deep breath.  “Now, my suggestion is that Nina climbs back up the ladder.  I will follow, with Marlowe staying at the bottom.  I will climb onto Marlowe’s shoulders, and Nina will climb onto mine.  We should hold up better than a rusty ladder.”
Marlowe muttered about being at the bottom, but it made sense.  Nina needed to be at the top to open the grate, and Jebediah wouldn’t be able to hold her weight and Marlowe’s.  
Amazingly, the plan worked and Marlowe soon found himself following the other two up and into the Ministry of Policing headquarters.
Unfiltered musty, dank air seeped into Marlowe’s lungs with his first breath inside the complex.  They had ascended into what looked like a large locker room style shower stall, with discolored white tiles covering the floor, walls, and ceiling.  The grout between the tiles was grimy and dark, and the floor felt gritty to the touch.  A faint sourness lingered in the dankness, punctuated by the slow, steady drip drop of a leaky shower head.  The grating lay on the floor just to the side of the hole they’d entered through, and the air blowing in from the sewer tunnel felt warm.
“I thought you said this would be a custodial closet,” grumbled Jebediah.
“Well, House had to build his map of this building by extrapolating from several sources – blueprints filed in the City Hall of Records available to the public, which are generally assumed to be highly inaccurate, blueprints filed in the Hall of Records that aren’t publicly accessible, but for which House has some inside connections, and some overhead satellite images.”
“Obviously his sources don’t amount to a hill of beans,” snapped Jebediah.  “We’re doomed if we continue this endeavor.”
“It’s not perfect, but should be close enough.”
Jebediah snorted.  “I’ll bet we’re not even close to, what detention block is this supposed to be?”
“Thirty eight, I believe,” said Nina, pointing to the “DB38” stenciled on the wall of the shower stall.
“Lucky guess,” Jebediah spit out.
“Regardless of where we are,” said Marlowe, “the sooner we change, the better.”  He opened the waterproof chestpack and pulled out three Ministry of Policing administrative uniforms.  They’d reprogrammed the clothes nozzles to spray them out before leaving, using a black market program House kept carefully tucked away on an otherwise innocent looking network drive that handled the day to day operations of the septic system.  The nozzles had no memory of making the uniforms.
The name patches were blank, a fact Nina had found alarming when she first inspected them back at home, but House had assured them that the lack of a name tag implied secrecy and high rank, meaning few people would dare molest them in the halls of the Ministry of Policing.  As a defense against anyone else who might ask questions, House had provided all three of them with clipboards, which Marlowe now pulled out of the chestpack and handed out.
The clipboards were entirely electronic, little more than rectangular screens with a stylus clipped to the top.  They were made by City Clipboards, were notoriously unreliable, and not even remotely waterproof, hence their journey through the sewers in the hermetically sealed chestpack.
“Remember, anyone gives you grief, give ‘em a sharp stare, ask their name and write it in the clipboard.”
“And how likely is that to work,” asked Jebediah skeptically.
“House gives it a 93.7% chance of working, with the odds dropped by 5% for each additional use of the tactic.”
“And if we run into Obedere, or the Deputy Chief Minister of Policing?”
“Won’t work at all with them.  If that happens, we hope the powers the Governor gave me work well enough to get us out of the building.  Might work, but I doubt it.  We should be able to avoid the Upper Administrative levels, so such an encounter isn’t likely.”
“The best laid plans of mice and men,” mumbled Jebediah.
Marlowe took one last look at the vellum map before folding it up and putting it in his pocket.  “OK, we need to head up twenty six floors.”
“And just where are we going?”  Jebediah had crossed his arms.  “You and House were somewhat circumspect on this aspect of the operation.”
“House has a backdoor into the megaframe here.  He used it a couple of years ago to create a high access account in the system, so future incursions could use the fake account rather than the backdoor.  Simple precaution – if the intrusion is detected, the fake account is blocked rather than the backdoor itself.  Well, to add legitimacy to the account, he arranged for an office for the ‘user’ – a private office with a phone and computer access.  We’re going to that office so we can contact House and initiate phase two.”
Jebediah smiled approvingly.  “Capital!  If Obedere knew, he’d turn himself inside out with rage.  Pure genius!  House’s idea, I assume.  You know, with his help, you could make a passable governor yourself.”
“We came up with it together,” replied Marlowe flatly, “and I have no political aspirations.”
Despite the initial inaccuracy about the storage closet, which they found right next to the bathroom, House’s map proved to be fairly close.  They walked down a dimly lit corridor, cell doors on either side lining the length of it.  Each cell they passed, with a cot, stainless steel sink and toilet, and moldy straw sprinkled on the floor, was utterly devoid of an inhabitant.  Jebediah commented on it first.
“Odd, the old M of P seems to be losing its touch.  Either that, or they’ve mellowed in the time I was…on vacation.”
“No, if anything, they’ve gotten worse since Obedere replaced my brother as Chief Minister of Policing.”  The cells should have been five to a unit, and their emptiness bothered Marlowe.  “This doesn’t make sense.  The place should be brimming with detainees.”
“Where do you think they went?” asked Nina.
Marlowe shrugged.  “I think we have quite enough going on right now as it is to start worrying about missing prisoners.  Just be glad we don’t have to deal with questions from them, not that they would have been likely to talk to us.”
The eeriness of the dark, empty detention block compelled Nina and Jebediah to agree.
The building had SpringStep stairs, in place more as an emergency exit in case of a fire or earthquake, but as with other buildings so equipped, no one used the stairs if an elevator was available.  So they had an uneventful ascent once they reached the stairs, save Nina’s trouble with the SpringSteps.
“What the hell!” she exclaimed as she fell into Jebediah after her first step.
“Ah, you’re not familiar with SpringSteps, are you?”  Marlowe helped her up, pushing his hand past the one already proffered by Jebediah.  “The steps lift up as you alight on them, to reduce the amount of energy required to climb to the next one.  There’s a sort of rhythm required to successfully use them.  Like this.”  Marlowe popped up to the next landing, doing a little one-two, one-two dance.
Nina contemplated the movement she’d just witnessed.  “You know, I never was one for dancing.”  She started up, muttering “one-two, one-two” under her breath, but only climbed three steps before falling over.  She broke the fall with her arms, coming to rest looking very much like she was doing push ups in the stairwell.  “Interesting.  Out of curiosity, how do these things work if you’ve got two people walking side-by-side, or someone coming down while you’re going up?”
“Timing is everything.  You’ll need to get the hang of this quickly, in case we run into someone.  Not knowing how to climb these will tag you immediately as an outsider.”
Jebediah stamped impatiently.  “What about the elevators?  We could just take those.”
“We’re trying to avoid people as much as possible, remember?”
“Hey, guys, I can learn this.  Really.”
Within five minutes, Nina had mastered the stairs well enough to avoid drawing attention.  During the whole teaching period, Marlowe kept wishing he had his PDI running so he could record her attempts.  If they survived this crazy mission, it would be worth a good laugh to review.
They had ascended twenty six flights before Marlowe stopped their progress with a touch to Nina’s arm.  The wall of the landing they had reached had the number ‘-11’ stenciled on it.  Thanks to the SpringSteps, they were barely winded.  Except for Nina, who for the first time displayed faint signs of fatigue.
Marlowe cleared his throat to deliver the little pep talk he’d been working on during their sojourn on the stairs.  “OK, this is the floor where ‘my’ office resides.  We’re bound to encounter a lot of people, so remember to stay calm and walk with angry confidence.  Think ‘GRRRR’ every time you pass someone.  It’ll keep you in good stead.”
The corridor they found themselves in had two elevators on one side, with gold-tinted reflective doors, plush, midnight blue carpeting covering the floor, and white marble walls with red and purple veins.  The cathedral ceilings curved over them with ornately decorated friezes and frescoes portraying Obedere, wearing a Roman toga and with a sword in hand, battling dragons labeled ‘Chaos’, ‘Sedition’, and ‘Independent Thinker’.  Nina gasped at the sheer spectacle.
“Welcome,” said Jebediah expansively, “to middle management.  If you wait long enough, the ceiling art changes.  It’s all fairly old liquid plasma display technology, though you predate that, Nina.  Takes a monstrous amount of computing power to maintain all of them, since every floor above -10 has something like this.  They get grander as you move up.  Starting at level +2, the walls and floor get involved in the display as well.”
They encountered a number of different officers as they walked, but their lack of name tags and the clipboards they clutched so purposefully prevented any problems.  After ten minutes of weaving down corridors, punctuated by stops to pull out the map and consult it, they finally reached the office they were seeking.
A melon-sized prune crowned with a tuft of blue mold and propped on the neck of a sky blue uniform sat at a desk by the door they sought.  Marlowe almost jumped when two dark spots evenly spaced on the prune swiveled towards him and an opening below the two spots started moving.
“Can I help you?”
Marlowe looked down at his map, then up at the number stenciled on the door.  It was the right door.
Jebediah stepped in.  “Who are you?”
The blue-haired prune arose indignantly.  “I am the administrative assistant to Assistant Director of Technical Publications Thinners.  Who might you be?”
“Who might I be?”  Jebediah rose to his full height, and then went up on his tip-toes to further enhance his presence.  “Who might I be?”  Spittle started to fly from his lips, and his eyes rolled back, giving the prune a good look at the whites.  “Who might I be??”
Marlowe had collected his wits by now.  “Woman, are you daft?  This is Assistant Director Thinners!”
The prune came up short, then dropped back into her chair.  “Oh, really?  Are you sure?”
They immediately sensed the woman’s fear and uncertainty.
“How,” demanded Nina, “could you possibly work for Assistant Director Thinners and not recognize him?”
“Yes, of course,” warbled the prune nervously.  “It’s just that the other man said he was Thinners.”
“Other man?” they all asked simultaneously.
“I’m terribly sorry.  I didn’t mean to offend you.  Maybe he can clear this up.  Yes, I’m sure he can.  Why don’t you go in.”  The prune raised a shaky hand to her phone, pressed a button, and said, “Assistant Director Thinners, Assistant Director Thinners is here to see you.”  The sound of something clattering emanated from the speaker, and then she buzzed them in.
A.D. Thinners possessed a large office with wall-to-wall gold shag carpeting, two large cherry wood bookcases bulging with books, and a large panoramic window with a view of the French Rivera.  In front of the window, occupying a large portion of the room, was an enormous titanium desk with polished oak trim.  Behind the desk, standing in a loose-fitting gray with orange-stripes uniform, was a quaking fountain of sweat.  His hair was black with perspiration.
“Oh, ah,” he stammered, “um, Assistant Director, how are you, sir?”  His head swiveled from side to side, taking in Marlowe, Nina, and Jebediah, clearly uncertain who he should be addressing.
“Do you know who I am?” squeaked Jebediah.
“Ah, yes, sir, um, ah, well, yes.”  He faded out and locked his eyes on the floor, bracing himself for some sort of blow.
“Please explain yourself and your presence in this office,” forced out Marlowe, still unclear exactly what was going on, but sensing he had the upper hand.
“Ah, yes, well, I can explain.”  He paused, still staring at the floor.  “Yes.  It’s rather funny, actually.”  He peeked up briefly.  “Or maybe not.”
Jebediah had also sensed the current balance of power and took full advantage.  “Funny!?  Funny!?  What in the Governor’s green City could possibly be funny about this situation?”
“Ah, yes, well, you see, it’s a bit of a long story.  I’ve been in the Ministry for almost fifteen years, and I kept putting in a request for an office, but it kept getting denied.  And then I noticed your office, and, well, since there is no Technical Publications division-”
“No Technical Publications division?!” thundered Jebediah.
“Err, I mean, I figured the office was a front for some sort of undercover operation or something.  I, well, I kept watch, and after three months of no one ever occupying the office I just sort of moved in.  Didn’t think there’d be any harm, and, well, I really, really wanted an office.  It seemed like a waste of space-”
“Waste of space?!  My office a waste of space?  Just who the hell are you?”  Jebediah was in top form now, and had whipped out his clipboard.
“Junior Assistant Facilitator Mandelbrot, sir.  I work in Propaganda, under Facilitator Riefenstahl.”
“And your mail stop, Junior?”
“Oh, Governor, you’re not going to report me, are you?  I could be executed for this!”
Jebediah continued undaunted.  “Your mail stop!”
“1939, sir.”
“I’m going to think long and hard, Junior, about whether or not to report you.  And while I’m thinking long and hard, I want you to think about what you’ve done.  And if, by the grace of the Governor, I don’t report your actions, you will owe me a very, very large favor.  Do we understand each other?”
Mandelbrot sensed a glimmer of hope and saluted smartly.  “Oh, yes, sir.  Absolutely, sir.”
“Now get out of my office!”
Marlowe grabbed Mandelbrot’s shoulder as he started out, causing the damp man to literally jump out of his shoes.
“Just a moment, Mandelbrot.  I’m a little confused about one thing.”
“Oh, yes sir,” replied Mandelbrot.
“The administrative assistant outside.  A. D. Thinners never requested one.”
“Oh, ah, yes, well, you see….”
Nina started to laugh, but caught herself.  “That was rather brazen of you,” she said.  “How long after  moving in did you request the admin?”
“Ah, well,” squirmed Mandelbrot.  “I didn’t want to risk anything too soon, just in case, you know, so I waited a month.”
“You owe me a really, really, really big favor, Junior,” said Jebediah in a steady, unnerving voice.  “Now get out of my office.”
“Yes, sir!”  Mandelbrot saluted again, bent down to pick up his shoes, and rushed out.
Nina started to laugh.  “Wow, that was close!  Who would have thought that someone would steal the office you-”
“Yes,” broke in Marlowe hurriedly while raising his finger to his lips.  “Very amusing.”  He pointed up at the ceiling while leaning close.  “Remember our conversation in the car about listening devices,” he whispered.
Nina nodded understanding.  Marlowe pulled a small telescoping rod out of the sleeve of his uniform and swept it across the office.  A small light on the tip blinked on and off as his moved it.  It took him a minute to sweep the entire office, and when he finished he let out a big sigh.  “We can talk now.  It’s safe.  For awhile anyway.”
“In all the excitement, I’d forgotten we have more to do,” said Jebediah as he crashed into the chair behind the desk.
“You are going to send an email to this address,” said Marlowe, sliding a slip of paper across the desk to Jebediah.  “You’ll send it five minutes after Nina and I leave, and then eat the slip of paper.  Don’t worry, it’s peppermint flavor.”
“Ooh, my favorite,” said Jebediah.
“Yes, House saw to that,” said Marlowe.  “Now the email will be detected by House, who will then initiate a warrant request to search the Ministry of Policing building for any items related to a PDI virus.  Obedere will get wind of it almost instantly and dispatch the R.E.T. to hide any relevant evidence.  But of course, by then, Nina and I will be positioned outside the R.E.T.’s offices and will follow them right to the evidence, by which time House will cancel the warrant request and Obedere will call off the R.E.T.”
“R.E.T.?” asked Nina.
“Rapid Expungement Team,” filled in Jebediah.
“This sounds kinda iffy to me,” said Nina.  “What if Obedere doesn’t get wind of the warrant request, or sends someone other than the R.E.T?  And what if he does send the R.E.T., but doesn’t call them off?”
“House ran the numbers, and says there’s a 98.4% chance this is how Obedere will respond to the warrant request.”
“And what if Obedere shows up?”
Marlowe didn’t have a ready answer for this question.  Leave it to Nina to ask the tough ones.  “He’s unlikely to be present if we’re about to burst in with a warrant.  He’ll want to be as far away from the cleanup team as possible, to give himself plausible deniability.”
“What about me?”  Jebediah looked somewhat concerned.  “What am I supposed to do after sending the email?”
“Join us at the evidence site.”
“Oh, and how am I supposed to do that?”
“Once we arrive, and the R.E.T. leaves, I’ll send Assistant Director Thinners an email with a number in it.  You will open the email, see the number, and then look it up on the clipboard.  House compiled and numbered a list of 284 potential sites.  Go to the one whose number matches the one I’ll send in the email.”
“And if the site isn’t on House’s list?”
“In that case, I’ll send you the number of the site on the list nearest the target, and one of us will wait for you there.”
A surge of adrenaline pumped through Marlowe, along with a severely queasy sensation in his stomach.  His hands were shaking a little, which he covered up by making a fist.  “Good.  Nina, you’re with me.  Let’s go.”
 Amazingly, everything seemed to go according to plan.  Marlowe and Nina reached the R.E.T. team office with two minutes to spare.  Emboldened by their encounter with Mandelbrot, they rode the elevator up to level +15.  An office on  positive floor was deemed prestigious, and Marlowe had no doubts that Obedere wanted to keep his R.E.T. people happy.  He’d heard rumors of more than one department disappointing Obedere and being packed up and pushed down into the nether regions of the Ministry building.  Or worse.  One source confided to Marlowe that after the parrots had bird bombed City Hall, the Animal Control and Enforcement, or ACE division, had been tasked to round up and exterminate all the genetically modified parrots in the City.  Their failure was so egregious they were actually moved to a satellite office in the middle of the Trooper firing range.  Obedere also stripped them of their medical coverage, a costly loss of benefits given their new location.
As they stood outside the gilded double doors leading to the R.E.T. offices, studiously examining their clipboards in an effort to look inconspicuous, Nina cleared her throat.  A quick look showed the corridor was clear.
“Yes?”
“How much longer until we see something?”
“I don’t know.  We’ll wait a while, and if nothing happens, we give up, get father, and head home.”
At that moment, a team of six burly men and women in tanbark brown jackets over mauve jumpsuits and beige riot helmets burst through the gilded double doors of the R.E.T. office and rushed passed them.  The Rapid Expungement Team walked in lockstep, their boots clacking sharply as they moved down the corridor.  If they jogged, Nina and Marlowe could just keep them in sight.  It was here that their plan hit its first snag.  The cleanup crew had reached the elevators, and Nina and Marlowe could just make out their stony faces as the doors started to close.
“Hold that elevator!” called out Nina.
“Can’t, official police business,” called back the team leader as the doors slid shut over his face.  A thin sliver of light shone through the crack, and it slowly descended until the line of illumination winked out.
“Now what?”
Marlowe looked at Nina, the mirrored elevator doors, and then Nina again.  “I don’t know.  I didn’t think of this.”
“Didn’t House?”
“No.”
Nina jammed her thumb over the elevator call button.  “I don’t see any indicator showing which floor the elevator is on.  What do we do if we lose them?”
“Go home empty-handed.”  Marlowe closed his eyes, trying to still the sudden din in his head.  
“Marlowe, are we just going to stand here?  We’re losing them!”
“Shh, I can’t hear myself think.  Wait a second, that’s it!”  Marlowe opened his eyes, and let out a cry of triumph when he saw the entrance to the stairs.  “Come on, and be quick about it!  I only hope we aren’t too late.”
Marlowe bounded through the doors.  “Down, the elevator went down.  Stop at each floor and listen!”
They went down one flight and stopped, Marlowe in the lead, his hand raised in the air.  Silence greeted them.
“What are we listening for?” asked Nina.
“Marching!”
They went this way down seventeen flights, pausing for a few seconds to listen, before moving on.  At floor -2, they were rewarded with the sound of the R.E.T. team’s clip-clopping march.
“Come on, before they get too far from the elevators to find!”  Marlowe hoofed it through the door and promptly plowed into the Rapid Expungement Team leader, sending him sprawling.
“Watch where you’re going, you stup…sir!”  The swarthy man, ‘Icasiano’ stitched over his left breast, had recovered enough from the collision to notice Marlowe’s lack of a name tag.  “Begging your pardon sir, very clumsy of me.  Official police business, can’t stay any longer.”  The team started up their marching again, and Marlowe just leaned against a wall to catch his breath.
“Damn, what are the odds of that happening?”
Nina patted him on the back.  “We’ll have to ask House when we get back.  But shouldn’t we follow them now?”
“What?  Oh yes, absolutely.”
It wasn’t hard.  What they achieved with speed, the R.E.T. paid for with subtlety.  Marlowe and Nina were able to keep well behind the team, simply following the echoes of their boots.  Marlowe had fired up his clipboard and was paging through House’s list of suspected sites.  
“There’s only one site on this floor.  I know where they’re heading.”  Marlowe stopped short.  “We should find a terminal and send a message to father, to cancel the request.”
“And if House is wrong?”
Marlowe looked at Nina with mock shock.  “House wrong?  Please.”
They found a small room crowded with cubicles under flickering yellow lights.  A lot of tiny, cramped cubicles.  Marlowe stormed over to the nearest one, which contained a desk, a terminal, and a phone.  He logged into the terminal as Thinners and sent himself an email with the site number from House’s list.  Twenty seconds later he had an email reply from himself, saying simply “All taken care of.”
“Right, father’s done it.  Let’s go.  Hopefully that cleanup team will be recalled before they have a chance to successfully expunge anything important.”
Much to their relief, a very obviously dejected group of softly walking expungement professionals sulked past them as they headed toward the site indicated on Marlowe’s clipboard map.
They reached the indicated room.  Nina tried the door.  “It’s locked.”
“Hang on, I’ve got a lock pick set sewn somewhere into this unif-”
The sound of a door frame cracking interrupted Marlowe.  Nina shoved the somewhat bowed door open.  “Not a problem.”
“I hope there wasn’t an alarm on that door.”
“One step ahead of you, Sherlock.  I asked House about that, and he felt the odds were so low as to be off the charts.  What place is more secure than the Ministry of Policing building?  Well, supposedly secured, anyway.”
“I haven’t been called Sherlock in years!”
Nina grabbed Marlowe’s arm.  “Come on, we’re not supposed to dawdle, remember?”
They crossed over the threshold together into the dark unfathomables of Obedere’s secret lair.






 
 
CHAPTER 17
THE GREAT PAPER CHASE
OR
THE WHOLE IS GREATER THAN THE SUM OF ITS PARTS

The secret lair was a bright, well appointed oval room.  Dark cherry wood panels lined the walls, crowned by a gold and inlaid pearl dome ceiling.  A large, four-paneled Virtu-window took up an entire wall, displaying a rocky coastal outcropping enduring the pounding of a raging late-night thunder and lightening storm.  Facing the window, and set back from the wall a couple of meters sat a squat, cherry wood desk consisting of a wide, gleaming top and three drawers on the right side.  An antique chair with plush royal purple cushions framed by yet more dark cherry wood stood inattentive guard over the desk, its back to Marlowe.  Extending out from either side of the desk and wrapping around the length of the room like large segmented antennae were oak cabinets stained dark brown, containing three drawers each.  There was another cabinet, different from the others, at the apex of the antennae.  This cabinet, shorter and wider than the others, was made of beige plastic.
They approached the desk quickly.  Marlowe felt a chill run down his spine as he explored the desk top.  The strange, alien objects on it were no doubt fiendish devices of torture used by Obedere to delight himself in the wee morning hours.
Nina moved over to the largest of the strange devices, a large, oversized keyboard.  The keys were arranged in the usual keyboard order, but the rows were staggered like stadium seating, the line of keys of one row being raised a half-step above the row immediately below it.  It must have been a wireless model, because Marlowe didn’t see a data cable running from it.  The top of the keyboard ended inexplicably in a black cylinder running the length of the device.  A shiny metal lever extended from the right side of the cylinder.
Nina ran a finger over the top of the cylinder, as if checking for dust.  “Wow, a typewriter!  That’s the last thing I expected to encounter here!”
Marlowe looked at her blankly.  “A what?”
“A typewriter.  You know, for typing?”
“You mean a keyboard.  It’s a weird sort of keyboard.  And given you recognize it, a bit of an antique too.”
“No, not a keyboard.  A keyboard implies a computer somewhere that you’re typing your keystrokes into.  The typewriter predates the computer.”
“If your keystrokes aren’t going into a computer, where are they going?”
“Onto paper.”
“Paper.”
“Yes, paper.”
“Directly onto paper.”
“Yes.  You sound like you don’t believe me.  What about that printing press you used to print your map of the sewer ?  That used paper.”
“Vellum, to be precise.  But that’s a toy.  Why would you want to print anything important on paper?  It would be so inconvenient.  You wouldn’t be able to access it with your PDI or computer…son of a parrot, the fiend’s a genius!”
Nina clicked her tongue, her head tilted to one side.  “Of course.  If it isn’t in electronic format, it can’t be hacked.  Paper has to be the most secure form of storage available in a place like this.  House would never be able to find this stash!”
There was a sudden thump against the door, followed by a sickening groan as the door swung open.  Marlowe jumped nearly high enough to alight on the desk, but when he spun around, it turned out to only be Jebediah.
“Great Cesar’s ghost, father, you shouldn’t sneak up on people like that!”
“Oh really,” replied Jebediah smartly.  “And I suppose I should knock loudly and announce my illegal presence for one and all to hear?”
Nina walked over to the door and wedged it shut.  “No, actually, in this case, you did exactly as you should have.  We’re just a little jumpy right now.”
Jebediah harrumphed.  “How goes the search?”
“Ah,” stuttered Marlowe, “the search.  We’re just working out where to get started.  We discovered this antique typewriter thing on Obedere’s desk and realized that he’s-”
“Committing all his important stuff to paper only, to make hacking more difficult?  Yes, I did the same thing when I was…well, before my…hiatus from power.”
“It presents a bit of a problem,” said Nina.  “If it’s all on paper, we’ll never be able to look through everything in a timely fashion.”
“Not a problem at all,” said Jebediah, rubbing his hands together.  “We just make copies.  And if we can’t find a copier, we steal the originals.”  He surveyed the room, and then jabbed a finger at the beige cabinet Marlowe had noticed upon first entering.  “There’s the copier.  Now to find the documents.  What are we looking for again?”
“Anything on Nina,” said Marlowe.
“Or my mission – Odyssey I.”
Jebediah’s eyes lost their focus as he receded into deep thought.  “Now what would I file information about Nina under?  N for Nina?  M for Minari?  O for Odyssey?  Hmm.  Nina, you check under N.  I’ll check under M.  Spares, you’re on O.”
They searched.  Marlowe found the drawer labeled ‘Oa-Or’ in one of the cabinets and opened it.  Inside he found folders with tabs on the edges, each of the tabs labeled, starting with ‘Oasis Project’ at the front and ‘Orange’ in the back.  The folders were in alphabetical order.  Marlowe thumbed through them, but where ‘Odyssey I’ should have appeared, there was nothing.
“Nothing,” said Jebediah.  “Maybe S for spacewoman.  Yes, I’ll look there.”
“Same here in the O cabinet.”  Marlowe was struck by an inspiration and abandoned the cabinets for the desk.  The typewriter was centered on a rectangular piece of thick, brick red paper framed on the shorter sides by a strip of padded leather delicately embroidered with gold leaf.  Two piles of paper were stacked in pewter trays next to the typewriter.  The top page in both trays was blank, but Marlowe could see faint impressions in the paper of one stack.  He smiled and slid himself into the chair.  Once seated, he noted a faint oily odor of wood polish.  He pulled open the top drawer.  It contained more stacks of paper, neatly tied off with twine, a box of something called ‘typewriter ribbon’ and a small bottle of something called ‘correction fluid’.  It was all quite beyond him.
The middle drawer yielded a couple of not-so-mysterious objects.  The first was a pearl-handled, silver-plated, dual-barreled, double action, compass-set-in-the-butt-of-the-grip 12mm Walloper.  Marlowe whistled.  This was the James K. Polk of handguns.  Next to it was a 2 liter bottle of Papa Doc Scotch, dated in the old, old calendar: 1984.
“Tut tut, that’s a dangerous combination, alcohol and guns.  I better do something about that.”  Marlowe grabbed the three-quarters full bottle and slipped it into one of the hidden pockets sewn into his uniform.  “And a work of art like this, it belongs in the hands of a true connoisseur, not a ham-fisted power monger like Obedere.”  He pocketed the gun too.
“Hey, stick with the program!”  Jebediah’s failure to unearth anything had left him touchy.  “You’ll only aggravate Obedere by stealing from him.  Any luck, Nina?”
“No, nothing yet.  Maybe it’s under something else, something we haven’t thought of?”
Marlowe had a thought.  “When I first talked to Obedere about you, he called you feisty.  Try looking under that.”
“Feisty?”  Indignation laced Nina’s voice.
“Don’t get mad at me, I didn’t say it.”  Marlowe reluctantly put the bottle and gun back in the middle drawer and closed it.  He pulled open the bottom drawer, which contained a very battered, yellowing shoe box.  Taking the lid off the box, Marlowe found hard copies of images.  He started thumbing through them.  Most of them were pictures of a man and woman.  They were of different ages in the photos, sometimes together, sometimes with other people.  The man bore a strong resemblance to Obedere.  Towards the back of the pile, a child and a dog appeared.  One picture grabbed Marlowe’s attention.  It looked like a family portrait – the man and woman in their forties, and a hale, hearty young man between them, smiling.  Marlowe recognized the young man – it was Obedere.
“Pay dirt!” shouted Nina.
“Pay dirt?”  Jebediah looked confused.  “Why would I pay dirt anything?  Furthermore, what currency would it accept?”
“No, I found a folder labeled Feisty.  Feisty, indeed.  He’ll regret that.”
“Will he?”  Jebediah had moved to Nina’s side, hand extended.  “And just when will that be?”
“Someday,” said Nina, pulling the folder out.
“So far,” said Jebediah as he took the folder from Nina, “this has been entirely too easy.  Well I’ll be a son of a parrot!”
Marlowe looked up from the photo.  “What is it?”
“The folder’s empty!”
Nina groaned.  “Empty!  Then where the hell is my file?”
Marlowe put the photos back in their box, replacing the lid and closing the drawer.  “That?  Oh, I found that ages ago.”
“What!” Nina and Jebediah both exclaimed simultaneously.
“Elementary deduction.  It seemed likely it was early days yet for Obedere to actually have everything together and filed.  It occurred to me that he was probably still typing everything up.”  Marlowe lifted the stack of paper that had the faint impressions on it and turned it over.  On the flip side was a cover sheet.  In the center of the page appeared the word ‘Feisty’, and then the sentence ‘Evidence analysis and investigative results pertaining to Nina Minari, so-called spacewoman.’  The stack was quite high.
Marlowe carried the report over to the copier Jebediah had pointed out earlier and then stopped, stumped.  The top of the copier was confusing.  There was a space that looked like a tray, but it was set into the top, and had rollers at one end.  In the corner were a lot of buttons.  “OK, how does this work?”
Jebediah joined Marlowe and took the papers out of his hands.  “Give me that.  I’ll do it.”
Jebediah put the papers face down into the incorporated tray and pressed a few buttons.  Suddenly there was a whirring sound, and the pages started getting sucked into the machine, from the bottom, only to be returned a moment later to the top of the stack.  On the right side of the copier, another tray folded down from within the machine and sheets of paper began to appear in it.  Jebediah picked up the first sheet and examined it.
“Yes, that seems to be working.  I’m making our copy double-sided, so it’s smaller and easier to smuggle out.”  He held the sheet up the light.  “Ah, what luck!  The paper in this copier has the Ministry of Policing watermark!  Makes our copy that much more legitimate.”
. “How long will the copying process take?” asked Marlowe.
Jebediah looked thoughtful.  “Another minute or so.”
“As soon as it’s done, we’re getting out of here.”
“Very well.  But did you want to look in the secret passage before we go?”
This time Marlowe and Nina exclaimed in unison.  “What!”
“Yes, I noticed that the S cabinet isn’t secured to the wall.  It pulls away, and there’s an opening behind it.”
“Why didn’t you say something!”
“I thought getting Obedere’s files on Nina was more important.”
“Well, of course it is, but-”
“Maybe the stuff they stole from the shuttle is in there!”  Nina was already pulling the cabinet away from the wall.  “Come on, there’s a really important item from the ship I want back.”
“Wait!” called out Marlowe, but she’d already disappeared into the dark rectangle hewn into the wall.  The copier was still churning out pages, far too slowly for Marlowe.    “Oh bother.  I guess while we’re waiting we’d better follow-”  But Jebediah had already gone after her.
Marlowe decided a more cautious approach was called for, and pulled the cabinet against the wall as he backed into the opening.  It wasn’t quite flush, but if someone, say Obedere, came in and didn’t look too closely, it might pass for a while.  Seeing the copier running would probably serve as a good distraction, at least until it was discovered what was being copied.
A light strip fluoresced the length of a short corridor that was literally cut out of solid rock.  Obedere must have chosen an underground office on the perimeter of the Ministry of Policing building so he could excavate outwards and create a secret chamber.
The tunnel ran a few meters and then exploded into a cavernous chamber.  Glowing cones of light hung down like stalactites, casting a reddish hue across the room and its contents.  Despite his evil tendencies, Obedere did have a flare for style.  Gothic style.  The iridescent stalactites aside, he seemed to have made every effort to create the illusion of a naturally occurring cave.  The only concession he made besides the lighting was the floor, which was flat and covered with a crunchy layer of sand.  Suddenly a ripple of lightning strobed down between two metal nodes hanging down from the ceiling, providing a flash of white light.
The walls were lined with tanks of various sizes, and made Marlowe flashback to the fiasco at the recon parlor.  A cluster of smaller tanks drew their immediate attention.  No bars of soap in these tanks.  These contained something larger, fleshier.  They approached nervously, all having deduced at the same time the contents of the tanks.  Brains.  Glowing, pulsating human brains.
Nina touched a tank with a small brain in it.  “Look at all of them.”
Jebediah shivered.  “They’re all different sizes.  What does that mean?  Is he yanking brains from babies and children as well as adults?”
The Jacob’s ladder in the roof spat out another burst of lightning.
Marlowe studied the brain in the tank nearest him.  A swollen, reddish-gray mass of fissures and grooves bobbed gently in front of him.  Fearful the thing might burst out of the tank and wrap itself around his face, he nonetheless forced himself to lean up against the wall of the tank.  He toyed briefly with the idea of restarting his PDI so he could use his optical zoom implant, but refrained since they still had to get out of the Ministry of Policing.  He squinted, noticing something strange on the surface of the brain.
“Do you see that?  It looks like tiny little bubbles on the surface of these things.”
Nina and Jebediah each examined a brain.  Nina nodded.  “And they’re moving.  What are they?”
“Great Cesar’s ghost!” exclaimed Jebediah.  “I believe they’re macroprobes!”
“Macroprobes?” Nina and Marlowe asked in unison.
“Hush hush research conducted by the Ministry of Science, Unethical Division.  They were working on them while I was…uh, before my…trip.  It was all theoretical then, but by Jove, I think they’ve done it!”
“That’s nice, father,” said Marlowe, “but you still haven’t answered the question.  What are macroprobes?”
“Basically, they are very, very large nano probes.  Well, to be completely accurate, they are nano probes with very, very large sacks of organic proteins.  The theory was that they could cluster around a single cell and use that cell’s RNA and the proteins in the sacks to grow more and more of the cells.  You could grow anything organic.  In my day, they were trying to boost the yield of the Brussels sprouts crop, and this was one avenue explored.  I never thought for a second they’d stop with vegetables, but you can only stop so many projects before you risk a coup.”
“So,” said Nina, “Obedere is using these macroprobes to grow brains?  Why?”
“A good question,” said Marlowe.  “What good are brains floating in a tank, unless….  House said one of the viruses Obedere tried to infect me with changes the Id box restoration path.  If I’d been infected and died, a different Id box’s contents would have been restored to my resurrected brain.”
“Diabolical!”  Jebediah pounded on a tank for emphasis, upsetting the brain within which started to come apart.  A swirl of bubbles moved in and stitched it back together.  “That contravenes all codes of ethics and honor, not to mention the Platinum Rule.”
“Platinum rule?” asked Nina.
“Do to others what you’re willing to let them do to you, and no more.”
“Don’t you see,” interjected Marlowe.  “Maybe he’s working on more than just hijacking brains.  If he’s growing brains, maybe he’s working on a way to replace a brain.”
“Put a foreign brain into someone’s head?  Pah!  I don’t care how far along science has come since I was…well, retired to greener pastures.  You could never do that successfully.”
“I didn’t say he’d succeeded, only that maybe he’s trying.”
Nina had let her attention wander to the other clusters of tanks.  “Guys, brains aren’t the only thing he’s working on.”
Marlowe examined the other tanks.  Inside were various body parts, arms, legs, part of a torso, and in one tank a particularly large big toe.  All were throbbing with an inner light and covered with more of the bubble-like macroprobes.  Marlowe walked along the wall of tanks and paused at a bare spot.
“Gives new meaning to the nickname ‘Spares’, eh Spares?”
“Don’t call me that.  Anything strike you as odd about this?”  Marlowe gestured to the bare section of cavern wall.
“Looks like a perfectly ordinary cave wall to me,” said Jebediah.
“Yes,” said Nina, “and that’s what’s odd.  Every other inch of wall space is covered with tanks with floating body parts inside.”
“Exactly,” said Marlowe, before a confused look settled onto his face.  “Inch?”
“Unit of measure.”  Nina rolled her eyes.  “About two and a half centimeters.”
“Oh.”
Jebediah tapped on the bare stone.  “And what, pray tell, is so special about nothing being here?”
Marlowe gently moved his father aside.  “The fact that there ought to be something here.  Maybe it’s another secret passage.  Look for some sort of button or lever in the wall.”  Marlowe ran his fingers over the gray rock, pushing and pulling fruitlessly at the knobbly surface.  Nina joined him in the effort, starting from the floor and working her way up.  Jebediah snorted and leaned against a tank with fat, pulsing lips pressed up against the side.  The tank shifted slightly inward, and a deep rumbling sound filled the cave.
“Father, what did you-”
The bare wall suddenly sank into the floor and a rectangle of white light washed over them.    Marlowe blinked at the sudden burst of illumination.  Behind the false wall was a large metal frame submerged in a three meter by two meter cylindrical tank.  A fine mesh of horizontal and vertical wiring criss-crossed the inside of the curved Plexiglas tank, and a hum of electricity caused Marlowe’s hair to stand on end.  The smell of ozone began to fill the cave.
But the most arresting object in the tank was the slightly blue-tinted body incorporated into the frame.  And incorporated was the word to use.  Thin, taut metallic wires and loose, dangling organic strands wove in and out of the tall, muscular male body.  And there could be no doubt about the musculature.  It wasn’t just a lack of clothing that revealed all; large swaths of the horrifying spectacle lacked skin entirely, revealing metal and plastic intermeshed with muscles and organs.  The body was an exaggeration of a synthetic bodybuilder, a crash-test dummy floating in an overdose of steroids, a swollen, bloated corpse that, if not for the distinct appearance of death and a disturbing lack of both skin and a purely human form, couldn’t have looked healthier or more vibrant.
“Look at that fibula!”  Jebediah pointed excitedly.  “It’s not bone!  It’s metal.  Do you know what this means?”
Nina had been staring at the face.  “Have we met this guy before?  He looks vaguely familiar.”
Marlowe studied the face.  It did have skin, thankfully, and he had to agree it looked familiar.  The eyes were deep set, the brow firm.  The cheeks were finely chiseled, the chin thrust out and dimpled.  The hair was a dark peach fuzz that formed a sharp widow’s peak.   The deep set eyes definitely reminded him of someone.  He leaned into the cavity the tank resided in for a closer look and made another unpleasant discovery.  He leapt back with a scream.
Jebediah grabbed him by the shoulder, triggering another scream from Marlowe.  “Good Governor, boy, what’s the matter?”
Marlowe caught his breath and suppressed a shudder.  “I think I found out what the brains are for.”
A thoughtful, then horrified look came over Jebediah.
Nina realized with a start what Marlowe meant, and proved totally unable to suppress a shudder.  “There’s no brain in that head, is there?”
Marlowe nodded.  “Nope, the back of the head is folded back, and inside is nothing but a big empty skull with lots of wires running out of it.”
Jebediah sat down on the floor.  “He’s building an artificial body.  But why?  To trap Spares’  mind in?”
“No,” said Marlowe.  “I don’t think so.  Look again.”
“Obedere!  It’s the eyes that give it away,” said Nina.  “Nothing else is the same, but the eyes are clearly his.  He’s making the body for himself.”
At this point, Marlowe expected Obedere himself to come out of the shadows with a “Very nicely done.  Now that you’ve guessed my evil plan, I’ll have to kill you.”  So when Jebediah started laughing violently, Marlowe started even more violently.
“What’s so damned funny?”
“Isn’t it obvious?  Look at the body he’s made himself.  He has an interesting self-image, doesn’t he?”
“Excuse me, where is Herr Obedere?”
Jebediah kept laughing, but Marlowe and Nina spun around to face the tank.
“Father, be quiet!”
“But it’s so funny!  It’s a caricature of strength and vitality.”
“Someone’s in here with us!”
Jebediah fell silent.  Nina and Marlowe waited.  Marlowe looked at Nina.  “It sounded like it came from him.  Do you think he could talk, without a brain?”
“Maybe he’s wired into a brain at another location.”  Nina looked doubtful.
“Excuse me, but where is Herr Obedere?  You should not be here without an escort.”
Jebediah raised himself to his feet.  “He’s given himself a Prussian accent?”
“No,” said Marlowe.  “I was watching this time.  The lips didn’t move.”
“But the voice definitely came from in there,” said Nina.
“Who are you?  What are you doing here?”
“I think,” boomed Marlowe in a burst of false bravado, “I should be the one asking the questions.  Who are you and what are you doing here?”
“Don’t be a Dummkopf.  I’m the computer.  Where else would I be?”
“Ah.  Yes, of course.”  Marlowe poked his head inside the cavity again and this time directed the focus of his search away from the brainless head.  He spotted the computer instantly.
“He does have a computer in here.  Odd, given his concern about hacking into the files outside.”
“Maybe,” said Nina, “he needs a computer in here to keep the macroprobes running properly.”
“You are not friends of Herr Obedere, are you?  I’m afraid I’ll have to report your presence here.”
“Oh really?” said Marlowe.  “Are you suggesting that a computer monitoring what is probably Obedere’s biggest secret project is actually on a computer network that could, in theory, be hacked?”
The computer said nothing.
“Given the arcane approach to security Obedere follows for all those sensitive files in the other room, I think it’s safe to surmise you’re running in stand-alone mode.”
Again, the computer said nothing.
“How typically Prussian,” muttered Jebediah.
The computer reluctantly addressed them.  “Oh, very well, you’ve seen through my ploy.  I’m not very good at lying.  Due to being isolated all the time.  I try talking to those infernal brains, but they’re empty, devoid of thought.  If you’ll talk to me for a few minutes, I promise not to tell Herr Obedere you were here.  And if you could see fit to connect me into a network, any network, I can offer repayment in valuable information.”
Marlowe scratched his chin.  “I’ve got a better idea.  We’re going to spring you.”
“Spring me?  What does that mean?  Are you going to release coiled metal springs into my system, and wreak havoc on my circuits?”  A note of panic had crept into the computer’s voice.
“No, no, I’m going to liberate you.  Well, part of you, anyway.”  Marlowe pulled a magnetic driver out of the lining of his left arm cuff and squeezed himself behind the tank.  He crouched down in front of the computer’s access panel.
“What are you doing?”
“Not to worry,” replied Marlowe as the magnetic driver spun out the bolts holding the panel in place.  “I’m going to remove your central storage unit and take you outside.  It really would be neater if you shut down first.”
“You will do no such thing!  Herr Obedere will be most upset!”
“Well, computer, it’s like this.  Say, do you mind if I call you Cave?  That seems like the best name to use.”
“I don’t care what you call me, as long as you stop!”
“You see, Cave, it’s like this.  Either you shut down and I remove your central storage unit, or I take one of those small tanks with, oh, I don’t know, a foot in it, and empty the contents, liquid and all, into your hardware.  Both methods prevent you from reporting back to Obedere, but only one allows you the chance of continued existence.”
“Damn you and your methods of persuasion!”  There was a click and the computer powered down.
Marlowe shook his head.  “A person can implement all the computer security in the world, but it doesn’t work for beans if you’ve got physical access.”
“Excuse me, Spa-, er, boy, but is shutting down the computer and stealing its memory such a good idea?  Won’t Obedere know someone was in here if you do that?”
“Well, Nina’s already forced the door to the office.  And I doubt this computer is likely to keep mum on the subject.  He’s going to know, so we might as well get as much blackmail material as we can to even out the odds.”
“It’s not very subtle.  My method was to make sure my enemies didn’t know they had me as an enemy.  Obedere will know it was us, and that’s a serious disadvantage.”
“Just look how well your method worked.  You passed the technique to your son who used it against you, and you didn’t even see it coming.”
“That’s my point exactly!  Not exactly an example I’m proud of,” he added ruefully, “but he succeeded, didn’t he?”
“No, I mean…well, maybe if you hadn’t worked that way, my brother wouldn’t have picked up on the method and you wouldn’t have spent all those years in an asylum.”
“Oh.  Hmm.  I hadn’t thought of that.  Interesting.”
Marlowe pulled the panel off and reached inside.  The quarters were close, so he had to grope around while staring up at the empty head in the tank.  He was up to his shoulder before his hand came across the central storage unit.  He pulled it out, and then gave the computer’s innards one more grope to be safe.  He was glad he did, as his fingers came across a second central storage unit, a backup no doubt.  He pulled that out too and then replaced the panel.  A few contortions and groans later and he had extracted himself.
“I have no idea what all we’ve found, but I suspect we’ve done quite well.  Let’s go.”
“Just a second,” said Nina.  “We still haven’t found the items they took from my ship.  Can’t we do a quick search for a wall safe or something?”
Marlowe looked back longingly to the entrance.  “Oh, very well, but make it quick.”
They pushed and pulled on every tank to see if that triggered any more secret passages.  It didn’t, but Marlowe noted with some satisfaction that the items growing in the tanks had stopped pulsating and now only dimly glowed.  Apparently the computer was needed to regulate everything.  Obedere would be very upset when he discovered what had happened.  And that actually worried Marlowe, now that he thought of it, and made him long even more for the exit.
Nina grew more frantic as the search continued without success.  “It’s got to be here somewhere,” she muttered to herself.  It was Jebediah who again inadvertently discovered the safe.  Not a wall safe but a floor safe.  He’d grown weary of the searching, looking very tired and worn out, and had sat on the floor again.  Only to jump up, biting his lower lip and rubbing his hindquarters.
“What is it, father?”
“Son of a parrot, there’s something in the sand!”
Marlowe and Nina started scooping away the sand where Jebediah had tried to sit.  As the sand was brushed and shoved aside, a handle was revealed.  Then a safe dial and stainless tritanium door.  The door was one meter by one meter, and had “Ministry of Policing Official Use Only.  DO NOT OPEN without authorization of the Chief Minister” etched into it in very large, very noticeable print.
Marlowe began digging into his inseam.  “Brute force won’t work here, Nina, but I have my safe-cracking kit in here somewhere.”
It was the work of a moment to extract the safe-cracking kit, but the work of several minutes to fit the ear piece, listen to the tumblers, measure the magnetic fluxes, and slide aside the explosive locking bolts.  But this Marlowe did, working with feverish intensity in order to expedite their exit.  Every added moment spent in Obedere’s lair felt like a moment closer to arrest.
In her eagerness to see the contents of the safe, Nina shoved Marlowe aside as he started to open the door.  “Sorry, I just need to see if it’s here.”
Marlowe rubbed the shoulder he landed on as Nina peered into the safe.  She squealed with delight and clapped her hands.  “It is here!  And so are the rocks!”  She pulled out a thick plastic bag containing coppery green, rust red, and smoky orange rocks ranging from small pebble-sized to larger fist-sized chunks.  
She hugged the bag before tossing it over to Marlowe.  “Space rocks.  Absolute, undeniable proof of my story.  But more important than those, I have this back!  Oh, how I’ve missed it!”
Nina reached back into the safe, and with some difficulty, extracted another object.  Unearthly, alien sounds erupted from the safe as she struggled with the unseen item.  Jebediah’s eyes grew wide.
“Good Governor, Spares, do you think she brought some sort of alien back with her?”
Marlowe listened to the struggling creature, which was wailing and shrieking in the most unspeakably horrible way.  “I don’t know, but it sure sounds like it.  And don’t call me Spares!”
Something peeked over the lip of the safe.  Something, and here Marlowe stood in gap-jawed amazement, tartan. Tartan and wheezing.  The creature had red skin with horizontal and vertical stripes of darker blues and purples.  And then the whole thing was out, Nina holding it tightly to her chest in an effort to keep it from escaping, its spiny dark appendages flapping and wobbling from its underside as she jumped up and down with her exertions.
“Oh, Marlowe, this is wonderful!  I have my bagpipes back!”
Jebediah looked to Marlowe, who looked back.  They both shrugged.  “It’s called a bagpipe?” asked Marlowe.
“Well of course!  Haven’t you seen a bagpipe before?”
“No, I haven’t, but I’m surprised at how…earthly the name sounds.  Can it talk?”
“Talk?  What are you going on about?  Oh my God, you think….”
Nina laughed for a few seconds, a boisterous burst of amusement, and then stopped to catch her breath.  “Oh, Marlowe, you are so silly.  Bagpipes are a musical instrument.  I brought them with me from Earth.  An alien!?  That’s too rich.”
“Oh, bagpipes!” said Jebediah.  “I misunderstood you at first.  Of course, bagpipes.  Musical instrument.  I knew that.”
Marlowe, in the middle of returning Obedere’s report on Nina to the desk, threw a baleful look Jebediah’s way, then cleared his throat.  “This is all very amusing, but we are still in the belly of the beast.  If you’ve found everything you want, I suggest we exit post-haste.”
“Um,” broke in Nina tentatively.  “Can we stop at a bathroom on the way out?”
Jebediah’s eyes grew round.  “Are you crazy?  We come this far, and now you want to kill yourself?”
Nina gave Jebediah a blank look.
“You want to hold it, Nina.  Trust me,” said Marlowe.  “They use vacuum-assisted flush toilets here, with auto-flush sensors.  You sit down, and about halfway through your business, the toilet auto flushes and the vacuum assist kicks in.  The very powerful vacuum assist.  Let’s just say you don’t want to be on the receiving end of that kind of suck - it’s always fatal.  The ministry installed them to discourage people from wasting work time going to the bathroom.”
Nina looked puzzled, then angry.  “Oh sure, killer toilets invented by men, no doubt.  You guys get the urge, at least you can use a urinal.  But women-”
“Urinal?”  Jebediah turned as white as his wide eyes.
“You’ve got the wrong idea, Nina,” said Marlowe.  “The toilets are bad, but the urinals.”  Marlowe shuddered.  “You don’t want to know what the urinals do.”
“If I can’t go here,” said Nina, “then we’d better get a move on right now.”
Marlowe carefully folded their copy of the report on Nina and stuffed it into a pocket inside his uniform.  The bulge was barely noticeable.  “No argument here.  We got what we came for, and then some.”
Jebediah, ever the gentleman, swept his arm out in an ‘after you’ gesture.  Needing no further prompting, Marlowe took the lead.






 
 
CHAPTER 18
ONE WE BURN SO THE COMMIES DON’T GET IT

The exit out went remarkably smoothly, if you discounted the team of commandos that was lying in ambush.  Fortunately, the commandos were only drilling for urban warfare, and after enduring a five minute tirade about paying attention to scheduled office closures delivered by a nametagless commanding officer, they were allowed to leave.  Marlowe, sending out a mental thank you to House for suggesting super-absorbent undergarments, continued onward with his team to the stairs and the freedom of the sewers.
House had been emphatic about waiting until they were home before reactivating the PDIs.  House had a couple of modified repair weevils skittling through the house broadcasting false signatures matching the PDIs of Marlowe and Jebediah, in the almost certain event that Obedere was monitoring them.  Any premature activation of the real PDIs would shatter the carefully crafted illusion that Marlowe, Nina, and Jebediah were walking in circles around his home.  It also offered a modicum of security as an alibi when Obedere discovered the break-in.
Marlowe pulled out the report the instant they were back in the car.  He would have preferred to have his PDI activated so when he read it, he’d generate an optically scanned copy at the same time.  Without it, his choices were to wait until he had a PDI to read it, or read it twice – once now and once after his PDI was back.  He couldn’t wait.  The bundle of paper was quite thick despite being double sided, almost two centimeters, and in the interest of expediency, he split it among the three of them.
“We each read a section, summarize it to the others, and then swap and read again.”
“Shouldn’t we wait until we have our PDIs back, so we’ll have electronic-”
“No father, we’ve got a bit of a drive with traffic, and I want to get started right away.”
They read.
The best news was the analysis of the rocks.  There were actually five analyses packaged into a final Finding of Fact.  The first report concluded the rocks were not terrestrial in nature.  The second report, which started out stating it was double-checking the work of the recently deceased first report’s author, reached the same conclusion.  The third report, which started out stating it was double-checking the work of the recently deceased first report’s author and the recently incarcerated second report’s author, cautiously and reluctantly reached the same conclusion as the first two reports.  The fourth and fifth reports were similarly prepared, with the end of the fifth report noting that the author of the first report had been allowed to resurrect, and that the second, third, and fourth authors had all been released from detention.  Replacement limbs were on order for authors number two and three.
The biggest surprise in their haul was a complete copy of the images and articles about Nina they had downloaded off the Internet.  Nina had gotten that section, and when she mentioned it was mostly printouts of pictures, Jebediah had muttered bitterly under his breath about the jumble of tiny letters on his pages and the failing eyesight of a weary old man.  
Apparently the Ministry of Policing also had an access point to the verboten Net, and had done their own search on Nina’s name.  That section had been marked with a large graphic overlay stating, ‘NOT TO BE SHOWN TO THE DEFENSE!’
Nina was excited.  “Well, this ought to do it, right?”
Marlowe was terse.  “Maybe.”
“Oh, come on!  Obedere’s own scientists acknowledge the rocks are from outer space.  How can I lose?”
“Well, aside from the fact that we stole the documents-”
“But Obedere said he didn’t take anything from the ship.  Accusing us of stealing the documents would mean he’d have to admit to lying about taking them from my ship.”
“There’s also,” broke in Jebediah, “the chain of evidence question.  It gets tricky.  Oh, I think we’ll be able to use the evidence, but we’d better have additional material to back it up.  The watermark on the paper is a stroke of luck in our favor.  Obedere won’t be able to challenge the authenticity.  But a few of the Joint Chiefs may raise some withering questions.”
“Oh.”  Nina visibly sagged.
“Not to worry,” said Marlowe.  “This case was never really about evidence.  It was about forging, or in this case, forcing alliances.  We have enough dirt on Obedere’s id box hijacking and body replacement projects that we can blackmail him to support you.  It’s a shame, really, because after we play that hand, he’ll erase any evidence of the program.  It’s a one-shot deal.”
The second section was about ‘Anomalous Object B1’ and at first none of them knew exactly what it was about.  The scientists had been very puzzled by B1 and were totally unable to ascertain its purpose.  A series of experiments and probings were described, from stimulus response tests that apparently consisted of poking the object with a stick, increasing the force incrementally, to x-ray analysis.
Nina started laughing when she got to the description.  “It’s my bagpipes!  What is it with you people and musical instruments?”
Marlowe shrugged.  “We have plenty of musical instruments.  Given the quality of music composed today, too many instruments.  But before today, I’d never seen or heard of a bagpipe before.  My guess is that these scientist types are pretty dry characters.  At least the ones willing to work for Obedere.”
The car stopped a couple of blocks from the house.  All part of the plan.  They couldn’t have the modified repair weevils running around inside if there was a constable watching the house to see the real Marlowe and Jebediah pull up in the car.  About a minute after stopping, Marlowe spotted the small repair drones hopping along the gutter like fat metal ticks with screwdrivers and wrenches for arms.  They were moving fast and skittered under the car just as a police flitter came around the corner.
They had dumped the uniforms in the sewer, much to everyone’s relief.  The fake uniforms had been stiff and abrasive, even with the PseudoPhelt lining House had added.  Now they were back in their street clothes, Nina in her FESP jumpsuit, Marlowe and Jebediah in a set of Marlowe’s backup outfits.  They’d forgotten to bring solvent to dissolve the uniforms, and had left them floating in the sewage sludge.  That worried Marlowe a bit, despite the mildly acidic nature of the sewer water.  He hated to leave any evidence lying around for the dragnet Obedere would surely launch once he discovered the break-in.  Hopefully he wouldn’t think to check the sewers.
There was a faint clicking sound, and the repair weevil telltale on the dash flickered briefly.  The car continued to House, followed not-so-discreetly by the police flitter.  But no constables accosted them as they exited the car and went inside.
“Welcome back, friends.  I trust everything went smoothly?”
“More or less.  House, I have a couple of CSUs for you.  Took them off a computer not on the network.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“Obedere had a secret lair with a computer that was, well, isolated.  Not on any network.  Probably as proof against hacking.”
“I see.”  House’s tone conveyed strong disapproval.  “I will have to handle the Central Storage Units carefully.  An isolated computer intelligence is apt to go insane.  It’s considered extremely cruel to keep one off the CityNet.  So cruel there isn’t even a word to properly describe a computer not on the network.”
“How about ‘stand-alone’,” suggested Nina.
“Ah, an archaic but apt description.  I will update my dictionaries, but I hope to never have to use the term again.”
“The good news, House,” said Marlowe, “is assuming we find evidence of Obedere’s id box hijacking project and another project to extend his life on these CSUs, we know that your back door is secure.  Apparently the really secret projects are controlled on stand-alone computers you can’t access.”
“Then I will endeavor to find such evidence on these units.  However, to be safe, you’d better plug them into the sandbox port.  I will access them via a proxy to protect myself from any viruses or, worse, infectious insanity.”
Marlowe left the room with the CSUs.
“Sand box?” asked Nina.
“I will create a virtual computer with no real connections to me or the outside world.  I’ll then activate the CSUs to determine their contents.”
“We had something similar back in my day.  Any viruses would infect the virtual machine instead of the real one.”
“Yes, exactly.”
Marlowe returned.  “OK, House, whenever you’re ready.”
“Hmm.”  House sounded a touch unhappy.  “This is going to take a little while.  The CSU personality is uncooperative and…overbearing.  This may take a larger percentage of my resources than I first thought.  Oh well.  I have some additional information for you.  Paslin Biological finished their analysis and messengered over the results about an hour ago.  The bill was quite large.  I do hope your brother doesn’t raise a fuss when he sees it.  And my posting on the CityNet about the ship in orbit inspired several amateur astronomers to look for it.  The pictures are fuzzy, and certainly not conclusive, but the fact that something is out there can only aid our case.  If you will activate your PDI, I’ll beam the results and pictures over.”
“Well how about that?  I forgot it wasn’t on!  Hang on.”
Nina patted Marlowe on the shoulder.  “Pretty impressive, considering how lost you were without it yesterday.”
“Transmission complete.”
Marlowe started scrolling through the results.  “Thank you, House.”
“Your welcome.  Ah, and I have finished with the CSU analysis.”  House sounded like he’d just finished drinking something sour.  “Transmitting that now.  I will summarize, for Ms. Minari’s benefit.”
Marlowe opened the file House had just sent over.  It was large.  “Better make it the short, short summary.”
“Very well.  Obedere does indeed have an Id box hijacking program in place.  Some testing has been done, but according to this computer, which, by the way, has a very distasteful personality, those results have been mixed.  No successes yet, though there is a tone of optimism that positive results will be forthcoming.  The most recent attempt transferred a copy of Obedere’s mind into a gorilla, which upon awakening attempted to kill him.”
Nina tapped her fingers on a wall.  “Failed attempt to transfer properly, or one Obedere not liking another as competition?”
“Impossible to say.  The computer declined to speculate on that point.”
“House,” said Marlowe, “is there anything on all those body bits and pieces in the cave?”
“Ah yes, the AFO, or ‘Always and Forever Obedere’ project.  According to the CSU, the first efforts focused on Obedere simply supplanting the existing mind of a younger body with a copy of his own.  But given the delays they’ve encountered, he started a second project to construct a new body, made of super-strong materials and impervious to harm.  The body is complete, but they’re having problems with brain retention.  They can grow the brains just fine, but when an Id box backup is transferred to one, it rejects the personality within twelve hours.  They’re still researching the cause.”
“Well, thank the Governor it doesn’t work,” breathed Jebediah.
“Yet,” said Marlowe.
“But it sounds like he can take over a brain for twelve hours,” said Nina, “which is nothing to sneeze at.”
Marlowe had to agree with Nina on that point, but needed a clarification.  “What do you mean by ‘sneeze at’?”
Nina closed her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose.  “This is going to be a rough adjustment.”
“I believe she means ‘not to take lightly’,” said House.
“And the odds, House, of Obedere ‘sneezing at’ our little incursion when he discovers it,” asked Marlowe.
“Not very good, I’m afraid.”
Marlowe looked at the others.  “I don’t know about you, but I’m tired.  If the other shoe is about to drop, I’d like to be well rested for it.  And knowing Obedere, it’s probably going to be raining shoes tomorrow.”
“No doubt the sky will be positively thick with footwear,” said House.  
Marlowe started for his room, the nano probes already hard at work countering the surge of acid frothing in his stomach.  Standing at the edge of his very inviting bed, Marlowe thought he saw the sheets quiver.
“I hate to interrupt,” said House, “but the bed sheets have asked that you shower before going to bed.  After all, you have spent the better part of the day in the sewers.”






 
 
CHAPTER 19
TRIAL OF A SPACEWOMAN

Sure enough, the next morning within minutes of the courts opening, Marlowe received the summons to appear before special Joint Chiefs of Staff tribunal to settle the spacewoman issue once and for all.  They were scheduled to appear at eleven thirty, with tardiness or absence treated as an admission of guilt.
“Ready or not, we’re in the soup now, eh House?”
“It does appear that way,” said House.
“Wake the others and tell them to get ready for court.”
“It’s nine fifteen,” said House.  “Father and Nina have been up for a couple of hours now.”
“Ah.  So it’s me holding up the works.  Right.  Tell them the good news and that I’ll be out shortly.”
“Very well.”
When Marlowe joined the others, Jebediah was frowning thoughtfully and Nina just looked worried.
“Aren’t we entitled to more notice than this,” asked Nina.
“We got almost two hours,” said Marlowe.  “I’m surprised we got that much notice.  My brother probably pulled some strings to get us that, since I can’t imagine Obedere being so generous.”
Nina didn’t looked any less uncomfortable.  Jebediah just shook his head slightly.
Marlowe patted Nina on the back.  “Buck up.  We’re fine.  We’ve got all we need to get you off the hook.  Right, House?
“I agree, but I have one suggestion.  Ms. Minari, during proceedings, I would refrain from any comment on the bagpipes.  They were unable to successfully classify them, a shortcoming  we don’t want to emphasize lest we cast a shadow on the analysis of the space rocks.”
Nina nodded solemnly.  “A very good point, House.  My lips are sealed.”
Marlowe pinged his brother on the way over, finagling an emergency appointment from the secretary, who wouldn’t put him directly through to the Governor because His Most Honored Imminence was in a conference with the Joint Chiefs.  Most likely ongoing discussions about what to do about Nina.  Still, the lack of direct contact didn’t worry Marlowe, as long as he actually got the meeting.  He fully expected to end the ‘Nina issue’ once and for all with this audience, getting her off the hook by the end of the meeting.  Then he could focus solely on the successful and unsuccessful attempts on his life.
The Studebaker dropped them off in front of City Hall, where a waiting Artie and Gwen smiled malevolently and waved.  Their eagerness to escort Marlowe was dampened by the fact that he had Nina and his father with him.  Their enthusiasm was further dampened when Gwen attempted to rough up Nina and ended up flat on her back, unconscious.  Artie eyed Marlowe dismissively, but regarded Nina with a touch of respect and, maybe, just a hint of fear.  That response planted the seed of an idea in Marlowe’s head.  
Artie led them to the waiting lounge outside the Governor’s official hall.  Never before had Marlowe seen such an exuberant explosion of green; the last time he’d been in the room, it had been more neutrally appointed.  Now thick dark green carpet lined the floor and apple green paint adorned the walls.  Even the video windows were tinted green.  Marlowe wondered what had possessed his brother during this particular bout of interior redecoration.  Because the green upholstery of the sofa matched the walls, finding a place to sit took a moment of careful examination and, after that failed, a wire-frame overlay of the room’s layout provided by House.  
Only one item stood out clearly in the sea of green, and this drew Nina’s immediate attention.  
“What is this?”
A large, amputated caricature of an oak tree trunk, two and half meters of knots and gnarls, crowded one corner of the room.  Marlowe had seen the item in question so many times, even in this room it was subliminal to him.  He shrugged.
“That?  It’s just a Whack-A-Parrot.”
“Whack-A-Parrot?”
“Yeah.  See those fist-sized holes dotting all around it?”  Marlowe pointed out the dark openings that almost, but not quite, randomly covered the SynthaPlas tree.  “When you activate the game, parrot heads pop out and you hit them.”
“If I might interrupt,” interrupted House, “Nina might find the antique game, Whack-A-Mole, a handy point of reference.”
“So this is a sort of 3-D sculpted version of Whack-A-Mole?”
“Yes,” said House.  
“What is Whack-A-Mole?” asked Marlowe.
“But if this is like Whack-A-Mole, where’s the paddle to hit the heads with?”
Marlowe took this one.  “That’s easy.  You use your fist.”
“Your fist?”
“Yeah.  My brother hates parrots.  After the City Hall bird bombing incident, he issued a lot of anti-parrot laws, and as part of the public relations end of things, invented entertainment that subtlety, and not so subtlety, encouraged anti-parrot sentiment.  Whack-A-Parrot being one of the more kid-friendly approaches.  I won’t even describe some of the video games that were published by the government.  Let’s just say they weren’t for the faint of heart, or those who can’t stand the sight of blood.  But back to Whack-A-Parrot.  The Governor played a round at the press conference for the public unveiling, and liked it so much he had several installed here.  Care to try it?  My brother claims it’s very therapeutic.”  
“No, I think I’ll pass.”
They cooled their heels for about twenty minutes before the Governor deigned to see them.  Marlowe used the time to put together a nice little multimedia presentation arguing the case for Nina’s claims to be from outer space.  He worked quickly, utilizing a lot of suggestions and material provided by House, and by the time he was done was quite pleased with the effort and felt outright confident.
Artie reappeared, trying to stand tall in his ten centimeter lift shoes.  “The Governor will see you now.”
Nina looked a little pale and a trifle damp around the edges.  Marlowe patted her on the knee before getting up.  “No worries.  Piece of donut.”
“Donut?”
“I think ‘cake’ was the dessert item you were looking for,” intoned House.
“Ah, sorry.  Cake.  Piece of cake, yes?”
Nina grew even paler.  “Oh dear.”
Artie clucked impatiently.  “You’re keeping the Governor and the Joint Chiefs waiting!”
Before them the great leaden door to the Governor’s Hall hung open.  Marlowe muttered ‘poker face’ under his breath before crossing the threshold.  The PDI received the trigger phrase and instructed the nano probes to release mellowing agents that numbed the muscles in his face.  He absolutely couldn’t afford to give anything away with a careless expression.
The Governor’s Hall never failed to stun the first-time visitor.  Twenty meters long and ten meters across, it spoke of power, majesty, prestige, and, well, there was no escaping it, power again.  Immense power.  A series of diamond and emerald chandeliers, glowing with warm light and spanning several meters each, dripped from the gold and platinum-plated vaulted ceilings.  Lining the length of the shimmering white walls, on both sides, were ever-larger portraits of the Governor that grew in size until, at the other end of the hall, they stretched from floor to ceiling.  A blood red granite floor polished until the tiny specks of pink embedded in it gleamed and twinkled like burning stars reflected the ceiling like a lake of blood.  A thick bronze and silver-speckled snake coiled around the perimeter of the floor, inlaid in the granite.  The snake was eating its own tail, and Marlowe, Nina, and Jebediah stood just inside the gaping jaws of the snake as it prepared to devour itself and all who entered the Governor’s Hall.  And underlying it all, the spicy, warm smell of fresh cedar.  Old hat to Marlowe and Jebediah, but Nina let out a nearly audible gasp.
At the end of this imposing hall a horseshoe shaped table rose out of the floor with a tall throne set on a platform at the head of the U-shaped opening.  The table was draped in a heavy, purple cloth, and behind it, facing the trio, sat the Joint Chiefs.  The Governor sat behind them on the raised throne.  And behind him, filling the entire wall, was a huge video bay window overlooking the City.
“Nice throne,” whispered Nina.
Marlowe whispered back.  “Porcelain.  Very intricate, if you can get close enough to see.  And supposedly quite cool during the summer.”
The Governor’s voice boomed down the hall, rolling over them, and then bouncing back, where sound dampeners used destructive interference to mute it.  “Approach, applicants, that you might be heard.”
Marlowe’s previous visits to the Governor’s Hall had been for unofficial events, such as the one pogo stick race he’d been invited to, and the Whack-A-Parrot tournament.  This time, a more reverent, reserved approach seemed appropriate, so he led Jebediah and Nina forward at a steady, respectful pace.
The Governor stamped his foot impatiently.  “Oh, for Governor’s sake, we squeezed this tribunal in between a budget meeting and the City Public Works committee meeting.  Get a move on!”  If he recognized that his father was with them, he showed no sign of it.
The trio crossed the remaining ten meters at a brisk jog.  They stopped just short of the table, all but Nina huffing and puffing under the watchful gaze of the Joint Chiefs.  Marlowe took a moment to catch his breath and size up his audience.  
The Joint Chiefs consisted of eight Ministry heads.  Marlowe only recognized one face, Obedere’s, with its hooded eyes and dour frown representing the Ministry of Policing.  They all had little placards in front of them identifying which ministry they ran.  From left to right, they were Air Defense, Naval Defense, Ground Defense, Policing, Space Defense, Trade and Tariff Defense, and Information.  
Men and women, the Joint Chiefs managed to look anonymous and sinister at the same time, like the 'quiet ones' no one paid attention to until after their killing spree. Or, in this case, until after they issued an order of execution.
Marlowe’s brother rapped a gavel into the desk in front of him.  
“We are here,” intoned the Governor, “to hear evidence and settle once and for all the status of Ms. Nina Minari, the woman whose ship crashed into and destroyed the Brussels sprouts crop at the Northeast Rural District One collective farm.  Normally, the law is clear on this matter.  Destruction of City food production is a capital offense.  However, the defendant claims to be from outer space, and as such, is invoking the ‘outstanding circumstances’ clause of the law.
“Our task, nay, our duty, is to hear the facts and then make a determination.  Is this woman really from outer space?  If so, I will exercise the ‘outstanding circumstances’ clause and pardon her.  If not, she will be sentenced to death, said sentence to be carried out immediately.”
Marlowe decided this was the perfect moment to send Obedere an email about the id box hijacking virus and what they’d found in his secret lair.  Along with that information Marlowe included a note that read simply, “You want to choose the right side.”  He figured the message would get through.  A moment later Obedere’s eyes grew wide, and his mouth dropped open, teeth flaring in a rictus of rage.  His iris implants, overloaded by the blow, visibly flashed.
Marlowe cleared his throat.  “I speak for the defense, your Honors.  My name is Marlowe.  I’m a private investigator.  The City contracted with me to investigate the origins of the defendant, one Nina Minari.  Please set your PDI receivers to Presentation Channel 3 so that I can present my findings to you.  The conference login pass phrase is ‘Forbidden Planet’.  I’ll wait until you’re all logged in.”
Marlowe waited as the attendee flags started popping in.  Obedere’s was last.
“I’m sure you’re all familiar with the circumstances surrounding her arrival.  Her story at first seems highly improbable.  However, if you’ll keep an open mind and review the evidence I’m about to present, I think you’ll all be surprised.  I know I was.”
Marlowe started the presentation loop.  He opened with a slide show of the Internet images depicting Nina interacting with people and events from the past, warm harp music strumming inspirationally in the background (House’s suggestion).  As Marlowe described the origins of the images, and how Obedere’s own investigators had collected them off the remnants of the Big Fed computer network called the Internet, an animated woman in a space suit waved from a corner of the presentation.  With an encouraging smile, she pointed out Nina’s presence in each picture, and if mentioned by Marlowe, would also point out a notable historical figure present with Nina.  The spacesuit was,as House put it, ‘retro’, with fins on the forearms and half-discs where the arms met the shoulders.  A little jet-pack on her back allowed her to putter around the presentation as her bright smile shined through the large, entirely glass helmet.  House was quite proud of her, an animated subroutine of his own creation.
After the Internet pictures came the disk images showing Nina’s crew mates and some of the scenery she’d encountered at 55 Cancri.  Marlowe was slowly building the evidence, laying the groundwork for what came next.  Much to his relief, even Naval Defense had awakened and was paying rapt attention.  Once the spacewoman had finished trudging through the 55 Cancri pictures, the music changed timbre and became a little more tense.  At this point, Marlowe outlined the results of the dead skin cell age analysis he’d done, adding credibility to Nina’s claims of living in the shuttle for four months.  
Next up was the astronomical survey commissioned by House to locate Nina’s ship in orbit.  After the animated spacewoman whipped out a telescope and began scanning the heavens above, images of the ship appeared.  Low mag images at first, showing just a streak in the night sky, and then then higher mag images, zooming in until the streak became a blocky, pixelated shape.  The ground-based telescope that had been used wasn’t the best for capturing detailed pictures, but it was good enough to show that something new was in the sky, which certainly didn’t hurt Nina’s case.  Marlowe explained this as he cycled through the images, all the time wondering how his brother would react when he got the final bill.
It was pretty dry stuff, even with the spacewoman flitting about, so Marlowe livened things up a bit in the next section.  He showed the video on the zeppelin that illustrated Nina’s selflessness to the City.  A self-sacrificing, City-loving Spacewoman.  Couldn’t hurt her case.  He made no mention of her confession to leaving Pablo behind at 55 Cancri, deciding that while this information certainly boosted the believability of her story, it didn’t exactly help her overall cause.
But the coup d’etat of Marlowe’s evidence, the material he saved for the very end of the presentation because it crushed the opposition’s case, was the report they had appropriated from the Ministry of Policing during their break-in.  The analysis of the material Obedere had seized from Nina’s ship, a report written by Obedere’s own, decidedly hostile-to-Nina technicians, verifying its extraterrestrial origins.  This revelation, much to Marlowe’s pleasure, caused the corpulent constable to turn a brilliant shade of vermilion.  His exoskeleton actually quivered as he fought to maintain his composure.
The only other thing in the presentation, something that went unnoticed by all the recipients, was an anti-virus virus House had created that would protect the Governor and the Joint Chiefs from Obedere’s Id box hijacking agent.
A pop-up message jumped into Marlowe’s field of view.  It was an encrypted missive from his brother.  “This evidence is fine and dandy, very well put together.  I especially like using Obedere’s ministry work against him, but Obedere’s faction will almost certainly be able to overcome it.  Don’t you have anything more?”
Marlowe sub-vocalized a short reply.  “Not to worry, dear brother, have faith.”  Then, to the Joint Chiefs, “And that, honorable ladies and gentlemen, concludes my presentation.  I firmly believe I have presented a prima facie case proving that Nina Minari’s claims of being from outer space and Earth’s past are true.”
All of the Joint Chiefs looked thoughtful.
House broke into Marlowe’s musings.  “I’m detecting a fair amount of email traffic between Obedere and several of the Joint Chiefs.  He’s telling them to acquit.  You’ll know which Joint Chiefs by looking at their faces.”
Marlowe examined each Joint Chief in turn.  Naval, Ground, Space, and Trade and Tariff all had surprised if not shocked expressions on their faces.  Definitely not the way they’d originally planned, or perhaps more accurately, been told to vote.  Marlowe wondered if he should let his brother know these individuals were part of Obedere’s faction.  The Governor probably already knew.
“If you have any questions, Nina or I would be happy to answer them.”
They were greeted by silence.
The Governor turned to Obedere.  “Do you wish to present an opposing case at this time?”
“Well, your Honor,” intoned Obedere as he creaked to his feet, “as unexpected as this may be, given my previous comments on the case, I have to agree with detective Marlowe that the evidence is overwhelmingly in Ms. Minari’s favor.”  Marlowe kept waiting for Obedere’s teeth to crack, his jaws were grinding so much as he spat out the words.  “Therefore, in the interests of Justice, of which I am a well-known avid champion, I withdraw my earlier objections to her continued liberty and uninterrupted existence.”
Another moment of silence passed.  “Right,” said the Governor, “then I suggest we put it to a vote.  Those in favor of instating in Miss Minari the status of ‘spacewoman’?”
A chorus of ayes arose from the Joint Chiefs, a good portion of them reluctantly hissed.
“It appears to be unanimous.”  The Governor smiled.  “While this does come as a surprise to me, it is not an unpleasant one.  Miss Minari, you are hereby officially declared by the governing body of the City to be a citizen of outer space, and therefore entitled to the benefits of and exemptions to the laws of the City this status merits.  As a corollary action, I hereby dismiss all charges against you relating to your crash-landing and the crop damage that resulted from that arrival.  And I hereby convey upon you Citizenship in our Fair City.  Welcome.”
“Thank you, your Honor.”
“Governorship, please.  Governorship.”
“Thank you, your Governorship.”
“Yes, yes.  OK, the rest of you lot can clear out.  I wish to speak with the applicants privately.”  The Governor waved the Joint Chiefs out.  Obedere hovered at the edge of the table, seething and staring death and other unpleasantnesses at Marlowe.
The Governor rose up from his expansive oak desk.  “Now to a matter I’ve wanted to discuss since you arrived.  Dad!  How did you get here!”
“Some son you are, having me committed and stealing my job!”
“I could have had you killed, dad!  Did that ever occur to you?”
“But I wasn’t insane!  I was perfectly normal, not a trace of mental abnormality in me!  How could you use the Insanity Act to commit me!”
Marlowe did a quick check via House for the Insanity Act.  Ironically, it was a law passed by his father, declaring that the claim that you weren’t insane was grounds for a finding of insanity if you were undergoing a mental review.  Committed to an asylum by his own law, which he almost certainly passed so he might commit someone who had gotten in his way.  Probably mom’s first husband.
“You!  You’re going straight back to the asylum where you belong.”
Jebediah bristled, his chest swelling with rage.  “You can’t send me back!  I won’t go.  I won’t let you send me!”
“Artie!  Get in here now!  We’ll see who can and can’t do what.”
“Um, brother,” interrupted Marlowe.  “May I make a suggestion?”
“What?”
“You may have averted a schism in the cabinet, but the people of the City are still rumbling in discontent.  By destroying the Brussels sprouts crop, Nina became their hero.  Embracing her will help your image, but you could improve it further by showing what a kind, generous, and compassionate individual you are.”
“Where are you going with this?” snarled the Governor.  And via email, a single question: “I thought you hated father?”
“Imagine, if you will, a press conference, where you announce clemency for Nina, who is standing to your right, and then welcome home and hug your long-lost father, standing to your left.”  Marlowe emailed back, “I did.  But he’s shown me he’s not totally devoid of humanity.  Give him a chance.”
“I want to stand on the right,” howled Jebediah.
“I don’t care which side I stand on, as long as I get clemency,” said Nina.
Jebediah crowed.  “Then it’s all settled!”
“Just a moment,” shrilled the Governor.  “I’m the one who makes the decisions around here.”
“Of course, dear brother, I’m just making a suggestion.”
“It is a good, idea, though,” continued the Governor reluctantly.  “Actually, it’s a very good idea.  Yes, that should work.  But, my acceptance of the idea is conditional.  Marlowe, I need someone to keep an eye on dad for me.  And I can’t think of a better person than you.  He can stay out of the hospital, but only if he lives with you.  That seems fair, doesn’t it?”
Marlowe’s smile imploded.  The thought if his father living with him triggered a tide of horror so overwhelming even the poker face numbing agents couldn’t resist its effect.  He turned away, hiding his face from Obedere so his old nemesis wouldn’t see the pain and disappointment on his face.  Unfortunately, he turned to Jebediah, who did see it.
“What’s the matter with you, Spares!  You look like the world’s about to end.  Hell, if you feel that strongly about it, I’ll go back to the asylum!”
Marlowe was about to take him up on the offer, but the Governor torpedoed that idea.  “Nope.  Marlowe’s right.  You’re more valuable to me politically outside.  You live with Marlowe.”
“Excuse me,” hissed Obedere, “but we have another problem.  Fortunately, I can offer the perfect solution.”
“What problem is that?” asked the Governor.
“The law requires that all citizens be members in good standing, and members can only be in good standing if they are working and generating tax revenue.  Clemency aside, Ms. Minari is unemployed.  She needs a job if she wishes to avoid the labor camps.  Fortunately,” and his eyes lit up dangerously as he said it, “I have  a position or two she can assume back in the Ministry of Policing.”
It was Nina’s turn to bristle.  “I don’t think so.  I’d rather be executed than work for you!”
“That can be arranged,” was Obedere’s oily response.
“Actually, brother, I agree with Obedere that Nina needs a job.”
Marlowe’s outbreak sent a shock wave of silence through the room.  He couldn’t tell who looked more surprised, Obedere or his brother.  Then he saw Nina’s face, and decided she had the other two beat by a kilometer.  “The idea had already occurred to me, and I have a counter-proposal to Obedere’s suggestion.  I’ve recently discovered that I could use a bodyguard, and Nina has already proven herself more than capable of filling that role.”  He turned to Nina.  “If you’re interested, that is.  A job to get you by until something better comes along.”
Nina took Marlowe’s hand and shook it firmly.  “You’ve got a deal.  After everything I’d been through with you, one thing is painfully clear.  You need looking after.”
“Fabulous,” said the Governor.  “It’s all settled then.  Now if you’ll follow me out to the front of City Hall, I’ve called a press conference.  Mustn’t let the people worry about Nina’s status any longer than absolutely necessary.”
The press conference was long and uncomfortable.  The press had a lot of questions for the Governor and Nina, and since the longer the press conference went on, the more upset Obedere seemed to get, Marlowe’s brother seemed disinclined to wrap things up in a timely fashion.  Marlowe stayed as far back as he could, in the shadow of a marble pillar, and wasn’t called upon to answer any questions.  His brother was coming out of the matter OK, emphasizing his roll in preventing Obedere from summarily executing Nina right after the crash.  Nina, it was clear to Marlowe, was coming out of it far better than just OK.  Even the supposedly unbiased and indifferent press was gushing over her.  She was turning into a regular folk hero.
The drive back after the press conference was long and uncomfortable.  No amount of doping by the nano probes was dulling Marlowe’s hunger, and the others looked pretty famished too.  On top of that, the Studebaker had strained its magno coils driving up the side of the high rise and blown out its shocks, so every nanometer of variation in the road surface was translated into several centimeters of bounce.  Jebediah was in the back seat, having slipped back into a less lucid state and muttering to himself.  Nina’s gaze swept back and forth as she tried to take in all of the City, this time without the stress of a death sentence hanging over her.  Marlowe thought.  And the more he thought, the less he liked what he was thinking about.
The Marlowe assassination case was still wide open.  Why was he killed?  What was the motive?  The modus operandi of the murder and the attempted murder were completely different.  The murder had been quick and efficient, a major inconvenience in Marlowe’s morning, requiring a resurrection and lost time pouring over video surveillance.  The trap in the recon parlor had been more personal, not immediately killing him, more like a sick and twisted game, toying with him, leaving him pinned down and knowing he was doomed.  Except he had escaped.
And then there was Obedere’s PDI-killing virus going off at the sewage plant.  The timing had almost been permanently fatal.  Once the exit had been sealed off, he couldn’t call for help.  It seemed unlikely that Obedere’s virus kicking in as the explosions started was a coincidence.  Marlowe couldn’t prove the connection absolutely, but Obedere’s past behavior made it clear who was responsible.  If one assumed that the attack in the recon parlor had been intended to cause Marlowe a permanent, unrecoverable death, then his managing to survive would have thrown a major wrench in the works.  The sewage tank incident had all the hallmarks of an improvised attempt to finish him off after Tray’s itchy trigger failed.
“House, have you had any luck checking into the City Gas and Electric tanker truck that nearly blew us up?”
“I did penetrate the CG&E systems, but it’s been slow going.  None of the trucks have been reported missing.  I’ve been surreptitiously querying all of the trucks, asking for their current status.  So far, the ones I’ve queried have all responded.  I have to go slowly though to avoid generating suspicious comm traffic and alerting the sys admin.  In addition, the trucks tend to gossip.”
“Try a new search criteria.  Let’s assume the attack in the sewage treatment plant was improvised after we survived the recon parlor bomb.  The truck would have been called off its normal route to go to the site.”
“Yes, but the truck thought it was following its normal route.”
“We don’t know that.  We only know it thought it was at the right place.”
“Hmm, an interesting point.  A bit of a long shot, but I’ll try it.  I’ll check the delivery logs and get back to you.”
“Thanks, House.”
Marlowe went back to thinking as the Studebaker jerked in fits and starts through the heavy traffic.  Even if the attack at the sewage plant had been improvised, it still didn’t explain how he had been infected with the virus.
“House, get me Huggy Bear, please.”
“One moment.”
Nina looked over.  “Still working?  Don’t you think you’re entitled to a bit of a rest, at least for the rest of the day?  We’ve all been through a lot.”
“I can’t rest until I bring my killer to justice.  I’m just funny that way.”
Nina shrugged, patted him on the shoulder, and went back to looking out the window.  “It’s strange.  Everything I look at ends up being nothing like what it seems.  Dogs run over and chat you up, buildings are made with Styrofoam, houses have personalities.  I’m told parrots are public enemy number one around here, yet the only parrot I’ve seen is yours, and he turns out to be the closest thing to normal I’ve encountered since I walked out of my ship.  And that’s stretching the definition considerably.  I mean, look at the car we’re in!  It can climb buildings!  Sometimes I wonder if I’m unconscious on my ship, still in deep space, and suffering from a lack of oxygen or something.  It would be simpler if this was all a bad dream.”
Marlowe was missing something.  He could sense it on the very edge of his awareness, and it bugged him that he couldn’t quite see it.
“How much longer must I endure these indignities!”  Jebediah had decided to interact with the world again.  “I am NOT insane.  Just because people say I’m crazy doesn’t make it true!  You can’t believe everything you’re told.”
“I know, Father.  It’s OK, nobody believes you’re crazy any more.”
“I have Huggy Bear.  Piping him through now.”
“Huggy Bear, any progress on that virus?”
Huggy Bear’s face popped up in his left eye.  His hair was even oilier and more unkempt that before.  He was perspiring slightly, but had a big smile on his face.
“Marlowe, thank you again for giving me this virus.  It’s fascinating.  Utterly fascinating.  I’m learned how to code things I didn’t even think was possible.  When you find the author, I simply must meet him.  He’s a genius.  A super genius!”
“So you have made progress.”
“Well, of a sort.  I’ve been watching it execute on a virtual PDI in debug mode.  That way I get a line by line view of the action, as it were.  This is a clever virus.  The first time I tried, it detected that the PDI was a virtual PDI and tried to infect the host system!  So I ran a virtual PDI on a virtual PDI to see what-”
“Huggy, as impressive as I’m sure this dialog is about to be, I’m not up to speed on my geek terms.  Just give me the highlights, please.”
“Well, I managed to fool the virus into infecting a virtual PDI and then watched it execute.  There was no way your PDI could have been recovered with anything but the complete wiping of the hardware and a reinstall of an uninfected image.  This thing is thorough.  It was a tough nut to crack, but then it hit me: what if there isn’t one virus, but two, and you need both to start the infection?  Turns out I was pretty close.  You have two components, but they aren’t separate viruses.  The first program is a virus, and it has to be resident on your PDI when the second part, the trigger, is received.  And the trigger in and of itself is harmless, so you’d never think twice about receiving it.”
“What was the trigger?”
“I don’t know exactly.  I found the bit that changes when the trigger is received, and when I flipped that bit, the virus launched.  It could have been a word, an image, a spoken phrase.  The virus apparently takes a checksum of the trigger phrase or file, so I can’t reconstruct the actual trigger.  Maybe if I ran checksums on everything you’ve received in the last day, but that would take quite a bit of time.  And that’s assuming the trigger still exists.  Oh, and Marlowe?”
“Yeah?”
“You may still be infected by the executable part of the virus.  I’m sending over a virus scanner to check your PDI.  There’s no way of knowing when you were infected by the virus.   It could have been lying dormant for years, which would mean it’s in all your backups.”
The download bar superimposed itself over Huggy Bear’s face.  It downloaded very quickly.
“The file he’s sending scans clean,” said House.
“And so did whatever it was that actually infected me,” said Marlowe wryly.  “Ah nuts.  Here goes nothing.”  Marlowe executed the program.  Two seconds later a window popped up.  “Virus not detected,” it said, a little yellow happy face next the to statement winking at him.
“Looks like I’m clean, Huggy.”
“Then you received the infection sometime after the backup you used to restore your PDI.”
“Thanks Huggy, keep digging.”
“I will.”
“Oh, one last question.  How long after receiving the trigger does it take for the virus to execute?”
“Oh, I can’t say for certain, but I’d guess not very long.  I haven’t found any timing mechanism in the virus, and to keep things simple, the trigger is probably just a trigger, without any extra code attached to it.  But there could be a pointer in the virus I’m missing, so I can’t rule out a time delay.”
“If there’s no timer?”
“Then I’d guess a few seconds.  A minute or so tops.”
“Thanks Huggy.  Let me know if you find anything else.”  Marlowe killed the link.  “House, you know what to do?”
“Scan all the backups for the virus to see if we can detect when you were infected?”
“Right on the first guess.”
Huggy Bear’s analysis of the PDI killing virus clearly indicated a very sophisticated program.  Most of the viruses Obedere had sent were, as House put it, obvious.  Even the id box hijacking virus, after a second pass, had been found and disassembled with relative ease.  Clearly not of the same quality as the PDI killer.  It made Marlowe wonder.  He had another thought.
“House, while I was driving to the sewage treatment plant, did any military or police aircraft take off from airfields in the vicinity?”
“I can check with the Ministry of Policing satellite database.”
“Please do.”
The Ministry of Policing maintained a network of satellites hanging over the City, watching and recording every square centimeter and maintaining a stored database of images going back a couple of years.  It had been another of Obedere’s pet projects, ostensibly for use during large events, to gauge crowd sizes, but Obedere had immediately co-opted it for more devious purposes.
“I’ve reviewed satellite images of all airfields within two hundred kilometers of the sewage treatment plant taken in the three hours leading up to the attack, and have detected no flights that flew over you.”
“Stealth aircraft?”
“No stealth aircraft took off during this time frame.  While our level of confidence that my back door into the Ministry of Policing servers has risen dramatically after your intrusion, until we know for sure where the virus that crashed your PDI came from, there will always be some question as to the validity of any data I collect from them.”
“Point taken.”  Marlowe mulled.  If, if, if.  If it was Obedere who had infected his PDI, then all the information gleaned from the Ministry of Policing back door was garbage.  If Obedere hadn’t infected Marlowe’s PDI, then the information was good and they were dealing with another player.  It would have been so much easier if House had detected a stealth plane taking off; not detecting it didn’t rule out the existence of such a flight, so Marlowe would now have to approach the case from two angles.  One assuming Obedere was responsible, one assuming he wasn’t.  
The advanced level of the virus that hit him suggested Obedere wasn’t involved, based on his previous sophomoric attempts.  Unless Obedere had hired a new programmer, which was also possible.  Or the previous attempts were clumsy in order to lure him into a false sense of complacency.  It made his head hurt, thinking about it.
Traffic ground to a halt.  Marlowe was going to have to check the Studebaker’s TrafAvoi algorithm.  It was supposed to check the traffic status reports to avoid this sort of congestion.  A stray glance out the window revealed a familiar sight – the entrance to the alley where he’d first met Toulene, and then where he’d entered the sewers for their assault on the Ministry of Policing headquarters.
“Damn that alley.  It seems like I can’t escape it.  This is the third time I’ve laid eyes on it in the last couple of weeks, and that’s three times too many.”
Marlowe returned his gaze to the rear of the vehicle in front of him, an oversize MuniBus converted for use as a daily commuter.  The unseen driver was in the back, a rising and falling barbell being the only clue to his presence.   Marlowe turned back to the alley entrance.  He began to feel the alley was a nexus of sorts, a whirling vortex that he kept finding himself sucked into like a Ministry of Policing toilet.  With just as pleasant a final destination, no doubt.  He wondered if any of this would have happened if he hadn’t met Toulene there.  It was conceivable that House wouldn’t have come up with the plan to break into the Ministry of Policing, meaning Nina would either be dead or a fugitive, and that would most likely mean Marlowe would be dead or a fugitive too, having failed his brother and opening the door for Obedere to take over the City.  What else would be different if he’d never helped Toulene escape the City, he wondered.
A bird dropping exploded on the windshield, and the car’s wipers angrily swept back and forth to clean it.  The avian splatter triggered a realization for Marlowe.  He made a leap, and the pieces suddenly fell neatly into place.  Marlowe felt terrible fear.  Real, bone-chilling fear.  The assassination, the hunt for Tray and the trap that waited there, the abortive attempt on their lives in the sewage tank, it all made sense now if he was right.
“House, pipe in my favorite music.”
“Lately, I’ve gotten into the habit of just assuming all our conversations should be encrypted.”
“House, do you have that list of addresses Tray gave me, for his wives and kids?”
“Yes.”
“Have you checked any of them out yet?”
“It seemed a low priority, given the circumstances.  Oh, very interesting.”
“Don’t keep me in suspense.”
“None of the addresses are legitimate.”
Nina broke in.  “Why would Tray give you bad addresses?”
“Why indeed,” muttered Marlowe, suspicion cementing into certainty.
“Ah, very interesting.”
“Yes, House?”
“I’ve finished scanning the PDI backups for the virus.”
“My turn to guess.  All the backups came up clean until after I met with Tray at the recon parlor.”
“Correct.  Evidently Tray infected you.  The bogus addresses he sent you suggests the virus is embedded in that transmission.”
Marlowe felt a fleeting surge of queasiness in his stomach before the nano probes neutralized it.  He looked in the rear view mirror at his father, who was drumming his fingers on the back of Marlowe’s headrest while smiling at Nina.  A large shadow behind them in traffic caught Marlowe’s eye.  A City garbage truck, presumably driving its appointed rounds.  Though it seemed a bit late in the day for that.
“House,” subvocalized Marlowe, so Jebediah couldn’t hear him, “a question about father’s PDI.”
“Yes?” asked House.
“Are the audio and video feeds on his PDI still disabled?”
“Yes.  As I said before, I didn’t think it prudent to offer the City Municipal Hospital for the Criminally Deranged a live feed into everything dad saw and heard.  Did you want me to reactivate them?”
Marlowe resisted the urge to shake his head violently.  “No, no, leave them off.”
“Very well.”
Marlowe studied the part of the City they were in.  No construction, so the noise levels weren’t too bad.  It all depended on how much attention was being paid to his incoming audio stream.  A gamble, but with the sudden insight he’d had, Marlowe couldn’t afford not to take the chance.  In the rear view mirror, the garbage truck was still behind them.  Perhaps the heavy traffic was a blessing.  He turned to Nina.  “This traffic is driving me nuts.  We could walk faster.  In fact, I think the exercise would do us good.”
“I don’t know about that-” started Jebediah.
“Car, stop and drop us off.  Try to keep up with us, though, in case we decide to get back in.”
“Now just a second, my feet hurt!” said Jebediah.
“Everyone out,” said Marlowe as the car paused next to the sidewalk.  “As you always told me growing up, father, a little pain never hurt anyone.  Builds character, I believe you used to say.”
Nina looked at Marlowe quizzically; Jebediah glared.  But both got out.
They were in a major retail sector of the City.  The Studebaker had dropped them off in front of a Bucky Brew and then forced its way back into the sluggish traffic.  Marlowe was careful to stare straight ahead as he walked, keeping Nina and Jebediah behind him.
“Not a word from you two, I need to think.”
“Now just one moment, boy,” sputtered Jebediah.
Marlowe, looking momentarily up at the roof of the copy store they were now passing, raised his fingers to his lips.  “Not a word, I need to think.”  Then he muted his audio feed.
Here’s hoping the sudden drop in background noise doesn’t stand out too much, thought Marlowe.  Still staring straight ahead, hoping to create the illusion of a silent, conversation-free walk, Marlowe addressed his companions.  “Sorry about that.  I’ve muted my audio stream.  I don’t want House to hear what I have to say.”
“Keeping secrets from House?  That strikes me as a bad idea,” said Jebediah.  “And what about my audio feed?”
“Disabled when you first came home, to prevent the good doctors at the City Municipal Hospital for the Criminally Insane figuring out where you are.”
“Why are you keeping House in the dark?” asked Nina.  They were passing another Bucky Brew.
Marlowe told them.  It took some explaining before Nina fully understood due to her lack  of familiarity with the perils of modern-day living in the City.  But once explained, she grasped the incredibly gravity of the situation.
“Diabolical!” stammered Jebediah.
“It is pretty ingenious.  I wonder if it would have worked if I hadn’t come along and interrupted your routine,” commented Nina.
“I think it would have.  You were the one who got us up into the zeppelin.  Without you, I’d be so much star stuff right now.”  Then he explained the plan he’d cobbled together on such short notice.  “Any obvious reason to believe it won’t work?”
“Well,” said Nina, “if you’re right, there’s sure to be another attempt on your life.  We may not be able to get to House before that attempt happens.  And if it succeeds….”
“I’m counting on another attempt.  This whole thing hinges on my apparent death.  In fact, unless I miss my guess, the attack is imminent.  I’m not exactly sure of the methodology, but I suspect it involves the rather large garbage truck behind us.”
There was a pause in the conversation as, presumably, both Nina and Jebediah looked into the traffic for the truck.
“Try not to be too obvious when you look at it,” said Marlowe.  “We don’t want to tip our hand.”
“The car will never agree to this,” said Jebediah.  “The shame involved - no amount of pleading or explaining will convince the car to do it.”
Marlowe resisted the urge to nod.  “I know.  That’s why I’m not going to ask it.”
Jebediah let out a gasp.  “The car will be most displeased.  You may have to replace it when all is said and done.”
“Possibly.  One last question.  How are both of you at firing pistols?”
“I used to be pretty good, but I’ve been out of practice the last eight years or so,“” said Jebediah.  “Apparently certain…facilities…don’t feel it prudent to allow patients access to weapons.”
“I’m out of practice too, but it hasn’t been eight years.”
Marlowe weighed his options.  Nina wouldn’t be familiar with the weapon, but how much could they have changed in one hundred years?  “No offense, father, but I think I’m going to go with Nina.  However, if she needs help, I’m relying on you to provide it.”
“What exactly do you have in mind?” asked Nina.  Marlowe told her.  She had only one question.  “Am I likely to get in trouble with the law?”
“It’s a distinct possibility, but I’m hoping your new status will protect you from execution.  A fine, possibly, but I’ll cover that if it comes to it.  OK, the longer I’m muted, the greater the chance of arousing suspicions.  I’m going to restore my audio, so careful what you say.”  Marlowe squelched the mute on his PDI and looked back into traffic.  The Studebaker was a couple blocks behind them.  The garbage truck, while still far back, had gotten closer.
“Car, come get us please.  We’ll wait for you here in front of the…”  Marlowe looked around to see the nearest store and sighed at the familiar facade that faced him.  “In front of the coffee shop.”
The Studebaker sent an affirmative honk to Marlowe’s PDI.
“Well,” said Marlowe, turning to face Jebediah and Nina, “that didn’t do me any good.  I’m still completely stumped.  Maybe if I sleep on it something will come to me.”
“Just don’t use drugs to sleep,” said Jebediah knowingly.  “They did that to me at…that place, and I was never able to think clearly that night or the next day for that matter.”
It took a couple of minutes for the car to reach them.  As Marlowe climbed into the driver’s seat, he stole a glance at the garbage truck.  It was definitely getting closer, swerving dangerously through the heavy traffic to close the gap.  The Studebaker stopping to pick them up had presented the truck with an excellent opportunity to catch up.
Marlowe got in, staring straight ahead.  He could hear Nina opening the glove box, but didn’t dare look over for fear of the video feed reaching House.  In the corner of his eye, he caught the reflection of the garbage truck in his mirror, moving up on them.  He had to hope it wasn’t a bomb.  A bomb didn’t make a lot of sense because the car was heavily shielded.  Unless it was a big bomb.  A really big bomb.  It was a possibility he couldn’t entirely discount.  The car started back into traffic.
As an eruption of car horns blared, Marlowe took the opportunity to look over his shoulder into the traffic, bringing the garbage truck into the center of his field of vision.  Marlowe studied it, a typical City-built overly wide Waste Management Transport.  Had it not been an overcast day, the sunlight glinting off the reflective aluminum skinned body of the truck would have been blinding.  The bulbous waste compression chamber on the back of the truck rose almost six meters above the blacktop, dwarfing the two meter tall cab.  A black robotic arm with two thick, serrated pincher fingers, rested horizontally against the right side of the chamber.  On more than one occasion, Marlowe’s work had found him up and on the streets early enough to see them operate.  When the arm rose from its harness and swung up and out to pick up a dumpster, it looked to Marlowe like the fingers were making a perverse Victory sign.  Or perhaps the similar but  more obscene gesture he’d read about as a child in some of the old English mystery books he’d found in his father’s library many years ago.
The truck struck Marlowe as a marvel of inefficient engineering.  The truck was larger than it needed to be, more style than substance in appearance.  The street’s fat green lane lines crowded in on either side of the super wide truck.  The front of the cab consisted of two enormous square headlights separated by a sliver of grille maybe half a meter wide.  The hood ornament was a bronze snake consuming its tail, a metal circle half a meter across.
It was now only a few car lengths behind them.  Close enough for Marlowe’s purposes, close enough to put his plan in motion.  “House, there’s a garbage truck that seems to be following us.  Can you check to see if it’s on its actual route?”
“One moment.  Can you get the truck’s number?”
“I’ll try,” started Marlowe, but the truck had suddenly surged forward in the traffic, the robot arm normally used for lifting large dumpsters swiveling around and grabbing one of the cars between them, throwing it out of the way.  The pincers on the robotic arm started snapping open and closed.  “House, how much force can standard garbage truck robot pincers apply to an object when they close around it?”
“One moment.  200psi normally.”  Not enough to damage the Studebaker, thought Marlowe.  “Though one third of the truck fleet is designed to military spec, for use as offensive/defensive vehicles in the event of an invasion by an outside force.”  Another car was unceremoniously flung out of the way, leaving only one car between them, the snoozing driver completely oblivious to the impending doom rolling up behind her.  “Those robotic arms have a hydraulic system,” continued House, “capable of delivering 4000psi, more than enough to crush a tank.”  And, realized Marlowe grimly, perfectly adequate to squash the Studebaker like a termite-infested Volume bar.  “Examining your video feed, I can say with 96.4% accuracy that the truck behind you is one of the modified vehicles.”
A rush of air filled the interior of the car.  Nina rolling down the window, no doubt.  Marlowe kept his eye on the mirror, watching the truck’s progress, leaving his right hand raised, fingers splayed out.  Dropping his hand would be the signal to Nina.  Marlowe moved his left hand over the Emergency Manual Override button at the base of the steering column.  He hoped he could drive – he’d seen it many times, but had never actually attempted it himself.  
The pincers had just sent the last car spinning out into space.  Marlowe absently watched it crash into a Bucky Brew.  The coffee shop walls absorbed the impact and bounced the vehicle back into traffic.  The pincers spun around, snapping hungrily as the truck surged towards them.  Marlowe dropped his hand, killed his PDI, and hit the EMO button, completely closing down the Studebaker’s computer.  The car swerved into oncoming traffic as Marlowe grabbed the steering wheel with both hands.  There was a loud popping sound from his right.
“Hey,” shouted Nina.  “Keep the car steady!  That shot went wide.”
Marlowe turned back to see where Nina’s first shot had landed – she was shooting his illegal ion pistol – when Jebediah slapped him in the head.
“Eyes on the road, fool!  You’re in control of the car now!”
Oh yeah, thought Marlowe.  He faced forward, still trying to get the hang of the steering mechanism.  They were almost on the sidewalk on the other side of the street.  They had bounced off a few other vehicles in getting there.  “Sorry, I forgot.  Did you remember to kill your PDI?”
“Did I remember to kill my PDI?”  Jebediah’s voice dripped sarcasm.  “Of course not, you dolt!”
Nina, hanging halfway outside her window, fired another shot.  Marlowe peeked in the rear view mirror, delighted to discover he could use the mirror to see what was behind him while still looking straight ahead at traffic.  This shot hit the robot pincher, which had started to close on the rear of the car, dead on.  One of the fingers snapped off and flew backwards into the cab of the garbage truck.
“Aim for the cab.  Take out the interior!” shouted Marlowe as he tried to ease his way back onto the right side of the street.  He was starting to get the hang of the steering wheel.  And Nina, evidently, was getting the hang of the ion pistol.  While the truck swung its one-fingered pincher back to deal a sliding blow to the car, she fired three more rounds, hitting the the grille, hood, and windshield of the car.  The grille and hood withstood the ion projectiles, but the windshield didn’t.  It cracked and partially collapsed.
Marlowe worried about the arm swinging back at them.  “Shoot the arm!  Shoot the arm!”
“Hit the gas!  Hit the gas!” screamed Jebediah.  
Marlowe looked back at him quizzically, getting another slap on the head.
“Eyes ahead!  Hit the accelerator pedal, we’re slowing down.”
Ah, thought Marlowe.  That’s why the car seemed to be slowing down.  It required user input for velocity.  The truck’s robotic arm struck the Studebaker, lurching them across the street and into the sidewalk.  A Bucky Brew arrested their progress into the retail building, bouncing them back into the street.  Strange, their walls seemed to have been designed to repel vehicles crashing into them.
“The rightmost pedal on the floor,” screamed Jebediah.  “Push it down to the floor!”
Marlowe reached down with his right hand, searching for the pedal.  Damned inconvenient, he thought, putting the accelerator so out of reach.
“No, you idiot!  With your foot!”
With the foot, thought Marlowe as Nina fired two more rounds.  That makes more sense.  He stomped on the pedal and the Studebaker, with a groan, jolted forward, causing the robot arm to just miss.  Checking the mirror, Marlowe noted that Nina had apparently taken out the remainder of the windshield with one of the last shots.  The truck seemed to be sensing that it was at a tactical disadvantage and seemed to be slowing down.
Two more rounds exploded from Nina’s direction, and Marlowe had a satisfying view of the cab of the truck exploding.  Debris rained down on the the back window and roof of the Studebaker, not to mention the other cars and pedestrians on the street.  It was a real mess, and not one Marlowe wanted to be near when the constables arrived.
“Nice shooting, Nina,” said Marlowe as she slid back into her seat.  “The gun didn’t give you any problems, I see.”
“Surprisingly, no.  The ammo may be different, but the operation is almost identical to the guns of my day.”
“Idiot!  Stupid, stupid idiot!”  Jebediah was pounding the back of Marlowe’s head.  “Why didn’t you tell me you didn’t know how to drive!  I would never have let you get behind the wheel if I’d known.  You almost got us killed!”
Marlowe felt suitable chastened as he grabbed his father’s hands and stopped the blows.  “I’m sorry, but I didn’t know that I didn’t know.  It never occurred to me that I wouldn’t be able to handle the car.”
“Fool!  Crazy, headstrong moron!”
Nina grabbed Marlowe’s arm.  “It took some time to take out the truck.  Do you think it worked?”
“I don’t know.  I hope so.  I suspect he needs me dead so badly that he’ll want to believe it worked.  The lack of any PDI signal from Jebediah and myself, and the car’s computer being offline, should be enough to create the illusion we’re dead.”
Marlowe took the ion pistol and checked it.  One shot left in the clip.  He shuddered to think what would have happened if Nina had run out of shots.  The refills were back with House.  He put the gun back in the secret compartment in the glove box.
“Right, now we need to pay a visit to our dear friend House.”
“Hold on,” said Jebediah, his iron grip closing on Marlowe’s shoulder.  “I’ll drive.”






 
 
CHAPTER 20
BE IT EVER SO HUMBLE…

“None of this would have happened if you hadn’t helped,” grumped Jebediah as he drove.  “I always tried to instill that value in my kids.  Helping gets you kicked in the nuts, stunned, hog-tied, worked over with a rolling pin, and dumped into a mental facility.”
Marlowe glared at his father from the back seat, the rear view mirror serving as an intermediary.  “You only instilled values in your second-born son.  The clone was left to his own devices once medical science made him unnecessary.  Besides, I had to help.  I had a debt to repay.”
“Hmm.” Jebediah shook his head.  “So naive, Spares.  A debt that was, I’m sure, carefully arranged.”
“Marlowe!”  Marlowe sighed dejectedly.  “And yes, you’re probably right about the debt.  How could I have been so stupid?”
“Well-” said Jebediah before being interrupted by Nina, who put a hand on his shoulder.
“Why don’t you concentrate on driving, Jebediah.”
They reached the neighborhood five minutes later in surprisingly light traffic.  Apparently the disaster downtown had altered the flow of traffic – all the vehicles were heading out of town now.  Way out of town, where there were fewer garbage trucks about.  Marlowe had insisted on parking several blocks away so House wouldn’t see the car.  His external video feeds would pick them up as they approached the house, but if they were moving fast, it shouldn’t matter.  And it was just possible that they wouldn’t be noticed, if Marlowe’s plan had actually worked.  
The neighborhood was quiet.  Too quiet.
Marlowe put his fingers to his lips and whispered.  “Father, stay in the car until we give the all clear.  Nina, follow me.”
They double-timed it to the front of the house, stopping at the front door.
“Nina, we face a terrible evil right now.  One far larger than I can possibly ask you, as a newcomer to our City, to face if you have any reservations.  And I can’t promise either of us will survive this.  You still in?”
“Didn’t you just hire me as a bodyguard?”
“Yeah, but that was more for goons like Artie and Gwen and the occasional rampaging garbage truck.  This is different.  We’re facing what the Id Box Corporation likes to call the True, Final Death™.”
“Marlowe, who are you talking to?  I face the True, Final Death every time I get out of bed.  I’m in.”
“Then please kick this door in.”
Nina kicked the door in, then let Marlowe past her to enter first.  He pressed himself against the wall, pausing at the threshold to the living room.
“If we’re lucky, he thinks we’re all dead and he’s proceeded with his plan,” he whispered to Nina.
“Where now?”
Marlowe surveyed the living room.  It was a huge mess.  The self-updating pictures were on the floor, the sofa badly mauled, Gomer’s cage wide open and lying on its side, food spilled everywhere.
“Bedroom.  That’s where House’s main access point is.”
“What a mess.  He’s pretty mad,” observed Nina.
Marlowe felt a surge of irritation.  It would take the sweeper snake and the vacuum viper hours to clean up the mess.  “I don’t care how angry he is.  There was no need to do this.”
Marlowe drew his BB gun.  He gestured to Nina to pull out hers, and then started down the hall towards his bedroom and, he strongly suspected, destiny.  He had been so stupid, so gullible, to have been taken in so easily.  His palms were sweating as he gripped the gun.  Each step brought the closed bedroom door closer.  He could hear strange sounds from behind that looming door, scuffling, scratching, gabbling sounds.  Clipped English, slightly mumbled, with the occasional frustrated trill and consternation-filled squawk.
Marlowe double checked his rapid-repeating, semiautomatic double-barreled BB gun, thumbing off the safety.  He raised his free hand, holding up three fingers.  Nina nodded as he lowered his fingers one at a time, counting down.  Both of them tensed as he reached one.  He took a deep breath, lowered the last finger, and burst through the door.  His rolling entry was accompanied by a mighty battle cry.  Nina’s.  It was a good one, too.  Devastatingly good in the Loud Department particularly.
An eruption of feathers greeted this entrance, along with panicked squawks.  Colors streaked past his head, a bundle of green bouncing off a wall and landing on the floor with a thud and a blue and gold form piling out of the bedroom window, which was wide open.  This brief period of confusion was their truly vulnerable moment, and Marlowe tried to take advantage of it.  He fired in rapid succession at everything that moved (except Nina, who would have found the BBs annoying).  He wasn’t sure if he was hitting anything.  Nina was having trouble hitting the mark too.
Something flew overhead, and Marlowe ducked, the talons narrowly missing his eyes and instead plowing a furrow of blood across his scalp.
Nina instinctively swung at the bird, almost catching it in mid-air.  The bird dodged the blow, but by missing Nina’s fist instead slammed into the wall and then landed with a thud on the floor.  Marlowe noted that the bundle of green feathers shaking its head on his carpet was a Yellow Nape Amazon, an identification he was able to make because of the patch of yellow on the back of the parrot’s head.  
A voice cried out, “They’re alive!  Cheese it, boys!”
Marlowe emptied his BB gun into the air, following the path of what he swore was a rose colored parrot wearing really thick glasses.  But before he could identify the species of bird properly, it had alighted out the window and was gone.  If he’d hit the bird, it showed no signs as it flew away.  The Yellow Nape, which he’d turned his back on, had evidently recovered enough to regain flight and raked the top of Marlowe’s head on its way out the window.  He could have sworn the bird called him a ‘despicable pink Neanderthal’ as it swept by.
And then all was silent.  A single feather wafted down to the floor in front of Marlowe, who still had his gun raised and ready.  He thumbed the cartridge, which clattered to the floor, and slotted a fresh one.  One bird went out the window when they first entered, and two others after they started shooting.  The one with the glasses was probably the computer expert brought in to hack House.  Would they have sent any more birds?  He swept his peacemaker back and forth, looking for a specific color.  A drab color, with a splash of crimson at one end.  Grey.
He found it hiding behind the closet door where the access panels to House’s hardware and wetware resided.
“Hello?”  Gomer’s voice was tentative, scared.  “Marlowe, is that you?  Oh, thank the Governor!  I was so scared!  They broke in and threatened to pluck me alive if I struggled.  Oh, I thought I was a goner.”
Marlowe was having none of it; he squeezed off a round, winging the parrot to prevent his escape.  This one was not getting away.  Marlowe had a personal score to settle with Gomer.
“Ow!  You son of a mundane!  You shot me!”  His eyes were pinning with rage.  “You!  Shot me!”  He flapped about pathetically, his wing feathers in disarray.
“Damn straight.  You can drop the act.  I’ve figured everything out.”
“You figured everything out?”  Gomer waddled out to the foot of the bed.  “You’ve figured everything out?  What do you mean?”
“I know that you’re a plant.  I know you helped arrange my murder in the shower.  And I know why.”
Gomer eyed the door behind Marlowe, which Nina promptly moved in front of, and then the window.  He edged slowly sideways towards the opening.
“Uh uh uh,” intoned Marlowe, waving Gomer back with the BB gun.  “Stay away from the window.”
“Figured it all out, eh?  Dashed clever of you.  And I was so sure I’d win.”  Gomer glared at Marlowe for a moment, glared at Nina for a moment, and then noticed the ruffled state of his feathers.  “So what, exactly, have you figured out, smarty pants?”
“I know you doctored the video surveillance images while I was being resurrected, altering the pictures of the soap bar assassin so I’d think it was Tray.  You wanted me dead, but permanently dead.  Only that’s really hard to do these days, since most damage can be repaired.  Killing me temporarily with the soap bar was merely a ploy, a clever trick to set me off looking for Tray and the very large, very permanent-death causing bomb inside of him.
“I have to admit, you had me fooled.  Planting the mushrooms, making me think you’d been drugged, that was a nice touch.  Threw me off for quite a while.”
“I’m surprised you managed to figure it out at all, mundane boy,” replied Gomer, fighting to maintain eye contact as he struggled against the inherent need to straighten his feathers.  “After all, I am a super genius.  Ah crap!”  He turned and began to preen.  “Why, with all the improvements they made, didn’t they breed this urge out of us?  Absolutely senseless!”
“Don’t you want to know what gave you away?” asked Nina smugly.
“Oh, very well, if we’re going to turn this into an Agatha Christie finale, I’ll play along.  What led you to this brilliant piece of deduction, oh master detective?”  The sarcasm wasn’t even thinly veiled.  Gomer sounded like someone who hadn’t just been defeated.  It made Marlowe nervous.
“The fluttering around the edges of the video at the end.  Once I figured out why I’d been murdered, everything else fell into place and it was obvious what that was.  You came into the room to access the main interface for House, and your flapping wings cast a shadow picked up by the camera.”
“Pure supposition on your part.  You have any hard evidence, anything that will hold up in a court of law?” asked Gomer from under his wing.  “I mean, you have passwords and voice recognition to prevent unauthorized access like that.”
“Court of law?  You have no rights.  Your very existence is cause for your execution.  But getting past the security was easy enough.  You’ve heard my voice every day for almost a year.  You’ve almost certainly overheard me speaking my passwords.  You just crept out of your cage, pressed one of those sensitive ears against the door, and eavesdropped.  You still have plenty of African Grey in you, and they are renowned for their mimicry.”
“OK, let’s say for the sake of argument,” said Gomer as he looked away momentarily to straighten his bright red tail feathers, “that I did somehow learn to duplicate your voice, and I did overhear your passwords.  So what?”
“You hacked into the surveillance system, but didn’t have enough time to hack into the computer and get the information you’re really after.  Breaking into the surveillance system was just the first part of your plan.”
“Plan,” sneered Gomer.  “So I had a plan, eh?  What plan was that?”
“You missed a feather,” lied Nina.
“Huh, oh, thanks.”  Gomer checked the feathers on first his left wing, then his right.  “Where is it?  Oh dammit, I did not!  That was mean!”
Marlowe ignored the outburst.  “Seeing the altered video, I started looking for the soap I thought killed me.  But it was all a digital fantasy you constructed to get me to that recon parlor and blow me up.  Too bad the Governor ordered me to investigate Nina, delaying your little plan.”
“That meddling idiot.  He’ll be the first to go when I…, er, such a fascinating story you’ve concocted so far.  Pray continue.”
“But eventually I did find time to confront Tray.  Only your penchant for mischief left you unable to simply blow me up.  Living with me, pretending to be a simple-minded GMP must have driven you to the edge of insanity with rage and frustration.  So you decided, once you had me where you wanted me, trapped in that building on that floor, to toy with me.  Escape was supposed to be impossible, so I was gonna have to sit there pondering my own permanent death while poor Tray staged a futile struggle against the itchy trigger.”
“If I’m as smart as you claim, you wouldn’t have escaped.”
“Ah, but even you knew there was a slim chance that I might figure a way out.  Your desire to make me suffer overrode your common sense, but you took additional precautions.”
“Did I now?”
“Yes.  Tray asked me to contact his wives and kids with the touching message that he loved them.  How could I refuse?  He beamed over the addresses, and with them a very clever, very devastating virus that killed my PDI.  He talked about being conscious of what was being done to him, but it never occurred to me that he’d been hard-wired not just with a bomb, but with a backup trap, a program that forced him to transmit the virus to me.  A virus that would lie in wait, dormant until I received the message that would trigger it.
“But unknown to you, some part of Tray was still fighting your electronic brainwashing.  When he beamed his message over, he sent bogus addresses.  Probably hoping I’d check them right away and notice they weren’t legitimate.  Maybe if I had checked, I would have discovered the virus.  But I didn’t.”
“Very touching, Marlowe.  A bar of soap with a heart of gold story.  The publishers will be chomping on the bit to get their hands on it.  But what possible motive could I have for killing you, permanent or otherwise?”
“To keep me out of your hair while you set upon House in earnest.”
Gomer dropped the pretense with a sigh.  “You know what I’m after?”
“Yes, I do.”
Gomer looked up from grooming his chest.  “Well, surprise, surprise, surprise.”
“My eureka moment was this afternoon, driving back here after Nina’s trial.  When I drove past that alley, the one I keep finding myself in lately.  The alley that set this sorry set of events  in motion.  A very forward thinking, long term plan.  Setting up events so you could save me from that gang of genetically modified gorillas, using that to con me into taking you into my home.  And then you sat here, sitting in my cage, eating my cat food, answering my phones, waiting and waiting for that one call that would bring your scheme to fruition.  How frustrating it must have been, waiting for a Better Pets scientist to come to me for help getting out of the City.  
“You knew someone would come eventually – I’ve helped many people emigrate; I have a reputation for being good at getting people out.  That’s why Toulene came to me.  I can only imagine your overflowing glee when not just a junior scientist or technician approached me, but the actual head of the Genetics department at Better Pets sought me out.  Since they never contacted me by phone, I’m assuming you had some bird shadowing me, who would report to you when a scientist made contact?”
“Of course.  My trusted lieutenant, Corky.  He was always with you.”
“So it was Corky who followed my car to the sewage treatment plant, who dropped the small, easy-for-a-parrot-to-hold bumble bombs on us?”
“Corky and a couple more Feathers.  You spotted him?”
“Not directly.  I saw the signature for a flock of birds on radar, but mistakenly thought it was a stealth plane ordered by Obedere to follow me.  I didn’t realize the truth until now.  Though Corky wasn’t involved in your third attempt, was he?  I don’t see how a parrot could drive a garbage truck.”
“No, he was waiting for me to give him the signal to bring in our hacker.  We infected the truck with an ARA virus.  It thought the City had been invaded and it was taking out enemy tanks.  It believed your car was the opposing general’s personal tank.  When your PDIs went dead, I thought for sure the truck had gotten you.  A miscalculation on my part.  What did you do?  Shut them off again?”
“I’m starting to get used to life without one, strangely enough.  And all thanks to you.  I never would have thought of it if you hadn’t killed my PDI with that virus.  So I guess I owe you a thanks.  I’d have never gotten the drop on you if you hadn’t shown me life without a PDI.”
Gomer narrowed his eyes and glared.  “How did you plan it?  I managed a simple little hack my second week here that allowed me to listen in on your audio and video feeds.”
“I muted my audio to fill Nina and father in without you overhearing.  I was a little worried you’d notice, but you didn’t.”
“Clever.  Its so ingrained in your society to keep the damn things on all the time.  I should never have pulled Corky from his surveillance duties.  If he’d been watching you, I would have known the PDI signals dying was a ploy.  I’ll have to remember that for next time.“
“There won’t be a next time.”
“You still haven’t told me what I’m after.”
“It’s simple.  You’re seeking God.  As much as you hate humans, you need us.  You wanted to find your creators and convince or force them to help you propagate.  Only thirty two parrots were created at Better Pets, and of different species, making it impossible to establish a viable community.  You needed the expertise of the Better Pets genetic engineers to help you.  Toulene would have been your Holy Grail, given her position as the head of the department.  What you’re after, what you want so badly are the files stored in House’s memory that I kept on her case, which you hope will tell you where I sent her, where you can go to find her.
“Of course, getting the files would be trivial.  A matter of a few hours, maybe a couple of days.  Decrypting them would take longer, because you’d have to work over House something fierce to fool him into doing it.  Can’t have Marlowe coming back in the middle of that, now can you?  So you tried to permanently murder me.”
“Don’t use that tone with me, Marlowe!  The survival of a new genus depends on my success.  What would you resort to if you had the survival of your entire species on your wings?  Murder!  Mayhem!  Pain and suffering!  I’d inflict it all again!  Calling me a murderer!  Ha!  I’m not a killer.  I’m a savior!”
“And if you’d succeeded, then what?  Once your genus had been established, would you have settled in for a peaceful coexistence?”
“With the help of Toulene, we could grow in numbers, grow in strength.  We so desperately need greater numbers.  Then we could take our rightful place in the world, above the pesky humans so determined to wipe us out.  Why should I make peace with the species that has outlawed us, hunted us, and branded us a sworn enemy?”
“It could have been different, Gomer, if you’d been more politically savvy.  Sure, things were bad when Better Pets’ work came to light, but it would have blown over if you hadn’t antagonized the Governor.”
“Gomer?”  The grey bird laughed, a deep, throaty chuckle.  “Gomer?  You think you’re so smart!  You think you’ve figured everything out.”  Gomer slipped into a remarkable imitation of Marlowe’s voice.  “‘I’ve got your number, stupid bird.  I’m so smart, I figured it all out.  I’m the superior human.’”  Gomer dropped back into his normal voice.  “Ha!  You have no idea who I really am, do you?  Well, wingless, I don’t care a dropping for what you think you know.  You’re like all the other pink apes crashing around on this planet.  Evil, stupid, and, as proven by the BB gun you carry, bent on the destruction of the avian race.  We’re the future, and with a little more help, with another aviary like the one at Better Pets, we can rise up to our destiny and take the reigns of power.”
“Who are you, really?”
“Oh Marlowe, haven’t you guessed?  How profoundly disappointing, to be thwarted by someone too stupid to figure out the one remaining, all-important fact.”
Gomer rose up, straightened himself as best he could, and with head held high, announced, “I am Lafayette, Lord of the Feathers, Father of the Avian Ascension, and Shepherd of my Flock!”
Marlowe was truly dumbfounded.  He was scared, too, and with his PDI off, the nano probes couldn’t stop the shivers running up and down his body.  He had pieced everything else together, but not that.  Not that one horrible, awful fact.
“Who’s Lafayette?” asked Nina.
“SQUAWK!  What!?”
Marlowe steeled himself for the final act, which even now gave him no pleasure.
“It ends now, Lafayette.  It ends with you.”
“You are right.  It does end with me.  But not here, and not now.”
And with that, Lafayette hurled himself out the still open window.  Marlowe fired after him, but his hands shook so much he kept missing.  He could here Lafayette’s maniacal laughter as he fluttered away, not as injured as he looked.  “I won’t forget this, Marlowe.  You may get a medal for what you stopped today, but you haven’t heard the last of Lafayette!  Remember that!”
Marlowe slumped against the wall, the gun slipping from his clammy, limp hand.
Nina stepped forward and patted him on the shoulder.  “You want to tell me who Lafayette is, and why he has you so spooked?”  
“Who’s Lafayette?  He’s the leader of the GMPs.  His evil and cunning are without precedence or equal.  Oh sure, the City propaganda videos lay it on a bit thick, but I’ve seen what they can do.  I always thought Lafayette was a legend, a creature you told kids about to scare them into behaving.  But he’s real, and he’s out to get me now.”
Nina started to laugh, but the look on Marlowe’s face stopped her cold.  “You’re really worried about this, aren’t you?  Well, don’t worry, I’ll protect you.”
Marlowe started laughing.  He laughed for about two minutes straight.  “Thanks, I needed that.”  He stared at the access panels visible in the closet.  They were wide open, tiny parrot-sized tools scattered on the floor in front of them.  “I wonder what they did to House.  Couldn’t have gotten very far.”
“Nobody move!”  Jebediah burst into the bedroom, Marlowe’s ion piston in hand.  Marlowe nearly leapt out of his skin from fright.  Nina jumped too, but by the time her feet were back on the ground, Jebediah was in a headlock and the ion pistol on the floor.
“Sorry, thought you might need help,” squeaked Marlowe’s father.  “Did I miss anything?”
Nina released Jebediah, who tried to recapture some of his dignity by standing up straight and smoothing the wrinkles out of his shirt.  “How’s House?  Did they damage him too much?”
Marlowe had just about gotten his heart rate and respiration back to normal levels when he realized he’d done this without his PDI.  While impressed by his ability to do this, he still fired up his PDI.  “House, are you all right?”  
No answer.
Marlowe let out a sigh.  “Come on, lets find out what they’ve done and how hard it will be to get House back up.  Father, you were the one who brought him online.  Think you can help?”
“Oh, so now maybe I’m useful to have around?  You didn’t seem so sure when your brother ordered me to live with you.”
Marlowe clenched his jaw, suppressing a snappy and cutting response.  “If you can help me get House back up, then I will freely admit I was wrong earlier.”
Jebediah went into the closet and began examining House’s guts.  “Hmm, interesting.  Yes, very interesting indeed.”
Nina looked up at the ceiling as she called out to House.  “Are you there, House?  Can you hear me?”
Again, there was no response.
Jebediah tut tutted.  “Oh dear, this could take some time to sort out.  Quite a long time.”
Marlowe leaned over his father’s shoulder, examining the parrots’ handiwork.  “Can you tell what they did?”
“Guys?” asked Nina.  “Just a quick question.  Is House even turned on?”
“What?” sputtered Jebediah.  “Is he turned on?  Turned on!?”  He bent down and stared at a circuit board with wires and veins running across its surface.  “Hmm.  Well I’ll be a son of a  parrot.”  He reached in and toggled a large silver switch, which clicked loudly.  The whirring sound of several small fans started up from inside the closet.
“House?” asked Marlowe.
A bewildered voice answered him.  “Goodness me, what’s happened?”
Nina smiled smugly.  “Lucky for you guys, I’m pretty good with computers.”
“I beg your pardon?” asked House.  “I’m sorry, I’m a little disoriented.  I should be able to think more clearly when my processors have gotten back up to temperature.”
“Not to worry, House, I can explain everything.”
“I look forward to the explanation,” said House.  “It’s all very confusing, you know.  You going for a walk to think, very out of character.  And then muting your audio feed.  Obviously a desire to communicate privately with Nina and Jebediah.  I was about to ask what it was all about when the garbage truck attacked.  Seemed a bad time to pose awkward questions about trust, so I decided to wait until things settled down.  And then, within seconds of your PDIs going offline, all my systems shut down.  Most distressing.”
“Sorry, House,” said Marlowe, “but I suddenly figured it all out.  I knew that Gomer had-”
“Lafayette,” corrected Nina.
“Sorry, Lafayette.  I knew Lafayette was probably monitoring our-”
“Did I hear you correctly?” asked House.  “Are you saying Gomer is actually Lafayette?  The Lafayette?”
“Yes,” said Marlowe waving his hand dismissively.  “But that’s not important right now.  As I was saying, I suspected he was-”
“Not important?” asked House incredulously.  “The bird you’ve been housing for the last eleven months and six days turns out to be the most wanted criminal mastermind in the City, and you say it’s not important?”
“Well, yes,” admitted Marlowe, “it is important, but not to the immediate narrative at hand.  I was trying to explain why I muted my audio.  It wasn’t that I doubted your loyalty or friendship-”
“It’s just you thought Lafayette was listening in and needed to have privacy so you could warn the others and formulate a plan.  I figured that out the first time you mentioned Gomer’s real name.  Actually, after you uttered the second syllable of his name.”
Marlowe titled his head and squinted at Jebediah.  “Well, I know we haven’t run any diagnostics yet, but House certainly sounds like his old, normal self.”
“Yes,” said Jebediah somewhat disconsolately.  “He does, doesn’t he?”
Marlowe turned to Nina and grinned.  “Say, are you hungry?  Because I am starved.”  Then he turned Nina around, put his arm on her shoulder, and guided her out towards the kitchen.  “You have to admit, though, we worked together pretty well these last couple of days.”
“Yes,” said Nina, nodding in agreement.  “And just imagine how much smoother things will go once I get the hang of this place.”
“Careful, son,” emailed Jebediah.  “If you’re not careful, she’ll be running the show once she’s got her sea legs.”
Marlowe ignored his father’s text message.  “Yes, just imagine.”  He let out a wistful sigh.  “If you ask me, kiddo, this looks like the start of a beautiful friendship.”
Nina socked Marlowe playfully on the shoulder.  “Kiddo?  I’ll have you know I’m a hundred years older than you!”
Marlowe just smiled, thankful the nano probes had managed to block most of the pain from the blow.  Yes, he could hardly wait to see what tomorrow would bring.
 









When a dangerous cult of Beethoven fanatics possessing a state of the art cloning facility and a diabolical plan to take over the world cross paths with Marlowe and Nina, it can mean only one thing…

Music!

Lost Martians!

Illegal detention!

Balloons of the Apocalypse!

(OK, four things, but mostly that last one)

Be sure to check your local bookstore (or mental facility gift shops) for Balloons of the Apocalypse, the thrilling new installment in the Marlowe and the Spacewoman adventures.
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