
I knew where I’d find the damned gilún even before I pinged 
his PAD. His secretary popped up on my PAD with Flint’s 

lopsided grin and said, “Hey, Fish. I’m out of service right now. 
But you can leave a message…if you want.”

I didn’t bother. Like I said, I knew where the idiot was going 
to be.

A thin, warm drizzle was falling through air so humid I felt 
like I was drowning. I put my PAD away and looked around. 
Buildings towered like canyon walls on all sides, some alive 
with animated graphics fifty meters high, most of them lit with 
neon and holo-ads. It was well past midnight, but even in day-
time the sun rarely made it to the streets this deep in the city. 
Down here, the illumination came from the pulsing LED light 
displays and animated projections no matter what time it was.

And it was noisy. Wall-to-wall people in a bustling, cacopho-
nous mass babbled away in Spanish, Spanglish, English, Chi-
nese, Arabic, Russian, Japanese, and a hundred other languages 
and dialects. Most of the street front displays were accompa-
nied by their own entrainment frequencies, a throbbing, pound-
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ing thunder of noise that you felt more than heard, overlaid by 
soundtracks promising everything from new bodies to condo-
habs on the Moon. I dialed up my filters and slogged ahead, 
tuning most of the racket out. I wasn’t here for the shopping.

The city of New Angeles is big, almost sixty thousand square 
kilometers tucked in between the coast and the Andes, from the 
Guayaquil District to Esmeraldas, and following the Guayl-
labamba Valley east through the Andes del Oeste to the inter-
national border at Quito. They say over a billion people live 
here, and I don’t doubt it. It’s big, it’s sprawling, it’s noisy, it’s 
crooked as a politician’s view of life, and, unfortunately, it’s 
home. Someday I’ll retire and ride the Beanstalk one last time 
up to Heinlein.

Someday can’t come soon enough.
A police drone hovered above the street on whining tilt-jets, 

but the jostling crowds around me ignored it. Tommy Liu’s 
Diner was a hole-in-the-wall just ahead, a seedy little sitsleazy 
not far from Levy U., tucked between a bioelectronics resale 
mart and Happy Trick’s Recreational Emporium.

I felt the entrance try to deduct an entrance fee from my bal-
ance as I stepped through the heavy door into drugged smoke 
and darkness, but my credaccount blocked it. This visit wasn’t 
exactly line-of-duty, but it wasn’t a social call either. The door-
sec bouncer was an Adonis G-mod named Fred, a guy who 
looked like he bench-pressed airbuses for fun. He was slouched 
in his armored booth, hunched over the backscatter screen. His 
eyes widened a bit when he saw the hand cannon hidden under 
my jacket, but then he saw the holo number projected by my 
badge and the ping-back from my electronic ID and waved me 
through the next set of doors with an indifferent sneer.

This joint is so cheap the servers are real humans, and there 
are cubes in the back where they’ll serve you other things than 
crappy sandwiches or hard liquor if your balance can swing it. 
Nothing wrong with the place, mind you. It’s popular with the 
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noir set. You know the look—kids, mostly, shocking their par-
ents by wearing the fashions of a couple of centuries ago. There 
were lots of shabby trench coats and old-fashioned fringe skirts 
in the joint. I even saw a couple of ties.

At least the hostess was a bioroid, one of the older Giselle 
models, I thought, judging from the top-heavy carriage and the 
blank expression.

“Hello there…Rick,” she said, putting all the sultry come-
hitherness into my name her cyberware could manage as she 
plucked it from my e-ID. “What’s your pleasure toni—”

She stopped in mid-sentence, frozen for an uncomfortable 
moment. Then a new voice, a man’s voice, came from those 
synthetically wet lips. “Captain Harrison,” the voice said. “Wel-
come to Tommy’s. Is there a problem?”

“No problem, Tommy,” I replied easily, glancing past her 
shoulder into the crowd beyond. “Just looking for someone.”

“Help yourself. But if things get rough, take it outside, will 
ya? That last little misunderstanding cost me a bundle.”

In twelve years on the Force, I’d never actually met Tommy. 
Hell, he didn’t even live in New Angeles, which was why his 
bioroid hostess was channeling his voice—an apparent person-
al upgrade to the Giselle model, as it was something I’d never 
heard a bioroid do before. Tommy’s real name was Sydney 
Rodriguez and his address was in the Vegas Tower, up on the 
thousandth-and-something floor somewhere. He worked for a 
franchise run by Shanghaicorp, which meant he was up to here 
with the tri-mafs, but that wasn’t my concern.

I slipped past the bioroid, who’d frozen into immobility 
when Tommy stepped in. She seemed to relax a moment lat-
er, shrugging back into character, as it were, but she ignored 
me, focusing her gynoid interest on a rumpled-looking noir set 
streetbanger who’d walked in behind me.

Tapping in Flint’s number, I used my PAD to pull up a loca-
tor. The arrow flashed and pointed that way, giving a distance of 
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fifteen point one meters. Picking my way down three steps into 
the greasy near-darkness, I followed the pointer.

Tommy had a full house this evening. Music throbbed from 
ceiling and floors—BluDeth, I thought it was, though I wasn’t 
much for classics. You need enhancements to even hear some of 
that stuff, much less sort it out from raw noise.

I found Flint alone at a table, a half-empty bottle of Moon-
walker and a dirty glass in front of him. The guy looked a bit 
noir himself, with that antique trench coat of his. He didn’t even 
look up as I walked up behind him. “Evening, Fish,” he said. 
The words were slurred a bit, and I could tell I’d probably al-
ready lost him. Poor bastard.

“It’s morning,” I told him. “Mind if I join you?”
A shrug was as much of an answer as I was going to get. I 

took a seat as a blond waitress wearing green-glowing stilet-
tos and a matching skinsuit and garterpouch that didn’t cover a 
damn thing came to see what I was drinking.

“Ginger ale,” I told her. “With lime.”
An animated tattoo set off fireworks across her chest, but 

her bored expression somewhat ruined the effect. She gave me 
a sour “so what are you doing here?” look, shrugged, which 
did delightful things to her upper charms, and said, “You’re the 
boss.”

As she sashayed off, I reached out and snapped my fingers 
in front of Flint’s nose, pulling his alchie-fuzzed attention away 
from the waitress’s highly mobile glutes and back to my face.

“We have a job for you, Raymond. Hey! Are you in there?”
“Nobody home, Fish,” he replied, and he took a deep chug 

from his glass, draining it. “Get y’self another…another…
wossname.” He was having trouble focusing.

“Don’t call me that,” I said.
“Call you what?”
“‘Fish.’”
He smirked as he poured himself another glass, filling it al-
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most to the rim. “You’re the NAPD’s gallant Captain of De-
tectives, right? That’s COD. Cod’s a fish, y’know? Cold-water 
fish. Swims with the pack. Or it did, back before the oceans 
died…”

“Yeah, but you yahoos don’t usually call me that to my face. 
What happened to ‘Captain Harrison’?”

“Dunno. Ain’t seen him…ain’t seen him since the War…”
This wasn’t going to get us anywhere.
“So what’s the problem, Ray? The memories again?” I’d 

seen Flint like this before, way too many times, and I was get-
ting damned sick of it.

“Ain’t got no memories,” he said, taking another drink. 
“Not now. Tha’s why I’m here, right? An’ not…an’ not chasing 
damned slimeball perps through rathole sewers on the stink-
in’ ass-side of this damn frag-hole of a mega…a megapo…
city…”

Raymond Flint was a burnout. There were enough of them 
around; ex-soldiers, former Marines, one-time Striker pilots 
who wondered why they were alive when the others weren’t. 
And then there was the matter of the girl…some old playmate 
who’d distracted him long enough to get a buddy killed.

I knew because I’d been on Mars with him. I’d known him 
during the War—been in the same Striker unit, the 308th. We’d 
chewed a lot of the same ocher sand, and five years later we’d 
both ended up in the NAPD. We’d been tight. He’d helped me 
pull my life together after Nina ditched me.

Yeah, sure, Flint had been through hell, but, damn it, who 
hadn’t? He needed to square himself away and focus on the 
now, stop reliving the nightmare, stop picking at the scab.

“You know, Ray,” I told him with measured words, “if you 
crawl back inside that fragging bottle, we’re washed. I swear, 
I’ll scratch you from the roster. I can’t use a detective who can’t 
see past his next drink.”

“Yes, mother,” he replied, and took another swallow.
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“I mean it. You’re one of the best detectives on my P.I. list. 
But you’re fragging useless to the Force like this.”

“An’ what do I care about the Force?” He turned his head 
and looked at me through bleary eyes. “Hell, what’s the Force 
to you?”

He had me there. For years, now, I’d been planning on quit-
ting the NAPD and setting up on my own—the Harrison Private 
Detection Agency. Had a nice ring to it, y’know? New Angeles 
law says that a P.I. has to have police experience to buy his li-
cense, and I’d had twelve years on the NAPD so far, and I was 
sick to death of the damned politics.

The hell with retirement. I was ready to set up on my own.
But then I would look at a freelance loser like Raymond Flint, 

and I would start thinking that maybe having the job security of 
the Force wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

“The Force,” I told him, “is a steady credaccount deposit 
ticket. And every once in a while, it’s a way to feel like you’re 
good for something, that you make a difference. You feel some 
self-respect and maybe a bit of dignity. More than you’re gonna 
find inside that bottle, anyway.”

“Blaine tell you that?”
Frag. Louis Blaine was one of the Department’s wunderkind, 

a top-notch Force detective…but he was right there in the tri-
maf’s hip pocket and everyone knew it—the best cop money 
could buy. Self-respect and dignity. Right…

“We’re not talking about him,” I said. “We’re talking about 
you…and whether or not I’m going to have to pull your li-
cense.”

“You can’t. P.I.’s aren’t licensed by the Force. Y’need…
you’d need a court order. And show cause.”

Even drunk the guy was pretty sharp. I’d thought maybe I 
could rattle him.

“So? If I don’t send any more cases your way, what are you 
gonna do? Skip traces and deadbeat dads?”
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The waitress returned with my drink. I waved my hand over 
the reader clipped to her wrist, then popped her a fifty percent 
tip in scrip. She looked a little less bored after that, and gave me 
a salacious wink as she made the folding stuff vanish into her 
pouch. “Thanks, Slick,” she said. She showed me the tip of her 
tongue and the fireworks on her chest got a bit more exuberant. 
“Anything else I can do for you?”

“Don’t have time tonight to find out right now, honey.” I 
turned back to Flint as she left. “I’m serious, Ray. This is it. I 
won’t cover for you anymore, and I won’t send you any more 
cases, not if you let me down again.”

It looked like whatever brain cells he still had alive behind 
those haunted eyes were choosing up sides. “A new case, huh?” 
He wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. “So…whatcha 
got, anyway?”

“Some corp ristie or other got himself fried,” I said with a 
shrug. “Mining laser, sounds like. Helluva mess, and the Feds 
are going to be interested. I need someone on the crime scene. 
Someone I can trust.”

“Yeah? Where’s the scene?”
I hesitated. This was where I could lose him, I knew.
But I wasn’t going to lie. “High Frontier Hotel. Challenger 

Planetoid.”
He blinked. The warring brain cells had at it for a few more 

seconds, and then one side charged the barricades, planted the 
flag, and declared victory. “On top of the fraggin’ Beanstalk? 
No, Fish. Uh-uh.”

“Ray—”
“Get yourself another private dick.” When I started to protest 

he held up a hand. “I mean it. I ‘prish…I ‘ppreciate all the stuff 
you’ve done for me, Rick. I do. But…but you know what that 
damned place…does to me. Every fraggin’ time.”

“If that’s the way you want it, Ray.” I waited, but he didn’t 
reply. I drained my own glass, slammed it on the table, then 
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stood. “Look at you. The hotshot Striker pilot. Suicide by whis-
key. I have no patience with burnouts who hide from life in a 
bottle, Ray. I’m tellin’ you, this is it.”

“Yah. Nice knowin’ ya, Fish.”
There wasn’t a damned thing I could do for him.
“You’re an alcoholic, Flint,” I told him. “You need help.”
“Alcoholic…workaholic…what’s the difference?”
That made me mad. I clenched my fist and, so help me, I was 

that close to putting the poor, sick bastard down, putting him 
down hard. For an angry moment, I was looking into Nina’s 
eyes again as she called me an addict and a workaholic and told 
me to get out of her life. But he just sat there, staring straight 
ahead with both hands locked around the glass.

I don’t kick puppies, small kids, or burned-out drunks. I like 
to think I have some self-control left. And maybe just a tattered 
shred or two of self-respect.

So I made myself relax my fists, made myself turn and walk 
away. Flint was bent over on the table, now, his head in his 
arms, and in the dim, blue light scattering through the joint, it 
looked like his shoulders were shaking.

Screw him. I wasn’t his mother. Mother was not in my job 
description. I shook my head and left, the door trying again to 
deduct an entrance fee as I passed the house bouncer.

Outside, the police drone was still there. It rotated, one of its 
eyes extending as it gave me a closer look. I tipped it a casual, 
one-fingered salute and it lost interest, drifting away over the 
crowd. The drizzle had turned to a steady, steaming rain, acid 
enough to melt the garbage in the street. I let my smartslick un-
fold to cover my head, back, and shoulders, and splashed back 
to my car.

A ragged pack of streetbangers squabbled and scrabbled 
over something in an alley. A couple of noiries who looked like 
they’d just stepped out of an old-fashioned black-and-white 
flatfilm haggled with a street vender. Other venders compet-
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ed with one another with shouted promises. From somewhere 
overhead, a voice big enough to be the Voice of God summoned 
the faithful: “Opportunity! A chance for a new start! A new life! 
The Martian Colony! Opportunity! A chance…”

Zero-three-fragging-hundred; didn’t this damned city ever 
sleep?

So Ray Flint was out. Who was I going to send now?
The Department has two kinds of detectives on tap—the 

badges and the P.I.’s. Badges are cops, police detectives on the 
Force roster, but every now and then we’ll bring in a private 
eye. The Commissioner liked Flint, said he gave us “an outside 
view.” I was going to have to tell her that our outside view had 
turned into a close-up of the gutter.

Who else was there on tap? As Captain of Detectives, I had 
the roster memorized. Floyd and Caprice were both up in Hein-
lein working a case. Blaine and Chu were on the Moon, too, 
chasing down megacorp scandals and threats of miners’ strikes, 
and I wondered again what idiot had decided the Quito Accord 
was a good idea. Gomez…sick leave. Beckman…unavailable, 
tracking down a bounty in the Eastside Tenements. Donovan…
testifying in court, probably for the rest of the week. Byron…
Imahara…Hyneman…all of them, badges and P.I.’s both, as-
signed to other cases or vanished off the radar.

Well, I told myself, you wanted to get out from behind your 
desk…

A quartet of bangers was working over my Wuhan cruiser 
when I got there, but they scattered at my approach, vanishing 
into the faceless crowd. Their spray paint wouldn’t stick to the 
mirror-black finish, of course; it was already washing off in the 
steady rain. The scratches and shiv-gouges would melt out when 
I put some current through the body, though I was tempted to 
leave them. They gave the car a homey, lived-in look that made 
it just a bit less conspicuous, at least in this part of town.

My thumbprint opened the gull-wing door and powered up 
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the engine. I brought up the holoconsole and switched on the 
takeoff alert, flashing strobes, and warning chirp, and unfolded 
the tilt-jets. If the crowd was concerned about my jet wash, they 
didn’t show it, so I gunned the throttle and drifted skyward on 
a shrill whine.

“You are entering flight-control restricted airspace,” the Wu-
han’s sexy voice told me. Well, duh. I was in the middle of New 
Angeles. It was all FCRA, even for hoppers and backpack fliers. 
“Please state your destination and relinquish manual control.”

“Back to the barn,” I told it. And I leaned back in the seat to 
catch some shut-eye.

“Engaging City Flight Control,” the Wuhan said in honey 
tones. “Destination: New Angeles Police Department, Rooftop 
Garage.”

City Flight Control gave me a fairly smooth flight. Traffic 
was thick at low altitudes, as usual, and it was a couple hours 
before my car woke me up and I saw the five-hundred story 
blue-green tower of the NAPD shouldering out of the mist and 
neon glow ahead. A trio of police security drones gave me a 
once-over on approach and escorted me to the roof pad. I let the 
car park itself while I checked in through rooftop security and 
escalated down to the bullpen.

Fuentes had the desk watch. “Que pasa, Cap?” he asked as I 
thumbed the log-in screen.

“Don’t ask,” I told him. “One of those days.” My PAD gave 
a sharp and peremptory chirp, and I cocked an eyebrow at him. 
“See what I mean?”

I didn’t bother to unfold the screen. “Harrison,” I said.
“I know who it is,” a hard voice said. “I saw your ping when 

you entered the building. Report to my office immediately.”
“On my way.”
The Commissioner didn’t like to be kept waiting.
Her office was on the upper Admin level behind a labyrinth 

of secretaries and admin assistants. Chen Mai Dawn was drop-
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dead gorgeous and athletically lean, pretty ordinary in a town 
where you can buy a sexy new body as easily as a cheap suit, 
and the DFM in her rooftop parking space suggested she had 
the credaccount to do it.

I didn’t bother asking what she was doing at the office at…
God. Almost six in the morning? It was possible she’d been in 
her office all night. No one in the Department kept sane hours, 
not in New Angeles, and that extended all the way to the top.

“So, Harrison,” she said as I walked into her inner sanctum, 
“you find Flint?”

“He’s…unavailable for the case,” I said. Yeah, even now, I 
was holding back, protecting him. A word from me now and 
he’d never work for the Department again. I didn’t like the role 
of executioner.

Dawn reached for an open pack of self-lighting licorice-
flavored cigarettes on her cluttered desk, pulled one from the 
package with her lips, and puffed it alight. Definitely the old-
fashioned type, despite the G-mod chassis. She had zero toler-
ance for shiny looks with sub-optimal performance.

“He’s drunk, isn’t he?” When I didn’t answer, she went on. 
“Who else do you have for the assignment?”

“Me,” I replied.
Her G-mod perfect eyebrows went up. “The Department’s 

not paying you for street work, Harrison.”
“And I’m not a house mouse, Commissioner.”
“You covering for your old military buddy? Comrades-in-

arms, call of duty, all that?”
“Nuh-uh. I need to get out from behind the desk, is all. And 

we’re stretched damned thin. Every damned one of my assets is 
either on a case or OU.” Otherwise unavailable.

“We’re always stretched thin on assets, Harrison.” She con-
sidered me for a sour moment from within her smoke cloud, 
then flicked a bit of ash from her ’ret into the desk disposal. 
“I’m going to approve this, because you’re my best forspec. 
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And I need the best on this one.”
“Why? Something forensics-intensive on this one?”
For answer, she touched her keypad and the empty wall be-

hind her turned into a floor-to-ceiling vidscreen, high-def, like 
looking into another room right next door, except that Dawn’s 
office was eat-off-the-carpet clean; the vid image looked like 
the inside of a slaughterhouse. There was even blood on the 
walls and ceiling.

Low-G can do that. The body, about half of it on the blood-
saturated bed and the rest scattered around the room, had been 
taken apart by something big and hot.

“Who is it?” I frowned, then corrected myself. “Who was 
it?”

“Roger Mayhurst Dow. Lawyer…and political lobbyist.”
“Um. For whom?”
“Humanity Labor.”
“Frag.”
Them again. I could understand now why the Commissioner 

wanted a good forensics specialist up there. If Humanity Labor 
was involved, we were going to need to dot every I and cross 
every T, because they’d slap you with a lawsuit just for looking 
at them funny. Litigious bastards.

“Looks like it was personal,” I said. “Or someone really 
doesn’t like lawyers.”

She tapped out something on her keyboard, and the image on 
the screen swung to the right, angled down, and zoomed in on 
something that looked like a military BFG, but wasn’t. Military 
hardware, even of the Big Fraggin’ Gun variety, tends to be a 
tad more discriminating.

I leaned forward to read the fine print embossed on the mur-
der weapon’s muzzle. “Alpha Prospecting,” I read aloud. It was 
as I’d thought. “A mining laser.”

“Huong-Zhen regolith beam laser tunneler, Mark V, Mod 
2,” Dawn told me in clipped, precise tones. “Man-portable, 
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100-kilowatt throughput. Serial number identifies it as one re-
ported missing from Alpha Prospecting two days ago.”

“So we’re looking for a disgruntled miner,” I said. I frowned. 
“Or a disgruntled mining clone…”

“Maybe. But it took some sophisticated electronics knowl-
edge to bypass Beanstalk security on this one. How the hell did 
someone smuggle a mining laser up there into an orange-sec 
zone? Especially if he was a clone?” She tapped the side of her 
neck. “Tracking tag.”

“So the miner had help?”
“Had to be. Someone with some very serious hacking 

skills.”
“Great. That narrows it down to…what? Maybe five, six mil-

lion jack-hackers in Earthside New Angeles alone? A few thou-
sand more in Heinlein?”

She click-clacked out another combination of characters on 
her keyboard. “It’s making us look very carefully at one in par-
ticular…”

The bloody crime scene vanished, replaced by a larger-than-
life-sized image of a kid.

I say “kid,” but his bio said he was twenty-two. He looked 
young, though, with the sullen expression and the casual 
BDSM leatherwear of the self-made anti-authoritarian rebel. 
Height one-eighty, green hair, a face full of piercings. He wore 
eyeglasses, but I knew his vision was G-mod perfect, and the 
glasses were projection screens for some fairly sophisticated 
personal electronics.

Yeah, I knew Ji Reilly—“Noise,” as he preferred to be called. 
Boy genius, probably the hack behind the Stuckey IT incident 
a couple of years back, but no one could ever prove it. I’d been 
on that case—a slick identity theft that had made half a million 
dollars vanish from a fat business account with no IP trace and 
no electron trails. The funny thing was that Reilly had owed a 
bundle to the 14K…and suddenly he was real cozy with them, 
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pulling down an estimated 5k a month as a software consultant. 
A lot of us saw the connection, but we couldn’t find enough to 
make charges stick.

“We have an APB out to bring him in for questioning,” Dawn 
told me. “He recently took on a year-long contract with Me-
lange Mining and we don’t know why. Usually, he’s a freelanc-
er, doesn’t like the big corps.”

“Oh, he doesn’t mind the corps,” I said. “He just sees them 
as targets.”

“Well, he’s working for Melange now,” the Commissioner 
said. “And they have no reason to love anyone who wants to 
abolish the use of androids.”

“They sure as hell won’t want to see anti-clone legislation 
go down in D.C.”

“Exactly.” She switched off Reilly’s image and turned to 
face me. “Listen hard, Harrison. The Clone Riots last year left 
everybody on edge, and there were those rumors last month 
about android conspiracies. The damned city’s about ready to 
explode. The Feds are watching, and they’re just itching to in-
voke the Accord. If Mayor Wells is forced to declare martial 
law, the Feds are going to be on our tails like sand at the beach. 
You follow me?”

“Yeah. A little too well.”
“I want this kept quiet. If the news-nosies get wind of this, 

there could be panic and maybe more dead clones, and we defi-
nitely don’t need that right now. If a nosie hits you, it’s strictly 
‘no comment.’ Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am.” She didn’t say so, but I knew she was think-
ing about Lily Lockwell in particular. Damn news-nosie.

“Mayor Wells is already riding me about this one. When 
the mayor’s not happy, I’m not happy. And when I’m not hap-
py—”

“I’ve got the picture, Commissioner. Silent running it is.” I 
was accessing the Commissioner’s evidence files, downloading 
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the vid she’d just shown me.
“Find me a triggerman,” she said, “and get me hard evidence, 

something that’ll stand up in court. We don’t want Humanity 
Labor suing the city because we botched the investigation.”

“I’m on it.” I looked at my wrist, pressing the skin at the 
base of my palm to make the time visible. “I’ll vid you from 
the crime scene.”

“I want a conviction, Harrison. And I do not want more dead 
clones in the streets.”

“Got it.”
And I headed downstairs to pick up a club.
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