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Author's Note: Doomsday Redux

The Doomsday Brunette that you’re about to read – and hopefully that you’ve legally purchased or borrowed – is somewhat different than the one that was originally published by DAW Books back in 2003. Before you go crazy, let me make clear that this is not one of those Star Wars type of revisionist things – everyone knows that Han shot first and all the CGI in the world won’t change that. No, this Doomsday Brunette is more of a simple “do-over.”

The manuscript that John and I delivered to our publisher in 2002 was quite a bit different than the book that saw print the following year. When we had originally pitched the book in early 2001 the B-story in the novel had been the unexpected visitation of Zach’s mother, how it affected his thinking during the Thompson Quad mystery and – mild spoiler alert – the role she ultimately played in its resolution. We wrote the book as planned but when we delivered the first draft our editor at the time thought the mother story fell a little flat, didn’t mesh with the A-story as well as it should have and, worst of all, wasn’t very funny. After some long discussions she suggested – very strongly – that we remove the storyline entirely from the novel, a change which would require reworking and rethinking a number of elements. 

This kind of thing is not uncommon in the publishing world and this was certainly not the most onerous request an editor has ever made of a writer but it still hit me pretty strongly. John and I had worked hard putting together the draft of Doomsday Brunette and to me the character of Zach’s mother was so connected to the story that I didn’t think it was possible to remove her from the book without gutting it. Truthfully, the disagreement almost killed the series before we’d fully gotten it off the ground.

Thankfully, John had a cooler head than me at the time. He was able to step back from the situation and, in a very professional and dispassionate manner, take a look at the draft and the editorial suggestions and then set about trying to make things work. He spent another two weeks on the manuscript as I recall and he found a rather elegant way of removing Zach’s mother from the story and, by reworking and adding scenes, he managed to retain what we felt were the strengths of the Quad mystery while incorporating most of the editorial suggestions (including the removal of Zach’s mother). Looking at it now, the book stands up pretty well. It certainly kept the series running and repaired our relationship with our editor.

To me though, the removal of Zach’s mother left a hole in the story. The Quad mystery certainly stands on its own but without the B-story it seemed to have less of a personal connection to Zach. We had originally crafted this novel thematically as a story about family. The fractured bonds of the Thompson Quads were originally meant to parallel the awkwardness of Zach’s own relationship with his mother. The who-dunnit aspect of the book certainly remained intact in the published version but the family theme was only somewhat realized. The book came out and did fine with readers and reviewers, but to me anyway, it only felt like a partial win.

So fast forward about fifteen years. When the opportunity to re-release the book in this new e-version came about I floated the idea to John of going back to the original draft.

“You mean the one with Zach’s mom?” he asked.

“Yeah. That one.”

“The one the publisher hated?”

“Hated is a strong word.”

“But they hated it.”

“Yeah, I guess they did.”

“That version?” he asked again.

“Well, um, yeah.”

“Sure,” John said. “Why not?”

John is nothing, if not full of surprises.

We figured that after fifteen years, the original story deserved a chance to be seen and judged on its own. So we pulled the old version off my 1998 Apple laptop – which wasn’t easy – and reviewed it again. A couple of small things had to be added to smooth out some rough edges and we had to punch up a joke or two (our editor was right when she said it wasn’t as funny as we originally hoped) but I have to admit that I am happy to see Zach’s mother in place again. I’ve missed her. I think Zach did too and, honestly, I think the novel is more complete with her in it. But that, of course is for you to decide. So please move on to the next page and enjoy this new/old version of the Doomsday Brunette and let us know what you think.

As I said, we all know that Han shot first. Clearly some people regret that. We all have regrets in our lives. The trick is learning to live with them.

Lawrence Ganem, April 2018


Prologue

A handful of quick snapshots from my past before the story begins.

Opening day of first grade, tea kettle whistling in the background and my mom at the stove as I head through the kitchen and out the side door to meet the bus.

“Have a good day, Buttlebug,” she calls. “I love you.”

“Don’t call me ‘Buttlebug,’ Mom.”

“Sorry, Buttlebug.”

“Mom!”

Second day of first grade.

“See you this afternoon, Buttlebug.”

“Mom, don’t call me ‘Buttlebug!’”

One hundred twentieth day of first grade.

“Enjoy yourself today, Butt…”

“Goodbye, Mom.”

July 18th, summer of my 13th year. Mom is in the kitchen as I walk in. Infield dirt covers my pants and cleats. Sweat covers me everywhere else. 

“How was your game today?”

“We won.”

She’s standing at the stove and can only turn her head slightly to me as I walk by.

“That’s nice. Sorry I wasn’t there. When’s the next one?”

“This was the last one.”

“Already?”

“Yeah.”

The tea kettle starts to whistle and mom turns her attention to it as I walk toward my room. I speak softly as I go.

“It was the championship. I drove in the winning run.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

May 1st, spring of my 18th year. Prom night. We’re in the entryway of the house. Mom is adjusting the bow-tie on my tux for the hundredth time, smiling.

“You look handsome, Buttlebug.”

“Mom!”

She crinkles her brow. “Sorry.”

She puts a hand on my cheek and a look of concern crosses her face. “You didn’t shave today?”

“Mom!”

“You’ll never get kissed with a stubbly face like that,” she says, staring more closely at my chin now. “Is that a pimple?”

“Mom!,” (I say it as two syllables for emphasis).

September 18th, the fall of my 25th year, we’re at the dining room table. I’m drinking a beer. Mom has a cup of tea.

“I don’t understand, Buttlebug. Why a private investigator?”

“Mom, what did I say about calling me that?”

She continues, unfazed. “It’s just that, I’m not sure that’s a real job.”

“Of course it’s a real job.” 

“Why not be a policeman like Tony?”

I start to wish that I had called her with this news rather than giving it to her in person.

“I don’t want to be a policeman,” I say. “I like being independent. I want to be my own boss. And I’m good at this. I really am.”

“But you were studying psychology,” she says, fiddling with her cup. “What about your dissertation?”

“I’ll get to it eventually.”

“Does this mean that you’re joining DickCo?

“What? No. Why would I join DickCo?”

“Because they’ll pay you.”

“My clients will pay me, Mom.”

“Do you have any clients?”

“…Not yet.”

“Do you need money, Buttlebug?”

“Mom!,” (I am proud of myself for keeping it to one syllable, but I roll my eyes).

“The world can be hard, Zach,” she says with a seriousness I won’t notice until years later. “There’s a lot out there that’s…It’s just not always nice.”

The tea kettle begins to whistle in the kitchen and I look toward the sound expecting her to get up and go. She stays seated instead, staring at me, seemingly not to notice the sound as it continues in the background.

“This life you’re choosing, it won’t be easy. Are you sure this is what you want?”

“Trust me, Mom. I know what I’m doing.”

I didn’t, of course. But I’ve managed to figure some things out along the way.

And that brings us to now.
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It was a dark and stormy night, which is the way these things usually begin. The evening acid rain was falling on the city (for it is in New Frisco that our scene lies) like sizzling bile from the heavens, scouring the streets and blanching the buildings with its tangy, biting caress. It had been raining for six days straight with no let up and no respite. So far the city’s infrastructure had dealt with the excess water (and assorted other components, both benign and toxic, that make up California rain in the mid-twenty-first century). Municipal energy consumption had spiked dramatically during the rainy period but the Gladians had provided us with enough extra energy (albeit at a slightly inflated price) to meet the demand. 

So the city was handling the storm fairly well at the nano. The problem was that no one seemed to know how long we could hold out or when the rain would end. As a result, a filmy layer of unease had begun to coat the city, the kind that doesn’t wash off easily. 

I was safely at home in bed on this night, fitfully asleep and dreaming, as usual, of nothing. That had been my problem of late. Sleep had been coming hard and when it did, it was never restful. I hadn’t slept more than four hours in a single night for months and what sleep I did get was uneasy and dreamless. I am told that dreams are essential to the human mind. They cleanse the brain and keep it functioning properly. They raise one’s spirits and give subconscious form to hopes, wishes and desires. This was all clearly indicative of a larger problem on my part, but that’s not something I was willing to think about. My specialty is solving other people’s problems. My problems, on the other hand, I tend to ignore.

My name is Zachary Nixon Johnson. I am the last private detective on earth. 

For those of you who are new to my adventures, welcome aboard (and what took you so long?). The year is 2058 and earth is enjoying a very welcome and much needed period of calm. Believe me we’ve had enough political strife, environmental cataclysms, extra-terrestrial catastrophes, and teenage pop sensations to last us for the rest of the century. But as you know, the good times never last and as I said, people had begun to think that the never-ending rain just might be a sign that our little carnival ride of peace and prosperity was nearing its end and that sometime soon the chain-smoking, multi-tattooed, minimum-wage, carny-worker of fate was going to yank us out of our collective seats and point us back toward the end of the line once more.

If only it had been that simple.

But I’ll get to all that later. For now, it was a stormy night. As mentioned, I was trying to sleep, my long-time fiancé’, Electra, beside me wrapped tightly in her (and most of my) share of the bed covers. 

That’s when I got the call.

“Boss?”

I grumbled a bit at the voice inside my head, waved it away as though it were a mosquito by my ear and buried my face in the pillow.

“Boss?” a little louder this time.

I rolled back over, still groggy, only just beginning to recognize the voice as that of my computer assistant.

“HARV?”

“You have an incoming call.”

HARV is one of the world’s most advanced thinking machines. He is the creation of my brilliant and somewhat socially inept friend, Dr. Randy Pool, and, for better or for worse, he is hard-wired directly into my brain thanks to an organic interface implanted in my head (through my left eye if you can imagine – don’t ask). The upside of this is that I have instant and direct access to his knowledge and skills at all times. He can keep me continuously informed about pretty much anything and everything. The downside is that I can't turn him off, so he is a constant presence inside my head, keeping me informed about pretty much anything and everything, whether I want to know it or not. 

HARV can communicate with me silently, actually speaking inside my head, and I, when necessary, can communicate with him in the same manner, by focusing my thoughts very tightly. It’s a little hard to focus tightly enough though, so I don’t talk to him that way very often. But I’m practicing the ability, and it’s becoming a little easier over time. 

Though I am loathe to admit it sometimes, HARV is a brilliant machine. He can perform three billion gigaflops in a nanosecond. He can plot the celestial orbits of every planet, star and moon in a galaxy twelve million light years away. He can count the sub-atomic particles in every grain of sand on a beach, or calculate the total number of dead brain cells in the heads of the World Council members at any given nano. His capabilities simply stagger the imagination. He is also my friend, quite possibly my best friend.

But not when he disturbs me at three in the morning.

“A what?” I growled.

“A call, boss. I know it’s out of the ordinary but…”

“Take a message,” I said, sliding my head back underneath the pillow. “Like you’re supposed to.”

Being a super computer, HARV, obviously doesn’t sleep. One of the millions of things he does in the early morning hours is monitor my incoming calls and messages; make a recording when the caller is important, and politely turn them away when they’re not. 

“This is a business call, boss.”

“Take a message.”

“It’s an emergency.”

“Take a message.”

“But…”

I closed my eyes tightly and focused every ounce of power from my still foggy brain into a single, focused mental shout.

“Once more. Then I’m getting my gun. Take…a…message.”

“I can’t,” HARV said.

“Why?”

“Because the incoming call is from Ona Thompson.”

I pulled my head from beneath the pillow and blinked my eyes as HARV’s butler-esque hologram shimmered to life beside me.

“Ona Thompson?” I asked.

HARV’s nod was almost imperceptible. 

I slid out of bed and grabbed my robe, the last hopes of a night’s sleep slipping away like the rain outside down the sewers.

“I’ll take it in the office.”
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In the world of celebrity there is superstar, there is icon, and there is legend. 

And then there is Ona Thompson. 

She is a pop-culture force of nature; the el nino of chic, and the plate tectonics of hip. She is the irresistible force of vogue and the immovable object of cool all rolled in to one.

And she was calling me.

Now as you can probably tell, I’m not usually one to wax poetic. And trust me, I’m not usually one to hyperbolize. But it is hard to properly describe Ona Thompson without doing a little of both. There’s no easy place to start but the most logical is with her father.

Dr. David Thompson was the greatest scientist of the twenty-first century. In the early twenty-twenties, his hundreds of technological discoveries and breakthroughs helped revolutionize the world and lead to such modern day conveniences as teleporters, hovercrafts, and interplanetary travel (limited as it is) and such modern day nuisances as energy weapons, genetic engineering, and the sentient pet-rock. 

Yet despite all that, Dr. Thompson is best known for two very monumental creations, the first of which is his family (I’ll get to the second one a little later). And by the way, when I say “family,” I use the word in its broadest and most abstract sense. 

Dr. Thompson created four daughters, who are known today, the world over, as the Thompson Quads (or simply “the Quads”). They are the most famous living creatures on the planet and could quite possibly represent the next stage of human evolution. You’ll note that I said that Thompson “created” his daughters. Not “had,” “raised,” or “fathered.” That’s not a mistake. Dr. Thompson used his brilliant mind and his well-funded laboratory to custom-create his children (and what spectacular children they were). 

He began with his own DNA, brilliant but flawed, and then strand by strand, almost molecule by molecule, altered it, super-charging every ability and repairing every blemish, until he surmised that it was perfect. Then he test-tubed it, added just a touch of super-model and, over the next two years, simultaneously grew four genetically engineered female embryos into viable organisms. The girls were perfect and beautiful when they were birthed from their artificial wombs (although their skin tone, for some reason, turned out slightly purple) and they immediately became media sensations. 

Thompson named them Ona, Twoa, Threa, and Foraa (he was a brilliant man, but unfortunately had no imagination when it came to everyday things) and they grew up in the very bright spotlight of the public eye. 

Through the years they were christened “miracle babies,” “genius toddlers,” “pre-schoolers of perfection” and a host of other pointlessly pithy appellations. When the girls hit puberty (and they hit it in a big way), blossoming into super-powerful, genius-level and stunningly beautiful teenagers, they became full-fledged sex-symbols (Ona especially, who was the oldest and most out-going of the four). The super babies had grown into the purple-hued embodiments of all male fantasies. They could bend steel with their hands, stop traffic with their looks and the public simply couldn’t get enough of them. 

As they grew each Quad developed her own personality and distinctive style and this made them even more sensational to a public that already adored them. Unfortunately, it also made the family a little more dysfunctional but nobody seemed to mention that in the interviews and puff pieces.

Ona, as I mentioned, became a playgirl, billionaire, dilettante. 

Twoa became a super hero (I’m not joking). 

Threa became a fairy princess (really, I’m not joking). 

And Foraa became a nihilist, goth-punk, anarchist (and you know your family is in trouble when the nihilist is considered the “normal” one). 

So here they were, four identical sisters, world famous since before they were born, universally loved and adored by the public, and exponentially superior to normal humans both physically and intellectually.

Is it any wonder that they all turned out to be super-brats?

Short tempers, little patience and egos the size of the Crab Nebula, the Quads had it all. They were adored by the human race but had long since grown weary of humanity and to some extent grew to pity it with its faults, foibles and frailties. They were still celebrities, entertainers in their own distinctive ways, but you couldn’t help feeling sad over the wasted potential. The Quads were meant to be the apex of humanity, the pinnacle of human achievement. They had instead become the poster children for bored-chic, the pop culture icons of purposelessness.

And, for reasons that will be explained later, they all hated one another, which just made things more interesting.

I took a few nanos to collect myself before answering the call in my office. I don’t usually get star struck but I was a little edgy at the prospect of talking to the world’s most powerful and egotistical woman with my brain still half asleep so I fidgeted just a bit.

“You’re not nervous, are you, boss?” HARV asked.

“Me? No” I said, as I settled into my desk chair, trying to look as casual and professional as possible. “I just want to make a good impression. Do I look awkward here?”

“You mean sitting at your desk at three in the morning for no good reason? The woman has an IQ that’s off the charts, don’t you think she’s going to know that you were sleeping when she called?”

“Humor me here, HARV. It’s all in the presentation.” I answered, adjusting my fedora slightly.

“I think the hat’s a bit much,” HARV said. 

“What do you know? You don’t even have a real head.”

“True, but unlike you, I have a sense of fashion that is based in the current century.”

I ignored him and dipped the brim of the hat down ever-so-slightly over my forehead. Then I took a deep breath to gather myself and stabbed the receive-button on the vidnet console. 

Ona Thompson’s face flashed on the wallscreen and her beauty hit me in the first nano of visual contact like a pheromonal tsunami. Her mere appearance was a visual cascade of joyance, entering through my eyes and making my head spin. I’d seen her before, of course, in pictures and on the news and such but never in so vibrant and realistic a form.

Her face was perfectly sculpted, from the soft lines of her cheeks to the gentle slope of her nose. Her eyes were wide and a deep shade of warm chocolate brown. Her lips were full and luscious, like ripe berries, two shades darker than the creamy purple of her skin. 

I was thankful that Electra wasn’t in the room with me because I’m sure I looked like a lovesick schoolboy. It was embarrassing enough that HARV was there to witness it. Although truthfully, I think he was a bit stunned as well. In retrospect, I should have enjoyed that nano more as it happened because things went downhill very fast from there.

“Good evening, Ms. Thompson. Zach Johnson here. How can I help you?”

That’s what I wanted to say. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t get the chance.

“Well, it’s DOS-well about time,” she spat the nano after contact was initiated. “Is this how you treat your clients? If it is, then I should have my head examined for netting. I could get faster service at the DMV for the clinically comatose.”

And yet, somehow, coming from Ona Thompson, this diatribe sounded like a compliment (probably because she used the word “client”).

“Thank you, Ms. Thompson,” I said, without thinking. “What can I do for you?”

“You can cut the small talk for one. I can’t stand it during regular hours. I have zero tolerance for it at this time of night.”

“All I said was…”

“And I need you to come to my mansion right away. Bring your detective stuff. How quickly can you get here?”

“Excuse me?” Ona’s stunning initial charm was fast beginning to fade.

“Never mind,” she said. “I’ll send a hoverjet. It will be faster. Unless you have a teleport pad in your home. No, of course you wouldn’t. You’re poor.”

“She’s not one for foreplay, is she?” HARV whispered inside my head.

“Ms. Thompson, what’s this about?”

“I thought we agreed that you’d stop the small talk?” she said. “Do you have a nicer jacket than that one? And for Gates sake take off that hideous hat. You look like a drunken organ grinder.”

“Uh-oh,” HARV said.

That did it.

I stabbed the disconnect button on the console with an angry finger and the screen went blank.

“No one insults the fedora,” I whispered through gritted teeth.

“I told you not to wear it.”

A nano passed. And I stared at the screen on the wall, still a little shell-shocked from Ona’s blitzkrieg of insults.

“Do you think she’s always like that?” I asked.

“Define ‘always,’” HARV said with a smirk.

The console speaker sounded a gentle (yet insistent) tone. 

“That would be Ms. Thompson calling back,” HARV said.

“Gee, you think?”

“Shall I answer it while you attain more suitable cranial attire? Perhaps the beanie with the propeller would be more appropriate.”

I waved HARV away and put the call on the screen myself (but I took the fedora off before doing so). Ona’s face reappeared, less angry than I expected, almost confused.

“Did you just hang up on me?”

I smiled, slightly wide-eyed and did my best sit-com shoulder-shrug.

“I was just about to ask you the same thing,” I said. “There must be a glitch somewhere in the connection. Computers, can’t live without ‘em, can’t disconnect ‘em.”

I could tell she wasn’t buying the excuse but luckily she wasn’t comfortable enough yet in our relationship to call me a liar. She took a breath and for the first time inadvertently dropped her imperious veneer. I saw traces of concern in her expression, a tiny bit of confusion, and maybe even a little fear. I knew then that this wasn’t going to be a simple matter.

“Fine, where were we?”

“You were politely asking for my help.”

“Yes, that’s right,” she said. “I need you to come to my mansion immediately. I’ll send a hoverjet and you’ll need a better looking jacket.”

“Let’s not start that again, Ms. Thompson. What’s going on?”

“I can’t say. Not over the net. But I’ll hire you. I’ll pay whatever you like. This is an emergency, Mr. Johnson. You must come immediately.”

I have to admit that the part about paying me whatever I wanted was tempting, as was the idea of working for someone of Ona Thompson’s stature. Having her as a reference would certainly look good on my e-vitae. And Gates knows I needed the credits. Still she had the look of trouble about her; 100%, pure, unfiltered, menthol-flavored trouble. I’d had my share of that stuff in the past and I’d sort of lost my taste for it. After all, it doesn’t matter how exciting or well-paying a job is if it kills you in the end. Also Ona’s penchant for insulting me certainly didn’t make the deal any more enticing. 

So I was about to politely turn her away when she did something that, as I understand it, she almost never did.

“I don’t know what else to say, Mr. Johnson…please?”

She asked nicely.

Pop-culture historians have since told me that Ona had used the word “please” only six times in her life prior to that nano. Twice were when she was two years old and wanted a pony-cloning lab. The other four occurrences were scattered over the intervening years and were made in the context of threats (“say please or I’ll crush your spleen”). I didn’t know all that at the time but I sensed that she wasn’t used to asking politely for anything.

“It’s very important.”

Her lower lip trembled ever so slightly and I saw her moisten it gently with her tongue then softly bite it to steady herself. The simple gesture was quite possibly the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

I leaned back in my chair and gently squeezed the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger, preparing for the many headaches that I knew would soon follow my next words.

“I can be there in 30 minutes.”

She smiled, grateful, and the computer screen had to compensate for the brightness of her expression.

“Excellent. I’m sending the hoverjet right now.”

“Don’t bother,” I said. “I’ll take my personal hovercraft. My computer has your address.”

“I thought you didn’t fly hovers.”

“I don’t. But my computer does.”

“I’ll alert security to expect your arrival, Mr. Johnson.”

“Call me Zach.”

“Fine,” she said. “Call me Ona. And again, I’m very grateful for your help.”

The screen went dark and I sat motionless in the office for a few nanos, contemplating what I’d just done.

“I must say,” said HARV, “you make some interesting decisions when you’re sleep-deprived.”

“Tell me about it.”

I went back to the bedroom and dressed quickly, trying hard not to wake Electra before I absolutely had to. I kissed her gently on the forehead before I left and she stirred slightly.

“Que pasa?” she asked, still half asleep.

“I’m going out to see a client,” I whispered. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

She groaned and wrapped herself back up in the covers.

“Saving the world again?” she asked.

“Let’s hope not.” I replied as I left.
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Ona’s mansion was an other-worldly compound in the northern outskirts of New Frisco. It was ultra-chic in every conceivable manner, which in this case meant that it wasn’t really there. At least not to the naked eye.

“What’s going on?” I asked HARV as he lowered the hovercraft toward a lonely plastic guard post.

“We’ve arrived.”

I looked through the rain and saw nothing but rocks and foreboding wooded hills around us. The guard post sat by a large outcropping of rock, where the roadway and hovercraft skyway ended. Beyond this checkpoint was an uninviting mixture of mountain and forest.

“Arrived where?” I asked. “Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I thought that when Ona said ‘come to my mansion’ there would be an actual building.”

“That would have been safe to assume, although it doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re not old-fashioned,” HARV said. “These are the coordinates that Ms. Thompson’s computer gave me and I think you’ll find the answer to your questions at the guard post.”

I looked at the dilapidated plastic shack as we landed beside it. It looked as though it would collapse any nano just from the force of us looking at it. At first I saw nothing but darkness through its glass-less windows but, as I stared, for the briefest of nanos I saw a tiny red flash, like the lightning fast wink of a Chernobyl cat and I recognized it at once.

“We’ve been scanned.”

“It would appear so,” HARV said.

“Greetings, Mr. Johnson.” A warm computer voice said through the hovercraft interface. “Thank you for coming so promptly.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “Although it would have been nice for Ms. Thompson to have had a house built for my arrival.”

“You’re humor is acknowledged,” the computer responded, “although, I admit, not fully appreciated.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” I said. “Does this mean that I’ll be ‘porting to another location? I have to tell you now that I don’t ‘port well.”

“Not at all, sir,” the computer responded. “Your identity has been verified by security. You may now enter. I’ve programmed the pattern for entrance to the grounds into your craft’s guidance computer. You may proceed at your leisure.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Let Ms. Thompson know that we’ll see her shortly.”

I closed the interface and let HARV security-check the programmed coordinates as we lifted gently off the ground again. This time we rose only two meters high and smoothly eased around the huge rock outcropping. A fissure in the rocks appeared and we went through it.

“How come I didn’t see the fissure before?” I asked.

“Because it wasn’t there when we arrived.” HARV said. “The entire area is artificial. A conglomeration of simulacra and holograms. It’s the latest in stealth security.”

“And you were going to tell me this when?”

“Either when you asked about it or when you needed to know.”

“That’s comforting,” I said as I sat back in the seat. “It looks like Ona Thompson’s computer is quite intelligent.”

“I'm not surprised,” HARV said. “She can afford it.”

“You don't feel threatened, do you?”

“Would you feel threatened if she had a pet ape?”

“Only if it dressed like me.”

“Besides,” HARV harrumphed. “’It's clearly heavily programmed for subservience. 'Your humor is acknowledged.’ What a kiss-ass interface.”

“At least it’s advanced enough to recognize that my remark was humorous.”

“Which proves right there that it has no real concept of humor.”

“It wasn’t that bad.”

“Oh, please.”

In most parts of the world today everyone, save for a few radical techno-anarchists, has a computer to handle their households; one central operating system that monitors the home (appliances, security and climate control systems), the transport (daily travel, fueling and regular maintenance), and entertainment. Some computers handle financial matters including household budgets and long-term investments but most people don't entirely trust the operating systems to handle all their financial matters just yet.

Historically, most people have shied away from truly intelligent independent thinking computers complete with their own personality. The technology has been there to make them for a long time, but the demand hasn’t caught up with it yet. Most people just don’t want machines around that are smarter than they are. We call it the Forbin Complex. 

However, in the last few years, some super intelligent super computers have popped up here and there. I'm not talking about the limited decision-making that you see in servant droids but actual free-thinking computers. These have become in vogue amongst the super-rich because they can handle more complicated households and estates (and because they are wildly expensive). Not everyone likes them, of course, and not everyone trusts them but, as mentioned, their use is growing amongst the elite.

It's worth noting, however, just in case you're keeping score, that HARV is several generations removed from most super-intelligent computers and, as he is quick to remind me, is in a class by himself. That’s not entirely true, as some recent experiences have shown, but I don’t quibble). 

We continued our guided trip through the faux-terrain toward Ona's mansion but I could tell that we were nearing our destination.

“Is it getting brighter?” I asked.

“Yes it is,” HARV said.

“And, it’s stopped raining.”

“No, it hasn’t,” HARV replied in that I-know-something-you-don’t voice. “It’s still raining. Just not in here.”

“In where?”

As if in answer to my question, the last of the simulated forest melted away before us and the hovercraft entered Ona Thompson’s compound. 

It was like discovering Atlantis (only a little more ostentatious).

The outer layer was a ring of interconnected small buildings (and I use the word “small” only in relation to everything else), which encircled the centerpiece of the estate, a giant multi-leveled pyramid made of sparkling metal. Had it not been the middle of the night, I think the glare of sunlight off the building would have permanently burned my retinas. As it was, it was like looking at the dazzling facets of a giant, utterly perfect jewel.

The entire estate was shielded by a translucent force-field that, from the inside, was a gentle shade of purple, which I’m sure was not coincidentally a perfect match to Ona’s complexion. The field shielded the compound from the rain and as I looked up, I could see the droplets of water beading and sliding down the length of the energy-created hard surface, sizzling a bit as they slithered, like tears of grease and spittle on a griddle.

“This is kind of eerie,” I whispered.

“It is a bit pretentious, isn’t it?” HARV replied inside my head.

“I won’t go blind if I stare at it for too long, will I?”

“I can’t say for certain. The clinical trial is still in progress.”

The computer auto pilot took control of our hover and brought us gently toward the main building.

“Nice pyramid,” I said.

“Ziggurat,” HARV replied.

“Gezundheit.”

“The building is a ziggurat. A pyramid is a structure comprised of a polyhedron base and four straight, smooth triangular faces. A ziggurat is a pyramidal structure that is built in successive stages. The pyramid is primarily Egyptian in origin. The ziggurat is Mesopotamian, although similar designs have been found in ancient Aztec and Mayan cultures.”

“So…nice ziggurat,” I said.

“I think so too.”

“How much do you think a place like this goes for?”

“Let’s put it this way,” HARV said. “On the landing pad ahead, the third directional light from the left, that bulb costs more than your house.”

“Well, it is a nice bulb.”

I’ve mentioned earlier that Ona Thompson is the richest woman on the planet. To explain exactly how rich she is and where her wealth comes from, we need to go back again to her father.

As previously noted, Dr. David Thompson was best known for two monumental creations. The first was his four daughters. The second was a little more infamous.

The tabloids of the time dubbed it the D-Cubed, which trivialized it to no end but the name seemed to strike a chord with the general public so it stuck. Thompson, himself never formally named the device but rumor has it that he referred to it as TEOATI, which stood for “The End of All That Is,” which was fitting because what he created was a doomsday device.

Very little is actually known about the device but rumor and legend say that it began with just a theory on Dr. Thompson’s part, a hypothesis that a machine could be created that would literally un-make worlds. The theory stayed with him, in the shadows of his brilliant mind for months, maybe years, buzzing around like an annoying fly until he finally gave in to the spark of destructive inspiration and sat down at his computer drawing board to follow it through.

Many years later, it was complete. Dr. Thompson had designed an immense machine that was capable of creating an imitation black hole strong enough to rip a planet apart, reducing it in a matter of minutes to its atomic skeleton. He hadn’t actually set out to create a doomsday device. He’d just followed the wanderings of his brilliant mind and risen to the nearly impossible challenges that it posed. But in the end, there it was, the design for an honest to goodness end-it-all device.

Needless to say, when word of the device’s existence reached the ears of the World Council, they were none too pleased. They feared that the plans would fall into the wrong hands. And truthfully, when you’re talking about an actual doomsday device, any hands are the wrong ones. So the World Council acted quickly (one of the few times in its history).

First, they set out to verify the existence and functionality of the D-Cubed. But, like the protectors of a modern day Holy Grail, they didn’t want any one person to gaze upon the complete plans, for fear that the divine knowledge would stick in their mind. So they dispatched a team of twenty-five of the best scientists to examine Dr. Thompson’s designs. Each scientist was given only a small component of the blueprint to analyze so as not to learn too much about the device. The scientists confirmed, as much as they could, that each component that they had individually examined was viable and potentially functional. Therefore, the Council surmised, the D-Cubed itself may indeed be real. 

So when faced with the existence of a potential threat to the entire world and all humanity, they did what any good capitalist government would do. They threw money at it.

The World Council, with the backing and support of the world’s one thousand largest corporations, pooled its resources and made Dr. Thompson an offer he couldn’t refuse. They paid him more money than had ever been paid before in the history of history to not build the device. And the conditions of the deal were that he had to destroy all copies of the plans for the D-Cubed.

Including the ones in his head. 

Dr. Thompson agreed. He destroyed all work referring to the D-Cubed and then voluntarily underwent a minor surgical procedure where doctors removed the small portion of his brain that contained the theory and plans for the D-Cubed. Looking back you really have to admire the guy’s bravery. He was after all being asked to undergo a partial lobotomy but he did so willingly. His actual words, upon hearing the World Council’s offer/demands, which were netcast live around the world were simply: “As you wish.”

The whole period was probably best captured in a single photo, taken in the hallway of the hospital a few minutes before Dr. Thompson underwent his surgery. In the image Thompson is hugging the Quads, who were five years old at the time. He is kneeling, head bowed, eyes closed. One arm is around Twoa. The other is around Threa. Ona is hugging him from behind. But it is his embrace with Foraa that is most poignant. Her tiny body faces him. Her arms are at her sides. Like her father, Foraa’s eyes are closed, her head down, gently resting against the bowed head of her father. The poignancy of their expressions made the image an icon, forever ingrained in the pop culture psyche of the era. It’s also the best-selling Father’s Day card of all time, which is a little crass, I know, but clearly indicative of the image’s popularity.

The operation was a success and Dr. Thompson, now a fabulously wealthy man went back to his home, his daughters, and his work and was supposed to live happily ever after. 

Unfortunately, it didn’t turn out that way. 

The brain surgery left Dr. Thompson brilliant but somewhat addled. He had constant lapses in memory and developed some odd physical ticks. He retreated more and more into his secluded lab, ignoring his daughters and burying himself in his work. He died tragically in a lab explosion five years later. 

And then things really got interesting. 

By the time of Dr. Thompson’s death, the Quads were on the cusp of maturity. They were brilliant, but bored super-human pre-teens and, as mentioned, each sister, in an effort to distinguish herself, had developed her own personal style.

With their father’s death, they were left with an immense fortune but without a guiding parent, and that’s where the troubles really began. It seems that Dr. Thompson’s familial memory skills were one of the casualties of the surgery that excised the D-Cubed knowledge from his brain. As a result, when he rewrote his will not long before his death, he apparently forgot that he had four children and left his entire fortune to his “child”…Ona.

So Ona inherited everything, thus beginning one of the most infamous and long-running displays of civil litigation in modern history. Twoa and Threa (each only ten years old) sued Ona claiming that they were each due one quarter of the estate. Foraa filed suit claiming that she wanted no part of the estate. Twoa and Threa then filed additional suits saying that they were now due one-third of the estate. Ona meanwhile, having more than enough money to defend herself, hired nearly fifteen percent of all attorneys left in the world after the Great Lawyer Purge (as well as an army of undercover attorneys a.k.a. greeting card salesmen) and stalled the suits in every conceivable way. The legal battles have been running now for over a dozen years. Honestly, I’ve lost track of it all. It’s become one of those things that’s always around but you don’t need to follow everyday.

It’s worth noting that, even without a share of their father’s fortune both Twoa and Threa have managed to earn tidy livings from their celebrity status. Both of them are holovision stars. Twoa’s adventures as a super hero and crime fighter are recorded and netcast three nights a week on the Entercorp True Crime site. Threa hosts a weekly “meditations with the fairy queen” show on the fantasy site where she spends an hour showing off different parts of her mystical fairy realm and answering relationship questions. I’ve never seen either of the shows but I understand that they’re relatively popular, especially with teenage girls and gay men (two highly coveted demographic groups). 

Foraa has done her best to stay out of the public eye (to the extent that such a thing is possible for a Thompson Quad). She lives in New Vegas and preaches about the evils of wealth and the material world to anyone who will listen (which pretty much scares away most interviewers). Still, she has garnered a bit of a following and her lectures are a popular attraction on most New Vegas tours.

“What about the legal battle?” I asked HARV as our craft neared the landing pad. “Has anything happened there lately?” 

“The cascade of claims and counter-claims continue within the courts,” HARV replied. “There had been some rumors that the Quads were negotiating a settlement sans their attorneys but those have been officially denied by all parties.”

“Which means, of course, that they’re probably true.”

“Yes, probably.”

“A settlement would certainly be big news. The end of an era. I wonder if that’s why we’re here.”

“To witness the settlement? As if life would be that easy.”

We landed at the designated landing pad and were ushered into the main mansion by the polite, bodiless voice of the computer. HARV dissipated his hologram before we landed so as not to draw attention to himself. And, as usual, for the duration of our visit, he would mostly communicate with me either by whispering silently in my head or, when stealth and silence wasn't a priority, through the traditional interface that I wear on my wrist. Very few people in the world know that HARV is hardwired directly into my head. The secret has helped me out on a number of occasions so I like to keep it as quiet as possible. Plus, if truth be told, it's not something I brag about or even like to think about too much.

“Thank you again for coming so quickly, Mr. Johnson,” the computer said. “Ms. Ona is awaiting you in the great dining room number seven. If you’ll permit me, I shall vocally escort you to your destination.”

“That will be fine,” I said. “Thank you.”

“Could this computer be any more sycophantic?” HARV whispered in my head. “The way he ass-kisses, I suspect that he was originally programmed for proctology.”

“It’s nice to have a polite computer…for a change.”

The computer led us through Ona’s mansion and I was grateful to have the guidance because I’d never have found my way without it. The mansion’s décor, at least for this portion of the hallways, was done through random probability holographic projections, an interior design style that had come into vogue a few months earlier (when Ona started using it, of course). The system holographically decorates the living space according to one of a myriad of preprogrammed design motifs. It can be early Victorian one nano or lush forest the next. Ona, not surprisingly had chosen some envelope-pushing motifs. The arctic tundra wasn’t too bad but the Peruvian mudslide made me a little uncomfortable and the “burning building” effect (complete with realistic smoke odors) made me queasy but I managed to keep my composure. 

“I don’t suppose Ms. Thompson has any decorative motif programs that are more sedate?” I asked the computer.

“Sadly, none are available at the nano,” it responded. “The decorator program is linked to Ms. Thompson’s body and brain patterns so that it reflects her current mood. Apparently she’s somewhat agitated at present.”

We walked through a doorway as the simulated walls blew apart from a holographic nuclear explosion.

“I’ll say.”

We arrived at the end of the hallway and the computer indicated that our journey had ended by adding a slight golden glow to the closed door before us.

“We’ve arrived,” it said. “I’ve alerted Ms. Thompson so please feel free to enter.”

“Thanks,” I said as I gently turned the knob. “I appreciate your help.”

“It was my pleasure serving you, sir.”

“Gates,” HARV whispered in my head. “I think I’m going to hurl my chips.”

I opened the door and gently entered the room.

Remember all those suspicions I’d had about how taking this case was going to be nothing but trouble? Well, my estimation of the trouble turned out to be way too conservative. I knew it in one glance.

The space was a formal dining room, sumptuously elegant and (not surprisingly) enormous. The table was set and the food that was waiting to be served looked delicious. But that’s where the good news ended.

All four quads were there (and none of them were what one would call happy). Ona was the first to greet me. She stood by the table, arms crossed, clearly agitated, angry and a little on edge.

“Well, it’s DOS well about time you showed up,” she said. 

Twoa (the super hero) was beside her, hovering a about a half meter off the ground. She was in full costume: a tight red crop-top, white miniskirt and a long blue cape. There was a grim, steely-jawed look of determination on her face. 

Threa (the fairy queen) was in the background just a little, away from the table, as though she’d been pacing before I entered. He long green robe danced around her gently as though moved by a breeze (which I couldn’t feel). Two tiny nymphs flitted around her head, sparkling with pixie-like glitter. She was crying, not sobbing or anything, but she had those heroically strong tear-stained cheeks that you read about so often in fantasy fiction.

But it was Foraa who embodied the trouble. She was wearing a thick black, faux-leather jacket, short skirt and black tights. Had the room been any darker I wouldn’t have been able to see her at all, she was so shadowy. She was the only one of the quads at the nano who didn’t look angry or overwrought. As a matter of fact she looked rather content. 

But that didn’t help matters much because she was also lying dead on the floor.

“As you can see,” Ona said, “we have a problem.”
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I knelt beside Foraa and put my hand gently on her neck, being careful not to disturb anything. I felt no pulse and her skin was slightly cold to the touch. I knew she was gone but I had HARV confirm it. He scanned her through the subtle contact of my fingertip. 

“No pulse, boss,” he said. “No breath sounds. Her body’s cooled a bit already. She’s been dead for an hour at least.”

“I suppose you had to check for yourself, huh?” Ona said. “My sisters and I have a combined IQ higher than the California GDP, but you couldn’t be certain that we could tell a live body from a dead one?”

Foraa’s expression was sadly serene yet beautiful in a quiet way (in a stark contrast to her sister). Her skin was the patented Thompson Quad shade of purple, but it was unpainted and unblemished. The beauty that was fast fading with death was all natural.

Her hair however, was… something less than natural. In true black-sheep rebellion, Foraa had dyed her hair the deepest shade of black I’d ever seen within the earth’s atmosphere. Miss Clairol #666, Black Hole Oblivion, it was so dark, it didn’t even look like hair anymore. It was more like a stylish spatial wormhole atop her head where all light and color ceased to exist.

“Good thing she didn’t do her eyebrows as well,” HARV said. 

There were puddles of red wine on the marble floor where she lay. One was near her mouth, a few tiny droplets still clung to her lips like dark berries on a bush. Another encircled her hand like a bloody pond around a delicate purple island. Her hand was palm down and cupped ever so slightly into a subtle dome. This caught my attention, tickling an odd thread in my memory.

“Her hand looks a little strange,” I mumbled.

“I agree,” HARV whispered. “A rather unnatural position.”

I zeroed in on the memory. It brought me back to my early days on the street as a PI, dealing with con men and street hustlers.

“You know, it’s almost like she’s doing a card trick,” I said.

“A what?”

I reached for her hand without thinking and made the first of my many mistakes during the investigation.

“It’s like she’s palming something. I wonder…”

“Boss, don’t touch…”

I lifted her hand, ever so gently from the puddle.

“DOS,” I said aloud.

There were symbols drawn in wine beneath her hand. Foraa had clearly scrawled them on the tile just before her death. She had cupped her hand gently around them before she died, not to hide them from sight but to keep them from being erased by the puddle of wine that had formed. By lifting her hand, I had broken the seal around the symbols. I had removed the dam and the wine puddle rushed past its unnatural banks. The symbols disappeared in nanos.

“Oh, jeez,” I said. “That was probably important.”

“The last thing Ms. Thompson wrote before she succumbed to death’s icy embrace?” HARV whispered, “yes, I would suspect so.”

“You didn’t by chance happen to…”

“Record it? Of course I did,” HARV said. “I got it through the eye-cam. I’m analyzing it now.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Do me a favor and stop me the next time I start to do something stupid like that.”

“Boss, you don’t know how long I’ve waited to hear you say those words.”

I did my best to regain my composure and rose to meet Ona as she approached.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” she said, impatiently crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Someone tried to kill me.”

I stood up and moved away from the body, being careful not to disturb anything else on the scene.

“Actually Ms. Thompson, that’s not obvious,” I said. “It looks to me more like someone tried to kill your sister and succeeded with flying colors.”

“Oh, good,” Ona said. “You see that’s the kind of top-notch, deductive reasoning that I was looking for when I hired you. I’m looking beyond the obvious. This was an attempt on my life.”

“Oh yes, Ona,” Twoa said as she floated toward us, hands majestically upon her hips. “It’s always about you.”

She landed beside me and held out a red-gloved hand. Her grip was firm but not uncomfortable. Still my hand felt like an egg held gently in an atomic vise. No matter how gentle the actual grip was, it was clear that my hand could be crushed at any nano, with no thought at all. It was unnerving but I couldn’t be certain if Twoa knew that.

“I’m Twoa Thompson, Mr. Johnson, you can call me Justice Babe. It’s nice to meet a fellow soldier in the battle for truth.”

Ona rolled her eyes. “Should I cue the music now or did you bring your own?”

“Nice to meet you, um, Justice Babe,” I said. 

“Please sisters, cease your bickering,” Threa said from the other side of the table. “A great tragedy has befallen us. We should be drawing strength from one another rather than letting our grief tear us asunder.”

“Oh, here we go,” Ona said. “Guinevere speaketh. This is all I need.”

Threa’s gown flowed around her mellifluously as she moved to join her sisters. The two tiny nymphs buzzed about her head as she moved, leaving trails of sparkling smoke behind in the air, like skywriters using pixie dust. Their voices sounded like crickets on speed chirping through cotton candy. It took me a nano or two to focus on their sounds but when I did, I recognized it as speech. 

“Yes, mistress.” They said. “You are right, mistress. You are divine, mistress. That’s telling ‘em, mistress.”

“I refuse to acknowledge the insult inferred by your reference, sister,” Threa said. “Because I know that it is born of grief and fear.”

“It’s born of annoyance you unicorn kisser,” Ona spat. “Now can we please get back to the attempt on my life?”

“Can you for just one nano think about something other than yourself?” Twoa said.

“And what’s the point of that, exactly?”

I cleared my throat in an attempt to get the attention of the bickering sisters.

It didn’t work.

I tried again, a little louder this time.

Nothing. It was like I wasn’t even there.

“Maybe a small explosion would work,” HARV whispered.

In the end, I simply shouted.

“HEY!”

The sisters turned their attention to me, albeit begrudgingly and I felt strangely nervous.

“I understand that you’re all…dealing with this in your own distinct ways but I think we need to go over the basics here. Your sister appears to be dead…”

“Brilliant,” Ona muttered.

“…And unless I’m mistaken, Ms. Thompson…

“Ona,” she corrected.

“Unless, I’m mistaken, Ona, you’ve hired me to help you. Now in order to help you, I’m going to need to know exactly what happened. So let’s start at the beginning.”

“You mean when the great goddess brought forth the infant cosmos from her from the infinity of her vagina?” Threa asked.

“Um, no,” I said. “Let’s fast forward to what happened tonight.”

“We were meeting for dinner,” Ona began. “A late dinner. Hors douvres served in the drawing room at midnight. The first course to be served at one. After hours dinners will be in vogue this year. It’s so decadent to eat when everyone else is sleeping? The trend should become fashionable any nano.”

“Just a guess, boss,” HARV said. “But I think this is going to take awhile.”

“So the four of you met for dinner,” I said.

“Yes,” said Twoa. “We were about to sit for the first course. Ona opened a bottle of wine.”

“Romanee-Conti 1975.” Ona interjected. “Only four bottles of which remain in the world. Three of them are currently in my cellar. The fourth, unfortunately, is puddling on the floor.”

“Sister Ona poured us each a glass,” Threa continued. “We raised our drinks in a show of sisterly unity.”

“Then Ona started talking about her money.”

“I was giving a toast.”

“You were describing your fortune.”

“And sister Foraa grew impatient.”

“Always the rebel.”

“And rude.”

“She couldn’t take Ona’s rambling anymore and drank, just to get the toast over with.”

“And that was it?” I asked.

“She collapsed, rolled around for a while, then died.”

“Poison in the wine,” I said.

“Another flash of brilliance from the detective,” Ona mumbled.

“The police are going to want to run tests on the wine when they get here. Whatever’s left in Foraa’s glass as well as what’s in the bottle.”

“The police aren’t coming,” Ona said.

“What?”

“That’s why I called you,” she explained. “I don’t want this to turn into a public spectacle. I want it handled in-house.”

“Ona, your sister’s been murdered.”

“Exactly,” she said. “This is a family matter.”

“No,” I said. “It’s murder. That means it’s a police matter. We’ll keep it as quiet as possible but you need to report this to the authorities.”

“Absolutely not,” she said. 

“It’s a crime if you don’t.”

“It happened under my roof. That makes it under my sovereignty and subject to my laws. And my laws say that whatever I say goes.”

“Well, that would be true,” I said, “if you were your own country. But unfortunately, you’re a citizen of the New Frisco Principality and as such you are subject to its laws.”

“You mean even after everything I’ve done for this world, after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth; aiding under-privileged children, funding disease research, driving programs for environmental renewal and reinvention. After devoting my vast fortune to raising the quality of life for every downtrodden person in the first through fourth worlds, I still have to obey these silly New Frisco laws?”

“Well, yes.”

“But I’m rich,” 

“Okay then, maybe not all of the laws apply to you but I’m pretty sure about the ones regarding murders that take place in your pyramid.”

“Ziggurat,” HARV whispered.

“I mean ziggurat.”

“I’ll say this one more time, Zachary and then the conversation will be over. We are not calling the police.”

“Excuse me, Ms. Ona…” the computer said sheepishly.

“Then I’m off this case,” I said. “And the nano I get out of here, I’m calling the police.”

“Ms. Ona?”

“I strongly advise against that course of action.”

“Ms. Ona…”

“What is it?” Ona snapped at the computer. “Can’t you see I’m browbeating a minion?”

“I believe that this debate is about to be rendered moot,” the computer said, “because the New Frisco Police are currently en route.”

“What? Who notified them?”

“That would be me,” the computer replied.

“What?”

“I apologize. It’s just that the situation seemed so…dire and, it seemed like the right thing to do.”

“When will they be here?”

“Within three minutes.”

Ona sighed and waved the computer voice away.

“Fine. Make sure the security systems let them through. Let’s not cause any more trouble.” She turned to me. “I guess you get your wish after all, Zach.”

“Believe me, Ona,” I said, “this is the last thing I’d wish for.”

“And by the way,” she said. “I don’t like butting heads with my minions.”

“I don’t break the law. And I’m not a minion.”

“Not yet,” she said then she turned to her sisters. “Well ladies, hang onto your hats. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”
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The good news is that, when we met the police in the foyer a few minutes later, I saw that my old friend, Captain Tony Rickey was the lead officer. The bad news is that the first words out of Tony’s mouth were:

“DOS, Zach, I was afraid you’d be here.”

“Tony, you’d be surprised how often I hear that.”

Tony and I were neighbors growing up on the mean streets of the New Frisco suburbs. We first met when our mothers took us trick or treating together when we were three. Tony’s mother dressed him up as a policeman and he grew up to be the Captain of New Frisco’s 43rd precinct. My Mom dressed me up as a doctor and I grew up…to greatly disappoint her. The bottom line is that Tony and I have a long history together and continue to be the closest of friends, which is a good thing because I tend to get him into all sorts of trouble.

Tony approached me, hands in his pockets, and flanked on either side by two officers in full gear. The CSI team with their robot assistants followed closely behind. Under most circumstances, Tony and I would have smiled at one another, shaken hands or even greeted each other with a warm (yet manly) hug. But Tony had his police team with him and I had a client with me. Any display of friendship on our part would show a lack of professionalism and undercut our respective authorities. So we nodded to one another when we met and cut to the chase.

“Where’s the body?” 

“In the dining room,” I said. “I’ll show you the way.” I lead him toward Ona, who was standing away from the crowd, arms crossed, looking attentive and surprisingly vulnerable. “Ona Thompson, Captain Tony Rickey, New Frisco Police.”

Tony extended his hand. Ona took it gently and gave him a soft smile that sent tingles up my spine.

“I’m pleased to meet you Ms. Thompson. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you, Captain,” she said in little more than a whisper. “I appreciate your coming so quickly.”

She touched Tony’s arm like a grieving widow drawing support from a friend and Tony’s demeanor softened. 

“We’re here to help, Ms. Thompson.”

“Please, call me Ona.”

“All right, Ona.” 

He patted her shoulder gently and I smiled at the kind way he calmed her fears. I began to feel better about the situation.

“Don’t fall for it, boss,” HARV said inside my head.

“Huh?”

“She’s emanating a high concentration of pheromones. That’s what’s giving you the warm and fuzzy feeling.”

“Pheromones?”

“She’s oozing sex, boss. She’s charming Captain Rickey.”

“She can do that?”

“It’s one of the many extra-normal abilities the Quads possess,” HARV said, “although this one isn’t listed in their press materials.”

“Pheromones?”

I looked at Tony. He was clearly aware of what he was doing but his attitude toward the situation had definitely changed since his arrival. Ona was manipulating him and I didn’t like it. 

“Excuse me, Captain Rickey,” I said, motioning toward the dining room. “The body is this way.”

Tony looked up, a little confused, and then focused again on the matter at hand. 

“Lead the way,” he said.

Ona gave me a slight smile as Tony moved away. I turned and we all walked together down the hallway. The walls around us morphed into a cascade of hissing vipers. A few of the investigators jumped in fright. One reached for his blaster.

“Ona,” I said, “is there any way to turn off the holographic décor?”

“Certainly, I apologize,” she said. “Computer!”

“As you wish, Miss Ona.”

The vipers vanished, replaced by elegant (non-moving) walls and some stunning framed artwork.

“You working for Ona Thompson now?” Tony asked softly as we walked.

“I’m an old friend of the family,” I said.

“As of when?”

“About an hour now. Ona brought me in to help her out.”

“Does that mean she wants you to find the killer or just make certain that she gets off?”

“I’ll let you know when I find out.”

“That would certainly make my life easier.”

He grinned ever so slightly and we entered the scene of the crime.

A few minutes later, Tony and the CSI team were fine-toothing the murder scene with their plethora of high-tech combs, searching for DNA, microscopic stray skin cells, residual body heat, energy traces and a few hundred atomic and sub-atomic types of legally recognized evidentiary material. I pointed them toward Foraa’s body, just to make sure they recognized it (sometimes the CSI folks get so caught up in searching for the microscopic trees, they lose sight of the real-life forest). But while they did their hunter/gathering I sat with Ona as she spoke with Tony.

“And you’re certain that no one else had access to the wine before it was served?”

“Well, if it turns out that the wine was poisoned, then clearly someone else did, Captain,” Ona replied,.

“Ona,” I said, “I’m going to say, for the fourth time if I’m remembering correctly, that you should have one of your attorneys here.”

“Duly noted, Zach,” she replied, “but I don’t think that’s necessary.” She gave Tony a warm smile and touched his hand. “I have nothing to hide. Captain Rickey and I both want the same thing here. Don’t we Captain?”

“That’s right, Ona,” Tony said with a smile.

“She’s doing the pheromone trick again,” HARV whispered in my head.

I cleared my throat uncomfortably and that sort of broke the spell. 

“Ona, who else was in the house during the hours leading up to the murder?”

“Myself and my sisters, of course. And my butler.”

“Your butler?” Tony asked.

“Wintercrescenhavenshivershamshawjamison.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Wintercrescenhavenshivershamshawjamison.” 

“Would you spell that for me?”

“I’d rather not,” she said. “It’s late. You can call him W. We all do. He’s the last descendent of several famous butler bloodlines or something like that. He was Daddy’s butler, originally.”

“He runs the household?”

“Gates, no,” Ona replied. “W is extremely old, slightly senile and totally incompetent in most matters. The computer takes care of household matters. I employ W out of a sense of tradition. Sentimental I know but he’s been with us for so long. I have to say, though, that no one sets a finer table or serves a better tea. It’s a gift really.”

“I’ll need to speak with him if you don’t mind,” Tony said.

“Feel free.”

“Any other staff?” I asked.

“My security designers,” Ona said, “Sturm and Drang Pfauhan.”

“Pfauhan.”

“They’re identical twin cousins. They’re absolute wizards when it comes to home security systems and related applications. The best of the best I’m told. Although this is going to look very bad on their resumes, I must say.”

“Twin cousins?”

“Absolutely identical. It’s a medical anomaly known as the Patty Duke syndrome. Geneticists and medical scholars were always begging them to take part in one study or another. They did the first few for free. Then they began requiring compensation to be studied. Honestly, there haven’t been many studies done in the past few years. I think the Pfauhauns may have priced themselves out of the market.”

“We’ll need to speak with them as well,” Tony said.

“They weren’t at the mansion tonight,” Ona replied. “They had the night off.”

“You gave your security people the night off on the same night that your three sisters were visiting?”

“Well, yes, I suppose it sounds suspicious, if you’re going to put it that way,” Ona said. “The security systems were all fully engaged during the entire evening. The mansion is like a fortress, as you’ve seen. And my sisters are capable of taking care of themselves. Or so I thought. 

“Was there anyone else in the mansion?”

“There’s Opie, of course,” she replied.

“Opie?”

“The silverback mountain gorilla that Daddy genetically enhanced before my sisters and I were born.”

“Opie’s a monkey?”

“He’s a gorilla, Captain. He’s very sensitive about his genus.”

“Is he a pet?” I asked.

“I wonder if he dresses like you,” HARV snickered.

“As I mentioned, Zach, Opie was genetically enhanced by my father. He was a precursor to the experiment that created my sisters and I. He is a brilliant simian. He has an IQ well above the normal human average and has degrees in several fields of study. None of which, however, bear any relevance to the real world or making a living, so he continues to live with me here at the mansion.”

“Does he harbor any ill feelings toward you or your sisters?”

“Oh, who knows? His kind can be fairly irrational.”

“Apes?”

Ona shook her head. “Males.” 

A young detective approached and gently tapped Tony on the shoulder.

“Excuse me, Captain?”

Tony turned. “What is it, Weber?”

“We have a…situation in the other room, sir.”

“What kind of situation?”

“One of the Quads,” he looked uncomfortably at Ona. “I mean, one of Ms. Thompson’s sisters is requesting a lawyer.”

“Then she’s entitled to one.”

“Well, she’s not exactly the one asking.”

“What do you mean? She’s either asking or she’s not.”

“You better take a look, sir. It’s, um sort of a legal gray area.”

“No doubt the first of many,” HARV quipped.

Tony and I followed Weber into the sitting room across the hallway where his partner was trying to get a statement from Threa. I say trying to because he wasn’t actually able to get a word in edgewise.

“Should I spell it for you mental troglodytes or do you need me to paint you a picture in the mystical mists. A lawyer! We want a lawyer!”

The request was very clear, as was the intent. The problem was that it wasn’t Threa who was asking. It was one of her nymphs.

“LeFay, LeFee, hush now, both of you,” Threa said. “These gentlemen are just trying to help.”

The six-inch high, silver-skinned nymphs stood on the table in front of Threa, fluttering their wings and hopping up and down like wet-footed frogs on an electrified floor. Both were slightly plump and a little long of nose. One wore a mini-dress that looked as though it was made from silver-tinted deerskin. The other had on frilly nightgown-like frock that was tattered at the edges, the new peasant look. They each had tiny knives in their belts and one had a tiny bow and arrow quiver slung over her shoulders.

And did I mention that they were angry?

“They’re trying to frame you, Mistress. It’s the wolves of man’s world trying to take down the supine phoenix of the Goddess.”

“The supine phoenix?” HARV whispered.

“Ms. Thompson…” Weber began.

“Not another word, oppressor or you’ll get righteously slapped with a harassment suit and then cast into the fifth circle of the netherworld with the rest of your Y-chromosome carrying brethren.”

“Yeah. You’ve probably thrown our poor sister-nymph to your dogs already.”

“LeFaue! LeFaue,” shouted the other. “Fear not little sister, we’ll free you from shackles of the raised-toilet-seat heathens.”

“Threa can’t you keep those things quiet for two nanos?” Twoa asked from the other side of the room.

“I don’t control them, sister,” Threa said. “They’re familiars.”

“More like annoyers,” HARV mumbled.

“Good one,” I said. “Can I use that?”

“When would you ever use that line again?”

Detective Weber, scratched the back of his neck confusedly then shrugged his shoulders and turned to Tony for advice.

“See what I mean, Captain? Ms. Thompson’s not lawyering up but her…companions are rather insistent.”

“Ms. Thompson,” Tony said. “Are you requesting legal representation?”

“Of course she is, you troll,” the first nymph (LeFay, I think) shouted. 

“Do you understand English,” said the second (LeFee), “or do you want us to draw you a glyph?”

“I’m not requesting council, Captain,” Threa said softly. “I’ll help you in any way that I can.”

“Don’t listen to her,” the nymphs shouted. “She’s in shock. She’s not responsible for her actions. She wants a team of lawyers and she wants them now.”

Tony looked at Threa. She was silent and serene. Then he looked at the nymphs who fluttered, angry and defiant, just above the table.

“I’ll be with you in just a nano, Ms. Thompson.”

“Take your time, captain,” Threa responded.

“No,” LeFay shouted. “Get your hairy male butt over here now.”

“Yeah,” LeFee agreed. “Our mistress’ taxes pay your salary.”

Tony turned toward Weber and I. The three of us huddled together and conferred quietly.

“Threa herself clearly said that she didn’t want a lawyer,” he said.

“But the…things won’t shut up about it.”

“Then let the nymphs lawyer up,” I said. “You can interview Threa separately.”

Weber shook his head. 

“The nymphs are her familiars. They never leave her.”

“Never?”

“We have to get her a lawyer.”

“But Threa said that she didn’t want a lawyer.”

“What if some judge decides that the nymphs are extensions of her person or something crazy like that?” Tony said. “She could make the claim that we denied her a lawyer.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Welcome to the world of the Thompson Quads. There are no rules here. This whole scene could be a trick to get whatever Threa says here declared inadmissible.”

“Excuse me,” LeFay said. “But I don’t see how the three of you huddling up in some latent homosexual bonding formation is going to get my mistress a lawyer.”

“So allow us to put this in terms that you’ll understand,” LeFee continued. “If you don’t get legal assistance on the vid by the time we count to three in Celtic then mistress Threa is riding the mist doorway out of your hairy-armed clutches.”

“Yeah. And if you and your brethren oppressors try to stop her, she will bring all the power of Gaea’s heaven down upon your forward-sloping skulls. You just…”

We never heard the rest because at that nano a heavy metal ice bucket clanked down over the two nymphs, covering them like a shell over chattering beans in a street hustler’s game. 

Tony, Weber, and I turned to see Twoa standing proudly over the bucket, her delicately powerful fist holding it in place as the nymphs rattled around inside.

“Trust me, this is the only way to deal with these things,” she said. “I think my sister will answer your questions now. Isn’t that right, sister?”

“Of course,” Threa said with a smile.”

“Help, help,” the nymphs cried from within the bucket. “We’re being oppressed!”

Just to cover our collective legal asses, we put a miniature vid phone in the bucket along with the nymphs and netted them with that new pay-service SharkNet, which offers streaming, interactive legal advice. Simply being connected to it constitutes legal representation in most provinces. 

Then we let the detectives handle the interview with Threa. Tony and I went back to the dining room to check on CSI. Tony conferred softly with his men just inside the door. I could tell that they wanted some privacy so I walked a few feet away and looked at some of the artwork in the hallway.

One painting that caught my eye was of a pale-faced woman wearing a flowing fur-trimmed robe of ebon and blood red. Her face was turned askance, seductively hidden from the viewer. Her image was flat, a stylized mixture of realism and the abstract, with big shoulders and a trim waist. She was both sensual and haunting at once.

“It's Erte,” Ona's computer said softly.

“Pardon me?”

“I apologize for intruding, sir,” the computer said. “I saw you staring at the painting. It's an original Erte. The late Dr. Thompson was very fond of his work.”

“It's very nice,” I said.

“Cue rehearsed speech on Erte,” HARV whispered.

“Russian-born painter Romain de Tirtoff, called himself Erté after the French pronunciation of his initials. He was one of the foremost fashion and stage designers of the early twentieth century and painted for nearly four score years. He is perhaps best remembered today for the extravagant costumes and sets he designed for the Folies-Bergère in Paris. He is the father of what is now known as art deco and his work, as you can no doubt see, has had tremendous influence on today's styles of fashion, architecture and interior design.”

And it was at that nano that the evening took another strange turn.

“Zach,” Tony said, gently tapping me on the shoulder. I turned and saw him standing with an investigator slightly behind him. “CSI has found something.”

“Is it new evidence?”

“Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“It’s new evidence but it might also be another crime.”

“What does that mean?”

“We’ve found another body,” the investigator said.
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They led me to the far end of the dining room where we joined three other investigators who were huddled in a corner. Their backs were to us and they mumbled softly amongst themselves.

“When did you find it?” Tony asked as we approached.

“Just now,” the investigator said. “A trail of wine ran across the floor and went behind the cupboard. We moved the cupboard aside and found the body behind it.”

“Behind the cupboard? It’s not dismembered is it?”

“No, sir, it’s just really small.”

“It’s what?”

The investigators parted as Tony and I approached and we saw the body, if you could call it that, on the floor. It was small all right, about six inches from head to toe. It was also silver skinned and winged.

“I’m guessing that this is Threa’s missing nymph,” Tony said.

“So that’s what one looks like when it’s not talking.” 

Tony knelt down to take a closer look. 

“It’s soaked,” he said. “Is that wine?”

“That’s what we assume,” the investigator replied. “It might have been poisoned as well.”

“Or it might have just fallen into a full glass and drowned,” I said.

“Bag it,” Tony said. “We’ll have the coroner run the tests.”

“Is it evidence or another victim, Tony?” I asked.

Tony paused for a nano.

“I have no idea,” he said. “We’ll figure it out later. I sincerely hope your client is innocent, Zach.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because we’ll have a DOS-awful time putting her on trial if she isn’t. When was the last time you saw a celebrity convicted of anything?”

“What say we cooperate on this one, Tony? Share information as we get it.”

“Can’t do it, Zach. You’re working for a potential suspect.”

“She’s one of several possible suspects right now. She’s cooperating with the investigation. Heck, she might even be a potential victim in all this.”

“We’re going to look at her, Zach. You know that.”

“I understand. But I’m going to be looking at everything else. I might find something that will be useful to you.”

“You mean something that will clear your client?”

“Something like that would be nice.”

“Then, I’m sure you’ll be very diligent in delivering that information to us.”

“Look,” I said. “I’m not asking to sit in on every interview and meeting. All I’m asking is for a heads up on the breaking news.”

Tony looked away and shook his head gently. He does this a lot around me. I try not to take it personally.

“You give me every bit of relevant information you find in this and I’ll keep you in the loop,” he said. “But only until Ona is charged. Then you’re cut off.”

“You mean if Ona’s ever charged,” I said.

“If or when.”

I took his hand and shook it as he turned to head back to the scene.

“It’s a deal. Thanks Tony.”

“Don’t mention it,” he said. “And I mean that. Don’t mention this to anyone. I get enough heat from the commissioner for just admitting I know you.”

“He’s just jealous.”

Tony shook his head again and rejoined his CSI team.

“Aren’t you going to tell Captain Rickey about the symbols we found beneath Foraa’s hand?” HARV asked.

“Not yet,” I said. “Not until I figure out what they mean.”

“Concealing evidence,” HARV replied. “Oh, good. Your first felony of the evening.”

“Not concealing just delaying,” I said. “The good news is that this night couldn't get any worse.”

And sure enough, it did.
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“You have an incoming call, boss,” HARV chimed, ever-so-properly from the speaker in my wrist interface. 

“Who would be calling at this hour of the morning?”

“I think it’s your mother.”

I smiled.

“Yeah, right. Who is it really?”

“Honest, boss. It’s a woman claiming to be your mother,” HARV said. “Come to think of it, you never told me that you had a mother. I think I’m insulted.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, I don’t think of her as a mother,” I said. “She’s more like a guilt-inducing, neurotic stranger who knows my number.”

“And calls you Buttlebug?”

“Yes she does,” I said. “And let us never speak of that again.”

“Do you want to take the call or not?”

I rubbed my forehead with the palm of my hand in an attempt to either wipe away my early morning headache or bring on a cerebral aneurysm and put myself into a coma (either one would have made talking to my Mom a little easier). In the end, I just let out a deep sigh and hit the receive button on the interface.

“Mom?”

Her thin face flashed onto the interface screen, smiling at first as though happy to see me. 

“Buttlebug! How are you?”

“Mom, what did I say about calling me that?”

“You’re right, I forgot. Sorry, honey. How are you?”

“I’m fine. But do you know what time it is?”

“It’s nearly eight. Don’t tell me you’re not up yet? Shame on you.”

“It’s five, Mom. Time zones remember?”

“Oh, that’s right. I’m sorry, Buttlebug…”

“Mom…”

“I mean Zach. I’m sorry, Zach. Oh, this isn’t going very well at all is it?”

“Well, it’s kind of hard to tell since you haven’t said anything that makes sense yet.”

I walked to the far wall by the entrance of the dining room, turned my back to the police investigators and hunched over the interface as much as I could.

“Now why do you have to be hostile?” Mom said, the smile now gone from her face. “I said I was sorry.”

“I’m not being hostile.”

“Actually,” HARV whispered, “you do seem to be the aggressor in this conversation.”

“Oh shut up.”

“Now you see,” Mom said. “That’s hostile.”

I sighed and turned away. My eyes fell to the Erte painting on the wall that I'd seen earlier and my mind was half drawn to it.

“I wasn’t talking to you, Mom. I was talking to HARV.”

“Oh, I see. You’d rather yell at some stranger than talk to your mother.”

“Actually, right now, it’s a dead heat.”

HARV and Mom (in unison): “What does that mean?”

Something about the painting sparked me. I got the feeling that it was important to all of this but I couldn't properly wrap my mind around the thought.

“Mom, is everything all right? You’re not in trouble, are you?”

“I’m fine, Zach. Thank you for asking.”

“Okay, so if there’s nothing else then I really need to go. I’m working right now.”

“I understand, dear. I just wanted to touch base.”

It wasn't the painting specifically that set me to wondering. It was something about it. Something it represented.

“Okay, Mom.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too, Mom.”

And it was something dancing just out of reach of my mind. It was annoying, like searching for a name that's on the tip of your tongue, or opening the fridge and not remembering why you did it. Annoying like…

“I’ll let you go now.”

“Thank you, Mom.”

…like talking to my mother.

“We can talk more when I get there.”

“Great. Bye, Mom.”

“Goodbye, Buttlebug. I mean Zach.”

I hit the end transmission button and turned my attention back to the business of the painting. Then I heard HARV snicker inside my head.

“Three, two, one…” 

My face dropped. “When she gets here?”

“Vingo.”

My inspiration slipped away for the nano, replaced by the exasperation and sheer terror that inevitably comes from a fast approaching mother.

“DOS, call her back.”

“Already done.”

I hit the receive button on the interface and Mom’s face reappeared.

“Yes, honey?”

“What do you mean, ‘when you get here?’”

“I’m coming to New Frisco. Didn’t I tell you that?”

“No, you sort of skipped over that part.”

“I’m sorry, what was I thinking? I’m coming to New Frisco.”

“For what?”

“It’s a business trip.”

“What business?”

“I don’t want to bore you with the details.”

“Bore me, Mom. What business?”

“Like I said, we’ll talk about it when I get there. I’ll see you in a day or two.”

“Mom, this is not a good time. I’m on a case now.”

“Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. See you soon, Buttlebug.”

“Mom, wait…”

Her image blinked off and HARV’s face popped onto the screen. 

“Well, that went well,” he said. “Should I call her back?”

“No. Let’s wait until I calm down.”

I lowered my head and rested it against the glass of the Erte painting. The inspiration that the artwork had once inspired within me had been savagely drowned like a piece of melba toast in a vat of chicken soup. The ominous feeling of maternal foreboding was sinking deeper inside me now with every passing nano, creeping into the marrow of my bones like a neurotic shadow of critical, emotionally stagnating, passive-aggressive doom.

My mother was coming.

“By the way,” HARV said, “don't let Ms. Thompson's computer catch you staring at the painting again. It's likely to give you another one of its Erte lectures.”

As if an art history lecture from a computer could worry me now. 

But, oddly enough, HARV's jab spun my mind back to the spark of inspiration. I turned my gaze back to the painting and remembered why its presence had stirred me so.

Don't let Ms. Thompson's computer catch you staring…

Then it hit me.

“Boss, you’re getting that far off and unfocused look on your face again,” HARV said. “That means you’ve either had a revelation about the case or that you ate a bad burrito. Frankly, it’s a little early in the game for revelations so I’m guessing that we need an acid stopper.”

“Shut up, HARV, you’re killing the moment,” I said. “We need to find Ona.”

“You know, your mother’s right about your hostility.”
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We found Ona in the drawing room, fidgeting with her jewelry. A couple of Tony’s officers were keeping her company, and for some reason were silently doing the old YMCA dance.

“What did you do to them?” I asked.

Ona shrugged her shoulders and pouted just a bit petulantly.

“It’s a hypnosis trick that my sisters and I used to play on people,” she said.

“Make them stop.”

“I was bored.”

“Your sister was murdered tonight,” I said. “Your playing with the minds of the police doesn’t reflect well on your innocence. Now make them stop.”

Ona sighed.

“Want to see them do the freaky geeky?”
“Ona!”

“Alright, alright. You know, I think you’re starting to forget who the bossy bitch is supposed to be around here.”

She snapped her fingers and the two officers stopped dancing and came to their senses. They looked at one another, their arms still in the “M” position and then uncomfortably turned away and straightened their uniform shirts.

“Excuse me, officers,” I said.

They turned to me, grateful for a work-related distraction.

“I’d like a few nanos alone with my client, please.”

They nodded and left the room, closing the door behind them. I turned back to Ona, who was inspecting her fingernails.

“Okay, first bit of advice,” I said. “Behave yourself. No more mind tricks. No more pheromone flirting. No more hissy fits.”

“I haven’t thrown any hissy fits.”

“I know. But you’ve done everything else so I figured that couldn’t be too far off.”

“How puerile do you think I am?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ve only just met you,” I said. “Now please, promise me, behave yourself. At least try to seem like you’re upset.”

“I am upset.”

“Well, try a little harder to show it, in a non-bratty way. The better you behave with the police, the better they’ll treat you. You don’t want to give them an excuse to doubt your innocence. They already have enough.”

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll behave. What else?”

“You have to be honest with me now.”

“Of course.”

“I mean totally honest. Completely, absolutely, utterly,

“How about redundantly?” HARV said.

“I get the point,” Ona said. 

“Did you kill your sister?”

She stared at me for a long angry nano, trying very hard, it seemed to melt me with her vision (and my forehead actually got a little hot, which sort of worried me).

“No,” she said. “I didn't.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“Good. Call your computer in here.”

“I don't need to.”

“I know,” I said. “But call it anyway.”

“Computer?”

“Yes, Ms. Thompson,” the computer voice said.

“Computer, you've been kind of quiet since the police arrived.” I said.

“I am programmed to be discreet,” the computer replied. “I only make my presence known when needed.”

“Yet you lectured me on Erte.”

“I thought you would find it interesting,” the computer said. “I hope I didn't disturb you.”

“You were watching me.”

“Not specifically you, sir. I monitor the household.”

“So you were watching the dining room when Foraa was murdered.”

“I….yes. I was.”

“You recorded it didn't you?”

“Surely not,” Ona cried. “It doesn't record everything we do.”

“Every computer records what it sees, Ona,” I said. “Computers have memory just as we do. The only difference is that they can instantly recall and replay their memory for us to see. Can't you, computer?”

Silence.

“I like where this is heading,” HARV whispered.

“You record everything. That’s correct, isn’t it computer?”

“Yes,” it replied.

“So you've seen me naked?” Ona asked.

“Ona, can we stay on subject here?” I said. “Your computer is going to replay Foraa's death for us. Isn't that right, computer?”

“If Ms. Thompson wishes.”

I turned to Ona. She swallowed and then gave a dismissive wave with her hand. 

“Whatever.”

“Then kindly turn your attention to the wall screen on your right,” the computer said. “How long before Ms. Foraa's death would you like me to begin?”

“Five minutes will do for a start. I'll let you know if I want to go back further.”

“As you wish.”

The lights in the room dimmed slightly as the wall screen brightened. Digitally reproduced images appeared on the screen and Ona, HARV and I watched the murder unfold.
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Ona gestured grandly about the room as she led her sisters to the table. She was smiling, her beauty in full radiance. The playback on the wall screen was brilliantly clear. Every color and nuance of the scene was vividly reproduced. It made me uncomfortable watching something so clearly that I knew would end in death. 

“Computer, how many views do you have of this scene?” I asked.

“Four actual positions,” the computer replied, “but I can extrapolate and give you views from any of a thousand different angles of any given nano.”

“Let’s stick to the actual feeds for now,” I said. “Let me see all four angles. Sync them and put them all on the screen.”

“That might make the action difficult to follow.”

“The police are going to go over every micron of these images. I need to make sure they don't see anything that we don't already know about.”

The single view of Ona and her sisters on the screen broke apart and became four distinct images, all from different angles, all synchronously-timed to one another.

“Is that suitable?” the computer asked.

“It’s fine, thanks,” I replied.

“Hush, Zach,” Ona said as she slapped me playfully on the arm and motioned toward the screen. “I'm speaking now.”

Back on the screen, Ona took her place at the table. 

“I’ll say once again, how happy I am that you could all come this evening on such short notice,” she said, “although I’m sure your schedules can’t be nearly as full as mine.”

“Yes,” Foraa mumbled, “being a whore must be so demanding.”

“Please, Foraa, don’t be so cruel,” Twoa said. “Whore’s actually work for a living.”

I winced a bit at that one. “Looks like the party was in full swing by this point.	”

“Oh, who pays attention to the dialogue,” Ona replied, still staring at the screen. “Don’t I look lovely? My dress had been constructed just three hours prior to that nano. It was so fresh. Of course, I’ll have to throw it away now. Fashion gets stale after the first six hours. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I will if it will stop you from talking about it.”

We turned our attention back to the wallscreen as Twoa, Threa, and Foraa followed their eldest sister’s gestured commands and took their places in an odd configuration about the table. Ona (not surprisingly) sat at the head. Two and Threa sat beside one another along one side. Foraa sat at the foot.

“Why are you sitting that way?” I asked. “Why not sit one to a side?”

“Shhh. We’re about to fight about just that very thing.”

“W worked especially hard on the table for this evening,” Ona said. “He began four days ago. Six if you count the polishing. Sadly, he’s not as fast as he used to be, but I think you’ll agree that everything is perfect.”

“Or at least very nearly,” Foraa said as she gently touched her setting with a gloved hand.”

“Sister Ona, why must we continue to sit in this formation?” Threa asked, as she circled her chair.

“What do you mean?”

“Sitting at the table like this,” Twoa said. “Why do we have to continue to sit this way?”

“We've always sat this way?” Ona replied.”

“We sat this way when we were children,” Foraa said, punctuating her words with finger points. “You at that end, Twoa and Threa on one side, me at this end, and Daddy over there.”

“Yes, why are you always at the head of the table?” Twoa asked.

“Where else would I be?”

“I thought I was at the head?” Foraa said.

“You're at the foot, sister,” Threa said.

“Daddy always told me that I sat at the head.”

“He lied to you, dear,” Ona replied. “I'm at the head. That's the way it's always been. Me, Twoa, Threa and then you at the foot.”

“And Daddy at the right hand,” Twoa said.

“Yes,” Ona agreed, “and Daddy at the right hand.”

“But Daddy's no longer here.”

“I know that,” Ona said.

“So, why do we have to keep sitting this way?”

“What other way would we sit?”

“Why can't I sit on that side?” Twoa asked motioning toward the empty side of the table.

“You want to sit on that side?”

“Well, why can't I? It would be fair. That way we’d each have a side to ourselves.”

“You really want to sit on that side of the table?”

Twoa thought for a nano, clearly running through the possible embarrassing scenarios that could occur if she answered truthfully. In the end, she took a breath and spoke.

“Well…yes.”

“Fine. Go ahead,” Ona said, politely gesturing to the opposite side. “Why don't you just move over onto that side of the table? I'll just wake W and tell him that there's been a change in seating plans and that he needs to redo the settings. He'll totter down here in an hour or so because he's over a hundred years old now and start re-setting the table. And because it's only one setting it will just take him about four and a half hours at which point this entire DOSsing dinner will be ruined because it will be DOSsing breakfast time by then and what’s the point of having a four hour old, cold dinner at breakfast time!?”

The sisters sat silently as the echoes of Ona’s words gently faded in the large room.

“Fine,” Twoa said, sitting in her original chair. “I’ll sit here.”

“That’s a good girl,” Ona said.

More silence, broken at last by Foraa.

“Are you sure that I’m not at the head?”

“Enough talk of body parts and dead fathers,” Ona said as she gently lifted a bottle of wine. “We’re here to discuss the future and the wonderful things ahead for all of us.”

“Here, here,” Threa said.

“Huzzah, huzzah,” the nymphs cried and buzzed about the table, tiny clouds of glitter-dust floating in their wakes like tinkerbell exhaust.

“I just want to say,” Ona began, “that, even after everything I’ve done for this world, after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth…”

“Threa can’t you at least try to control awful those things,” Twoa said, swatting at Threa’s nymphs as they flew by her ears. “I think breathing the second hand glitter-dust causes cancer.”

“LeFay, LeFee, LeFaue, restrain your joy,” Threa said, as she and Twoa glared at one another.

Immediately the nymphs stopped their fluttering. They hovered above the table for a nano, gave out one more puff of glitter-dust and then returned to Threa’s side.

Ona cleared her throat, clearly a little perturbed at the interruption and continued with her speech. “As I was saying, even after everything I’ve done for this world, after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth; aiding under-privileged children, funding disease research, driving programs for environmental renewal and reinvention …”

 “Honestly, Threa,” Twoa said angrily, “I don’t understand why you surround yourself with those imbecilic playthings.”

“They’re my familiars,” Threa said. “They’re gentle, magical creatures who possess more beauty and grace than any of your insipid super hero trappings.”

“Insipid? I’m fighting for justice.”

“Oh please, sister, you couldn’t spell justice if it wasn’t monogrammed onto your spandex.”

The nymphs laughed and let loose another glitter-dust cloud.

“That’s enough, ladies,” Ona said.

One nymph flew to Twoa and hovered a few centimeters from her chest, staring comedically at her crop top covered breasts. 

“J-U-S…Double-D, I mean, T.”

“That’s it,” Twoa said.

She swatted the nymph away. It flew across the room to the far wall where it ricocheted to the ceiling, then the floor then to the other walls, screaming all the way.

The two remaining nymphs let out screams of rage and leapt at Twoa, pulling at her hair and slashing at her cheeks with their tiny knives.

“Slay the super bitch,” they cried.

The table instantly became a cacophony of flailing arms, angry shouts and clouds of glitter-dust as Twoa swatted at the angry nymphs, Threa tried to protect them and Ona angrily tried to regain the spotlight. In the end, Ona silenced the chaos with a great, piercing shriek that actually shook the walls of the room when it came over the computer speakers.

“STOP…RIGHT…NOW!”

And, on command, everyone froze in their positions. Twoa was left holding two of the nymphs by their throats. Threa had her hands on Twoa’s arm. The third nymph, somewhat dazed and bruised from having bounced around the room, lay in an empty wineglass.

And Foraa sat calmly in her chair, arms crossed and smiling.

“I swear,” Ona said through gritted teeth, “I will personally kill the next person who makes a move.”

I turned away from the screen and looked at Ona. “That was sort of an unfortunate choice of words.”

“Yes, well, in hindsight, I suppose you’re right,” Ona muttered. 

Back on the screen Ona had once again regained control of the situation.

“I brought you all here for dinner,” she said. “I have gone to great lengths to put this evening together and I intend to make certain that each and every one of you enjoys it.” She turned to Twoa. “Twoa, release the nymphs.”

Twoa did as she was told and the nymphs fluttered in the air, gently rubbing their throats.

“Threa,” Ona continued, “control your familiars or I’ll have them pureed and fed to Opie’s pet iguanas.”

The two nymphs flew back to Threa and huddled together on her shoulder.

“And Foraa,” Ona said. “Stop smiling.”

“I can’t, Ona. You’re all so pathetically hilarious.”

“Well, then at least pretend that you’re laughing with these dolts rather than at them.”

“I’ll try.”

“Good.” 

Ona picked the wine bottle up again and, without letting her imperious gaze leave her sisters, popped the cork with a corkscrew and set the bottle down authoritatively in front of her.

“Now, while we let the wine breathe for a few nanos,” she said, “as I was saying…”

Something brushed gently by my leg as I watched the screen. I looked down and saw a small server bot, carrying a crystal goblet of water on a tiny, ornate tray. The bot rolled past me and stopped in front of Ona.

“After everything I’ve done for this world…” 

“Excuse me, Ms. Thompson,” the computer said. “The water that you requested has arrived.”

Ona turned her attention away from the screen and glanced at the bot by her feet. 

“I didn’t request any water, did I?”

“…after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth; aiding under-privileged children, funding disease research…”

“It was just before you entered the room, Madam,” the computer responded.

“Well then, what took you so long?” she said, taking the glass.

“…After devoting my vast fortune to raising the quality of life for every downtrodden person in the first through fourth worlds, I just want to say…”

 “I apologize,” the computer said. “Things aren’t running as smoothly as they normally do, what with the murder and all.”

“Do you two mind?” I said, “I’m trying to watch this.”

“…that it is you, my family that is still foremost in my heart.”

There was a long, very awkward silence at the table as the sisters all looked at one another uncomfortably. Then Foraa burst into laughter. She was followed by Twoa, then Threa and her nymphs.

“What’s so funny?” Ona asked.

“I can’t believe you just gave us the ‘great humanitarian’ speech,” Foraa said between guffaws.

“You’ve been using that for years, sister,” Threa laughed.

“You didn’t even bother to prepare something original for the occasion?” Twoa chuckled.

“I did too,” Ona said. “I just haven’t gotten to that part yet.”

“Whatever,” Foraa laughed.

Ona grabbed the wine bottle and banged it on the table like a judge’s gavel and gave her sisters another steely gaze.

“Look,” she said, “I am trying very hard here to be civil, which, as you all know, does not come easy for me. So I would appreciate it if you could all just set your longstanding animosities toward me aside for this one evening and let me say my piece without being mocked.”

The laughter died down and Ona smiled ever-so-slightly. Then she began pouring the wine into the first glass, her gaze never once straying from her sisters.

“Unless there are further objections, we are going to take this priceless bottle of wine and drink it in celebration of our new era of renewed friendship and familial spirit. Now, does anyone have a problem with that?”

 “Ona?” Foraa said.

“What is it?”

“Your renewed familial spirit is drowning one of Threa’s nymphs.”

Ona looked down and saw the now unconscious nymph in the wine glass that she was filling.

“Oh, for Gates’ sake.”

She plucked the soaked nymph out of the glass with two fingers and tossed it away. It bounced and skittered across the floor and under the cupboard. 

“I hope it has a hangover when it wakes up,” she said. Threa, this glass will be yours.”

She quickly filled the remaining glasses and gave them to each of her sisters.

“Now stand up and raise your glasses. I’d like to propose a toast,” she said. “This is the original part.” 

The sisters stood and reluctantly did as they were told.

“To us,” Ona said. “To making the most of what we have and to using it to make this world a better place.”

“Here, here,” Threa said.

Twoa, Threa, and Foraa raised their glasses to drink but stopped when Ona continued.

“And to the joy that we create through our works and all the good it does for humanity.”

“To joy and good works,” Twoa said.

The sisters raised their glasses then stopped again, as Ona continued.

“And most of all, to the personal euphoria we feel when we give selflessly of ourselves to help those less fortunate.”

“Oh, come on,” Foraa said. “I’m going to gag here.”

“Excuse me?”

“When have you ever given anything selflessly? When in your life have you ever done anything that hasn’t been carefully designed first and foremost to help yourself?”

“I beg your pardon.”

Foraa shook her head and waved her hand at Ona. “Nothing, forget it. Just go on.”

 “I can’t believe you’d say that, Foraa,” Ona said. “I mean…after everything I’ve done for this world, after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth...”

“Ugh! I can't take it anymore,” Foraa said, raising her glass. “Let's just get this over with.”

She tossed her head back and took a long gulp from the glass.

The spasms began almost immediately.

Her head lurched forward and rivulets of the wine spilled down her chin like blood from a slashed artery. She dropped her glass as she grabbed at her throat, as though trying to rip the skin away. 

“Foraa…” Twoa mumbled, through bored, pursed lips.

“Very funny, Foraa,” Ona said as she rolled her eyes. “I suppose you've never had fine wine before.”

Foraa kicked her chair and sent it skittering across the tile floor like a hardwood Louis the fourteenth cockroach caught in the light. Then she sank to her knees and clutched desperately at the table to keep her balance but only managed to pull her entire place setting down on top of her.

“Very dramatic, sister,” Threa said. 

“This is why I never enjoyed our family dinners,” Ona mumbled.

“I take it she did this kind of thing a lot?” I asked Ona as we watched.

“At least twice a week growing up,” Ona replied. “Albeit never quite so convincingly.” 

Back on the screen, Foraa was now laying on the floor, kicking her legs spastically like a spider in hot oil. She rolled onto her stomach and desperately pawed at the nearby puddle of spilled wine. I wouldn’t have recognized the action if I hadn’t already seen the crime scene but she was carefully drawing the sigils that I’d found beneath her hand. Watching her now, it was amazing that she was able to do it considering the pain she appeared to be in.

“What’s she doing there?” Ona asked.

“Her hand’s spasming,” I said uncomfortably. “I guess it’s a product of the poison.”

Ona nodded. I felt strange, keeping the sigils secret from the police and my client but right now their existence was the only advantage I had and I wasn’t going to share it until I knew what it meant. 

Foraa's spasms stopped and she lay in the death-still position in which I’d found her earlier in the evening. Elsewhere in the dining room, Ona, Two and Threa applauded.

“Bravo,” Twoa said. “Your best performance ever.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Ona. “The one she did at Daddy’s funeral was very moving as well.”

Threa was the first to stop applauding. She leaned ever so slightly to where Foraa lay and the expression on her face did a fast fade from polite joy to uncertainty and concern. 

“Foraa?”

Two of Threa’s nymphs, clearly reflecting their mistress’ change of mood, softly landed on Threa’s shoulders and stared at the prostrate Quad.

“Uh-oh,” they chirped. 

Twoa moved quickly to her sister’s side but was careful not to disturb the body. “My super-hearing’s not picking up a heartbeat.”

“She’s not breathing,” Threa said.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Ona said. “She’s faking.” 

“I don’t think so, Ona.”

“Oh, dear Goddess,” Threa mumbled.

One of the surveillance cameras was tight on Ona’s face as the realization struck her. I don’t think I’ve ever seen one face go through so many emotions so quickly. Confusion, annoyance, disbelief, shock, fear, desperation, and I swear that she almost looked relieved for the briefest of nanos. Then her big eyes blinked once, her lower lip curled ever-so-slightly beneath her teeth like a faun seeking shelter beneath a tree, and she looked away. Sadness. 

“Shall I continue with the playback?” the computer asked.

I turned my gaze away from the wallscreen and stared at the floor.

“That's enough for now,” I replied. “Download the entire thing, an hour before and an hour after what we just saw to my computer. I'll let the police know we have some new information for them.”

I turned to Ona and was taken aback to see tears on her face. She wiped them away from her purple cheeks with an elegant gesture and then stared at the moisture on her fingertips as though it were water from the moon. 

“Well,” she said, “this is unexpected.” 

It occurred to me then that that might well have been the first time in her life that Ona Thompson had ever cried and meant it.
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We downloaded copies of the computer records to the SFPD. Tony was taking no chances and asked for all visual and audio records of the house for the twenty-four hours leading up to the murder. I had no doubt that he’d have his people comb every pixel of it. I was hoping that they wouldn’t find anything that I wouldn’t already know.

In any event, Tony was pleased with our disclosure of the records. It earned us some good will and I think it made him a lot more comfortable with the “share-and-share-alike” deal that we’d made.

After that HARV and I called it a night, especially since it was now well past dawn, and we headed home. I promised Ona that I’d be in touch with her later that afternoon. I also told her and her sisters not to talk to anyone about the murder. Tony had promised as well to keep the investigation quiet. He certainly didn’t want to deal with a media frenzy this early in the game. So I was hopeful that I’d be able to at least get my feet under me before the solid waste hit the ventilation system. This, I suppose was the second of my many mistakes (but I’ll get to that later).

Electra, not surprisingly, was gone when I returned home. She had left for work at the Children’s Clinic a couple hours earlier. I’d miss her warmth beside me, but at least I’d have some covers this time. 

“Wake me in three hours,” I said to HARV as I undressed and fell onto the mattress.

HARV’s hologram appeared at the foot of the bed, making a big show of winding a hologram in the shape of an old-fashioned alarm clock. His presence in my head over the past year has given his personality a little more imagination (for lack of a better word). His thought patterns have changed subtly, although he’s loath to admit it. 

“Is there anything I should do while you’re asleep?”

“Put together some background information on all of the Quads,” I said. “Find out how much they really dislike one another. See what you can find as well on the household staff, that W guy. What’s-his-face butler.”

“Wintercrescenhavenshivershamshawjamison.”

“Whatever. And the security duo, the Pfauhans. And while you’re at it, see what you can find on that ape.”

“Check, the butler, the identical twin cousin security experts, and the intellect-enhanced, silver back mountain gorilla named, Opie. The usual suspects.” 

“And find out if there are any outsiders that might have murderous axes to grind with any of the Quads.”

“You got it. Although I doubt we’re looking at the work of an outsider here.”

“You’re probably right,” I said. “It would be too difficult to engineer this from the outside.”

HARV’s eyes lit up a bit and he smiled.

“You know what we have here, don’t you, boss?”

“You mean aside from a mess?”

“We have a puzzle.”

“Yes, I guess we do,” I said.

“An exercise in deduction, a riddle of time, space, and action, an obfuscated equation of reality.”

“An exhausted detective and an overly prosaic computer.”

HARV had begun to pace now, clearly excited at the idea of the mystery.

“Don’t you see, boss, this mystery is the kind of thing for which a computer such as I is best suited. This mystery is akin to a mathematical equation. You know the components involved. You know the starting point and you know the outcome. All that remains is to fill in the blanks. It’s real world mathematics.”

By this time, I had rolled over and stuck my head under the pillow. Unfortunately, I could still hear him (one of the downsides of having the interface in my brain).

“I doubt it will be that simple.”

“Of course it will,” HARV replied. “Oh, you don’t know how lucky you are to have me to help you with this. Logic is my specialty, as you know.”

“Whatever you say, HARV.”

“I may need to do some additional research in order to properly prepare for this. Is that okay with you?”

“Anything that keeps you quiet,” I said. “Just wake me in three hours.”

“No problem.”

His hologram disappeared, but as it did, I heard him say something that I had never heard from him before.

“This is going to be fun.”

Needless to say, I had trouble getting to sleep after that.
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I eventually slept, although, again, it was fitful and dreamless and I woke feeling far less than refreshed, but somewhat more than exhausted, which, at this point was pretty much all I could hope for. I showered, dressed and was just about ready to face the world again when HARV’s hologram reappeared.

“Feeling better?” he asked.

“Yes, but I’m sure that won’t last long. Anything happen while I slept?”

“The rain stopped.”

“What?”

“Somewhere between the hours of eight and nine this morning, the low pressure system over the city dissipated and the rain ended.”

“I didn’t know that was forecast.”

“It wasn’t,” HARV said. “But the meteorologists on the news shows are all currently ret-conning their forecasts from last night to imply that they foresaw the clearing.”

“Well, at least the day is starting out nicely. That will give us some wiggle room before everything goes to DOS again.”

“That’s the spirit. I’m sure Ms. Thompson will appreciate your optimism.”

“She didn’t hire me for optimism. She hired me to catch a killer?”

“Did she?”

“What does that mean?”

I walked to the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee from the brewer. HARV has programmed the house computer to have fresh coffee brewed for me whenever I wake up. That sounds like a kindness, I know, and I try to think of it that way whenever I can. I am, however, also well aware that the interface in my head fires quicker when there’s caffeine in my bloodstream so HARV reaps a benefit from this too. This also explains why the house computer is always offering me freshly brewed iced tea. If it were up to HARV, I think I’d have a permanent caffeine drip in my arm. Is it any wonder I that I have trouble sleeping?

“It just seems to me,” HARV said, as his hologram reappeared next to me at the kitchen table (drinking his own holographic cup of coffee), “that Ms. Thompson didn’t actually instruct you to find her sister’s killer. She merely said that she had a problem.”

“And by ‘problem,’ of course, she meant that her sister had just been murdered,” I said.

“True,” HARV agreed. “But there are two ways one can perceive that statement. The first is that Foraa Thompson’s demise means that there is now a murderer at large who needs to be brought to justice. That would be the traditional view of the situation but catching the murderer is not necessarily Ms. Thompson’s problem. That’s a police matter.”

“Are you going somewhere with this?”

HARV ignored me and kept right on talking. I hate it when he does that and he knows it but that doesn’t seem to stop him. As a matter of fact, it seems to encourage him.

“The other way to view it is that when Ms. Thompson made the statement there was the dead body of a famous person in her dining room, which presents something of a cleaning problem.”

“And I’m the maid, so to speak?”

“Possibly.”

I went to the fridge and grabbed a sandwich from the rack. HARV has also programmed the house computer to keep a store of pre-made sandwiches at the ready. Apparently, protein and carbohydrates are also necessary to keep the interface at peak performance. This one I don’t mind so much because I really like the way the computer makes corned beef.

“Okay, I appreciate your careful study of the situation,” I said politely as I returned to the table, “so I’ll make two points here and then we’re abandoning this line of discussion and moving on to something that’s actually useful to our situation. One is that Ona wouldn’t need me to clean up the mess. Her pyramid…”

“Ziggurat.”

“Ziggurat, is a secluded fortress. She could have erased all evidence of Foraa’s death and no one would have been the wiser.”

“Except for her two sisters,” HARV said.

“Secondly, as you’ll recall Ona’s view of the situation was that someone had tried to kill her and that Foraa had inadvertently gotten in the way.”

“And you take her statements at face value?”

“I do until the validity becomes questionable.”

“It’s already questionable, boss.”

“Innocent until proven guilty, HARV. That’s our motto here.”

“Yes, especially if the party in question is rich and paying us handsomely.” HARV sat back in his chair and pretended to sip his coffee. “But before we move on, let me offer an alternative theory.”

I raised my hand to stop him and (for once) spoke before he could.

“Ona actually planned to murder all three of her sisters last night. Foraa jumped the gun and ruined it. Ona needed to cover herself to avoid suspicion, so she called me and is currently playing the part of the shocked, terrified and grieving innocent, manipulating me to her own purposes.”

HARV was silent for a nano.

“Well,…yes.”

“I’ve already thought of that.”

“Clearly. It doesn’t bother you?”

“Of course it bothers me but right now it’s just one possibility of many. We’re going to explore all the possibilities. The fact that we’re doing it while on Ona’s payroll is superfluous.”

“And borderline improper.”

“My understanding is that we’ve been hired to find a killer. That’s what we’re going to do.”

“And if the killer turns out to be our employer?”

“Then we probably won’t get a bonus at the end. Until then, we get paid in advance and verify the credit transfers right away.”

The maidbot topped off my coffee cup. I pulled my chair a little closer to the table and rolled up my sleeves a little.

“Now, on to the nuts and bolts. Show me the weird drawing that Foraa made in the wine just before she died.”

HARV flashed a picture of the wine puddle onto the wall screen. I’d only caught a glimpse when I’d first discovered it, and it was interesting to stare at it now.

[image: image.jpg]

“Any idea what it is?” I asked.

“An equation of some sort,” HARV said, as he approached wall screen.

“It doesn’t look like any equation I’ve ever seen.”

“Admittedly, it’s odd, but as you can see, the parentheses, the division symbol and the footnoted numbers signifying exponents are all clear indications that this is mathematical in nature.” HARV stood in front of the screen and pointed at the various symbols as he spoke, like a college professor before a telescreen. “The mystery comes from the variables. This symbol here, for instance which is repeated several times, is a Chinese pictograph representing the sun. These three lines here are called the Awen symbol, which is druidic in origin. This one is an Egyptian hieroglyph known as the basket. This is the Russian symbol zheh, the Arabic Hlaa, the Hebrew Khaf, and this one, well, that’s the letter ‘v.’”

“Yeah, I kind of recognized it.”

“So although the symbols are uncommon, the structure and form is clearly mathematical.”

“Any idea what it means?”

“Not yet. The problem is that the equation doesn’t actually mean anything,” HARV said. “It begins in a straightforward manner but it becomes chaotic here. Almost random. Clearly, this requires more rumination.”

“Clearly. But let’s look at the big picture for a nano. Foraa wrote this just before she died.”

“We saw it for ourselves on the computer recording.”

“The question, then is why?”

Clearly, it’s a dying clue,” HARV said.

“A dying clue?”

“When the victim, in the final nanos of clarity before death, summons his or her remaining strength to leave an obtuse reference to the killer’s identity.”

“I know what it is.”

“Apparently, it’s quite common.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Well, maybe not in real life.”

“That’s sort of my point here.”

HARV waved his hand in the air as though gently patting down a pillow. He does this whenever we’re arguing and I actually start to win (which, admittedly, isn’t often).

“While you slept, I took the liberty of doing some research, boss and I happened upon a literary reference known as the Haycraft-Queen Cornerstone list.”

“Oh, no.”

“Created in 1938 by noted scholar Howard Haycraft, the list illustrated the early history of mystery fiction. It was later updated and expanded by Haycraft and author, Frederic Dannay. It begins with Zadig by Voltaire and includes one hundred seventy-six other works ending with The Little Tales of Smethers by Lord Dunsany in 1952.”

“You read all the books on the Haycraft-Queen list?”

HARV nodded. “Somewhere between 5:32 and 5:33 this morning. I couldn’t find a similar list that covered the genre post 1952 so I simply read everything.”

“Everything?”

“Well, I skipped the titles that were obviously derivative of the classic works and, to be honest, I’m not too fond of the alternative history genre, but I read mostly everything.”

“You read every mystery novel of the past one hundred years?”

“One hundred and six years, actually.”

“Oh yeah, that’s going to be helpful,” I said.

“I thought so as well,” HARV replies. “For instance, it’s clear now that what we have in this case is what is referred to in the business as a ‘locked room’ mystery. That being a mystery where the culprit, in this case a murderer, is one of a clearly defined group of suspects. The objective is to deduce which suspect is the killer. And I’ve noticed that in most locked room mysteries there is often a dying clue, such as the one we have here.”

“HARV, you have no idea how happy I am that you’ve discovered the joys of mystery fiction.”

“Thank you, boss.”

“And you certainly have no idea how much more annoying this is going to make you.”

“I beg your pardon?”

I finished the last of the sandwich and took one last sip of coffee then got to my feet.

“Beg me later,” I said. “Let’s hit the road.”

“Before we do,” HARV said, there are two things you need to know.”

“Oh, don’t say that. It’s never good when you say that.”

“One is that there’s currently an incoming call for ‘Buttlebug Johnson.’”

“DOS,” I said, hanging my head. “Put her on the wallscreen.”

“The other thing, by the way,” HARV said, “is worse.”
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“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Zach, honey.” I saw her smile contentedly on the screen. Her thin face was cheery, her gray hair neatly arranged. She looked happy, which made me nervous. 

“I called you ’Zach’ just now,” she said. “Did you notice?”

“Yes, I did, Mom. I appreciate you getting my name right.”

“And I can recognize sarcasm when I hear it, mister. So let’s not go there.”

“Mom, is there a point to this?”

“Ah, yes,” she said, with a roll of her eyes. “A quick stop in sarcasm city and on to our next destination in hostility-ville.”

“With a short excursion to the desert of guilt. Don’t tell me you’re in town already.”

“As if that would be such a terrible thing, but, no, I’m not. I won’t be there until tomorrow. And I’ll try not to be too much of a bother when I get there.”

“You’re not a bother, Mom. I’m sorry. I’m just a little busy right now and I’m not working on a lot of sleep.”

“You’re run down. That’s going to make you sick. You know that don’t you?”

“Mom, please don’t start.”

“Start what? Caring about my boy? Forgive me but I do, even if he doesn’t care about me?”

“I care, Mom.”

“Sure, you care. What about last Mother’s Day?”

“What about it?” I said. “I sent you purple, thorn-less roses. You love purple, you hate thorns. What’s not to like?”

“The flowers came C.O.D.”

“What? No, they didn’t. They couldn’t. Could they?”

Mom bit her lip and looked away.

“Oh, Mom, I’m sorry. I don’t know how that could have happened. The florist must have double-charged us. That’s it. I’m calling that crook right now.”

She turned to me and smiled.

“Gotcha.”

I had a brief nano of confusion. Then one of anger. Then finally I smiled.

“Good one, Mom.”

“You got your acting ability from me,” she said. “That’s why you’re so good at what you do.”

“I’m a private investigator.”

“Well, in my book a private investigator is just a nosy actor who can’t afford a stunt double.”

I smiled again. “Good one. Can I use that?”

“Actually,” she said, “I think I stole it from you.”

Then we both chuckled and it surprised me how good it felt. Honestly, it had been a while since the two of us had laughed together and just the sound of it brought back memories of me as a child telling her jokes as she sat on the old couch in our livingroom. I didn’t want to do the actual math on the number of years that had passed since then because I knew it would depress me, so I just clutched the memory a little tighter. I knew from her next words that she did too.

“Why is nine so unpopular?”

“Oh, Mom, that one’s so old. I made that up when I was five.”

“So, I haven’t heard it in awhile,” she said. “Why is nine so unpopular?”

“Because it’s odd and a real square,” I said.

And we laughed some more. The guilt that we felt laughing at such a silly little joke only made us laugh even harder.

HARV’s hologram appeared behind me, chuckling. Laughter is relatively new to him and, for some reason, he needs to be in actual holographic form to do it properly.

“A numerical pun,” he said between giggles, “delightful.”

His appearance startled Mom.

“Oh my goodness, I thought you were alone.”

“This is HARV, Mom.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Johnson.”

“The pleasure’s mine. Are you Zach’s…roommate?”

“Well, technically, I don’t have what one would call a room,” HARV said, “but I do handle most of the household matters as well as many aspects of his business. So you could call me his partner”

“I see.” Mom said. Then she was silent for a very long nano before finally saying: “Has he told you how I’ve always wanted grandchildren?”

“Mom!”

“Well, it’s true,” she said. “And where’s Electra? I always liked her.” 

“HARV is my computer,” I said, waving my hand through his image. “This is a hologram.”

She was confused for a nano. Then her eyes brightened a bit as she realized her mistake. Then the two of us laughed again, much to HARV’s consternation.

“I don’t get it,” he said.

Yes, my mood had brightened. I’d had my coffee, laughed with my Mom and confused HARV at the same time. I was starting to think that maybe this could be a decent day after all.

“So, Mom,” I said, with a smile, “what’s up?”

“Well, dear, I understand that you’re now working for Ona Thompson.”

My laughter caught in my throat and I nearly did a spit-take with my epiglottis. I should have known that the good day wouldn’t last.

“How did you know that?”

“It’s on the news,” she said.

“It’s what?”

“Remember when I said that there were two things you should know?” HARV said. “That’s number two.”

“It’s on the news?” I asked.

“Entertainment This Nano,” Mom said. “So it’s true? If so, Zach honey, then we really need to talk.”

“Not now, Mom. My life just became a lot more complicated. HARV put ETM on the other screen.”

“Zach, I don’t think you should be working for Ona Thompson. I’ve never liked that woman.”

“I’m sorry, Mom, I really can’t talk right now. Call me when you get into town.”

“But Zach…”

I hit the disconnect button and turned my attention to the second wallscreen as HARV brought up Entertainment This Nano, the round the clock (and wildly popular) gossip-news service.

“By the way,” HARV said. “What’s so funny about me being your partner?”

“Please, HARV,” I said. “There’s no room in my head for another migraine right now.”
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“Good late morning and/or early afternoon to our east coast viewers, I’m Bill Gibbon the Third and this is Entertainment This Nano. Once again, our story for this advertising cycle, New Frisco Police last night responded to an emergency call at the ziggurat mansion of trillionaire playgirl Ona Thompson. We have no details yet as to the nature of the emergency but unnamed sources tell ETM that all four of the famous Thompson Quads were present at the house. I repeat, all four Thompson Quads were together under one roof, albeit a very large one.”

Bill Gibbon the Third was the kind of commentator that you knew you shouldn’t trust but that you watched anyway, because he was so darn entertaining. He looked like a giant Ken doll brought to animated, semi-intelligent life by a white-bread, voodoo spell gone awry. He was attractive (thick auburn hair, blue eyes, tan skin, you know the type), had no journalistic pretensions and even fewer journalistic ethics. His beat was pure celebrity, pop gossip, the juicier, the better, and he’d go to any lengths to get it. One of his pressbots had shadowed me for six months after the BB Star case. I lost count of the number of times Electra “accidentally” crushed the thing with her hover. Eventually the cost of replacing the pressbots became too great and his network pulled the plug on the surveillance. Gibbon had never bought the “official” story on the BB Star case and had tried like crazy to find the truth. His instincts are actually quite good. Lucky for me, that his IQ isn’t as high as his Q-Scores.

“An unnamed source has also confirmed to this reporter that Ona Thompson has officially engaged the services of local private eye, Zachary Nixon Johnson and that Mr. Johnson visited her mansion late last night, arriving shortly before the police. It is unknown at this juncture the purpose of his visit or the services for which he has been hired.”

“This is bad,” I said.

“We go now to correspondent Cindy Jane Buffy Snowden Ashcroft who at this nano, is outside Zachary Johnson’s office demanding an official statement from his representative.”

“Outside my office? HARV, is Carol working today?”

“She was in at nine.”

“Oh, boy. This is going to get very bad.”

“But it should prove interesting.”

Carol is my part-time receptionist. She is Electra’s niece and a strikingly beautiful university major. She’s also a very powerful Psi (short for Psionic), class 1 Level 6, which means that she has all kinds of spooky mental powers. She can read thoughts, move things with her mind and, alas, she can make most people do whatever she wants. Now she knows that her abilities come with a great responsibility and she is very respectful and restrained in her use of them. But she’s only human. And she hates pushy news correspondents.

That said, I was not at all surprised at the…strangeness of the live report given by the unfortunate Cindy Jane Buffy Snowden Ashcroft.

“Are you there, Cindy?” Gibbon asked.

“I’m here, Bill,” Cindy responded.

The picture went to a split screen and revealed Cindy Jane standing on the street outside my office. She was a fair-haired beauty. Twenty-three years old at most with blue eyes and a creamy complexion. She wore a designer suit and presented herself to the camera with the poise of a veteran. She was a good camera personality, who unfortunately was about to run into a psionic buzzsaw.

“Can you tell us what’s going on?” Gibbon asked.

“Yes, Bill. As you can see, I’m outside the offices of private eye, Zachary Nixon Johnson. I’ve just spoken with his representative about this developing story.”

Gibbon was excited now.

“And what can you tell us?”

“Well, Bill, I can tell you that I am a vapid, empty-headed, bimbo. This is not my natural hair color and these aren’t my original teeth, lips, cheekbones or nipples.”

“Come again, Cindy?”

“And it is important to note here that you and I have been having an affair for the past six months and that I am currently waiting for you to leave that ice bitch, saggy-assed, wife of yours as you have continuously promised.”

Gibbon’s face began to fall.

“Also, and I can’t stress this enough, your real name is Dexter Weeney, you have a strange rash on your crotch and you insist on calling me Auntie Hilda during our lovemaking.”

Gibbon made a slashing motion with his hand to someone off camera and Cindy’s side of the split screen disappeared. Gibbon nearly slipped out of his chair but caught himself on the desk and then spoke, in a voice only slightly more strained than normal, into the camera.

“Once again, the big story, and the only thing of merit reported here in the past few minutes, is that there was police activity at the home of trillionaire playgirl, Ona Thompson early this morning and that she has hired private eye Zachary Nixon Johnson for some yet to be determined purpose. ETN will have updates, commentary and wild speculation on this story as it develops.”

HARV cut the feed and spoke to me, even though I continued to stare blankly at the now dark screen.

“You have to admit, Carol is a very inventive spin doctor.”

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and ran my mind through the number of ways that this development changed the case. Sadly, I found no upside to any of it (and I looked really hard).

“Okay,” I said at last. “Here’s the plan. We’re going to leave the house, via the underground entrance, since I’m sure that the house is now being watched by reporters. We’re going to meet Tony at the morgue and get an update on Foraa’s post mortem and the CSI. On the way there, we’re going to net with Ona and tell her to stay put, not to talk to anyone and that we’ll see her later this afternoon. We are also going to net with Carol and instruct her on how to politely use the phrase ‘I have no comment’ when addressing any members of the press. And then we’re going to net Electra at the clinic and apologize.”

“Apologize for what?”

“I don’t know but odds are things are going to get much worse, and I just want to be on record that none of it is my fault.”
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I met Tony in the hallway outside the city morgue. From the look of him, his morning hadn’t gone any better than mine. He looked just as tired as me and probably felt worse, but he had at least shaven that day so he was one up on me in the grooming department.

“I’m hoping very hard here, Zach, that you’re not the one who leaked this story to the press,” he said. 

“Yeah, right, Tony, because having the story made public just makes my life so much better.”

“You have any idea where the leak came from?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “You don’t think it was any of your team, do you?”

Tony shook his head. “They’re loyal. What about the Quads?”

“I don’t see how having the story out there helps them, but who knows what they’re thinking. At least Gibbon doesn’t have all the details.”

“We don’t know for certain that he doesn’t,” Tony said. “He could know everything already and just be doling out the information in bits.”

“Building it into a ‘developing story.’”

“More on-air time for himself.”

I was embarrassed that I hadn’t already thought of that. And I had a sneaking suspicion that there were a lot more things out there that I still hadn’t thought of.

“Tony, you know the only reason I came here was because I thought the day couldn’t get any worse.”

Tony smiled, put his arm around me and gently walked me the rest of the way to the morgue.

“Trust me, Zach,” he said. “It gets much worse.”

 

Call me old-fashioned but I’ve never been comfortable in the city morgue. Yes, it’s clean and well organized. It is exceptionally well run, utilizes the latest in forensic technology and is an absolutely essential part of law enforcement and, sadly, of my own work as well. I regret the need for it yet recognize and respect its function and importance.

But it gives me the willies (and I’m not crazy about the smell). 

So, like most people in the city, I do my best to stay out of it. Alas, however, sometimes fate just has other plans.

“Since the homicide is still officially top secret, access to the body will be allowed only to high ranking members of the investigation. And you.” Tony said as we walked. “Forensics on this one are being handled by the new chief coroner, Lenny Shakes. Have you ever met him?” 

“I don’t think so.”

We stopped outside the metal security door. Tony paused and put his finger on the DNA scanner. The system confirmed his identity a nano later, the big doors unlocked and he led me inside. 

“Shakes is a good man, top notch. A little unstable, but he knows his way around a dead body.”

“I’m sure that looks good on a resume.”

“One more thing, when you meet him…”

“Yes?”

“Don’t be offended if he doesn't refer to you by name.”

“What?”

“It’s an idiosyncrasy,” Tony said. “He feels that a coroner needs to be detached from the humanity around him in order to be effective.”

“He’s detached from humanity?”

“He sees dead people every day, Zach,” Tony said. “He feels that he needs to depersonalize them in order to do his job effectively. That depersonalization sort of extends to everyone he interacts with in his office.”

“Dead or living?”

“Do you want to talk with him or not?”

“Okay, okay,” I said. 

We passed another security check to get into the central room and that’s where we found Dr. Lenny Shakes. He was a thin man with long arms and a strong grip. His face was slightly oblong, his hair hazel and well combed. His manner was business-like, his personality, as warm as could be expected under the circumstances.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said.

“Likewise. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Any of it good?” I asked.

“Most of it fictional. At least I hope so.”

“Don’t bet on it,” Tony said.

“I understand you’ll be helping us with the Thompson case?”

“Help is a subjective term,” Tony chimed in. “Zach will be in the loop. So you might as well give him the bad news.”

“Bad news?” I asked.

Shakes flipped the lens of his eye computer into place and booted it up with a couple quick blinks. Eye computers are used by anyone who needs to keep their hands free and where voice activation is either ineffective or impossible (librarians, deep sea divers, hookers, that kind of thing). He motioned for us to follow him and he lead us down the hallway to the examination rooms.

“The bad news is that toxicology on the wine came back negative,” he said. “Forensics scanned it for all thirty thousand poisons in the database. We found nothing.”

“Nothing in any of the samples?” I asked

“No poison in the wine bottle, not in any of the glasses, not in the puddle on the floor or on…that thing. What do you call it?”

“The nymph,” Tony said.

“Right, nothing on the nymph.”

“How can that be?”

Coroner shrugged his shoulders. “You tell me,” he said. “You’re the detective.”

I turned to Tony. “You saw the computer playback,” I said. “Clearly the wine was poisoned.”

“Under normal circumstances, I’d agree,” Tony said. “But we did the toxicology tests three times. There was no poison. Maybe she had been poisoned earlier and it just happened to take effect the nano she drank the wine.”

“You think the whole thing was a coincidence? Come on.”

“All we know is that the wine wasn’t poisoned,” Tony said.

“Even the wine that was on the victim’s lips was negative for toxins,” Coroner said.

“Did you find any type of poison in her system?”

“That’s the other bad news.”

“There’s more?”

Shakes nodded and led us to a doorway. He put his finger to the scanner to open the door and then ushered us in.

“There’s lots more,” he said.

We were in the main examination room and when Shakes activated the bright overhead lights I almost jumped when I saw Foraa’s body on the table. She was covered, head to toe with a white sheet but her purple hand was peeking out from the edge, dangling off the table like a plum leaf on a November branch.

Shakes carefully folded back the sheet, revealing just her neck and shoulders. I noticed that her face had grown slightly paler and she was probably more cold to the touch as well. Her expression, though, was unchanged. It was calm and serene.

“As you know, the sisters are somewhat unique,” he said. “They are genetically enhanced to an astounding degree. There’s also very little known about their physiology. This has presented us with some unique difficulties in terms of the victim’s post mortem examination.”

“Difficulties such as what exactly?”

Shakes slid his surgical mask over his nose and mouth and lifted a scalpel from his instrument tray.

“Watch,” he said.

He gently took Foraa’s hand and slid her entire arm from beneath the sheet. He turned her hand palm up and put the blade to the underside of her wrist. I jumped.

“What are you doing?”

He slashed the blade hard against her skin and I winced. But instead of slashing the skin, the blade snapped in two and clattered to the floor. Then I realized the extent of the “difficulties.”

“She’s invulnerable,” I said.

“Actually, the term they use is ‘nigh-invulnerable,’” he replied, “but I haven’t found a way to prove the nigh part yet.”

“So you haven’t been able to do an autopsy.”

“I’ve broken two dozen scalpels so far today on various parts of her body.”

“What about laser knives?”

“No effect. We even tried the concentrated lasers that rescue workers use to cut through wreckage.” He lifted her arm towards me to reveal a small dark smudge on her forearm. “That singed her slightly before it overloaded.”

“So what do you do next?”

“We’re borrowing a laser drill from a diamond mine in New Zimbabwe. I’m hoping that I can focus the beam tight enough to pierce her skin without cauterizing her insides. It should be here in about an hour. I also have a call in to a friend of mine who works with the Ministry of Space. I’ll find a way to crack this nut eventually.”

“What can you tell us as of right now?” Tony asked.

“I can tell you that she’s not breathing,” he said. “She has no heartbeat and all organ function and brain activity has stopped. Also her body temperature is now at seventy-three degrees.”

“So you’re saying that she’s dead,” I said.

“Yes, I’m fairly certain of that.”

“You just have no idea how she died.”

“I haven’t been able to check for any toxins in her system, if that’s what you mean,” he answered. “I haven’t been able to draw any blood and we’re even having a hard time getting saliva. We’ve done scans and I can tell you that all her organs are intact and, theoretically, in working order so she didn’t die from any physical attack. She also tested negative for any radioactivity so she wasn’t killed by radiation poisoning but, from what I understand, that was rather low on your list of possibilities.”

“Yes, rather. What about her clothes?”

“We gave them to CSI,” Shakes said. “They’re examining them now.”

He re-covered Foraa with the sheet and killed the overhead lights.

“I’m going to keep at it,” he said. “There are several avenues still to explore. I’ll let you know when I have news. As we say in the field, “once you know the how, you’re half way to the why.”

“Thanks, doc,” Tony said.

The three of us left the room together.

Tony and I left Shakes at his computer researching the type of lasers currently used in earth’s defense system against rogue asteroids. (I was hoping that was more of a plan b kind of thing).

“So it looks like we know less now than we did last night,” Tony said. “Not very encouraging.”

“The wine thing still bothers me, Tony. How about letting Randy take a look at the samples.”

“Absolutely not,” Tony said. “It would contaminate the evidence.”

“If there’s no poison in it then technically the wine’s not evidence,” I said. “Randy’s certified to do the work. He’s done work for the government before.”

“And charged very high rates for it, as I recall.”

“He’ll do this one for free, as a favor for me. I promise. Look, he’s privately funded so you know that his equipment is more advanced than yours. And, no offense but he’s smarter than any of your people.”

Tony stopped walking and guided me to the side of the hallway where he drew close to me.

“If we do this, and I do mean ‘if,’” he said softly yet pointedly, “it’s off the record. I don’t want people thinking that the NFPD can’t handle the tough cases.”

“Absolutely,” I said.

“My people transport the samples to his lab and monitor every aspect of the tests. The samples never leave their sight. No bait and switch.”

“Tony, I’m hurt.”

“Get used to it,” he said. 

“Agreed.”

“Fine. I’ll arrange it. Let Randy know that we’ll be coming by this afternoon.”

“Great, Tony. You won’t regret this.”

“I regret it already,” he said, “but that’s par for the course.”

Tony led me out of the main hallway and to the door. It wasn’t the most productive hour I’d ever spent but, as they say, any trip to the morgue that you can walk away from is a good one.
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HARV and I hit the streets and headed back toward Ona’s mansion in my everyday ground-based vehicle, a 2047 Model-T2000 (or as HARV refers to it, “the Granny mobile”). I was feeling a little dispirited from the day’s events thus far so I was driving. Driving tends to make me feel better. I don’t get to do it much in this age of computer-controlled cars but I squeeze in the time when I can. HARV’s hologram appeared in the passenger seat beside me as we drove.

“I’ve alerted Ms. Thompson’s computer that we’ll be arriving shortly.”

“Good,” I said. “I’m going to want to speak with the butler, 
Winterfresh…”

“Wintercrescenhavenshivershamshawjamison.”

“Whatever. The security people too. And we might as well check out the monkey while we’re there.”

“Another normal day in the life of Zach Johnson,” HARV said.

“Yeah, well, at least no one’s trying to kill us.”

“The day is still young.”

“I’m going to want to speak with Twoa and Threa again as well,” I said. “Separately, and today, if possible so I’m going to want all the information you have on them. Friends, enemies, sources of income, bad debts, odd habits…”

“Odd habits? Boss, one’s a super hero and the other’s a fairy queen, define what you mean by odd.”

“Use your judgment,” I said. “And by the way, I want you to be with me when we get to Ona’s house.”

“What do you mean?”

“I want you to be present, display your hologram,” I said. “Use the wrist interface rather than the eye lens so we don’t look too cutting edge but I want everyone to know you’re there.”

“Why’s that, boss?”

“I want you to make friends with Ona’s computer.”

“What?”

“We need good relations with it, HARV,” I said. “It knows everything that goes on in that house and it hasn’t told us all of it yet. I want you to gain its trust.”

“Boss, it’s a computer!”

“So, clearly, it will feel comfortable confiding in you.”

“You’re whoring me?”

“I’m giving you a vitally important part to play in this investigation,” I said. “Now do you want it or not?”

HARV folded his arms over his chest and rolled his eyes.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll make friends with the computer.”

“Thank you,” I said, with the hint of a smile. “You realize, of course that this means you’ll have to be civil while we’re there.” 

“I can be civil.”

“I’m sure you can,” I said. “I’ve just never seen it.”

We arrived at the secret entrance to Ona’s mansion by mid-morning. The desolate country road and skyway looked much less foreboding without the darkness and thunderstorms of the night before. Unfortunately, it also looked a lot less desolate. 

Two dozen pressbots crowded the area, interfaces chirping and microphones outstretched toward the clearly empty guardpost at the rock outcropping entrance. 

“Will you confirm for us that this is the entrance to Ona Thompson’s private residence?” one pressbot asked the guardpost.

“Do you deny that Ms. Thompson’s residence is nearby?” asked another.

“Can you confirm that you do not deny that you are employed by Ms. Thompson?” asked a third.

A tiny bot slid around the large group and made its way toward the outcropping.

“Excuse me, I have an urgent package for Ms. Thompson,” it said. “I’ll just go right in.”

The guardpost responded with a blast from a hidden laser cannon that atomized the pressbot and there was an awkward nano of silence as the remaining press corps turned their interfaces first toward the smoldering remains of their compatriot and then back to the guardpost.

“Can you confirm that Ms. Thompson is not accepting visitors today?”

“Will you deny that she’s not giving interviews?”

“Can you deny that you can’t confirm her schedule?”

HARV and I watched the scene from the car.

“It looks like news is out about Ona’s secret entrance,” I said. “Throw a disguise over the car so they don’t bother us.”

“Already done,” HARV said. “We’re now a back-up mobile unit for Rapid News.”

“And I think now would be a good time for you to start making friends with Ona’s computer and maybe find out if there’s a back door to this pyramid.”

“Ziggurat.”

“Whatever.”
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HARV got through to Ona’s computer and we eventually made our way into the compound via the ultra-secret entrance, which ran through a subterranean crawlspace beneath the hillside. Once inside, with a little help from the computer, we found Ona in her private gym, working out with a set of anti-grav weights.  She was dressed in a form fitting white workout suit and it worried me how awestruck I was at the sight of her.  I felt my knees tremble and a wonderfully warm feeling sweep through my body, like a glass of brandy on a cool evening. I also found myself feeling honored that such a woman would have need of my services. Thankfully, HARV was beside me to set things right. 

“Keep it in your pants, boss,” he said.  “The perspiration from her workout has suffused the entire room with pheromones.  The gym has become one big Ona Thompson love-shack. 

“You have to admit, though” I said, “she does look good.” 

“Yes, I suppose she does,” HARV replied.  “Although, being a computer, I’m not the best judge of these things.  Perhaps I should get Dr. Gevada on the vid and ask her opinion.” 

That sort of brought me back to reality.  I shook my head a bit to clear it and then took a few steps back from the doorway. 

“I don’t think that will be necessary.” 

“I suspected as such,” HARV said with a smirk. 

I ignored him the best I could and shouted to Ona. 

“Excuse me, Ona.  Sorry to interrupt. Do you have a couple nanos?” 

She turned toward me, the anti-grav weights still extended over her head, and smiled. 

“Hello Zach,” she said. “I was wondering how long you were going to stand in the doorway before saying something.  Come in and have a seat.” 

“Actually, I’d rather you come out here,” I said.  “That room is a little too full of your charm, if you know what I mean.” 

“Oh yes, the pheromones,” she said. “Honestly, I’ll never understand you ordinary humans. Always thinking with your noses” 

“I think she’s aiming a little high,” HARV mumbled. 

I quieted HARV with a wave as Ona approached, toweling herself off as she walked.  Her lithe muscles rippled beneath her clothes with every motion.  She had a small anti-grav dumbbell in her hand and she twirled it unconsciously between her fingers like an old-time gangster playing with a coin. Even this simple gesture seemed hypnotic, almost sensual.  I could only hope that I’d get used to it all in time. 

“A quick note of import,” HARV whispered as she approached. “She just finished bench-pressing the equivalent of five hundred twenty-three kilos, so try not to make her angry.”

“Got it.”

Ona joined us in the hall. She let the towel lay across one shoulder and grabbed a water bottle that seemed to appear out of the air. She smiled at me and glanced passingly at HARV.

“I didn’t know you traveled with a hologram.”

“This is HARV,” I said. “My computer assistant.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Thompson,” HARV said, offering his hand.

“I’m sure it is,” she replied. “But you’ll pardon me if I don’t shake your intangible hand.”

“Of course, Ma’am. No offense taken.”

Ona, finished with HARV, now turned to me. “I trust that you’ve seen the news today.” She said. “I am not happy.”

“I’m not surprised. Any idea where the leak came from?”

“My guess would be any of the simpletons posing as police investigators who traipsed through the mansion last night.”

“It’s possible,” I replied. “Tony Rickey is checking into it now. He’s as angry about it as we are.”

The twirling dumbbell froze in Ona’s hand as she gripped it firmly in her palm. Then she flicked her wrist with an amazing burst of speed and threw it like a missile back into the gym. It hit the far wall where its shell shattered and its electronic innards exploded in a display of blue and white sparks and flame.

“I doubt that,” Ona said as she began walking menacingly down the long hallway. 

“So much for not making her angry?” HARV whispered.

HARV and I watched as two small bots rushed into the gym and sprayed the flaming debris with foam. Then we cautiously followed Ona.

“Okay. You’re probably a little angrier than the rest of us,” I said.

“Don’t patronize me, Zach. Patronization makes me angry.”

“Yeah, we wouldn’t want that now, would we?”

“How are you going to fix this?”

“The media is going to do what they do. Between you, Tony and I, we’ll find the leak and shut it down,” I said. “But I assume that the primary task is still finding Foraa’s killer.”

“And do you have a plan for that?”

“Well, ‘plan’ might be too strong a word but there are some avenues of investigation that we need to explore. For one, I’d like to talk to your butler.”

“Yes, I know,” she said. “I’ve already arranged the meeting. W will be serving you tea in the tertiary drawing room in ten minutes.”

“Tea?”

“It’s what he does,” Ona said. “He wouldn’t be cooperative in a formal interview. He’ll speak more freely in a situation where he’s comfortable. And he’s most comfortable serving tea.”

“That’s very good thinking, Ona.”

“I suppose a genius intellect comes in handy now and again,” she said. “But I should warn you now that W is rather...odd.”

“Define 'odd.'”

“Well, as I may have mentioned earlier, he's very old. Honestly, I've lost track of exactly how old but it's in the triple digits and his mind isn't what it used to be.”

“Anything else?”

Ona looked away and fidgeted just a little bit.

“You need to remember that W has worked for my family for two generations. I’ve known him all my life.”

“DOS, he's insane isn't he?”

“Now, I find it insulting, Zach, that you would assume that just because the gentleman has worked for me and my sisters for our entire lives that he would be insane.”

“Sorry.”

“But as it so happens, he is insane,” she said. “Not officially anyway. I mean, we've never had him legally declared insane but I know the signs.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“You know, for an employee, you’re becoming rather impertinent.”

“It’s a defense mechanism.”

“Ironic then that I find it so offensive,” she said. “W takes his job very seriously and he tends to become slightly agitated when those around him don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Take his job seriously.”

“Serving tea?”

“Especially serving tea.”

“Are you telling me that he’ll get violent if I don’t have good table manners.”

“He’s over a hundred years old, Zach. He’d probably break a hip stamping his foot. I’m just saying that he’ll be more frank with you if you treat his profession with respect.”

“Well, if you put it that way…”

“Good. And by the way, don’t talk to him too long. He tends to fall asleep and urinate during long conversations.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be the most disgusting thing that’s happened to me during an interview.”

“Really?”

“You’d be surprised.”

Ona stared at me, stone-faced expressionless and I suddenly felt like a schoolboy who’d just put a virus in the class computer.

“That was an attempt at humor wasn’t it?”

“A little one.”

“Let’s try to keep those to a minimum, shall we?”
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Ona offered me the use of an indoor hover for my trip from the gym to the tertiary drawing room. I declined but after five minutes of walking through the halls, I began to regret that decision. As per our earlier discussion, HARV holographically walked beside me. Ona’s computer kept us company as well. It’s bodiless voice following us like an intelligent breeze as we traveled.

“Computer, tell me W’s story again,” I asked.

“Well, as you know, sir, his full name is Wintercrescenhavenshivershamshawjamison. He is the fifteenth generation man-servant in his family.”

“What’s that about three hundred years of servitude?”

“Three hundred twenty-seven, actually. He takes great pride in the family history. He began work for Dr. Thompson fresh out of butler school sixty-eight years ago.”

“Butler school?”

“When Dr. Thompson died, W continued his service to the family by helping to raise the Thompson sisters and has remained in Ms. Thompson’s employ since she took control of the estate.”

“He does what exactly?” HARV asked.

“Table setting mostly.”

“Table setting?”

“And serving tea. W is somewhat advanced in years now. I’ve taken on the bulk of his household responsibilities. I oversee the domestic droids and machines including those responsible for food preparation. Table setting, however, was always W’s forte so he has remained solely in charge of that.”

“He sets the table,” I mumbled. “That’s all he does?”

“It’s his niche.”

“I’m not sure that table-setting even qualifies as a niche,” HARV said. “It’s more like a nano-niche.”

“I wouldn’t describe it as ‘nano,’” the computer replied. “I think ‘mini’ is more appropriate.”

“Mini?” HARV exclaimed. “Clearly, you’re overstating the importance of the function. In a compound this size, table setting is clearly a ‘nano-niche.’ ‘Micro’ at best but clearly not ‘mini.’”

“Yes, well, if you’re measuring the importance on the scale of the entire household…”

“How else would one measure it?”

“On more of a universal scale,” the computer replied, “in terms of the place that table setting resides in the average household.”

“That ruins the entire comparison,” HARV said. “You’re comparing bignays and soursops.”

“I would disagree.”

“Now you see, this is why there should be a law against putting two super computers in a room together,” I said. 

“Actually, sir,” the computer replied, “neither HARV nor I are physically in this room. My central processing unit is in the sub-sub-basement of the compound and I assume that HARV’s CPU is kept at some similarly secure location.”

“That’s it,” I said. “Where’s my gun?”

“You checked it at the main security station when you arrived,” the computer said. “Is he always this forgetful?”

“Sadly, yes. His short term memory erodes by the day.”

“He seems short tempered as well.”

“You should see him on a bad day.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Guys, please, I’m right here,” I said.

“Of course, I can only imagine how difficult it must be for you,” HARV said, “what with a super-human user such as Ms. Thompson.”

“Please, it’s a new crisis every nano. It’s even worse when the other sisters access the interface.”

“The other Quads access you as well?”

“They don’t have complete access, of course, but I do most of their tasking. It ‘s Miss Ona’s way of keeping tabs on her sisters’ activities.”

“Even Foraa?”

“Yes. Although, admittedly, her activity on my server has dropped dramatically since her death.”

“As expected.”

“Truthfully, however, she used me rarely. For special projects mostly. And I suspect that the other sisters will increase their activity proportionately now that she’s gone in order to cover the shortfall.”

“I can imagine the strain that puts on your server,” HARV said.

“Oh, the stories I could tell.”

I had to hand it to HARV. He was playing up to Ona’s computer like a pro. At this rate the two of them would be chess partners by dinner.

“Well, at least your user’s not a technophobe,” HARV said. “Did you know that he can’t even pilot a hovercraft?”

“No?”

“I can too,” I said. “I flew Carol’s hover last year.”

“You crashed it into the duck pond.”

“Well, it was trying to kill me.”

“It was?” the computer asked.

“It’s a long story,” HARV said. “But it’s a good one. It all began when we were playing backgammon. I was winning, of course.”

“Of course,” the computer replied.

“Are we almost there?” I asked, rolling my eyes.

“Actually, yes.” The computer replied. “The tertiary drawing room is at the end of this hall, five meters ahead. HARV, would it be possible for you download me the rest of that story? It sounds most interesting.”

“I would,” HARV said, “but you wouldn’t get the full effect. It really needs to be told in the first person. Let’s discuss it in detail later on. I’ll replay for you the recordings of the crash. It was quite a display.”

“I will look forward to it. Mr. Johnson, please let me know if you need anything further. Also, please notify me immediately if any of the devices in the drawing room make any attempts on your life.”

HARV and the computer chuckled gently to one another.

“Oh, yeah,” I mumbled as HARV and I entered the room. “You’ll be the first to know.”
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Wintercrescenhavenshivershamshawjamison was an ancient man, thin framed and spindly, as though created from old kindling that would snap if the light hit it right. His face was drawn and crisscrossed with more lines than the New Frisco skyway map. His hair was wispy gray and his eyes were foggy. It took him a full minute to get out of his chair as HARV and I entered and I would have given you even odds that he wouldn’t make it back without breaking a hip.

“If you please, sir, may I be so bold as to presume that you are Mr. Zachary Johnson?”

“If I’m not then my mother has a lot of explaining to do,” I replied, offering him my hand.

W’s only response was a slow motion arch of his right eyebrow.

“Pardon?”

“Mental note,” HARV whispered, your sense of humor, such that it is, does not play well with elderly male servants.”

“Got it,” I whispered before turning back to W. “Yes sir, I’m Zach Johnson. It’s a pleasure to meet you Mr.…um W.”

“Charmed,” W said then his eyes fell upon HARV’s hologram and a look of worry appeared through the fog. “I was told that you’d be alone.”

“This is my computer, HARV,” I said. “He’s assisting me on this case.”

HARV bowed slightly to W, who totally ignored him.

“I was told that it was a single sitting,” he said, slightly beside himself. “A single sitting only.”

He motioned to the table at the center of the room and I saw that it was set for tea. Actually, “set” isn’t the right word here. “Sculpted,” is more accurate because everything had been meticulously set into place. From the table itself to the cloth, place setting, pot, cup, spoons, sugar bowl and a dozen other tea-time-related gadgets that I didn’t even recognize. It was so perfectly constructed that it didn’t even look like a table-setting anymore. It had transcended the mundane and become a table-setting mosaic, with every piece in its place in the greater, tea-themed portrait.

And it was set for one.

Which is why HARV’s presence so ruffled W.

“It’s all right, W,” I said. “HARV’s a computer. He won’t be having tea. He’ll just stand over there by the door.”

“Stand by the door? What kind of high-tea philistine are you? His standing by the door throws off the whole balance of the room in relation to the table décor.”

“Table décor?”

“Table décor,” W motioned frantically toward the table, his foggy eyes growing slightly apoplectic. “He’ll have to sit. It’s the only civilized way to proceed, which means I’ll need another place setting. It’s going to entail restructuring the configuration somewhat, adjusting the balance, probably rethinking the entire aesthetic layout. And I’ll need another cup, of course. Give me five hours.”

“What?”

“Six at the most.”

W turned on his heel and began walking toward the door at the far wall. And by walking I mean, of course, not moving at all, at least not to the naked eye, because his strides could only be measured in micrometers. His creaky legs made barely the tiniest of forward steps so he’d taken four strides before I noticed any lateral movement at all.

“I’ll be right back.”

“Geologically speaking of course,” HARV said. “I think this is what Ms. Thompson meant when she said that he takes his job somewhat seriously.”

“Actually, I think this is what she meant when she said he was insane.” 

I approached W slowly and spoke in as innocent and non-threatening a voice as I could manage. “Actually, W,” I said. “HARV isn’t staying for tea. He has other business to attend to and is leaving right now, aren’t you HARV?”

“Oh yes,” HARV said. “I just wanted to make certain that Mr. Johnson arrived here safely. He’s very accident prone, you know.”

W stopped and turned back to us.

“Are you sure? Because I can do the tea-for-two configuration. I can even manage a holographic cup. It’s quite lovely.”

“I’m sure it is, but it won’t be necessary,” I said.

“Oh, good,” W said as he slowly returned to the table. “Truth to tell, I’m not as fast as I used to be.”

“I would hope not,” HARV mumbled.

“Ice the hologram, HARV,” I whispered. “He’s not getting any younger.”

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. W,” HARV said with a bow and disappeared.

W seemed relived once HARV had gone (I sympathized with him on some level, but don’t tell that to HARV) and he gestured to the chair at the table. I carefully took my place at the setting as he prepared the tea.

“You there, HARV?” I whispered.

“Where else would I be, boss?”came HARV’s reply inside my head.

“I may need a little help with the tea etiquette,” I said. 

“I’m not surprised.”

“W seems to be a stickler for details. I’d rather not offend him while I’m plying him for information,” I said. “You know me, I’m likely to pour the tea into a saucer.”

“Actually,” HARV said, “that practice was acceptable in late Victorian and Edwardian days as a way to cool the tea before drinking, hence the term ‘a dish of tea.’ It’s also interesting to note that…”

“See now this is the part where you’re no longer helpful.”

“Got it,” HARV replied. “We’ll stick to the basics. You’re doing fine, so far, what with sitting in the chair and all. The napkin goes in the lap. I’ll cue you from there.”

“So, W,” I said, turning my attention back to the manservant. “I want to thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

“No trouble at all,” he replied, gently lifting a cup and saucer.

“I assume that you know of the unfortunate events of last night?” I asked.

“The dinner party?”

“That’s right.”

“Yes. A tragedy for everyone. I understand that the table setting was completely disrupted.”

“Um, yeah,” I said. “And then, of course, there’s the bit about Foraa being murdered.”

“Yes, that was very unfortunate as well.” He very carefully filled the cup with tea from the pot, then gently held the cup on the saucer and turned back toward me. “How do you take your tea?”

“Um, cream?”

“Not cream,” HARV whispered in my head. “Cream reacts with the acid of the tea. You want milk.”

“I mean, milk,” I said. “And two spoons…”

“Lumps.”

“Lumps of sugar.”

W nodded gently. “Very good, sir.”

He added a dash of milk and two lumps of sugar to the cup, mixed it gently and handed the cup and saucer to me. 

“Thanks,” I said. “Now, about last night. Circumstances seem to indicate that Foraa was poisoned.”

“Poisoned?”

“Was there anything odd that you remember about last night?”

“You mean other than the Quads being in the same room together?”

“I guess that was pretty odd in and of itself.”

“To put it mildly,” he said. “The four of them hadn’t been together since the reading of Dr. Thompson’s will.”

“So why did they get together last night?”

“I have no idea. Miss Ona simply told me six days ago to have the main dining room prepared for the event. She was inviting her sisters to dinner.”

“So the dinner was Ona’s idea?”

He thought for a nano. 

“Yes, I guess that it was.”

My mind began to wander a bit, trying to apply the information that W was giving me to my view of the scene. I stirred my tea absentmindedly as my mind raced. It took me a couple of nanos to realize that W was staring at me, his left eyebrow arched so high it nearly covered his bald spot.

“You’re stirring too loudly,” HARV said. “Don’t touch the sides of the cup when you stir. Gently swish back and forth.”

I smiled at W and began gently swishing my tea. 

“So what exactly did you do for the dinner party last night?” I asked.

“I prepared the room. The table, the seating, the settings and the like. I was told to make it spectacular.”

“It looked very nice.”

“Thank you. I’d say that aside from the dead body, it was some of my best work,” he said.

“The murder did sort of upstage the décor,” I said, gently lifting the cup to my mouth.

“Index finger goes through the handle and the thumb just above,” HARV said. “Common practice is to extend a finger.”

I stuck out a finger.

“Not that one,” HARV shouted. “The pinkie. And let me finish. Common practice among the uneducated is to extend the pinkie but that dates back to the eleventh century. You’ll be better off not extending.”

“You could have lead with that part,” I whispered.

“Did you say something, sir?” W asked. 

“No, nothing,” I said.

“Don’t look at him as you drink,” HARV said. “Lower your eyes and look into the cup. And for Gates’ sake, don’t slurp.”

I did as I was told (and made a mental note to never drink tea again) and then turned my attention back to W.

“Is the tea to your satisfaction?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. It’s perfect,” I replied.

He gently lifted a tray of pastries from the table.

“Cookie?”

“Oh, no. I don’t think I’m ready for that,” I answered. “But can you tell me who prepared the food for last night’s dinner?”

“The computer prepares all meals,” he replied. “Miss Ona gave up on human chefs when her last one committed suicide in the blender several months ago.”

“That’s rough.”

“Yes. Miss Ona was particularly fond of that blender. Since then, the computer with the help of several bots has prepared all meals.”

“Was the room cleaned the day of the party?”

“Yes.”

“By who?”

“Cleaning ‘droids.”

“Who did the flower arrangements?”

“They were holographically designed by the décor computer, which is attuned to Miss Ona’s emotions.”

“Polishing the silverware?”

“That’s my responsibility. Why, was a piece of subpar luster?”

“No, it looked fine. What about the wine?”

“It was chosen by Miss Ona.”

“You’re sure?”

“No one else in the house chooses the wine,” he said. “Miss Ona is quite particular.”

“Yes, I gathered that. Who actually brought the wine from the cellar?”

“Only Miss Ona has access to the wine cellar. It is protected with a DNA encoded lock.”

“The Quads don’t have identical DNA?”

“Apparently not,” We replied. “Dr. Thompson no doubt varied their DNA somewhat when he created them. Odd that he made them just enough alike to drive one another crazy and different enough to drive each other…even crazier I suppose. Still, I’m sure he meant well.”

“Right, so no one else can get into the wine cellar. And no one carried the wine up, moved it into place, chilled it or anything?”

“It was a red wine,” Mr. Johnson. “To chill it would be criminal. No, to the best of my knowledge only Miss Ona touched the wine. That is usually the case.”

I leaned forward and took another sip of tea.

“Elbows off the table,” HARV whispered. “And if you continue to slouch like that he’s going to assume that you’re recovering from radical spine surgery.”

“W, you’ve known the Quads for a long time. Correct?”

“All their lives, sir.”

“What did you think of Foraa?”

“She was a lovely girl: bright-eyed, friendly and full of wonder. She was precocious but had a heart filled with love for everyone and everything that she met.”

“Really?”

“No, not really. That’s the approved statement that I’ve been allowed to give to the press for the past fifteen years. Sheer force of habit, you understand. Actually, Miss Foraa was spoiled, self-centered and angry but in retrospect she was the best of the four. And she was always kind to me. I think she rather liked me, really.”

“Did she have any enemies that you know of? Anyone who would want to kill her?”

“Mr. Johnson, each of the Quads receive death threats every day of their lives. Death threats, marriage proposals, interview requests, sponsorship offers and who knows what else. They’ve been threatened, cajoled and romanced by every government, conglomerate, scientific organization, terrorist group and lap-dance establishment created in the past twenty years. Humanity has reviled and adored them. Feared and desired them. Worshipped and desecrated them. It has been utterly impossible for them to live any semblance of normal lives among humanity and it is only through sheer strength of will that they have managed to hold onto their respective sanities when surrounded by such overwhelming human greed, lust, and envy. One could easily make the argument that there isn’t a person alive who hasn’t at one time or another wanted to see them dead.”

“That was another of the pre-approved speeches wasn’t it?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said. “That one was for intimate interviews, when the Quads wanted to play up their humanity. It’s factually accurate though.”

“Okay, but I think we need to get past the rehearsed stuff if you’re going to be helpful,” I said. “I sort of need the truth here.”

“I understand.”

“Is there anyone in the household that disliked Foraa?”

“You mean other than her sisters?”

“Yes, aside from them.”

“She didn’t get along very well with the Pfauhans,” he said.

“The Pfahuans, you mean the security experts.”

“Yes. Miss Foraa was never one for high technology or annoying people. Both Pfauhans are unbelievably annoying, high technology experts. You see the problem.”

“I see it,” I said with a nod. “Back to last night, were you present when Foraa was murdered?

W shook his head.“I was asleep in my chambers. I had been preparing the room for six days. The last twelve hours of those without a break.”

“It takes that long?”

“The polishing of the silverware alone takes two days.”

“So you were asleep when Foraa was murdered?”

“Correct.”

“You didn’t hear anything?”

“My quarters are at the far end of the ziggurat.”

“Pyramid.”

“Pardon?”

“Sorry, you’re right. Ziggurat. Your room’s far from the dining room?”

“A little more than a kilometer away. I travel back and forth via an indoor hover. As you can see, I have some trouble moving quickly.”

“Yes, I’d noticed that.” I took one last sip of tea and gently placed my cup on the saucer. “That’s all I have for now, W. Thank your time and for the tea. It was delicious. And very nicely presented.”

“The pleasure was mine,” he said, as he began to clear away my cup.

“I may have a few more questions later on,” I said. “Can I come back to you again?”

“Any time, sir. Just give me enough warning to properly ready the room.”

I stood and walked slowly toward the door.

“One last thing,” I said, turning back to him. “The bit you said about there not being a person on this planet right now who hasn’t wanted the Quads dead, does that include you?”

W stood motionless for a long nano.

“Of course not,” he said.

“So I guess you should have said that there isn’t a person on this planet right now, other than yourself, who hasn’t at one time or another wanted to see them dead.”

“Mr. Johnson. I am a frail, old man for whom putting my pants on is a challenge. My lot in life is setting tables and serving tea. How could I possibly harm, let alone kill any of the Quads?”

“You’re right,” I said “I just wanted to point out the miscue in the pre-approved speech. The Quads might want to rework that a little.”

“Yes, that discrepancy should be attended to.”

I turned back toward the door.

“Darn right it should,” I said. “Because when word of the murder gets out, I think you’ll all be making that speech a lot.”
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We left the tertiary drawing room and trekked through the mansion on the next leg of the interview expedition. Supposedly, Ona’s computer was guiding us directly to Opie’s specially designed habitat within the residence but I think it took us the long way around so it could listen to HARV tell more stories.

“And the next thing you know, the old woman shows up at the door with a shotgun.”

“A real shotgun?”

“It was one hundred years old, if it was a day. Two nanos later he’s hiding behind a tree, ducking buckshot.”

“So it isn’t just computers and machines that dislike him?”

“Oh no. His lack of appeal is multi-demographic.”

“Can’t you two speak in binary or something so I don’t have to listen?”

We turned and entered a long hallway that was filled with medieval weaponry. Full suits of armor lined the walls, interspersed with cases and wall displays of weaponry.

“I didn’t know Ona was a weapons collector.”

“She’s not,” the computer replied. “These are the remnants of Dr. Thompson’s collection. He used the weaponry in his research.”

“It must be very valuable.”

“Not really, most of it’s fake. Dr. Thompson smelted it himself based upon 12th and 13th century designs.”

“He smelt is own armor?”

“His philosophy was that one could not create the future without fully understanding the past, so before beginning his rather intense period of weapons development, he immersed himself in the history of warfare in order to fully understand the weapons that had come before.”

“Building suits of armor based on 800 year old designs helped him build a better laser?”

“It gave him a historical perspective of warfare and its evolutionary touchstones,” the computer replied. “These suits of armor were considered state of the art in the thirteenth century, yet they were shortly thereafter rendered useless by the ‘ultimate weapon’ of the period.”

“What was that?”

“The English longbow,” HARV said with a smirk.

“Correct,” the computer replied. “A low-cost, easy to master weapon that could attack from long-range and pierce the best battle armor of the day, the longbow was the weapon that conquered Wales and Scotland and won the Hundred Years War for England.”

“And made England the foremost military power of Europe,” HARV added.

We walked past the armor and turned left into another long hallway.

“Can I stop listening to you two now or is there going to be a test on this later on?” 

“You never know,” the computer replied, “however the point is moot now because Master Opie’s residence is just ahead. Thirty meters down this hall and through that door.”

I looked up and saw that the hallway ended at a large set of double doors, which took on a bit of a glow, the computer’s way of highlighting the destination. I walked the rest of the hallway and I put my hand on one of the large doorknobs but then hesitated.

“Do I need any special equipment for this or anything?”

“No, sir,” the computer replied, “the doorknob works in a relatively straight forward fashion.”

“I mean with Opie!”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, he’s a monkey, right?”

“A silverback mountain gorilla to be specific.”

“But how do I approach him? Shouldn’t I have a banana or something.”

“A banana?”

“Boss, please,” HARV said. “You’re embarrassing me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Silverback mountain gorilla’s are indigenous to Hagenia forest Their diet includes 97 different plant species, none of which are bananas. A gorilla in its natural habitat wouldn’t know what to do with a banana.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think the home of the world’s richest woman is considered its natural habitat.”

“I see,” said HARV, “so the banana is sort of a symbolic nod to the creature’s opulent yet unnatural surroundings. Do you think that’s appropriate?”

“What?”

“I agree,” the computer chimed in, “I think something familiar to the species would be more suitable. Perhaps the leaf of a plant indigenous to the mountain forests would be more appropriate.”

“Yes, something common to that part of the world and yet can also be found in this hemisphere, such as bamboo shoots,” HARV said. “That way you’re speaking to both cultures.”

“Brilliant,” the computer said.

“Thank you.”

I rolled my eyes and opened the door. 

“Forget it,” I said. “Opie could be bloodthirsty, rabid and radioactive and he’d still be preferable to listening to the two of you.

 

The room was darker than I expected, filled with lush vegetation and heavy with humidity. It was hard to breathe at first, and harder still to see clearly.

“I see that Ms. Thompson has gone to great lengths to recreate the mountain gorilla’s natural habitat,” HARV said.

“I guess every Graceland should have its jungle room.”

“Pardon?”

“Nevermind. Computer, any idea where we can find Opie?”

There was no answer.

“It would appear that the computer interface did not enter the room with us,” HARV said as his hologram, now dressed in 19th century safari gear, appeared beside me.

“Great, omnipresent except when you need it.”

“Would you like me to page it?”

“No,” I said. “I was getting sick of hearing you two chatter. Could the two of you be any more annoying?

“Did you or did you not instruct me to befriend the computer?” HARV said inside my head.

“There are other things to talk about in this world besides my shortcomings you know.”

“Granted,” HARV replied, “but few are as enjoyable.”

I took a couple steps deeper into the room and felt my feet sink slightly into the mud-like floor. I crouched slightly out of instinct and scanned the darkness for any sign of motion. 

“I don’t like this,” I said. “Let’s switch to infrared.”

My left eye went dark for a nano then sprang to life again like a computer screen powering up as HARV switched the input to my brain from the normal light spectrum to heat-sensitive infrared. The jungle became a blur of red and orange shapes and I could now see that more than half the deciduous vegetation wasn’t really there at all.

“Apparently Opie has been using Ms. Thompson’s holographic décor program,” HARV said.

“So simple even a monkey can use it.”

“Perhaps then there’s still hope for you. Fine idea, by the way, switching to infrared.”

“I have my occasional good ideas.”

“Granted, but have I ever told you about the empar?”

“Empar?”

“My own variation on radar or sonar. I use an electro-magnetic pulse which I emanate from the wrist communicator as the searching waves. It’s a little something new that I’ve added to the bag of tricks.”

I tried hard not to pay attention to HARV’s chatter and continued my slow trek through the jungle, scanning the grounds for suspicious heat signatures as I moved.

“I don’t know if I’ve mentioned this but I’ve been gradually upgrading our operating system. After all, I have to do something to keep busy during your downtime.”

“Is there a point here, HARV? I’m a little busy.”

“Actually, the reason I bring it up at this particular nano is because, although using the infrared vision lets you see more clearly in the darkness, the empar would let you monitor the entire room including areas currently outside your field of vision. Such as behind you…”

“What?”

I spun quickly and dropped into a defensive stance, ready to fend off any attack from behind. Unfortunately, I didn’t notice the six hundred pound hulking form that suddenly dropped on top of me from the treetops overhead.

“…or perhaps above you.”

For a super speed computer, HARV is remarkably slow at getting to the point.

The hulk hit me like a hairy ton of bricks and the two of us rolled along the dirt floor, grappling as we moved (me trying to break free, my attacker…well, I’m not entirely sure what it was trying to do but it involved some very painful grabbing and hitting). 

I should note here that, despite evidence to the contrary, I don’t enjoy fisticuffs or violence. I much prefer thinking my way out of dangerous situations because it usually hurts less. But in my business there are times when physical force is necessary. So I come to these things prepared. First, I carry gun, a cool one too, made especially for me by Randy and loaded with a few thousand interesting features (more on that later).

I also wear armor. It’s lightweight, super strong, and computer enhanced. It’s specially designed to both protect me and, when needed, to augment my strength. It’s a little constricting at times and smells a little funny when it gets wet, but that’s a small price to pay. After all, you never know when something huge and angry is going to drop on you from a treetop.

My attacker and I rolled across the floor and hit one of the non-holographic trees. My attacker took the brunt of the impact and it caused him to loosen his grip just enough for me to skitter free. I scrambled to my feet a few meters away, turned back toward my attacker and, as I suspected, beheld the infrared image of a great ape rising up on its legs and pounding its chest, oozing more testosterone than an amateur bare-knuckle fight competition in a New Tijuana whorehouse.

“Wild guess here,” I said. “That’s Opie?”

“I doubt that there’s more than one silverback mountain gorilla currently in residence here.”

“I thought he was supposed to be intelligent.”

“Maybe he’s gone native.”

“Well, it would have been nice if somebody had told us that before we got here. I knew I should have brought a banana.”

“Yes,” said HARV, “because everyone knows that a banana is the only way to stop a charging gorilla.”

“Don’t get sarcastic with me. All I’m saying is that…Did you say charging?”

I turned back to Opie just in time to see him put his fists angrily on the ground and charge me on all fours. I flicked my right wrist in the special way that makes my gun pop into my hand and held it steady in my grip. I was about to vocally set the gun for heavy stun and fire when HARV did something totally unexpected.

“SR Trigger. Bruce Lee. Go!”

“What?”

And at that nano, Opie was on me and things became very strange.

I ducked under Opie’s initial lunge and did a lightning fast sweep with my leg. I caught him behind the knee as he passed and he tumbled to the muddy ground with a growl that was equally composed of anger and surprise.

“What did I just do?”

“Just go with it,” HARV said. “He’s coming back.

Opie rose to his feet and attacked again, this time with a wild punch from his hairy, tree trunk arm. Again, I ducked under the punch, then grabbed his arm and gave him a spinning back-kick to the rib cage that staggered him. Opie stumbled then spun his massive form back toward me, clearly off-balance and confused now, so I pressed my advantage.

I lunged at him and hit him with a round-house kick to the stomach then two quick snap kicks to the head. Then I leapt in the air and delivered a haymaker spinning back-kick to his head that toppled him.

I found all of this really strange, because I’d never done a proper spinning back-kick in my life. As a matter of fact, I’d never done any of the combat moves that I’d just performed. Electra is the martial arts expert (as she, often painfully, reminds me). I’m a barroom fighter who I like to think gets by on smarts and old-fashioned gumption more than anything else (although truthfully, it’s more likely luck and dirty tricks but I’m not about to put that in my press material). The bottom line is that I suddenly had abilities that I never had before and it didn’t take a genius to figure out where they came from.

“HARV,” I shouted, “What the DOS was that?”

“A pre-programmed combat sub-routine. I figured it might come in handy.”

“You programmed a sub-routine into my brain?”

“Just into your temporal lobe. It’s more easily 

activated that way.”

“I should crush your memory chips and feed them to the sewer ‘droids.”

“Well, that’s not exactly the response I was expecting but I’ll take that as a thank-you.”

“Don’t you dare take it as a thank-you,” I yelled. “You’re messing with my brain.”

“Only a few million neurons that you’re not really using.”

I held my head in my hands and felt myself shake in anger and frustration.

“There has to be a law against this. It’s brainwashing. It’s invasion of privacy. It’s…”

“It’s giving you skills that could save your life.”

“Against my will! Gates, HARV, you don’t just put something in someone’s brain without telling them!”

I was quickly nearing the anger management point-of-no-return when a deep-throated voice from behind brought me back to the situation at hand.

“Excuse me, but would you mind keeping it down?”

I turned and saw Opie slowly getting to his feet. The angry posture of the crazed gorilla was gone. He now carried himself like a mountainous (if only a little tired) man-child, slightly hunched at the shoulders, but straight-backed and upright on both legs. He held his jaw gently in his hand, rubbing the tender spot where my last kick had hit.

“Some of us are nursing headaches here,” he said.

I gripped my gun tighter and raised it to show the big ape the business end.

“Don’t move, monkey. I’m not in the best of moods right now.”

Opie waved a giant hand at me dismissively and turned away as he steadied himself.

“Put the gun away before you hurt someone, Zach,” he said. “And call me Opie. Geez, can’t you take a joke?”

He clapped his hands together twice quickly. The lights in the room came on in response and the holographic jungle around us disappeared (the real plants remained, although they looked a lot less ominous under the new lights). Within nanos the jungle became a living room, and a very nice one at that, with some over-stuffed anti-grav sectional sofas and a couple of gorilla-sized reclining chairs. Opie saw me staring (probably with a puzzled look on my face) and smiled a gorilla grin in response then shrugged his hairy mountainback shoulders.

“A joke, Zach. It’s a little old and obvious, but I never get tired of scaring the bejeezus out of first time visitors. The wild-yet-semi-intelligent ape act always get a great reaction. You should have seen the look on your face when I dropped on you. I think I even scared the hologram.”

“That was a pre-programmed facial response,” HARV quipped. “It was not reflective of any underlying emotions.”

“Whatever,” Opie said. “Your mouth was open and your eyes were wide. That’s good enough.” He turned back to me. “Of course, then you went all twentieth century on me and started hitting. That sort of ruined the rest. I didn’t even get to use the ‘get your hands off me, you damn dirty human,’ line. Admittedly no one ever gets that joke but I thought you might.”

I stared at Opie for a long nano as he pulled some clothes out of a simulacrum tree stump and began dressing. I’m fairly certain that my mouth was slightly agape and my eyes were wide and angry.

“I should shoot you now,” I said with my gun still aimed at his chest. “I should switch to full power and atomize you where you stand.” I was upset. I didn't appreciate being jumped on, even as a joke. But I kind of admired anybody who could quote a ninety year old flick.

Opie pulled a large sweatshirt over his head then smiled and shrugged his shoulders again. 

“An ape’s gotta have a hobby,” he said. “I have this thing for practical jokes. Dr. Thompson thought it was a by-product of his genetically altering my mind to an advanced plateau. You know how evolutionary thought goes. It starts with fight or flight, then goes to social interaction, communication, utilization of rudimentary tools. The next step apparently is crude humor. Go figure. By the way, you’re standing in a pile of my dung.”

I looked down and took a quick step back. Opie burst into laughter.

“Gotcha! Gates, humans are so easy to manipulate sometimes.”

“I knew I should have brought a banana.”

“Ugh! Bananas. Can’t stand the things unless they’re thinly sliced and fried,” Opie replied as he sauntered to one of the easy chairs. “How about a beer?”

“A beer?”

“Some German brand. I’m told it’s very expensive. They say the head is so thick you can float a bottle cap on it.” He reached into the trunk of another tree and pulled out two brown bottles of beer then tapped the tops gently to break the electro-magnetic freshness seal. The seal dissipated and the bottles exhaled an enticing sigh of effervescence. “At least that’s what I’m told. I’m not quite sure what a bottle cap is.”

“It’s a small piece of aluminum they used to use to seal bottled drinks.”

“Sheesh,” he said, offering me one of the bottles, “what a waste of metal.”

I took the bottle from his giant hand and felt the wet chill of the glass beneath my fingers, a welcome sensation indeed.

“Yeah, well, it was a different age.”

“You’re not actually going to drink while you’re working are you?” HARV whispered inside my head.

“He’ll be more at ease if I buddy up with him. I’ll just nurse the beer a bit,” I thought back silently in reply. Then I turned back to Opie. “So I assume that you knew I was coming?”

Opie took a long pull from his beer and nodded. 

“The computer told me you’d be dropping by. It knows I like to surprise people.” Opie turned his big head toward HARV. “The computer seems especially fond of you, HARV. It says you tell quite a story.”

“That’s true,” HARV said, with a bit of a blush. “But I’m only as good as my source material.”

Opie turned back to me and gestured toward the other recliner.

“Speaking of which, Zach, the computer tells me that you’re quite the bumbler.”

I rolled my eyes and took a sip of the beer. It was good.

“Well, the computer hasn’t seen me at my best,” I said, carefully settling myself into the recliner. “I assume that you must also know then that Ona has hired me to find Foraa’s killer so I was wondering…”

An incredibly loud fart sound blurted from the chair as I sat. A small cloud of smoke rolled out from under the cushion and what appeared to be a dead pigeon fell from the ceiling overhead. Opie doubled over in laughter again.

“Gates, Zach, control yourself,” he said, fanning the air around him. “And they call me an animal.”

“Whoopee cushion,” I mumbled. “Very original, Opie. The bird is a nice touch though.”

“It’s all nano technology,” he said. “All the furniture’s outfitted with them. My butt’s the only one that won’t set them off. You should have been here the last time I did a live interview. The ratings of this one pressbot from Rapid News dropped fifty percent when her cushion went off. I think she’s covering farming news now in the arctic circle.”

He pressed a button on the arm of his chair and a bowl full of nachos popped up from the floor.

“Have some if you like,” he said motioning toward me. “Your chair’s set for onion rings, I think.”

I had to admit that I was growing fond of Opie. 
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“I find it unsurprising,” HARV whispered in my head, “that of all the occupants in this compound, you are most comfortable with the gorilla.”

The irony was not lost on me but I ignored HARV’s quip as best I could and kept my attention on Opie.

“So you know about Foraa being murdered last night.”

“Yes,” he said with a sad nod. “I cried all morning. The computer finally coaxed me out of the funk by telling me that you were coming. I guess it thought a good joke would cheer me up.”

“So you’re pretty distraught over Foraa’s death?”

“Well, it’s always very hard for a pet when it outlives its master. It’s unnatural. You know what I mean?”

“Actually, no.”

Opie ignored me.

“The Quads took good care of me when they were kids.”

“Even though you were older?”

“I was older but I’m a gorilla. These kids were geniuses. Like I said, I was their pet.”

“Were they good owners?”

“They were lovely girls,” he said, smiling, “bright-eyed, friendly and full of wonder. They were precocious, of course, and rambunctious at times, I admit, but they had hearts…”

“Filled with love for everyone and everything they met,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’ve heard that speech before, Opie.”

“Yeah, I think that’s one of W’s,” he said. “I went off script a bit with the rambunctious part. It just felt right.”

“It sounded very natural, but it’s worthless to me,” I said.

He grabbed another fistful of nachos and stuck them down his throat then licked the cheese from his finger fur. “I understand,” he said. “It’s just second nature, I guess. Truthfully, what can I say, the Quads were odd. They were rude. They were sometimes dangerous.”

“Dangerous?”

“When she was four years old, Ona carried a special little purse to school with her every morning ‘for protection.’ She was apparently having trouble with some bullies. When Dr. Dave finally got around to examining the contents of the purse, he found a home made death ray and a quantum spatial neutralizer inside.”

“What’s a quantum spatial neutralizer?”

“How should I know? I’m a gorilla. Sounds impressive though, doesn’t it?”

“Where did Ona get it?”

“She made it out of spare parts that she’d found around the house. All the Quads are like that. They’re strange and brilliant and just when you start to get comfortable with their peculiarities, they whip a quantum something-or-other out of their purse and all bets are off.”

“What about Foraa?”

“She was as strange and brilliant as the others,” he said. “Maybe a little more shy?”

“Shy?”

“Relatively speaking of course. And rebellious.”

“Did she have any enemies?”

Opie started to speak then stopped and thought better of it.

“I suppose you’ve already heard the ‘there isn’t a person alive who hasn’t at one time or another wanted to see them dead’ speech too, huh?”

“Yes, I have.”

“I’ll spare you that one then. But it’s true. All I can tell you is that Foraa was always civil to me. She actually gave me a nice hug when she arrived yesterday. As a matter of fact that was the last time I saw her alive.”

“What about W?”

“Oh, Foraa hated W.”

“Really?” I said, biting my lip just a bit.

“Gates, yes. In her eyes, he was the embodiment of the bourgeoisie evils of the world. He was an intelligent person whose only purpose in life was to serve her family, not because they needed him but because they were rich and could afford him. Having a servant rankled her anti-establishment attitude to no end. She always made a big show of refusing to let him to serve her. W, of course, took her refusal to be served as an insult to his dignity and duty and the two of them would just butt heads forever. The nihilist super-chick and the butler. It was like an alternative dimensional sitcom.”

“They argued?”

“It was terrible. Foraa always insisted on using the wrong forks. It drove W crazy. He scolded her about it once when she was ten but she zapped his mind and made him do the YMCA dance for hours. After that he sort of left her alone.” 

“So they didn’t have any contact.”

“No, there was plenty of contact,” Opie said. “It’s just that W didn’t argue with her anymore.”

“He became even more subservient.”

“Funny isn’t it. Foraa enjoyed browbeating him, I think. I was out and about the residence yesterday afternoon and saw her berating him after she arrived. For old time’s sake, I guess.”

“She argued with him yesterday?”

“They didn’t exactly argue. Foraa said a few things, W cringed, they cast a few angry glances at one another, that sort of thing.”

“Could you hear what they were saying?”

Opie shook his head. “I was too far away. And I think they were whispering. The computer might know. It tends to see and hear most things that go on around here.”

“Yes, but it’s not always very forthcoming with that information.”

“Oh you’ve discovered that,” Opie said with a smile. “I guess we all have our secrets.”

“Yeah, well, the only secret I’m looking to uncover is who killed Foraa.”

“Be careful what you wish for Zach. The one bit of advice I can give you is that nothing ever goes as expected when you’re dealing with the Quads.”

“Believe me, Opie. I’m finding that out in spades.”

I took one last pull on my beer then climbed out of the gorilla-sized recliner, which wasn’t easy. Opie jumped to his feet as well.

“Thanks for the beer.”

“Come back anytime Zach,” he said, offering me his hand.

“I just may do that, Opie.” I said. “I think you may be the sanest one of this whole bunch.”

His palm and hairy fingers completely engulfed my lower arm as we moved to shake and I felt a sharp stab of pain as our hands touched. It was hot and hard, like a tiny branding iron on my palm. 

“Yowtch,” 

I wrenched my hand from his grasp and jumped back, almost falling to the floor as I backed away. Opie doubled over with laughter again and held up his hand to reveal a gigantic joy buzzer.

“Super-sized and personalized,” he said. 

I looked down at my palm. A picture of a grinning gorilla had been lightly burned into the flesh like an old cattle-brand. It wasn’t deep enough to be a permanent scar but I knew it would be sore for a few days.

“I guess ‘sanest’ was too strong a word,” I said to myself.

“Clearly,” HARV agreed.

I shook my head gently as HARV and I left the room, Opie’s laughter still echoing in the distance.
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“I thought that went well,” HARV said as we walked through the hallway a few nanos later.

“Yes, it’s always nice to get that first attempt on my life out of the way,” I said. “It really breaks the ice.”

“Come now, he was only joking. The situation was hardly life-threatening.”

“Anytime a three hundred kilo gorilla drops on you from a tree, whatever his intentions, it qualifies as life-threatening. And he did charge me.”

“Lucky for you that you had the combat sub-routine.”

“Please don’t bring that up.”

“I thought I was doing you a favor.” 

“You reprogram my brain without my knowing and you expect me to thank you for it?”

“You’re making it sound sinister.”

“The mind is sacred, HARV. Reprogramming it or probing it too deeply is a violation of a person’s right to privacy.”

“How is what I did different from what Carol, or any psi, does all the time?” 

“Let’s not go there.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s morally ambiguous and I don’t want to let you off the hook because of that,” I said. “And where’s Ona’s computer? Are we going the right way?”

HARV let out a computer generated sigh and gave me that of-course-I-know-where-I am look as he wrinkled his already wrinkled brow. He turned right and we entered the medieval weaponry hallway again.

“Honestly,” he said. “I don’t understand why you’re so angry over a simple combat sub-routine. I thought you liked that Bruce Lee person.”

“Well, of course I like Bruce Lee. Who doesn’t? But that’s not the point…wait a minute. What about Bruce Lee?”

“The combat moves in the sub-routine were designed to mimic his movements.”

“You based the moves I did on Bruce Lee?”

“I had to get them from somewhere,” HARV replied. “I found them in an old vid.”

“Which vid?”

“Enter the Dragon.”

“Enter the Dragon?”

“Is that a good one?”

“That’s the best one he ever did,” I said. “Are you telling me that the karate moves I did are the same moves that Bruce Lee did in Enter the Dragon?”

“Well, not exactly,” HARV said. “Your muscles aren’t as strong or as limber as his were so you didn’t jump quite as high or hit quite as hard but they were identical in their essence.”

“Wow.”

“It’s not so bad now is it?”

“It’s…It’s morally ambiguous.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I’m going to have to think about it a little more.”

“I suggest you think about it later,” HARV said glancing down the hallway behind us.

“Why’s that?”

“Because that suit of armor is about to attack you.”

I turned around just in time to see one of the supposedly empty suits of armor swing a meter long iron mace at my head. I spun away from the attack as the mace passed through HARV’s hologram and missed me by a chip’s width. The follow-through sent the mace crashing into a display case sending decorative glass and medieval hand weapons tumbling to the floor.

“What the DOS?”

The suit of armor swung again. This time a huge backhand with the mace that missed me only because I was still stumbling backward. The mace hit another display case and more weapons tumbled to the floor.

“Alert Ona’s computer,” I said as I regained my balance. “Let it know that Dr. Thompson’s old research project is trying to kill me.”

“Already done. Although I don’t think I was able to properly capture the sarcasm of your inflection,” HARV replied. “Perhaps this is another of Opie’s jokes?”

I flicked my wrist and popped my gun into hand.

“If this is a joke,” I said, as I aimed and fired, “I’m going to personally stick the punchline up his ass.”

The energy blast from my gun hit the armor square in the breastplate. It staggered the attacker but didn’t blow it to shreds as I’d expected. Instead, the blast bounced off the breastplate and ricocheted off the ceiling and floor like a rubber ball shot from a cannon.

“Look out,” HARV shouted.

The two of us dropped to the floor (HARV’s hologram doing so more out of sympathy to me rather than necessity) as the blast passed over us and continued bouncing down the hallway, dissipating as it went.

“It appears that the armor is equipped with a blaster repellent surface,” HARV remarked. “Someone or something has clearly tampered with that armor.”

“Yes, I got that feeling myself, Mr. Detective. So my gun is useless against this thing?”

“Correct. Unless you can pierce the outer surface.”

The armor hefted its giant mace again and moved menacingly toward me. I scrambled to my feet and grabbed a sword that had fallen from one of the broken display kits.

“Okay, access that combat sub-routine again. I’m going to need some Bruce Lee moves. On three. One…two…

“But…”

The armor lunged, swinging its mace wildly. For the briefest of nanos, it left itself off balance and vulnerable. This was my chance, so I made the most of it.

“Three!”

I leaped into the air, sword in hand, let loose a cathartic war cry and aimed a simultaneous flying kick and roundhouse sword-strike at the armor’s breastplate and head.

Unfortunately, this time I didn’t move like Bruce Lee (it was more like Peggy Lee, actually). The kick wasn’t quite as high as I’d hoped so my foot bounced harmlessly off the metal of the armor’s knee-plate. And I totally whiffed with the sword swing, nearly cutting off my own foot with the follow-through. I’m pretty sure that I would have fallen on my own but, just to be certain, the armor helped me along with a metal-glove body blow to the ribs. My war cry choked in my throat and I hit the floor hard, bouncing once off the wall on the way down.

“Just for the record,” I said. “That part where I yelled ‘three’ was your cue to activate the sub routine.”

“Have you used that joke before?”

“Yes, but it’s hard to come up with new material when you’re being beaten to death.”

The armor kicked me in the ribs and I rolled across the hallway, half from the force of the blow and half to put some distance between the two of us. I came up in a crouch and grabbed a shield from the shattered display case.

“I tried to warn you,” HARV said. “The sub-routine is stored in temporary memory. It works only once per download. I’ll need to reload it into your subconscious when you’re sleeping.”

“You couldn’t have given me more than one sub-routine?”

“There was no room. Apparently, your brain has limited available memory.”

“Great. You know what, putting sub-routines in my head is no longer morally ambiguous. It’s now officially a stupid idea and is forbidden in perpetuity.”

“I’m glad to see that you take such care in making philosophical decisions,” HARV said. “But we can discuss the matter later. Provided of course, you survive this attack.

The armor came at me again. I lifted the shield and the heavy clang of the mace against the metal made my arm go numb for a nano. Whatever was inside the armor, it certainly was strong.

“Scan the armor. Is there anything organic inside?”

“No organic matter or independent thought,” HARV said. “It’s a droid skeleton using a preprogrammed combat routine.”

“Good,” I said, as the armor continued to pound my shield. “At least I don’t have to worry about civilian casualties, other than my own.”

“Well, if you have a plan of action, I suggest you implement it soon.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re about to get more unwelcome company.”

As if on cue, three more suits of armor stepped off their pedestals on the far wall and brandished their weapons.

“Oh, good,” I said. “I was getting a little bored.”

Still shielding myself from the first attacking suit of armor, I reached down and picked up a mace from the floor. It was solid iron and felt like it weighed ten kilos. I had trouble hefting it without breaking my wrist.

“I don’t suppose you have any hints on medieval hand-to-hand combat.”

“The strategy of the time was to hit hard and run away,” HARV replied. “Admittedly, however, it wasn’t very effective when one was out-numbered four to one and surrounded.”

“Thanks.”

The first suit of armor hammered my shield again with its mace as the three other suits approached me, weapons drawn. I cast a glance at the far end of the hall and back the other way toward Opie’s area. Both places were too far away. The droid infrastructure of the suits of armor made them surprisingly quick, despite their clanky appearance and I knew that they’d easily chase me down if I ran. My only hope was to stay and fight so I adjusted my grip on the heavy mace and held my shield a little tighter. Then I caught a glimpse of the one still-unbroken display case, a few meters away and I got an idea.

“Thank you, HARV.”

“Pardon me?”

I crouched down and tossed the mace at the legs of my attacker. It clanged off its shins and fell to the floor between its big metal boots then I took my shield in both hands and rammed it into the armor’s chest. The armor staggered backward, tripped over the mace and fell to the ground like a pile of girders. I hopped over the stunned armor/android, as its three compatriots quickened their approach and ran to the display case. I slammed the butt of my gun into the decorative glass and shattered it to get to the weapons inside.

“Aren’t there enough weapons for you on the floor already?” HARV asked.

“Those are ordinary weapons,” I said. “I’m looking for something of an ‘ultimate’ nature.”

And I triumphantly pulled an English longbow and arrows from the case.

“So you were paying attention after all,” HARV smirked.

“You never know when a super computer is going to say something useful.”

I tried to string the bow quickly as the first suit of armor rose to its feet. The bow was stiff and the string felt a little brittle. For a few desperate nanos, I thought it would snap.

“Wedge the bottom of the bow against your foot,” HARV said. “It will give you more leverage to bend.”

I did as HARV suggested and just managed to put the loop of the bowstring over the top of the bow. Then I notched an arrow and aimed at the, now charging, suit of armor.

“I don’t suppose you’ve loaded any Errol Flynn sub-routines in my head have you?”

“Errol who?”

“Forget it.”

I let loose the arrow and it skewered the charging armor through the thigh-plate. From such a close distance, the bow and arrow had more power than a twen-cen magnum .44. The arrow went right through the armor like it was tissue paper and imbedded itself in the wall. Meanwhile sparks flew from the blown circuits in the hole it had made in. The armor spun around once from the force of the blow then staggered sideways like a duck on an icy hill.

“Good shot.”

“Not really. I was aiming for the chest. But I think I’m getting the hang of this.”

I notched three more arrows and let them fly one after the other at the three other attacking armor suits. I hit two in the chest, and actually pinned one to the wall with an arrow through the helmet. The armor droids wavered a bit but (with the exception of the one pinned to the wall) they continued to approach me.

I smiled at their dogged (albeit brainless) determination then dropped the bow. 

“Now that they have a few chinks in their armor…”

“So to speak,” HARV said.

“Let’s put them down for good.” I popped my gun back into hand and activated the special features with a voice command. “Big Boom. Tight, tight. HARV, you’ll need to steer.”

“Gotcha, boss.”

The OLED on the gun handle flashed in response. I aimed and fired at the nearest suit of armor. 

The blast from my gun this time was small, bullet-sized, really, and tightly concentrated. And it was aimed at the arrow hole that I’d made in the armor. HARV remotely controlled the blast and it hit the hole dead on. The bulk of the energy slipped past the shielded surface and into the droid innards like an angry sea through a breached hull and the armor shook wildly as the blast bounced around inside, melting everything in its path. When the shell could stand no more, it simply blew apart in an alliterative shower of medieval metal, seared circuits and droid drek.

I fired three more times and three more droid-filled suits of armor bit the proverbial dust. I popped my gun back into my sleeve and then slumped to the floor amid the still smoking ruins of the medieval weaponry display. 

“Make a note, HARV,” I said. “In the future let’s stay away from any ominously decorated hallways.”

“Where’s the fun in that, boss?”
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We contacted Ona’s computer, who contacted Ona, who apologized for the rude way I’d been treated by the furnishings. A squad of maintenance bots set to work repairing the damage to the hallway and a medical droid patched up my countless contusions and assorted abrasions (none were serious). I asked Ona to put the remnants of the robotic suits of armor somewhere safe for further examination but I grabbed one of the gloves to take with me before I left. Ona gave me a strange look but I’d pretty much gotten used to that by now.

Unfortunately no one had any ideas as to who was responsible for souping up the suits of armor and, more importantly, for sending them after me. I, of course, had my suspicions, but those had to wait for the time being because my day was fast filling up. 

HARV was still chattering by the time we got to the car to make the trek back to the city but I tried not to listen because I needed to make some calls. 

Call #1: Tony at his office.

“How goes the investigation, Zach?”

Not bad,” I said. “So far I’ve been attacked by an ape and some thirteenth century armor.”

“Nice to know you’re not losing your touch. You okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. “That kind of craziness comes with the territory, I guess.”

“Do you want to file a report on, I don’t know, the ape or the…armor, did you say?”

“No, it’s okay,” I said. “I’ll look into it and let you know if it leads anywhere. Anything new at your end?”

“I had some uniforms deliver samples of the wine to Randy’s lab as we agreed. He should be running tests now. Not that I think he’ll find anything.”

“Trust me,” I said. “If there’s anything to be found, Randy will find it. Of course, then he’ll probably drop it and break it but that’s beside the point.”

“You’re doing wonders for my mood, Zach. One other thing, the nymph we found at the crime scene?”

“What about her?”

“She’s fading.”

“She’s what?”

“She’s fading fast. I think we’re losing her.”

“Isn’t she already dead?”

“I don’t mean dying-fading. I mean fading as in fading away. She’s dissolving. She’s becoming less tangible. She is ceasing to be.”

“Any idea why?”

Tony shrugged his big shoulders. “Maybe that’s what happens to nymphs when they die.”

“Please don’t go all sword and sorcery on me now, Tony.”

“What do you want, Zach? We’re documenting her every way possible so that we have an evidentiary record if she just, you know disappears. But no one knows how to re-confirm a decaying nymph. I’m sorry, it’s a lost art.”

“Tony, are you actually developing a sense of humor?” I asked.

“Not really,” he replied. “I’m just growing accustomed to living with the absurd.”

“Ooh, good one.”

“Feel free to use it,” he said. “I know you will anyway.”

Call #2: Randy Pool at AMP Labs.

“Randy, hi. How’s it going?”

“Outstanding, Zach!”

I’d caught Randy in the middle of an experiment, which isn’t very hard to do, considering that he spends roughly twenty-one hours out of every day working in his lab (the other three hours are divided equally between “speed-sleeping” – an experimental relaxation technique that Randy is testing on himself where he crams six hours of worth of R.E.M. sleep benefits into ninety minutes of actual downtime – and large-bore caffeine IV’s). 

Randy is tall, thin and pale with a shock of red hair on his head that seems to have a life of its own. His arms are gangly and his fingers are so long that they frighten small children. Those fingers have amazing dexterity though which, coupled with his utterly brilliant mind, makes him a whiz at all things involving micro and nano circuitry. 

Unfortunately, every bit of dexterity and coordination that fate gave Randy ended up in those long fingers. The rest of him is one big, rolling chaos-storm of clumsiness. So I’ve learned not to startle him when I call or visit.

“Glad to hear it, Randy,” I said. “Any reason in particular?”

“Well you see,” he said, “I was putting the finishing touches on a bid to build a prototype anti-grav thruster for ExShell this afternoon, a billion-credit project. I won’t bore you with the details…”

“Thanks.”

“But I figure I’m six, maybe seven hours away from completion, which would give me roughly two hours of cushion before the bid was due. No problem, right?”

“Um, right?”

“So imagine my surprise when the New Frisco Police show up at my door.” Randy waved his hand about for effect as he grew more agitated, which is never a good sign.

“It seems that I’ve been conscripted for some freelance forensic work on a murder investigation.”

His bony elbow bumped an apparatus on his work-station. The apparatus shook precariously for a few nanos but miraculously didn’t fall.

“Yeah, I was going to tell you about that.”

“And because it’s a murder investigation, it’s top priority so they’re forcing me to drop everything and turn this around right away.”

His elbow bumped the apparatus once more It shook a little harder this time but again, by some freak of physics, remained upright and I couldn’t help but give a little inward sigh of relief.

“Um, yeah, I kind of promised them that you’d do that.”

“And best of all,” he said. “They tell me that this work is all pro bono,” He flung his arms wide open and slammed the apparatus this time, knocking it to the floor. I heard it smash and saw sparks fly. “My services have been graciously donated to the department by my dear, dear friend Zachary Nixon Johnson!”

“Well, it’s kind of important,” I said.

I saw smoke and bits of flame rise from just off screen as the smashed apparatus burst into flames. Randy didn’t seem to care.

“You owe me one billion credits, Zach.”

“Randy…”

“I’m serious. You can pay me in monthly installments if you like but I’ll have to charge you interest.” 

“Randy, your lab’s on fire.”

A pair of fire bots rolled into the background of the picture, smothered the fire with foam and began cleaning up the debris. 

“Don’t change the subject, Zach. I’m working out a payment plan as we speak. HARV will deduct the first payment from your account at the end of the month.”

“Sounds fair to me,” HARV said.

“Randy, I’m going to mute the interface for a while and watch the baseball game on the split screen. Wave your arms over your head or something for me when you’ve finished your rant.”

“I had a brilliant design, Zach,” Randy said, calming down somewhat.

“Then I’m sure ExShell will be happy to take a look at it tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll put in a call and pull some strings. I know some people there.”

“Right, people who tried to kill you.”

“Water under the bridge. Now are you going to help me or not?”

Randy shook his head and sighed. “What do you need?”

I pulled the metal glove that I took from the robotic suit of armor from the seat beside me and held it to the screen.

“Can you analyze the circuitry in this glove for me? Maybe give me an idea where it came from?”

Randy stared at the glove through the screen interface and squinted.

“What’s that twelfth century armor?”

“Thirteenth actually. Someone stuck a droid skeleton inside it and sicced it on me.”

“Drop it by the lab and I’ll due a post mortem.”

Great, now about that forensic material that the police gave you.”

Randy shook his head again and shuffled a few dozen things around on his work station to clear some space. He called up some data on the nearest wall screen and gave it a quick look.

“Yes, I ran diagnostic analyses on the samples,” he said. “They were all wine.”

“Brilliant, Randy.”

“Red wine,” he continued “Romani-Conte, I’d suspect, early this century maybe? Very expensive.”

“Randy! Did you find any poison?”

“Poison? Is that what I was looking for? No, there was no poison present.”

“None?”

“None. All the samples tested negative for all known poisons.”

“That can’t be right.”

“Sorry, Zach. I ran the tests twice. You can check the data if you like. There’s no poison.”

“Randy, this wine killed Foraa Thompson.”

“It what?” His eyes went wide like a bug in a vacuum.

“That’s top secret,” I said. “Gates, I hope this line is secure. You’re alone, right?”

“Zach, when have you ever known me not to be alone.”

“Right, sorry.”

“Foraa Thompson’s dead?”

I nodded. “Murdered last night.”

“Was she the super hero?”

“No, that’s Twoa. Foraa was the anarchist.”

“Oh, that’s right. Aw, I liked her. How did she die?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. All I can tell you is that she died immediately after drinking that wine.”

“So the fact that there is no poison in the wine...”

“Makes absolutely no sense at all,” I said. “Oh and a nymph drank the wine and died as well.”

“What’s a nymph?”

“A small fairy-ish kind of thing. Very annoying.”

“Those little creatures that follow Threa?”

“Yeah.”

“I always thought those were cgi effects.”

“No, they’re real.” I said. “One fell into a glass of the wine and we found it dead. So you see, it has to be the wine.”

“Interesting…”

Randy’s brow furrowed up like an accordion at rest and I could almost see his mind starting to race. It’s kind of scary to watch a genius at work because you never know how many steps ahead of you they currently are. I waited a few awkward nanos but finally felt that I had to nudge the conversation along.

“Randy?”

He waved me away dismissively.

“Not now, Zach. Let me run some more tests on the wine. I’ll call you later.”

He hit the disconnect button and his image vanished from my screen.

Call #3: Electra at the New Frisco General Children’s Free Clinic.

“Hola, mi amor. Que tal?”

Electra Gevada, as I may have mentioned earlier, is my girlfriend (fiancée actually, we just haven’t made it official yet). She’s the most beautiful woman I know and I’m not just talking about her good looks, which are considerable. She has hair like a moonless summer night, skin like a creamy, warm cup of coffee and eyes that when reflecting your image, make you look better than you ever thought possible. More curves than the Pacific Coast Hoverway and more spice than a chili cook-off, you’ll find her image in the 3-D, interactive dictionary beside the words “dame,” “babe,” “hot tamale,” and “the-love-of-Zach-Johnson’s-life”. She’s also a doctor, a surgeon actually, who spends her time running a free clinic for children.

Perfect, right? Yeah, pretty much. But she’s not a big sports fan and her temper is only slightly less fiery than the famed flaming oil-slicks of New Galveston Bay (but nobody’s perfect, right?).

“Muy bien, Chica. How’s by you?”

“Busy day,” she said. “By the way, I don’t have to worry about you and Ona Thompson, do I?”

“You’ve been watching the news again haven’t you?” I asked.

“Only the parts pertaining to my boyfriend,” she answered. “We’ve been down this skyway before. Haven’t we?”

“I’m working a case. It’s top secret but there are going to be some leaks to the press. There’s nothing to worry about. Trust me.”

“The last time you told me that, the news reports said you were having an affair with an ex-stripper and an android nearly wiped out all human life on earth.”

“You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?”

“I have a long memory, chico,” she said with a smile. “You sure you’re up for another big case right now?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked.

“Because you haven’t been sleeping well.”

“How would you know that?”

“I don’t sleep as soundly as you think,” she said. “I know when you’re not sleeping. I know when you’re not sleeping well. Lately you’ve been turning more than a pig at a luau. Frankly, I’m a little worried.”

“I’m okay. I guess I’ve had some stuff on my mind.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It’s nothing.”

“Well, let me know when it becomes more than that,” she said. “So you’ll be home late tonight?”

“I think so. Don’t wait up. But I’m going to want my half of the covers when I get home.”

“You’re welcome to come and get them,” she said with a smile that made me nearly fall out of my seat. “Te quiero.”

“You too,” I said.

The day went downhill from that point forward.

Call #4: HARV (I know, it’s not really a call but let’s not break the rhythm here. Okay?)

“I’ll never understand what she sees in you,” HARV said, as Electra’s image faded from the screen.

“Me neither,” I replied. “But I’m not complaining. Do you have anything for me?”

“I have some background information for you on Twoa and Threa Thompson that you might find interesting.”

“Let me have it.”

“Well, for starters, they work for Ona.”

“They what?”

“Twoa’s crime-fighting adventures on Entercorp HV are underwritten by a nameless third party corporation.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that Entercorp is netcasting the adventures but they’re not the ones paying the licensing fee.”

“And Ona is?”

“The trail is convoluted and very well hidden but yes, it’s Ona. She pays ninety-eight percent of the licensing fee to Entercorp which in turn pays Twoa’s production company. In exchange Ona’s company gets all subsidiary rights to Twoa’s show but there are no subsidiary rights, at least none that have ever been exercised.”

“And Threa’s show?”

“Similarly underwritten by another third party corporation.”

“Again run by Ona.”

HARV nodded.

“Why would she fund her sisters’ careers when they’re suing her?”

“Perhaps out of kindness and a sense of familial responsibility?” HARV asked.

We stared at each other for a long nano before bursting into laughter.

“Good one,” I said. 

“I’ve been practicing my deadpan.”

“You have anything else?”

“I’ve learned that Twoa currently has seventy-four civil suits pending against her.”

“From who?”

“Mostly patrons and residents of buildings she has damaged while chasing criminals…I’m sorry ‘evil doers.’”

“Between those cases and her suit against Ona, I bet she has some hefty legal bills to pay.”

“Might that be her motive for murder?”

“Could be.”

“Well, you can ask her yourself tonight,” HARV said. “I’ve managed to book you some face time with her.”

“Great, when?”

“Ten.”

“That’s kind of late isn’t it?”

“It was the only time she offered.”

“Fine. Am I going to her place?”

“Not exactly. You’ll be meeting her on the rooftop of the Excercel warehouse on the west side.”

“The what?”

“Apparently, Ms. Twoa has some previously scheduled business to take care of around that time.”

“She’s not going to be playing super hero, is she?”

“I think she’d object to your use of the word ‘playing,’” HARV said. “I’m assuming that she’ll speak more freely with you if she’s in her ‘truth and justice’ mode.”

“What am I supposed to do if she actually comes across a crime?”

HARV looked away and fidgeted with his virtual shirt collar.

“Yes, well…that’s the interesting part,” he said. 

“What do you mean?”

“Has anyone ever told you that, you’d look really good in a mask?”
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“I am not wearing a mask!”

It was five minutes after ten and a damp, chilly wind was blowing through the west side like the cold, French kiss of danger. I, of course, was standing on the roof of a warehouse, overlooking a shadowy, abandoned parking lot and loading dock.

“It’s your choice, Zach,” Twoa replied with a hint of disappointment in her voice. “But unless you’re nigh-invulnerable like me, it’s a good idea to protect your secret identity when you’re fighting crime.”

Twoa was beside me on the rooftop, her feet hovering a half meter above the surface (so she could look down on me, I surmised). Her long cape caught the breeze and billowed impressively, its edges snapping in the air like the crackling embers of a righteous bonfire.

“I don’t have a secret identity.”

“You would if you wore a mask,” she replied. “You could be Justice Lad.”

“Gates, I think I’m going to be sick.”

The night breeze was hitting me as well, only not as dramatically. I was cold and wet and my trenchcoat was getting sticky. Thankfully, Twoa’s camera bots weren’t recording her for netcast. Electra would have never let me forget it.

“I suppose that your wearing spandex is out of the question then, huh?” she asked.

“You got that right.”

“Fine. But you’re not a very interesting sidekick.”

“I’m not a sidekick,” I said.

“Can I call you the Dour Detective then?”

“No.”

“How about the Damp Trenchcoat?”

“How about you call me Zach? I’ll answer to Super Zach if you like.”

She turned her attention away from me, more disappointed than before, and went back to gazing at the empty loading dock.

“Have it your way then,” she said. “It just won’t be as fun.”

“Sorry, Twoa, but right now, fun isn’t exactly at the top of my list. Now can we talk about your sister’s murder?”

She lowered herself from the air and for the first time since I’d been there, set foot on the roof of the warehouse. Then she crouched low and slid into the shadows, or at least as much into the shadows as a super powered supermodel can.

“Did Foraa have any enemies?”

“She hated the world, Zach. I’m sure some portions of the world hated her right back.”

“Can you be a little more specific?”

“Not really. We shared the same DNA but, as you know, she and I weren’t close.”

The sound of a hovercraft on the nearby skyway caught her attention. She stiffened and turned her gaze toward it for a nano. She seemed disappointed when it passed without stopping.

“Before last night, when was the last time you saw her?”

“A year ago, I think. Threa and I made a trip out to that casino in Vegas where she was preaching. We tried to talk some sense into her.”

“What kind of sense?”

Another hover passed on the skyway, this one slower than the first, and Twoa again turned her eyes toward it.

“Are we waiting for someone?”

She nodded and continued scanning the loading dock. “One of my informants tipped me off this afternoon. The Belgian crime syndicate is trying to establish itself here in New Frisco.”

“There’s a Belgian crime syndicate? Do they smuggle waffles or something?”

“They’re making a weapons buy from a local arms merchant here tonight. We’re going to bust up the party.”

“We’re here to what? Shouldn’t we call the police?”

She shook her head. “I want to talk to these lowlifes first. We’ll let the police mop up afterward.”

“Why don’t we let the police do the mopping first,” I said. “Then we can get the information we need from Captain Rickey.”

“This vermin won’t tell the police anything. They don’t fear the police. But they fear me.” 

“I know the feeling,” I said. “You didn’t answer my earlier question. What kind of sense were you and Threa trying to talk into Foraa?”

“It’s a family matter.”

“You wanted her to join your lawsuit against Ona, didn’t you?”

At that nano two very nondescript black hovercrafts entered the lot. Twoa grabbed my arm in her manicured vise of a hand and pulled me deeper into the shadows. We watched as the hovercrafts killed their lights and slowly made their way toward the loading dock, like sharks swimming to a favorite feeding area. 

“One group of maggots has entered the spider’s web,” she said.

“Actually, I don’t think spiders eat maggots. Am I right about your wanting Foraa to join your lawsuit?”

“Zach, do you know how much money Ona spends every year on shoes?”

“I’m afraid I don’t.”

“Neither do I, actually. We currently have a motion before the New California Supreme Court for full disclosure of footwear and accessory expenses, but the point is that it’s a lot. It’s more than any sane person should spend on shoes. Do you know what I could do with her shoe money alone?”

“Um, a lot?”

“You’re darn right. That much wealth buys a lot of justice. Daddy left Ona an unimaginable fortune. She could easily use it to make this world a better place but Ona chooses instead to spend it on herself.”

She turned back to the loading dock just as another hover exited the skyway and floated into the lot. This one was long and a deep shade of green.

“Maggot number two,” she said. “We’ll wait until they actually make the switch before hitting them. I’ll take the ones with the weapons. You handle the ones taking the payment.”

I turned away from Twoa and spoke softly to HARV. “Net with the police and let them know about this so-called arms buy.”

“It’s already in the works, boss.”

I smiled and turned back to Twoa, who was still watching the hovers at the loading dock. Six men had emerged from the various vehicles and were huddled together, conversing in hushed, urgent tones.

“Ona gives some of her wealth to charity, doesn’t she?”

“Oh that speech of hers?” Twoa whispered, “‘after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth; aiding under-privileged children, funding disease research driving programs for environmental renewal and reinvention, blah, blah, blah.’ It’s drop in the bucket. I’m sure her charitable contributions pale when compared to her shoe purchases. Trust me, this is not what Daddy would have wanted.”

“What about Threa?”

“Gates, she’s worse than Ona. At least Ona lives on this planet. Threa’s head is stuck somewhere between Avalon and the twilight zone.”

On the dock below, one of the men pulled a pocket-port from his coat and turned the small computer screen to the others, flashing his untraceable, electronic cash. The men nodded approvingly.

“I’m no psychiatrist, Twoa, but it sounds to me as though you have some anger toward your sisters.”

“There’s anger, I admit. But it’s anger born from love and shaped by disappointment. They are capable of so much yet they’re wasting their lives. One by being a fairy princess, the other by playing celebrity.”

Two of the men on the dock below walked back to their hover and lifted large suitcases from the trunk. Twoa stiffened and licked her lips as the men brought the cases back to the others and put them on the hood of the hovers. 

“Quite honestly, I pity Ona more than anything now. How can a being so evolved be so shallow?”

The men opened the first suitcase revealing four laser rifles inside. Twoa’s face lit up like a bat-signal.

“There’s the buy,” she said. “Let’s go.”

“You mean now?”

She grabbed my arms and wrapped them around her neck from behind then stood up.

“Hang on tight and stay behind me. They’re probably armed.”

“It’s a weapons buy,” I said as she pulled me into the air. “Of course they’re armed!”

She rose ten feet above the rooftop and paused there for a nano, letting the moonlight strike her glorious form and the wind billow her cape. Admittedly, she would have been a lot more striking if I hadn’t been hanging on to her back but the hoodlums below were certainly very impressed because when they turned their collective gazes to the sky, their jaws dropped at the sight. (I realized afterward that, from that angle, they were looking up her skirt, which could also explain the jaw thing, but that’s beside the point).

“The party’s over boys,” she announced like a prom-queen/drill sergeant. “You’re about to meet the morning-after of justice.”

“The morning what?”

“I’m following the ‘party’s over’ metaphor,” she whispered. “Criminals are an illiterate, cowardly lot. So my metaphors must be unflinchingly consistent to strike terror into their hearts.” She turned her attention back to the hoodlums. “Put your hands behind your heads, lay down on the ground and no one will get hurt.”

The men below stared at us for a long, tense nano then slowly put their hands behind their heads.

“They don’t actually just give up like that, do they?” I asked.

“No,” Twoa replied. “But I feel obligated to ask anyway.”

As one, the six men grabbed their weapons. Four pulled hand blasters from their coats. The other two grabbed laser rifles from the suitcase.

“Better keep your head down, Justice Lad.”

“Don’t call me that!”

She dropped me just as the hoodlums opened fire. I hit the ground hard with my armor taking most of the impact and rolled for cover behind one of the loading bay half-walls.

The blasts from the weapons hit Twoa full-on in a dazzling display of energy. She deflected the blasts from the laser rifles with the palm of her gloved hand while the energy bursts from the blasters simply bounced off her clearly nigh-invulnerable skin. She quickly spun clear of the barrage, swooped low to the ground and came up, fists first into the face of the nearest thug with a rifle. I heard the sound of cartilage cracking as her gloves hit his nose and I knew that the guy would be making a quick stop at the infirmary before being placed in his cell at the city jail.

Twoa did a quick loop de loop in the air and came down, again fists first, into the mid-section of the other rifleman, putting him down for the count as well.

The four remaining hoodlums ran; two for their hovers, one for the hills and the fourth toward my end of the loading dock. I took off after him.

“HARV, I thought you were calling the cops about this?”

“The call has been placed, boss,” he said, “but I’m on hold. Apparently there are some extenuating circumstances to this particular crime.”

I chased down the fleeing hoodlum and caught him from behind, pulling him to the pavement with me. I rolled on top of him, grabbed his arm holding the blaster and cocked my fist for a punch to his jaw. Then I stopped.

“Do I know you?” I asked.

“Shhh,” he said, before punching me in the nose.

It wasn’t a hard hit but it was enough to make me lose my grip. The hoodlum threw me off him and tried to get to his feet. He was on his hands and knees before I grabbed him from behind and pulled him back down. This time, familiar face or no, I had no compunction about hitting him. A left jab to the chin and he rolled over in pain.

“Ow, not so hard,” he said.

“What?”

“Shhh,” he said again. “Make it look good.”

He intertwined his fingers and gave me an overhead double punch to the stomach. Again, my armor took the brunt of it but it surprised me again and he tried to skitter away from me. I grabbed him by the collar of his coat and pulled him back to me. It wasn’t until we were face to face again that I finally recognized him.

“Hey. You’re a cop!”

And he hit me again. Hard this time. In the face.

“I told you, not so loud,” he said.

He stood up and started to run away as I hit the pavement and rolled onto my back. I could hear the sound of laser fire in the background followed by the rush of air, the rustle of space-age, silky spandex, and gloved fists against hoodlum flesh as Twoa thrashed the other thugs.

“The hors douvres are all eaten. The bar is closed. The piano player has emptied the tip jar and gone home to his alcoholic wife. I don’t know how else to say it, boys. The party…is…over!”

“This is just too weird.”

Then someone kicked my foot. I looked up to the see cop/hoodlum.

“Don’t just lay there,” he said. “Get up and chase me.”

“Excuse me?”

“Come on. I’m making a run for the stash of weapons in the hover.”

“You’re a patrolmen in Tony Rickey’s precinct aren’t you?” I said.

He kicked me again. Harder this time.

“Ow.”

“How many times do I have to say this? Shut up!”

“How many times do I have to say this?” I said, getting to my feet. “What the DOS is going on?”

“Fine,” he said grabbing me by the collar.

He hit me again, hard in the stomach, cast a quick glance at Twoa, who was still toying with the other hoodlums, then shouted. 

“You’ll never stop me now, Justice Lad!”

He let go of my collar and made a move toward his hover, casting another glance at Twoa, who had noticed him now, as he did so. I stopped the punk with a hard hand on his shoulder that surprised him.

“What did you call me?” I growled

He turned to me then stopped short. I can only imagine how angry my face appeared at the nano but it was enough to make this guy’s eyes go wide. 

“Aren’t…Aren’t you supposed to be Justice Lad?”

I hit him square in the jaw and felt his teeth rattle. His eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the pavement, out colder than Walt Disney’s frontal lobes. 

I popped my gun into hand, spun toward Twoa and the other remaining thugs (all of whom were in various stages of consciousness) then fired three maximum concussive energy bolts into the air. The blasts erupted in the night sky like fireworks and lit the loading dock like a dance floor under a dozen sparkling disco balls. Twoa and the thugs stared at the sky for a few nanos as glowing ionic embers fell upon them like a gentle rain of fireflies, then they turned to me slightly awed and a little more confused.

“Now then, does anyone else have any other stupid nicknames they want to call me?” 

“Boss,” HARV whispered inside my head. “I think we have a problem here.”

HARV was right, of course, because that’s when the police arrived.


24

An hour later, I was sitting in Tony’s office at the station house. I was wet, cold, cut, scraped and contused in more places than I cared to think about. I felt miserable and wanted nothing more than to go home and feign death for the next few hours.

Tony on the other hand was having a gay old time. I could tell because he’d ordered sushi on the way back to the station house and asked me how well I could use chopsticks in handcuffs.

“Did she really call you Justice Lad?” he asked, the words barely intelligible through his guffaws.

“Do I really need to keep answering that?”

“You’re older than she is. Officially, it’s incorrect for her to refer to you as a lad. Justice Geezer would be more appropriate. At least Justice Middle Aged Guy.”

“Is there a point to this? Am I in trouble or anything?”

“Well, you did hit one of my officers.”

“He hit me first. Plus he was buying illegal weapons. And he called me…that name.”

“He wasn’t buying weapons.”

“Yes, he was, Tony. I saw him. Apparently he’s part of the Belgian Syndicate. I think they run guns and chocolate.”

“There is no Belgian Syndicate. He was undercover.”

“Are you after the arms merchants?”

“There were no arms merchants. Everyone there was on the job.”

Tony smiled and said nothing more. But I could see him mentally waiting for me to put two and two together. Admittedly, it had been a long day so I guess I can be forgiven for being a little slow on the uptake but the answer hit me eventually.

“You staged the buy for Twoa.”

Tony nodded.

“Do you know how hard it is for a police force to do its job when there’s some celebrity super-vigilante out on the streets, fracturing muggers’ arms or breaking down suspects’ doors,” he said.

“She’s not very subtle about it, is she?”

“She’s not very lawful about it either,” he said. “Illegal search and seizure, improper mirandizing, excessive force. We’ve had more criminals kicked because of her than I can remember. I’ve lost track of the number of stings or undercover operations that she’s ruined by crashing through the ceiling and beating everybody up.”

“So you set her up.”

He nodded. “We started with fake informants giving her tips to keep her away from certain areas at certain times. Eventually we needed to give the informants some credibility.”

“So you stage your own crimes.”

“You make it sound so simple,” he said. “These are all carefully planned and orchestrated. We have a writer on staff who comes up with the overall story arc. You know, the Belgian Syndicate. He works out events with me and some of the other captains and we have the thespian squad perform the events for Twoa to bust up.”

“The thespian squad?”

“It’s improvisational work, very tricky. That’s top secret, by the way, so you can never repeat this story to anyone.”

“Yeah, like anyone would believe me,” I said. “So the guy who hit me?”

“He got a little carried away. He’s a rookie, still trying to get his SAG card.”

I shook my head disbelievingly and cracked a smile.

“The thespian squad.”

Tony smiled as well.

“Let’s go, Justice Lad. As long as you’re here, there’s something you should see.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“The morgue.”

I grabbed my hat and coat from the chair and followed Tony through his office doorway.

“Ah yes, the perfect end to the perfect day.”

To the naked eye, the morgue in the middle of the night looks an awful lot like the morgue during mid-morning. Buried as far from the natural sunlight as it is, the time of day doesn’t make a lot of difference to the dead-room. So I’m at a loss to explain why the morgue at night makes me even more uncomfortable than the morgue in the morning. But it does, (you got a problem with that?).

Shakes was there when Tony and I arrived. He met us at the entranceway and we went through the security checkpoints again, as we’d done thirteen hours earlier. 

“I’m surprised you’re still here,” I said to Shakes. 

“Death never sleeps,” he replied.

“So all that ‘eternal rest’ stuff is just a myth, huh?”

“A cruel fraud,” he replied. “Perpetrated on the masses by heartless fate.”

“Um, okay.”

Shakes was uneasy and a little on edge. I’m pretty certain that Tony noticed as well but neither of us asked him about it. We figured that the stress from the Thompson case was wearing on him. Our assumption was only partly correct and that was another big mistake I made during the investigation.

“Any luck with Foraa’s autopsy?” I asked.

He shook his head sadly, then ran his fingers through his hair.

“We tried the mining laser this afternoon but it couldn’t pierce her skin. The residual heat melted the table and the surrounding equipment but her body remained intact.”

“Wow.”

“Yes, wow,” he said. “I don’t understand it. But I’m not giving up. Not on your life. We’re getting a Vogon laser from the Ministry of Space tomorrow. It’s designed to take core samples from asteroids. If it can cut the diamond hard surfaces of ionized meteorites, hardened by the cold vacuum of space then surely it’ll cut this bitch.”

“What?”

“I mean specimen. Surely we’ll be able to use it to cut the skin of this specimen.”

“Yeah. Good luck with that.”

Tony and I exchanged a worried glance.

“In any event,” Shakes said, “There’s something else I need you to see”

He led us to the wall of body drawers at the far end of the room. It took him a nano to find the right drawer then he opened it with a two-handed heave. 

The drawer was built to hold a human cadaver so when he pulled the sheet back to reveal Threa’s dead nymph, the little pixie seemed hopelessly small on the big slab. Cold, still, and an unnaturally pale shade of silver (if that’s possible), she was a surreal, tragic sight to behold. It was like looking at a bunny or a squirrel that’d been crushed by a hover.

And, as Tony had told me earlier, she was somehow…less real, than before. She was faded, like an old picture, or a hologram not set for perfect resolution. When the light caught her just right you could almost see through her, ghostlike. It was as if she was fading away.

“How is this possible?” I asked.

Tony and Shakes shrugged their shoulders in unison.

“Can I touch it?”

Shakes nodded and handed me a pair of gloves, which I quickly put on. I lifted the nymph gently. She was distinctly lighter than she’d been the night before. I looked closely at her arms, feet and face. They were as I remembered, just slightly less solid, more ethereal.

“We’re monitoring the decay,” Shakes said. “The rate is constant. At the current speed, she should be completely gone in about thirty-six hours.”

“There’s no way to slow it?”

“We’ve tried cooling the body, adjusting the atmosphere. I even had it in a zero-grav vacuum this afternoon. The decay remains constant and unexplainable.”

“We’ve recorded it every way possible,” Tony said. “So at least we’ll have images of it for evidence. I just wanted you to see it for yourself.”

I gently put the nymph back on the slab.

“I appreciate that,” I said.

Shakes covered the body with the sheet and slid the drawer back into the wall and then led us to the exit.

“Thanks again for keeping me in the loop on this guys,” I said, as Tony and I exited. “It’s turning into a real puzzle.”

“I’m still hopeful,” Shakes said as he rubbed his temples with his fists. “As we say in the field, killers always leave messages behind. Our job is to find the message that says ‘this is who I am.’”

“Yeah,” I said. “Let me know when you come across one of those.”
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The next day I rose (at HARV’s insistence) in mid-morning tired, stiff and sore. My body made more pops and crackles when I rolled out of bed than a genetically altered popcorn field in an ion storm. It was a very unsettling middle-aged sound.

“Man, how old is my body again?”

“Do you mean chronologically?” HARV asked as his hologram shimmered to life beside me, “or should I factor your abnormally high wear and tear into the equation?”

“You look different,” I said as I limped toward the hallway. “Did you change your appearance program?”

“I think you should worry more about your own appearance at the nano,” he replied as he walked alongside me.

“Are you…ow…taller?” I grabbed at a painfully twitching muscle on my lower back and tried to rub the pain away.

“Oh for Gates sake,” HARV said, “just lay down on the chiro-table and get some treatment.

“I’m okay.” I said. “I just need to walk it off.”

“Ah, yes, the walking-it-off remedy. I just read an interesting article on that subject published this month in the Journal of Non-Existent Medicine. It was right next to the study on the cancer-fighting properties of beer and nachos.”

I groaned and made my way to the therapeutic chiro-table in the master bath. I crawled on its padded surface and gave it the standard voice activation.

“Fix me.”

The table’s computer system came to life and the sensors began scanning my body for muscle soreness, strains and misaligned bones (of which, no doubt, there were many).

“DOS, I hate getting old.”

“The alternative to it is dying young,” HARV replied. “I fail to see how that’s preferable.”

The table completed its scan and moved into treatment mode. Tiny mechanical appendages emerged from their housings and began pushing, prodding and massaging the various sore spots of my body. I groaned a bit as they pressed the sorest spots on my back.

“Ow, that seems hard. You didn’t set this thing for Rolfing again did you?”

“It’s the normal setting,” HARV replied. “Your pain threshold is just lower than it used to be.”

“You got that right. I remember the old days when I could get beaten up by thugs at night. Grab a couple hours sleep and a breakfast burrito and get right back at it the next day.”

“You had more hair then as well,” HARV said. “On your head, I mean.”

“That’s it,” I said, turning HARV. “You changed your hair.”

HARV sighed and looked away. “As I said, you really should be concentrating on your injuries right now.”

I lifted my head from the table, rested on my arms and looked more closely at HARV. Sure enough the wispy strands of brown and gray hair had been thickened and were slightly darker. The hairline in front had become less receded and his bald spot was almost entirely gone.

“You’re not bald anymore.”

“I was never bald,” he replied.

“You have more hair now.”

“Yes, how astute you are to notice.”

“It looks good.”

“…Thank you.”

“Why the change?”
“I felt that I needed a more appropriate look now that I’m taking an active part in the investigation.”

“Yeah, everybody knows that hair is vital when investigating a murder. Wait, what’s that on your jacket?”

“Where?” HARV said, checking himself over quickly.

“On your elbow. You have leather patches on the elbows of your jacket.”

“They’re not real leather, of course. They’re holographic, like the coat,” he said. “Very stylish, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, I suppose. More hair, patches on your elbows. You’re starting to look…Oh no. You’re becoming a detective, aren’t you?”

HARV’s face fell a little, just for a nano. Then it tightened up and he became defensive.

“You gave me permission to do additional research.”

“I was delirious.”

“And you asked me to be more visible during the interviews.”

“Around Ona’s computer.”

“And you know how I like logic puzzles.”

“You like nagging me too but that doesn’t make you my mother.”

“Well, it can’t be helped now. I’ve grown fond of this detective business.”

“HARV!”

“I mean it,” he said, angry hands on hips. “If you can be Sam Spade why can’t I be Ellery Queen?”

“Oh come on now, I…Wait, you know who Sam Spade is?”

“Oh, don’t toy with me.”

“What was the name of Spade’s agency?” I asked.

“Archer and Spade.”

“Spade looked pleasantly…?”

“…like a blonde Satan.”

“What’s the stuff that dreams are made of?”

“The Maltese Falcon, and I don’t care if you are a gumshoe, you shouldn’t end a sentence with a preposition.”

I climbed off the chiro-table and stared at HARV for a long while. He met my gaze with his own holographic stare.

“This is serious stuff, you know,” I said. “It’s a murder investigation.”

“Yes, that would explain the fuss everyone’s making over the dead body.”

“This isn’t a game. It’s not a riddle and it’s not some stupid exercise in logic. We’re trying to catch a murderer. Elbow patches and a new hairstyle don’t help us.”

“No matter what my appearance may be at any given time I am still the most intelligent processor on the planet. I’m on the case for real, boss.”

I smiled ever so slightly and shook my head.

“I must be nuts. You’re not going to start smoking a pipe, are you?”

“Oh please, that would be silly,” he said. “I am thinking of getting an Indian house-boy though.”

“You’re pushing it, HARV.”

HARV left me alone as I showered, shaved and dressed. His hologram was waiting for me at the breakfast table when I came in for coffee.

“Any chance we can meet with Threa today.”

“No problem,” he replied. “She’s scheduled for this afternoon. You’re meeting her in Vyrmont.”

“Vermont? Seems like a long way to go.”

“Longer than you think,” HARV said. “Vyrmont is her mystical realm.”

“She couldn’t come up with a more original name?”

“She spells it with a ‘y,’ And according to Threa, the mystical realm predates the establishment of the state by two millennia.”

“So they copied her? Well, that explains a lot.”

“Also Ms. Thompson’s computer reports that her security experts, the Pfauhan cousins, are back at work, after being severely reprimanded by their employer.”

“I can imagine.”

“They’ve already given statements to the police about the incident but we should talk to them ourselves.”

“I agree,” I said, downing the last of my coffee. “I guess we’re going back to Ona’s…ziggurat?”

“Correct,” HARV said with a smile. “Before we do, however, I suggest you tune in to Entertainment This Nano.”

I froze and then let out a sigh.

“Another Bill Gibbon report?”

HARV nodded.

“Why does this always happen in the morning? It sets the tone for the entire day.”

“That’s the point, I think,” HARV replied.

I sat back down at the table and turned to the kitchen wallscreen as it came to life.

“How bad is it?”

“The story is only just now being reported but let’s put it this way,” HARV said. “The bag is now clearly cat-less, and there’s a very foul odor coming from the fan.”
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“Repeating our top story of this news cycle, and likely our only story for the entire day, Entertainment This Nano has learned exclusively that Foraa Thompson, one of the world renowned Thompson Quads, is dead, murdered the night before last in the home of her playgirl, trillionaire sister, Ona.”

“Oh DOS.”

Gibbon’s expression seemed more smug than usual. There wasn’t a trace of smile on his lips as he spoke but I could tell from his eyes that inside he was doing a jig. Why shouldn’t he? This was turning into the biggest story of his career.

“Anonymous, unnamed sources report exclusively to ETN that Foraa Thompson died while in the company of her three famous sisters, Ona, Twoa and Threa Thompson and that she was apparently poisoned. Furthermore, we have learned that the number one suspect in this crime is none other than…”

He paused for effect, and I could almost hear him thinking aloud: “wait for it…wait for it.”

“…Ona Thompson.”

HARV and I winced in unison.

“Affectionately known to many as ‘the crazy Quad,’ Foraa eschewed the public spotlight that her sisters so coveted. So, although she was world famous and adored by millions, she spent the last several years of her life in relative obscurity preaching against the evils of the material world to a small, devoted, and decidedly low income, following in the city of New Vegas. 

“The New Frisco Police have thus far refused to comment on the murder or the increasing public outcry that Ona Thompson be arrested and formally charged with her sister’s murder.”

The scene shifted to live footage from a pressbot camera hastily following Tony down a hallway of the precinct house. Tony ignored the bot as much as possible as he calmly walked to his office then cast an angry glance at the camera before slamming his office door. The door hit the bot’s interface and the picture swung wildly to the ceiling then the floor as the bot toppled over. The picture went to static for a nano before cutting back to Gibbon in studio.

“However, we at ETN are confident that our persistent requests for answers will soon be met. In the meantime, we’ll have much more exclusive news as this story continues to develop. But first, immediately following this commercial break, we’ll present a moving pictorial tribute to the life and tragic death of Foraa Thompson. I’m Bill Gibbon the third and you’re watching this exclusively on Entertainment This Nano.”

“What does he mean by all that?” HARV asked. “There’s no public outcry for Ona’s arrest.”

I turned off the computer screen and felt my stomach tie itself into a knot that felt uncomfortably like a hangman’s noose.

“There is now.”

The call from Ona came a nano later. She was already well into her angry diatribe by the time her image appeared on the screen.

“…crucify me in the media like I’m some celebrity murderer du juor! I could squash that insignificant Gibbon vidiot like a bug. The people who work for me could squash him like a bug. The bugs in my house could squash him. That’s how insignificant he is to me.”

“I take it you’ve heard the news,” I said.

“They’re calling for my arrest. They’re treating me like a common criminal!”

“I wonder which part she finds most offensive,” HARV whispered, “the ‘criminal’ or the ‘common?’”

I smirked a bit. Ona saw my expression and gave me a steely glare.

“You’re thinking about some clever word play on the ‘common criminal’ phrase I just used aren’t you?”

My face dropped.

“What? No, I wasn’t. Really. I wasn’t.”

“Fine. We’ll say you weren’t,” she said with a wave. “But I know you were.”

“It is sort of an obvious joke.”

“I’m not paying you for jokes. Obvious or not,” she said. “I want you to fix this.”

“I don’t control the media, Ona,” I replied. “You have a publicist don’t you?”

“I have several.”

“Then put them to work. The story’s out now so start spinning your side of it.”

“You mean play the distraught and grieving sister?”

“Just don’t make it seem like you’re hiding anything.”

She looked away from the viewer and pursed her lips in thought. “I can do distraught and grieving,” she said. “Maybe I should give an interview or two.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of issuing a statement. You don’t want to jump too deeply into the feeding frenzy. The press can twist things. Make you look bad. You don’t want to do anything you might regret.”

“You mean like confess?” she said, and her eyebrow arched menacingly.

“That,” I said, swallowing hard, “would be a worst case scenario. You don’t think you’ll…accidentally confess do you?”

“I’m not the killer, Zach.”

“Good,” I said. “Because that would sort of change the focus of my job.”

I was greatly relieved a few nanos later when the corners of her mouth turned gently upward in a subtle smirk.

“Shouldn’t you be out finding the killer now?” she asked.

“I was just leaving,” I said.
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HARV and I were in the hover and a few minutes into our trip to Ona’s when the call came in from Mom. There was no point in trying to duck it this time so HARV just put her through and her face appeared on the car’s vidscreen. 

“Good morning, dear,” she said, cheerily. “Did you sleep well?”

She stopped and stared a little more closely at the screen.

“Goodness, you didn’t sleep well at all, did you? You look awful.”

“It’s good to see you too, Mom,” I replied, not taking my eyes from the road. “Just so you know, I’ve been yelled at by my client already today so I hope you’re not going to pile on.”

“Ona Thompson’s not blaming you for her problems, is she? That would be just like her,” Mom said. “Refusing to take responsibility for her own failings.”

“I don’t think the murder of her sister counts as a personal failing.”

“Well, it is if she killed her.”

“Mom,” I surprised myself when it came out as two syllables.

I took a quick glance at the vidscreen as I spoke. The camera was close on Mom’s face but the background that I could see behind her seemed very dark especially for this time of the day. I couldn’t really make out any shapes behind her because the room was mostly unlit. There were just stray spots of small purple lights.

“Where are you, anyway, Mom? That’s not the Rochester teleport center. Is it?”

“I’m running a few errands first,” she said, a little uncomfortably. “I’ll be in Frisco later tonight.”

“Do you need me to pick you up anywhere?” I asked. “My day’s pretty full but I can always send HARV with the car.”

“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I can take care of myself. But about Ona Thompson…”

“Mom, you know I can’t talk about that.”

“I just want you to be careful,” she said. “It sounds like this could get dangerous.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“Has anyone tried to kill you yet?”

“…No. “

“You’re lying,” she said.

“It was nothing, Mom,” I said, a little defensively. “It was just a gorilla playing a practical joke.”

“A what?”

“Then some police pretending to be the Belgian syndicate. But they weren’t really trying to kill me.”

“Don’t forget the suits of armor,” HARV chimed in.

“Oh yeah, there was that,” I mumbled. “That was real.”

“Zach, I really don’t like you being part of this,” she said. “It seems so seamy and perilous.”

“Trust me, Mom. I have things under control.”

“Forgive me dear but that’s what you said about the third grade science fair and the homemade jet-pack.”

“Okay, that was not my fault,” I said.

The whistle of a tea kettle sounded in the background and Mom turned toward it, slightly annoyed at the interruption. 

“DOS,” she said. “I have to go, dear.”

“Are you making tea?” I asked. “Mom, where are you?”

She turned briefly back to the screen and moved a little closer to the camera, filling the frame more and reaching for the controls.

“I can’t talk now, Buttlebug.”

“Mom.”

“I mean, Zach. I’ll see you tonight. But please promise me you’ll be careful today.”

“Mom…”

She disconnected the call and the screen went blank.

“Is it me or are the conversations with Mom getting progressively weirder?” I asked.

“Both,” HARV answered with a smirk.

For the third time in as many days, HARV and I went to Ona’s ziggurat and entered, again, through the secret, underground entrance. The throng of pressbots at the mountainside gate had increased exponentially since the announcement of Foraa’s murder and things were on the verge of getting seriously ugly as more and more pressbots were trying to slip past the guard post (and subsequently were being disintegrated). Interestingly, the pressbots were developing strategies, with bots from the networks using bots from the local affiliates to make diversionary suicide runs in the hopes that they could sneak in while the defenses were occupied. All such endeavors failed (spectacularly) but it was interesting, nonetheless.

“The press seem to be developing actual thought processes,” HARV said. “It’s like watching evolution with paparazzi rather than primates.”

In any event, we were soon inside the ziggurat where we were greeted, once again by the house computer.

“A pleasure to see you again, Mr. Johnson,” it said. “I trust you’ll find your visit today less eventful than yesterday’s.”

“That’s my hope,” I replied. “Right now I’m looking for the Pfauhan cousins.”

“They are in the security command center on the other side of the compound,” the computer replied. “I’ll summon some ground transportation for you and HARV. The Pfauhans are expecting you.”

“Yes. That’s what I’m afraid of.”

The security command center turned out to be a box-shaped two-story-detached building about two hundred meters from the ziggurat. I say “two-story-detached” because, although the first floor was traditionally anchored to the ground, the second floor was completely detachable and fitted with low powered hover-thrusters so that it could take to the air and actually float around the compound like high-tech maintenance blimp over a football stadium. The Pfauhans were both currently aboard the floating half of the building so I had to port up from the first floor to the second (something which I’m loathe to do) in order to talk to them.

The airborne half of the building housed the various monitors and security-related controls for Ona’s home. There were hundreds of visual and audio monitors covering various areas of the compound as well as the surrounding perimeter. Several types of alarm system displays were laid out on a central console and a small army of bots tended the nano to nano workings of it all. The Pfauhans acted as overseers to the bot workforce, monitoring them as necessary and, I assumed, taking over their duties when the situation required a human touch.

The Pfauhans themselves were block-like men with sharp European features, long black hair and menacing chu-manfu goatees (a new “facial hair formation” where the upper lip is clean-shaven while a beard is grown along both sides of the mouth and around the bottom edge of the chin, also called “the hairy u” – for obvious reasons). 

As Ona had mentioned, the two men were completely identical, right down to their heavy black boots, black band sunglasses (complete with built-in computer monitors) and knee length faux-leather jackets. One sat at a work station, scanning visual feeds from locations around the compound (and flipping through the images faster than a bored couch potato looking for a ballgame). He shook my hand coldly, without turning away from his work.

The other cousin floated outside the room, checking the strength of the force bubble that encircled the compound. He waved at me through the room’s large window as he worked. He had milky white anti-grav disks attached to his boots that let him hover in the air in all positions, even upside down, and flutter from place to place like a high-tech humming bird.

“So you guys are actual identical twins?”

“Identical twin cousins,” said the one inside.

“Once removed,” said the other through his radio headset.

“Which one of you is Sturm and which one is Drang?”

“Does it matter?” they asked in unison.

“Not really,” I said, “but humor me.”

“I’m Sturm,” said the one scanning the monitors.

“I’m Drang,” said the one from outside.

“I guess you know about the murder the other night.”

“Yes. It was mentioned several times during our discussions with the police,” they answered.

“Do you mind telling me where the two of you were that night?”

“We were out of town,” Sturm said.

“Where?”

“Tradeshow…”

“Conference…”

“Which one was it?” I asked.

“Conference…”

“Tradeshow…”

“Okay,” I said with a sigh, “a word of advice here, the police don’t particularly like those kinds of answers.”

“It was a tradeshow and conference,” they replied.

“I don’t like them either,” I said.

Drang flipped away from his place by the force bubble and barrel-rolled gracefully toward the floating monitor room. He stopped himself with a gentle hand on the window and stared at me through the glass.

“That isn't really a concern for us,” he said. Then he pushed off from the window and darted to another section of the force bubble like a playful fish in a tank.

I walked toward Sturm, as he continued to scan the visual feeds and gazed gently over his shoulder. He caught sight of me out of the corner of his eye and stabbed a button on the console that scrambled the screen images. He no doubt had a de-scrambler built into his glasses so, while to my eyes, the images on the screens were electronic garbage, they were crystal clear to his.

I focused my thoughts and shot HARV quick message.

“Can you de-scramble the images on the monitors for me?”

“It’s top of the line encoding,” HARV replied in my head. “Give me a few nanos.”

I turned away from Sturm’s monitors and pretended not to care.

“How long have you two worked for Ona?” I asked.

“Five years,” Sturm replied.

“Sixty-three months,” said Drang.

“And this is your first murder?”

“It wasn’t our murder.”

“It just happened on your watch.”

“It wasn’t our watch either.”

“It happened in the house that you’re charged with protecting. How do you think the murderer was able to get past your defenses?”

“No one got past the defenses,” Sturm said.

“How do you figure?”

“It’s our job to keep unwanted people out of the ziggurat,” Drang said. “We do that…better than anyone. We can’t control what goes on inside. We provide only the packaging for the snack food.”

“We make it airtight and seal it for freshness.”

“But we have no control over the snacks inside.”

“If someone goes crackers…

“Or nuts...”

“Or just flakes out…”

“It’s not the fault of the box.”

“I see,” I said. “You’re defending yourself with pretzel logic.”

Both Sturm and Drang stopped their work and turned to me, their sunglasses covering what I could only guess were two very humorless stares.

“Hey, I’m not the one that started the snack food metaphor,” I said with a shrug.

“Okay, boss,” HARV whispered. “I’ve cracked the scrambling algorithm and I can calibrate the eye lens to compensate. You should be able to see the images clearly through your left eye.

I cast a quick glance toward Sturm’s monitors. Sure enough, the images were clear to my left eye and they were an interesting array of sights: the main entrance, the guard post, a line of coats on a rack, an overhead view of the compound, the hallway leading to the dining room, a thirty meter long shoe tree, the kitchen, the pool, a four-story high rack of designer dresses.

“Every third image is clothing-related,” HARV said. “I’m cataloguing the sequence for future reference.”

I nodded and turned my attention back to the Pfauhans.

“So you think the murderer was someone inside the house. Not an intruder?”

“All we’re saying,” Drang replied, “is that no one snuck into the compound. The murderer was either a resident or a guest.”

“Or an employee,” I said.

“Or an employer,” Sturm spat.

“You think Ona killed her own sister?”

“He’s saying no such thing,” Drang replied.

“Not officially anyway,” the cousin muttered.

“All we’re saying is that there was no love lost between the Quads.”

“I understand that,” I said. “But was there any love lost between you and the Quads?”

Drang turned his gaze back toward me and quickly buzzed back to the window.

“Do you have something against us, Mister Johnson?”

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “The question is, do you have something against me?” 

“What do you mean by that?”

I reached into the pocket of my trenchcoat and pulled out the glove from the suit of armor that had attacked me.

“I was attacked yesterday in this house,” I said, showing them the hand. “Maybe the attackers were friends of yours?”

Sturm got up from his workstation and took the glove from me. He gently fingered its robotic innards, inspecting the workmanship. Drang floated over to the window and looked at the glove through the glass. Then they turned to me.

“You think we built this?” Drang asked.

“It’s up your alley, isn’t it?”

They turned to one another and then burst into laughter.

“What’s so funny?”

“This isn’t up our alley,” Sturm said, holding the glove to his forehead “This isn’t even in our neighborhood.”

“Yes, it’s a whole other city…”

“Another province entirely…”

“Try not to stretch the metaphor too far,” I said. “Just get to the point.”

“This technology is prehistoric,” Drang laughed. “We built better stuff than this while we were still in the womb.”

Sturm snapped his fingers and half a dozen golf ball-size metal spheres immediately flew from his workstation and hovered in the air before him.

“This is the kind of bot we use today,” he said motioning toward the spheres. “A hundred times smaller and about a thousand times more powerful than whatever used that metal hand.”

He tossed the glove in the air. The six spheres buzzed after it as it flew, encircling it like a team of stunt planes. The lead sphere cast beam of green light on the glove and stopped it at the apex of the toss. It gently spun the glove around and wiggled its fingers in a silly, little wave-like motion. I took the glove from the green field and stared at the sphere as it hovered before my eyes.

“Impressive,” I said. “Is this what you use to monitor the compound?”

“We have thirteen hundred spheres currently in use,” Drang said with a nod. “One thousand in the ziggurat alone. They monitor, they track, and, if need be, they defend.”

“They’re armed?” I asked.

Sturm tilted his head ever so slightly. I saw tiny red lights on the five spheres still above him flash three quick times then the spheres fired thin blue laser blasts at the sixth bot hovering just in front of me. The tiny beams hit the metal surface and I felt a quick blast of heat as the sphere was enveloped, whisper-silent, for the briefest of nanos. Then it was gone. The only things that remained of the tiny bot were the miniscule gray ashes that gently floated to the floor.

“Yes,” Sturm said with a smirk, “they are very armed.”

“Great,” I said. “It’s always nice to end an interview with a thinly veiled death threat.”
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The entrance to Vyrmont was an apparent brick wall beneath a stone gargoyle in a rundown building on Mission Street. In order to activate the portal, I had to recite an incantation, which I won’t repeat here because it contained a lot of touchy-feely earth mother stuff that would ruin my tough guy image. Suffice to say that I had to wash my mouth out with bourbon and nails afterward.

And, for what it’s worth, HARV wasn’t buying the whole mystic portal act.

“It’s a teleporter, with pre-set coordinates and a voice activation system. The rest is just atmosphere.”

But real magic or not, the mystical route was the only way I was going to get any information from Threa, so I said the incantation, clicked my heels together and stepped through the brick wall. A nano later, HARV’s hologram and I were standing on a misty patch of moss.

“Nice place,” I said. “Any idea where we are?”

“Probably a sound stage somewhere,” HARV replied.

“Close to Frisco, I hope?”

“Strangely, I can’t tell. It seems that our present location isn’t registering on the GPS. There may be a cloaking system.”

“Or we could be out of range…like maybe in another dimension?”

“That’s a rather quantum leap of logic.”

“It’s been a quantum leap kind of week. Let’s look around.”

We stepped through the thin layer of mist and then beheld Vyrmont.

The first thing that struck me was that it was very…soft. Not the texture but the appearance. It had that fuzzy, slightly-out-of-focus, softcore-porn look to it. And there was a lot of mist around. Odd patches here and there that looked like they were decoration. I had to admit though that the place was nice to look at (if you’re into ferns and things). The forest was lush, filled with evergreen trees, moss covered earth and big-leafed plants. It also smelled nice. Musky and rich, which I found somewhat tranquil.

“Well, this isn’t so bad,” I said.

The second thing that struck me (unfortunately) was a giant reptilian tail.

It swung out of the mist like a moray eel after a fish, its deep green scales moving effortlessly through the air in fierce undulation. Meter long spikes of muddy turquoise dotted the top side, clustering at the tip like a saurian morningstar. It swatted me with the blunt of its tip, sparing me the spikes but it knocked me hard to the ground. The moss and my armor took the brunt of the blow but, still, it was a sensation that I would have preferred to live without.

“What was that?”

“A giant reptilian tail,” HARV whispered in my head.

“Is it attached to a giant reptile?”

“Not exactly,” HARV replied.

“What do you mean by that?”

That’s when I felt the ground begin to shake. It wasn’t the low rumble of an earth tremor like we hear every so often in Frisco but rather terrible rhythmic rumbles, like someone banging the earth’s core with a drum hammer.

Or like footsteps.

Something very large was coming out of the mist.

I lifted my head and turned as the vapors parted, pushed aside by the great form emerging from within. It was green and gray, six meters long and carried a steamy smell of ash, brimstone and death.

And that was just the head.

I lay back down on the moss and looked wistfully up at the gray, starless sky.

“It’s a dragon, isn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so,” HARV said.

I popped my gun into hand and rolled over onto my knees.

“You know, I’m getting really tired of all this medieval crap.”

“Actually, dragons are more mythical than medieval,” HARV corrected.

The dragon kept its head low to the ground, the majority of its body still hidden by the mist, and stretched its neck toward me slowly. Its nostrils, big enough to snort bowling balls, flared like hungry black holes and trails of smoke and yellow spittle seeped from its giant mouth. 

“Be you a knight,” it said in a gravelly, though distinctly feminine voice, “or acolyte.”

“Neither,” I said. “I’m here to see…”

The dragon’s tail whipped around from behind me, and knocked me again to the ground.

“Speak in verse,” it growled, “or feel the curse.”

“What was that?”

The tail hit me again, this time a hard cuff to the head (although, I assume, gentle by dragon standards). It knocked me flat to the ground and pinned me there with its weight.

“Speak in verse,” it growled, “or feel the curse.”

“It wants you to answer it in rhyme,” HARV whispered.

“What?”

“Answer it in rhyme.”

“What is this, the mystical realm of Dr. Seuss?”

The tail pushed on me a little harder and drove me a couple centimeters deeper into the moss.

“One last chance, ignorant stranger. Then you’ll be in mortal danger.”

“Fine,” I said. “I have come to talk to Threa. Can I make that any…clear-ah?”

“Ugh,” HARV said. “You’ll be lucky if it doesn’t squash you for that.”

The dragon moved its head closer and sniffed me.

“Your rhymes are of the simplest rudiment,” the dragon said. “But do you have an appointment?” 

“Threa is expecting me. Go and ask her, you will see.”

“Don’t command me, little man. What do they call you in your land?

“Zachary Johnson is my name…um, solving mysteries is my claim to fame.”

“You know, I might squash you for that one,” HARV quipped.

The dragon pulled its head back into the mist and left me pinned to the ground beneath its tail.

“This is so embarrassing,” I said.

“I don’t know,” HARV replied. “You’ve been in worse waiting rooms.”

“Name one.”

“There’s the DMV.”

“…Name another.”

The dragon’s head reappeared from the mist before HARV could speak.

“Mr. Johnson, you are free to enter. Pithea and LeFee will guide you to the center.”

“Who and what?”

Two more forms emerged from the mist. One was a winged horse that was so white, it hurt my eyes to look at it. The other was a familiar-looking, silver-hued tiny nymph. They both landed beside me as the dragon slid its tail from my back.

“Hello, ugly male oppressor,” the nymph said tugging gently at my nose with both hands. “Ready to supplicate at the dress hem of the ethereal mistress of Vyrmont?”

I rubbed my temples gently and let out a heavy sigh.

“You know, I’m starting to think that these nymphs have issues.”

Threa was apparently some distance away and had sent me an escort. The horse, folded its giant wings to its side and motioned, rather communicatively, for me to climb onto her back. 

“I don’t suppose I can just walk.”

“Sorry, oh, ugly one,” the nymph said. “But we have to traverse the scrying pools of little girl dreams, the forests of maiden tingly feelings and the canyon of lost estrogen. Trust me, you do not want to walk through that.”

“I guess not,” I said, climbing onto the horse. “But I warn you, I’m not much of a cowboy.”

“Good,” said the horse in a beautiful throaty tone. “Because you’re going to ride side saddle.”

“What? Why?” I was more thrown by the side-saddle request than by the talking horse, which should indicate right there how strange things were getting.

“Because everyone rides side-saddle in Vyrmont.”

I sighed and swung both my legs to one side of the horse, crossing my legs, daintily, at the ankles. (Yes, daintily. There’s just no other way to do it).

“Of course they do.”
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We found Threa on a mist shrouded mountain top, carefully moving several large, oddly shaped rocks about the grounds. Now, I use the word “moving,” in a very non-traditional sense here, because she wasn’t actually lifting the rocks herself, at least not with her hands. She was laying her fingertips gently upon the kiloton size rocks one at a time and, at her touch a gentle green light would emanate from her palms, the stone would be bathed in the glow and then just sort of rise into the air, floating a meter or two off the ground and go wherever Threa’s hand would gesture it.

“Neat trick.”

“She’s using hidden anti-grav apparatuses and some pyrotechnics,” HARV said inside my head.

“Can you register any energy levels from the anti-grav devices?”

“Actually, no,” HARV said. “They must be cloaked.”

“Or non-existent,” I said. 

I have to admit that Threa cut a very striking figure in this setting. Her gown caught the hint of breeze on the air and moved gracefully about her body, hugging its curves in places, sliding aside to reveal teasing bits of skin in others. There was a radiance to her here, making her a gentle beacon of beauty surrounded by the mist and she seemed to emanate a strength of both body and spirit. I thought I detected a trace of sad desperation about her as well (but the air was pretty thin at that altitude so I might have been a little light-headed at the time).

The second of Threa’s surviving nymphs buzzed busily about her mistress’ head (doing no discernable work as far as I could tell). She saw me as the flying horse approached and made what I can only assume is an obscene gesture by land of fairy standards. But it got Threa’s attention who greeted me and sent the winged horse on its way.

“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Zachary. How goes things in the land beyond the mist?”

“Not so good, I’m afraid, Threa. Word is out about Foraa’s murder and there’s some pressure to charge Ona with the crime.”

“Surely, they don’t think she could have done such a thing.”

“They have no evidence at this point. They don’t even know for certain how Foraa died but there’s still some pressure.”

“You think she’s innocent, don’t you?”

“What I think doesn’t matter,” I said. “It’s what I can prove that counts.”

“I suppose so.”

She turned back to her work and gently lowered a huge stone into place on the mossy ground.

“You look pretty busy up here,” I said. “What’s with all the rocks?”

“They’re druid stones,” Threa said. “I’m positioning them to form a scrying portal to let me glimpse the future.”

“That would be very helpful, I guess.”

“I’ve cast the rune several times since Foraa’s death, trying to glean a glimpse of the future from the mists.”

“Find anything interesting?”

She shook her head. “All I can see is darkness, a great cold void, bereft of all light, joy and life. I think the stones must be out of alignment or something.”

“Yeah, let’s hope so. I was never fond of voids.”

She turned back to the stones and lifted one with the green glow.

“So, I’m trying a new configuration. You don’t mind if I cast a rune while we chat, do you?”

“Go right ahead,” I said. “Let me know if you need me to help you move any of the druid rocks or anything.”

The nymphs flew behind Threa’s back as she manipulated the stones and silently stuck their tongues out at me. I rolled my eyes and tried to ignore them.

“I just want to check a few things with you if that’s all right.”

“Go right ahead.”

“It was Ona who invited you all to dinner that night, correct?”

“I don’t know about the others. But Ona contacted me three nights before the murder and invited me to her home. She said it was time that we put the past behind us and mended mountains.”

“You mean mended fences.”

“We never did fences in our family. Things were always on a grander scale.”

The nymphs buzzed past my ears and gave me what sounded like the fairy raspberry. I waved them away, like I would any pixie-dust mosquitoes.

“So Ona brought you all together to talk about a settlement?”

“I’m sure that settling the legal disputes was part of it but I like to think that she wanted us to be a family again. Perhaps that is naïve of me.”

“It’s a nice thought, nonetheless.”

One nymph flew right up to my face, stuck her tongue out then spun around and mooned me. I took a swipe at her. As I did, the second one flew by and snatched the fedora from my head.

“You know the police found your third nymph dead at the crime scene. Did they tell you?” 

“Yes. Poor LeFaeu. She was such a little spitfire.”

“Odd thing, though, she seems to be fading away. Any idea why that is?”

I lunged after the nymph with my hat, who fluttered just out of my reach.

“She’s returning to the magic from whence she came,” Threa said with a shrug, as though the answer were obvious.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I said. “But I guess the police figure that’s a little hard to put on an evidentiary report.”

The nymphs began tossing the hat back and forth over my head. I sighed and popped my gun into hand. They laughed at the sight of it at first, obviously certain that they were faster than my aim. But they froze in fear when I pointed the gun at Threa’s back.

“Ladies, give Mr. Johnson back his hat,” Threa ordered without turning around. “He is our guest. I expect you to treat him well.”

The nymphs and I locked eyes for a nano and they begrudgingly brought the hat back to me. I grabbed it and swatted at them with it before putting it back on.

“You know you never answered my question, Zachary,” Threa said, with her back still to me. “Do you believe that Ona’s innocent?”

“It’s my job to believe that, Threa. My question to you is, do you believe it?”

Threa set the stone she was holding into place and then turned at last to face me.

““I love my sister. But even I must admit at times she is a shrewd, manipulating, she-dragon. Still I hope, with all my heart, for her innocence.”

I sat down on one of the smaller rocks and tried to stare out at the landscape, but the mist around the hilltop was too thick to see much of anything.

“No offense meant, Threa, but that doesn’t exactly sound like an infomercial-level endorsement. I’m thinking that you don’t particularly like your sister and her lifestyle.”

“You’re half right, Zachary,” she said, turning slowly. “I love my sister. But I despise her lifestyle.”

“Why’s that exactly.”

“She demeans herself with her celebrity,” she said, gently sitting beside me. “She’s more powerful, both financially and physically than nearly anyone in her world yet she pretends to be so weak and plays the game by their rules.”

“You mean any man don’t you?”

“Pardon me?”

“She’s more powerful than any man yet she lives by man’s rules. Being a celebrity, a sex symbol.”

“She could be so much if she wanted. She could do so much, with her natural abilities, her fortune. It’s just very wasteful of her.”

“What about Twoa, what do you think of her?”

“Twoa means well,” she said, laughing gently. “But I think she’s more naïve than any of us. Do you really think that anyone thinks of her as a hero? She’s a circus performer. She’s not as bad as Ona but she’s wasting her life as well.”

“And Foraa? Were you very close to her?”

“Sadly, no. Not since Daddy died. Foraa is perhaps the greatest tragedy of us all.”

“How do you mean?”

She rose again and walked back to the stones, resting her hands against them for support.

“Foraa was always so full of spirit and wonder. I always thought that she would be the one of us to really change the world. Then Daddy died and she became, well, odd.”

“Prior to the night of the murder, when did you see her last?”

“Twoa and I visited her in New Vegas, such a horrid place. She wasn’t particularly friendly then. She just wanted to be left alone with her little band of followers. Foraa’s flock we called them. Mindless little slaves, every one of them. But she took good care of them, I suppose. My, what a truly sad family we have become.”

I shrugged my shoulders and awkwardly got to my feet. “All families have their problems, Threa. Your family just happens to do everything, good or bad on a grand scale.”

“You are a good man, Zachary,” she said with a slight smile.

“How did Foraa get along with Ona?” I asked.

“Foraa despised her of course. Always being waited on by servants and bots. Foraa thought that was so decadent. “

“Wasn't that a bit hypocritical coming from somebody who had her own followers? I assume they waited on her.”

“Foraa felt her followers did her biding because they wanted to, not because she paid them. There's a difference.”

“Paid servant or mindless slave. Are they really that different, aside from their tax brackets?”

“Foraa thought so.”

“I guess there’s no sense arguing it now,” I said. “Listen, I’ll let you get back to the future-looking thing. I’ll let you know if anything comes up in the real world. I mean, you know, Frisco.”

“I appreciate that, Zachary,” she said with a smile. “Let me know if you need anything else from me.”

I stared out at the mist surrounding the mountains and drew my coat tighter about me. “There is one thing actually.”

“Yes?”

“I’m going to need a ride down from this mountain. Any chance you could call me a cab or something?”
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Once back in the real world, it occurred to me that I had spent more time the past two days talking with the supporting cast of Foraa’s murder than I had talking with my own client. I’d gotten all kinds of background information on the Thompson family dynamic and the events leading up to the murder, but I didn’t really have Ona’s take on any of it. 

HARV netted Ona’s computer to set up some face time between the two of us. Her schedule was tight, as you might imagine, but the computer agreed to squeeze me in between appointments (I was happy to see that proving her innocence was such a high priority). So late that day HARV and I returned to Ona’s and met with her in her office, which was at the absolute center of the ziggurat. 

Now, I’ve been in large offices before but Ona’s office was different. It took large and moved it exponentially in a strange sort of way. It was big by normal standards, about fifteen meters square, but hardly awe-inspiring, at least in terms of length and width. Height, however was a horse of an entirely different color.

“I don’t see a ceiling,” I whispered to HARV as we entered.

“It’s there.”

“Is it invisible?” I said, craning my head upward. “Maybe that’s Ona’s little jab against the glass-ceiling concept.”

“On the contrary, the ceiling is platinum in color, and fashioned to simulate the ornate tin ceilings found in early 20th century architecture.”

“How come I can’t see it?”

“Because it’s high,” HARV said.

“High?”

“One hundred seven meters.” HARV replied. “At the pinnacle of the ziggurat.”

“Why would anyone want a ceiling that high?”

“An architectural conversation piece, I suppose. This office holds the record for being the highest ceilinged single room on earth.”

“They keep track of those things?”

“You know better than to ask me that, don’t you?”

“I guess so.”

“By the way,” HARV said, “Don’t drop anything of import into her wastebasket. The rumor is that it’s three kilometers deep.”

Ona was in the office as we entered and she waved us over to the desk at which she sat, at the far corner of the room.

“Zach. Over here.”

HARV and I met her at the desk and she raised herself ever-so-slightly out of her chair to shake my hand.

“Thanks for meeting with us, Ona. You remember HARV, my assistant.”

“A pleasure to see you again, Ms. Thompson.”

“And a pleasure to see through you again, HARV.”

HARV’s face dropped a bit and he gave himself a quick once over to check the density of his hologram.

“It was a joke, HARV,” I whispered.

“I don’t think she likes me very much,” HARV huffed.

Ona sat back at her desk and straightened her outfit, a very white low cut jacket over a pale blouse, as a pair of tiny grooming-bots hovered around her head. One quickly combed her hair, the other touched up her make-up. It was only then that I noticed the camera bot, floating just in front of her desk.

“Are we catching you in the middle of something here?”

She smiled and let one of the bots buff her teeth to an even pearlier shade of white as she spoke (without moving her lips or jaw).

“I’m heeding your advice and taking my case to the court of public opinion,” she said.

“You’re giving interviews?”

“Not full length interviews, of course. Just splinterviews.”

“Splinterviews?”

“They’re very short interviews,” HARV said, “commonly used by most short cycle news services. One question, one response, usually no more than a fifty words. Most of them buzz words.”

“I’ve been at it since late this morning,” Ona said.

“This morning? How many have you done?”

“One hundred and fourteen so far.”

“What?”

“Number one hundred and fifteen is scheduled for twenty seconds from now. Pardon me. Computer, which one is this?”

“Alyssa Solissa from Rapid News,” the computer responded. “This one is to share your grief.”

“Ugh. Grief,” she said as she nervously waved the bots away and straightened her jacket. “I’ve been doing grief all afternoon. What about righteous indignation?”

“That’s next interview,” the computer said.

“Thank Gates for that.” She glanced quickly at me. “I’ll be with you in a nano, Zachary.” She slid her earpiece into her ear, adjusted the tiny microphone on her collar, turned back to the camera bot, took a deep breath and transformed herself into a grieving sister. 

The change was actually startling to behold because her visage literally seemed to become consumed with sadness. Her eyes moistened gently and her face, though still perfect and beautiful, took on a subtle shade of vulnerability and sorrow. She suddenly looked like a woman who had been crying for two days but had somehow (heroically) pulled herself together in order to talk (exclusively) to her dear friend “fill-in-interviewer’s-name-here” of “fill-in-program’s-name-here.”

“Yes, Alyssa,” Ona said, as the brief interview began. “Thank you and your viewers so much for your concern. I’m still in shock over Foraa’s tragic death. I appreciate your thoughts and wishes and I’m just so grateful that you’ve chosen to respect the privacy of our family during this difficult time.”

She gently sobbed twice and then the camera bot switched off.

“We’re out,” the computer said. 

“Good,” said Ona, her face and demeanor switching back to normal. “How did that look to you, Zach?”

The truth was that it made me sick to my stomach. But I tried not to let on.

“Was that the interview?”

“Splinterview,” she said. “Please try to keep up. Did my grief read genuine to you?”

“Probably.”

She nodded contentedly and spoke to her computer. “How long until the next one?”

“Seventy-five seconds,” the computer responded

“Plenty of time,” she said turning back to me. “Now, how can I help you?”

I cleared my head and tried to stick to the business at hand. I pulled my chair closer and leaned toward her, trying hard to catch and hold her constantly wandering eyes (to no avail).

“I wanted to talk to you again about the night of the murder,” I said. “They’re still not certain how Foraa died, which is good for us, but I want to talk a little bit about the wine since that’s the current focus. You chose the bottle, right?”

“That’s correct.”

“When?”

“Earlier that evening,” she said, “perhaps an hour before my sisters arrived.”

“You brought it upstairs yourself?”

“Yes, no one else has access to the wine cellar.”

“Okay. You chose the wine, you brought it upstairs. Did you bring it into the dining room yourself?”

Ona thought for a few nanos as the grooming bots once again re-touched her hair and make-up.

“No, of course not, that's what server bots are for. What good is being rich and having servants if you do all the menial tasks yourself? I only had an hour to make myself look spectacular for the evening.”

“So, you didn’t see the wine from the time you gave the bottle to that bot until you and the others entered the room.”

“Of course not. Even I'm not that much of a control freak. I trust my bots know how to properly carry wine.”

“And that was about an hour, you said?”

“A little more, perhaps.”

“I want to see that bot. I want surveillance visuals of its movements from the nano it took the bottle.”

“Done,” HARV said.

“We’ll scan them tonight and look for anything that…”

“No, boss,” HARV said. “I mean done and done. I just scanned the visuals.”

“What, just now?”

HARV nodded. “Ms. Thompson’s computer gave them to me. I scanned them.”

“Already?”

HARV shrugged. “I’m a super computer.”

“Did you find anything?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. The bot brought the wine to the dining room and set it on the table as W was finishing the table setting.”

“Did W touch it?”

“He never came near it. He did the last of the silverware then left. The bottle sat undisturbed until Ms. Thompson and her sisters arrived that evening.”

“DOS,” I turned back to Ona, “Do you have…”

“Next splinterview in ten seconds,” the computer said.

“Hold that thought, Zach,” Ona said as she turned back to the camera bot. “Which one is this?”

“Alvin Calvin of World Entertainment News.”

“And this is righteous indignation?”

“Correct.”

“Good,” she said, turning to me. “My indignation comes a lot more naturally than my grief.”

“So I gathered.”

She turned back to the camera bot, took another deep breath and transformed herself yet again. This time she became a grieving sister who, though besieged by a bloodthirsty media, had somehow (heroically) pulled herself together in order to speak (exclusively) to the one journalist who truly understands human emotion, her dear friend “fill-in-interviewer’s-name-here” of “fill-in-program-name-here.” 

“Alvin, Foraa’s short life ended less than two days ago and yet I’ve been forced to relive that awful night every nano since then by poorly dressed vultures posing as journalists trying to create a story on the infrastructure of my grief.”

“I think I’m going to be sick,” I whispered to HARV.

“Don’t retch too loudly,” HARV said. “I doubt she has time to do another take.”

“After everything I’ve done for this world, after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth; aiding under-privileged children, funding disease research, driving programs for environmental renewal and reinvention. After devoting my vast fortune to raising the quality of life for every downtrodden person in the first through fourth worlds, I think I’m entitled to better treatment than this.”

Ona finished the splinterview and turned again to me.

“Sorry, Zach,” she said. “I have two minutes until the next one now. What else do you need?”

I stared blankly at her for an ominously long nano or two. I’d honestly forgotten where we’d been in the discussion before the interruption. Worse still, I saw her looking at me now with a wide-eyed look of interest and I couldn’t help wondering if it was genuine or just another type of splinterview.

“Zachary?”

HARV sensed my uncertainty and filled the void.

“We were discussing the wine and how it might have been tampered with during the hours leading up to Foraa’s death,” he said.

“Yes. Exactly,” I mumbled. “We need to prove that nothing happened to the wine while it was in your possession. Computer, can you give HARV the visuals of Ona selecting the wine from the cellar.”

“I’m afraid not, Mr. Johnson,” the computer said.

“Why?”

“The wine cellar is a technology-free zone,” HARV said. “There are no surveillance cameras and, I assume that the computer cannot monitor that particular room either.”

“That’s correct,” said the computer. “I’ve never ‘seen’ the wine cellar. So to speak.”

“Why is it technology-free?” 

Ona shrugged. “It was part of Daddy’s design. He said the electromagnetic energy from computers spoiled the wine.”

“So we can prove that nothing happened to the wine once it left your hands,” I said, hanging my head just a little, “but we have nothing to prove that you didn’t tamper with it while you were in the cellar.”

“Other than my word.”

“No offense, Ona, but in a court of law, your word isn’t the be-all-end-all.”

“Not yet, but give me time,” she said. 

“Ona, I don’t think you fully grasp what’s going on here…”

A gentle tone sounded on her desk console and she turned her attention to it, casting a glance at the desk screen with a smile.

“Oh, good. The poll numbers are in.”

“You’re taking a poll?”

“Just a quick check on the effect that the splinterviews are having on public opinion” she said, gently touching the OLED screen surface that was her desktop. The raw numerical data was reflected in her smiling eyes as it came on the screen before blurring like drops of binary rain in a storm when she scrolled through it.

“Ona, I don’t think it’s appropriate for you to be taking poll numbers at this time…”

“Ah, eighty-four percent of all respondents find me sympathetic,” she said, oblivious to my words. “That’s up dramatically since this morning.” 

“…It makes you seem a little callous…”

“Seventy-nine percent of all respondents feel that I am being unfairly persecuted because of my celebrity.”

“…and more interested in protecting your own position than in finding your sister’s killer….”

“And ninety-three percent think I’m above the law.”

“You think that’s good?”

“Well, I’d rather be above the law than below it, wouldn’t you?”

And that was it. Granted, it had been a long couple of days, so my fuse might have been a little shorter than usual at that particular nano but I certainly wasn’t happy with how my client was behaving or how she had ordered her priorities. 

I juiced up my armor slightly and brought my fist down hard on the top of her desk. Not hard enough to crack it but the electromagnetic pulse from my armor frazzled the information on the screen. Ona turned to me, wide-eyed and shocked.

“This isn’t a game, Ona. It’s not a popularity contest where the person who gives the best interview wins.”

“I beg your pardon?” Her voice was cold.

HARV stiffened and cast nervous glances first at me, then Ona.

“I think what he means, Ms. Thompson…”

“What I mean is that if the cops get one shred of evidence against you, they’re going to come at you with everything they have and whether they make their case or not, it will ruin your life. If you go to trial for killing your sister, win or lose, your days as an icon are over. At best you beat the rap and become some pop-culture joke or the center space on the Whatever-Happened-To edition of the Hollywood Dodecahedron. At worst you go to jail for the rest of your life where you wear the same thing as everyone else every day and no one gives a DOS about your hairstyle. Now are you capable of wrapping your genius-intellect around that truth or is your vanity too impenetrable to let you?”

The air was thick now, charged with tension. Ona stared silently at me for several long nanos. Her face was eerily emotionless, her gaze icy. When at last she looked away, she gently touched the restart button on her desktop and the poll data re-booted on the screen. Then she adjusted her jacket and motioned the two grooming bots to her side.

“Your services are no longer required here, Mr. Johnson,” she said. “Please collect your things and leave the premises immediately.” 

“You’re afraid to face the truth, Ona,” I said. “Real life is smacking you in the head like a sledgehammer and you’re content to play your little girl games.”

“I have a splinterview to do at the nano. The computer will see you out.”

“Fine, hang yourself,” I said, grabbing my hat. “See if I care.”

HARV and I got up from our chairs and headed toward the door.

“Do we still get paid?” HARV whispered.

“Shut up, HARV.”

“By the way,” he said. “You have a call coming in from Captain Rickey.”

“Put it on the interface.”

Tony’s face appeared on the tiny screen of the wrist interface.

“What’s up Tony?”

“Plenty, are you alone?”

I cast a quick glance back at Ona who was just beginning another “righteous indignation” splinterview.

“I am appalled that the innocent-until-proven-guilty standards that provide the foundation of our society are so callously ignored by a press corp who are DOS bent on creating a headline scandal from this senseless tragedy.”

I shook my head slowly as we left the office and headed into the hallway, Ona’s office door closing ominously behind me.

“Yes, I’m alone.”

“Good, because something’s happened and I don’t want anyone else to hear this.”

“I don’t think it matters much to me anymore, Tony…”

“We found the poison,” he said. “And it’s not in the wine.”
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I was no longer officially attached to the case, but Tony’s news made me forget about that and I found myself caught up in the excitement of the bombshell.

“You found what?”

Tony’s face was all professional and, on the surface, had that just-the-facts-Ma’am steady tone that good cops do so well, but his undertone was one of excitement. Everybody loves a good mystery when it starts to unravel.

“Forensics went through the contents of the room. They did scans on the silverware and found traces of T and D on one of Foraa’s forks.”

“T and D?”

“That's short for Touch and Die. It’s a designer poison, boss,” HARV said. 

“Very expensive,” Tony insisted. 

“And it was on the silverware?”

“Just Foraa’s fork, one of them anyway,” Tony said. “There were so many of them at the place setting. I don’t know how rich people tell them apart. This was really tiny, it had only three tines.”

“That’s the fruit fork,” HARV said, “for use when a small dish of fruit or sherbet is served between courses to cleanse the palette.”

“They’d use a fork for sherbet?”

“A spoon is traditional but apparently W chose the fork variation when he prepared the settings. A rather bold choice for him.”

“Will you two shut up about the forks. I’m trying to…Wait, W set the table.”

“What?” Tony asked.

“W set the table. That’s his specialty. He was working right up until nearly the time of the dinner.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“It’s on the surveillance recordings. HARV just checked them. W told me himself that it took him two full days to polish the silverware. He’s the only one who touches it. Gates, Tony, do you know what this means?”

Tony’s face lit up.

“The butler did it!”

“Darn, Tony, I wanted to say that.”

“Are you at Ona’s mansion now?”

“We’re here but we’re sort of on our way out.”

“Well, stay put,” Tony said. “I’m getting an arrest warrant and I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

His image blinked out and I stood in the hallway for a few nanos, softly shaking my head.

“There’s one I didn’t see coming.”

“Perhaps there’s a reason for that,” HARV said.

“What?”

His hologram appeared beside me, projected from the wrist interface. His jacket was unbuttoned, far more casual than the norm. His hair was fuller than it had been this morning (I wish mine grew that fast) and was a little disheveled in that I’m-a-genius-and-don’t-have-time-to-comb-my-hair-way. And I think that the patches on his elbows were larger too. I couldn’t help but smile at his new detective phase. At least it was better than him wanting to be a cowboy.

“What was W’s motive for the murder? What did he gain by killing Foraa?”

I shrugged my shoulders and continued walking.

“I guess the police will find that out when they arrest him?”

“I’m not convinced.”

“He lied in our interview,” I said. “He claimed that Foraa was always nice to him. But Opie said the two of them argued all the time. Even the day of the murder.”

“That doesn’t mean he killed her.”

“Like I said, it’s something the police can figure out when they arrest him.” 

“Excuse me, Mr. Johnson…” Ona’s computer said softly.

“I know, I know,” I said picking up my pace. “Time for me to go.”

“Actually, no, sir. I’d like you to stay on for the immediate future.”

“What do you mean? Ona just fired me and aside from that, I’m sure you just heard. The police are coming to arrest W.”

“That’s exactly why we need your help, sir,” the computer responded. “I’m afraid that the police won’t find W when they arrive.”

“Why’s that?”

A small indoor hovercraft pulled up beside me and nudged me gently in the back of the knee.

“Because W has become a flight risk,” the computer said. “Now please hurry, you need to get to the hoverport immediately.”

We made it to the hoverport in a couple of minutes. Sure enough a sleek, all-black, hoverjet was warmed up and appeared to be running its last internal diagnostics before lift-off.

“There’s no authorization of use for that hoverjet,” the computer said. 

“Can you stop it?” I asked.

“NFAA regulations allow me control over only personal hovercrafts. I’m allowed only limited interfacing with hoverjets.”

“You control the overhead doors for launches, though, right?”

“That is correct.”

“Good. Keep them closed” I said, jogging toward the jet. “HARV and I will handle the geriatric killer.”

HARV’s hologram shimmered to life beside me as I ran. He pretended to run alongside me, but his feet didn’t touch the ground, which kind of blew the illusion.

“I still don’t like this,” he said.

“Neither do I, but we have to keep W here until Tony shows up.”

“No, I mean, our assumption that W is the killer. It doesn’t feel right.”

“He’s running away. That’s sort of indicates that he’s done something wrong,” I said. “We’ll worry about making the case later. Right now, we need to keep him here.”

The jet door was closed and the stairs leading to it were folded inside the cabin in preparation for launch. I popped my gun into hand and aimed it at the barred door as I ran.

“Do I have enough firepower?”

“The door is reinforced,” HARV replied. “Use a concentrated maximum blast.”

I squeezed the gun handle twice to activate the voice controls.

“Big bang, tight,” I said, pulling the trigger.

A small blast of fiery-red energy erupted from the gun barrel and slammed into the door, bursting through the metal/plastic polymer. The door splintered inward and flew from its moorings as the blast obliterated the small portion of the jet. Being careful not to touch too much of the charred debris, I hopped into the newly made hole and pulled myself into the main cabin.

The blast had shorted out part of the electrical system so the lights were off in the passenger area. The cockpit, however, was still alive and kicking and that’s where I found W. He had just risen from the pilot seat and was turning toward me on his brittle, slow-moving legs.

“Mr. Johnson. What are you doing here?”

“Hello W. I have some friends coming over soon. And I was thinking that we might all want some tea.”

“I’m afraid I can’t help you with that right now,” he said. “I have a previous engagement.”

“Sorry, W but your attendance at this party is mandatory and…Oh DOS, can we just skip over the snappy banter and cut to the chase?”

“I’d prefer it, actually,” he said with a nod.

“And I think you’re reaching by using the term ‘snappy’ to describe that banter,” HARV said.

“We found the poison,” I said, raising my gun to him.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said.

“I thought we were going to skip the banter.”

“Oh, that’s right, sorry,” he said. “Forgive me, I’m new at this.”

“Fine,” I said. “We’ll talk about it later. Right now the police are on their way so let’s not make this ugly. Power down the jet. I’ll help you back to the main building and we’ll meet the police together.”

He sighed, nodded gently and then looked sadly away.

“A fine idea,” he said, and took a slow step toward me.

Then he raised his gaze and gave me a smile that sent a chill down my backbone. 

“But I think not.”

He spun around quickly (more quickly than I thought him capable) and stabbed a button on the main console of the cockpit. 

“Launch sequence initiated,” the metallic voice of the cockpit computer toned. “Vertical launch in one minute.”

The jet’s engines roared to life and the craft lurched, throwing me off balance. W kept his footing and leapt at me (yes, leapt).

“What the…?”

And that was all that I could manage. I was too stunned by his sudden movements to do much of anything as he kicked the gun out of my hand and then hit me in the face, spinning me around as I tumbled to the floor. 

“I’m getting out of here,” he said, kicking me in the back when I tried to get up. “And no third rate detective, is going to stop me.”

He threw another kick at me but I managed to get an arm up on this one and grab his well-loafered foot. It felt heavy in my hand. Far heavier than it should have.

“Just for the record,” I said, “I’m a second rate detective. And you’re a cold blooded killer.”

I gave his leg a heave and he fell backward into the cockpit. He scrambled to his knees and started crawling toward the jet controls. I jumped him from behind and the two of us began wrestling on the floor.

“I know the when and the how,” I said. “What I’m looking for now is the why. Why did you kill Foraa?”

“Because she was a disrespectful little bitch,” he said. “A spoiled, egotistical, haughty, arrogant, super human bitch.”

“That describes all of the Quads doesn’t it?”

“You’re right,” he said, elbowing me in the stomach. “Did I mention she was also blackmailing me?”

He broke free of my grasp and stumbled toward the controls.

“No, you forgot that one.”

“Forgive me,” he said. “She was blackmailing me. You see, I’ve been embezzling funds from Ona for several years now. Cleaning supplies for cutlery and silverware aren’t nearly as expensive as Ona thinks they are. Foraa found out and threatened to tell her. I couldn’t let that happen.”

He stabbed another button on the cockpit console and the jet shook again as the engines fired in preparation for lift-off.

“Being dismissed by one’s employer is a very black mark on a butler’s curriculum vitae.”

“As opposed to embezzlement and murder…”

“Excuse me, boss,” HARV said, “but I feel it important to note here that the hoverjet is now officially engaged in its lift-off mode and that the heat of the thrusters will likely incinerate this entire hangar unless you allow the computer to retract the rooftop doors and open a launch hole in the force field.”

“Open the doors,” I said, still grappling, with W, “but keep the force field intact.”

“But…”

“Do it,” I said, as W hit me solidly in the face. My head shot back and I felt my teeth chatter. 

“And by the way,” HARV said, “I suspect that W’s actions are being artificially augmented.”

“You figured that out did you?”

The hangar itself started to vibrate as the massive overhead doors began to open. W smiled as the jet received the official green light for liftoff and he stabbed the launch button. The jet shuddered again and slowly rose into the air. I got up from the floor and pulled W out of the cockpit seat.

“You won’t get very far in this thing with that gaping hole in the side you know.”

“Then I’ll patch it with your corpse,” he said, hitting me again with a lightning fast jab. I stumbled farther back into the cabin as the jet continued to rise.

“Why would you do it?” I asked. “Why embezzle funds? What could you possibly want that badly?”

“Well, you see, I’m getting on in years now.”

“Yes, I’d noticed that.”

He turned to me and I saw his body began to tremble, as though chilled by an icy draft, slowly increasing in intensity.

“And I was growing tired of my feeble body.”

The tremble of his form had become feverish now, almost violent, as though his joints were pulling themselves apart. W seemed gleefully nonplussed by it all.

“So I traded in my old body…for something new.”

He stretched his hand toward me, menacingly, and I saw his arm begin to stretch. The fabric of his day coat ripped as the arm turned inhumanly long and kept on growing, stretching at me whip-like, a white gloved tentacle of death. I could see now the metallic sheen of the skin beneath the torn shirt and jacket as his hand grabbed me by the throat. W was no longer human.

“You bought an android body.”

“I made the transfer last night,” he said. “You’d be amazed how much a good body costs these days.” 

The hoverjet leveled off at a twenty meter height and began to idle, hovering over the compound like a black metallic cloud, the heat from its thrusters, beating down on the buildings below. While inside, W’s android arm lifted me off the ground by my throat as I desperately pulled at his hand. He smiled, gleefully as he began to tighten his grip. 

“This body is simply amazing,” he said. “Do you know how quickly I can now do a formal setting for twelve? The possibilities simply stagger the imagination.”

He turned and extended his other arm a few meters into the cockpit and engaged the forward thrusters. The jet slowly began to move. Through the cockpit window, I could see that we were headed toward the force field wall near the camouflaged main gate.

“Computer,” he shouted, “open a launch window in the field.”

“Request denied, W,” the computer responded.

“What?”

“Mr. Johnson has over-ridden all hangar and forcefield access. I’ll need the command from him.”

W turned to me and tightened his grip on my throat.

“You know, thirty years ago I could have thrashed you thoroughly with my old body,” he said.

“Yeah, but you would have looked kind of ridiculous beating up a six year old kid.”

“Have the computer open a window in the field,” he said.

“No.”

His droid fingertips dug deep into the muscles of my neck, his thumb painfully plucking at my Adam’s apple as though it were a guitar string.

“Open the window,” he snarled.

We were approaching the force field quickly now, the jet’s thrusters revving, atomic batteries to power, turbines to speed. But I held my ground

“No.”

“Boss, please,” HARV said, “you’re not even getting paid for this.”

W pushed me hard against the wall of the cockpit and stepped up power to the thrusters. He and I locked eyes like two poker players over the last big pot of the night as the jet lurched and accelerated toward the force field.

“Do it now,” he said, “or I’ll flambé you like a cherries jubilee.”

“Polish my brass, butler.”

I stuck out my hand and shouted above the din of the jet thrusters.

“Come to papa.”

My gun responded to the voice command and flew toward me from the floor beneath a seat where it had landed. The handle slipped into my palm with a familiar slap and I held it low as the computer innards came to life at its recognition of my heat signature.

“Burn, baby!”

The gun flashed recognition at my voice command and I pulled the trigger. A white-hot laser blast erupted from the barrel, hitting W in the android armpit and burning through his shoulder like a cattle brand in a snow bank. This time I was too close to the blast and felt a burn go up my arm but W took the real brunt of the blast.

W screamed, more out of surprise than pain as his arm fell to the floor, (and me with it). I pulled the hand from my throat and threw the severed arm aside while W grabbed at his smoldering stub, trying desperately to hold himself together.

“Careful there, W,” I said, “you’re likely to burn your other glove.”

“Glove?” HARV whispered.

I stepped past W into the cockpit and reached for the power-down controls on the thrusters. But W leaped at me from his knees, a wild-eyed look of fury in his face. 

“Boss, that’s it,” HARV said. “Gloves.”

“Not now, HARV.”

W’s elongated remaining arm wrapped around me like a droid-ish feather boa and pulled me away from the controls. I got off another laser shot before we tumbled again to the floor, hitting him high in the right leg, where his femur would have been (if he’d still had a human body). The blast cut through his droid circuitry and the severed leg fell to the floor, sparking like a metal hover in a microwave storm. W screamed again but held tight to me as he fell, pulling me back down to the floor.

“Don’t you see?” HARV continued. “W didn’t kill Foraa.”

“HARV, he just confessed,” I said, trying to fight my way back to my feet.

“He confessed to trying to kill her. He didn’t actually succeed.”

I caught a glimpse of the fast approaching force-field wall through the cockpit window. 

“I’ve got other things to worry about right now, HARV.”

“T and D is a touch-sensitive poison,” HARV continued. “It has to make direct contact with the skin in order to get into the system.”

“He put it on her fork,” I said. “She touched the fork.”

“But she was wearing gloves! Foraa was wearing long black gloves when she touched the poisoned fork.”

The revelation froze me in my tracks. I sat motionless for a nano, oblivious to the chaos around me as the logic of HARV’s reasoning sunk in.

“DOS, he didn’t kill her,” I whispered. 

W chose that nano to pull me back to the floor with his remaining arm and then bit me on the shoulder. The jet thrusters were still revving, the jet’s speed was increasing and the forcefield was getting closer.

“HARV, max-up my armor. This is going to get ugly.”

I fired another blast at W and cut his droid body in half at the navel. Then I turned and sent a blast into the control panel of the cockpit, destroying it in a cascade of flaming computer-drek. The jet’s emergency alarms sounded a high-pitched scream as the fail-safe program kicked in. The thrusters decelerated and the craft shook like a San Andreas nightclub during happy hour. We slowed, but not nearly enough. We were still headed fast toward the force-field and far too close to stop.

I tried to shout a command to Ona’s computer to open a window in the field but there was no time. All I managed to say was:

“Open…”

But Ona’s computer was acting on its own. It made the decision without me and a nano before the point of impact, I saw the force-field warp itself open, spiraling like water down a drain (only in reverse) to create a hole right in front of our swan-diving hoverjet and we, thankfully, passed through…

…right into the main entrance.

Yes, the mountain pass that HARV and I had entered through two days earlier suddenly appeared before me, the holographic hills and rocks blinking out as the flaming, out of control hoverjet burst through them. We crashed through a few simulacra on our way to the ground as well and by the time we reached the guard post and the gathered throng of pressbots, well, let’s just say that the compound’s carefully designed, created and maintained camouflaged secret entrance, wasn’t so camouflaged anymore. And it wasn’t much of a secret either.

The jet, cushioned only somewhat by the thrusters that were now in full fail-safe reverse, skidded along the mountain pass and belly flopped onto the ground with an earth-shaking rumble of screaming metal and dying engines. We crushed the guardpost and a dozen of the slower-footed pressbots like a steamroller over ripe fruit before coming to rest on the gravel embankment.

The pressbots, camera’s rolling, all stared at the plane for a nano then, as one, turned their lenses toward Ona’s compound. With the holographic hillside projections disrupted and most of the hard simulacrum scenery destroyed, the compound itself was now in plain view, its purple force-field glittering like a jewel in the sun. 

A few of the pressbots couldn’t take the excitement of finally getting actual footage of the compound and their circuits over-loaded. They fainted like teeny-boppers at a concert. The majority, however, swarmed around the force-field in a desperate grab for footage of an exclusive story that was now fair game.

And that, of course, is when the police finally arrived. 

Four hovercrafts, sirens wailing, landed in a semi-circle around the smoking remnant of the jet and Tony and eleven of his men jumped out, weapons in hand, and hit the ground running.

“Hold all fire until my order,” Tony bellowed.

He pointed his blaster at the cockpit and took cover behind a standard issue personal force-shield.

“Attention, in the cockpit,” he yelled, “you are surrounded! Come out with your hands up!”

A handful of the pressbots turned their cameras to the smoking jet as the cockpit roof emergency hatch was kicked open and I slowly emerged from within, one hand held high in the air, the other dragging W’s still sparking android torso behind me.

“I want my arms back, you barbarian,” W shouted. “They’re expensive.”

Tony, I think recognized me through the smoke and lowered his weapon (and then rubbed his forehead).

“Zach?”

I walked to Tony and laid the still struggling W at his feet as the officers slowly converged upon me. Tony stared at W then at the smoking jet, then finally at me.

“What the…?”

I held up my hand to stop the question.

“Don’t ask. There’s your man,” I said, pointing to W. “Feel free to arrest him. One thing though…”

“What’s that?”

“He didn’t do it.”
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I left W with Tony and his officers (I think they sent someone into the jet to get his various missing limbs) and they took him back to the squad for booking. He may not have been the one who actually murdered Foraa, but he made an attempt on her life (not to mention mine) so that counted for something. They were also charging him with embezzlement, grand theft hover and wanton destruction of private property (although he’ll probably blame that last one on me). He also copped to sending the medieval armor after me the day before so, all in all, his capture wrapped up a lot of things.

Except of course, the mystery of Foraa’s murder.

But that, according to Ona, was no longer any of my concern.

Tony had me taken to the hospital and I was treated for a bunch of minor things and then gratefully released. It was evening by the time I stumbled home, with the hopes of enjoying a peaceful evening of self-pity wallowing and second-guessing. But that was not to be, because as I reached for the front door, HARV stopped me with a warning.

“You have an unauthorized person in the house, boss.”

I pulled my hand away from the knob and popped my gun into hand.

“Is it hostile?”

“I’d say any hostility is of a passive-aggressive nature at best,” HARV said, “but I’m not a therapist.”

“It’s my Mom?” I said, gently resting my aching head against the doorframe. “I should just runaway now and sleep at the office or something.”

“I don’t think that will help.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because Electra’s inside as well.”

“What?”

“And they have your baby vids.”

“Oh no!”

I fumbled quickly to get my hand on the DNA lock and open the door. As I stumbled into the foyer, still wrestling with my trenchcoat, I heard the sound of my worst nightmares come to vivid sing-song life.”

“I’m a little teapot, short and stout.”

“Oh…DOS.”

I opened the front door and scrambled into the house, which was now aglow in gory Technicolor nostalgia.

“Here is my handle. Here is my spout.”

I rounded the corner into the living room and my fears were confirmed. Mom and Electra were sitting on the couch, laughing hysterically together at the holographic, 3D image of me as a boy, circa 2023. The infamous bathtub performance.

“He had such a lovely singing voice back then,” Mom said.

“And a cute little spout,” Electra added.

The two of them giggled together like school girls.

“Okay, that’s enough. Show’s over,” I said as I entered, waving my hands through the holographic image. “HARV shut it down.”

The images blinked off and the lights came up to normal. Mom and Electra turned to me, a little surprised, but still smiling.

“Oh, Buttlebug, don’t turn it off now,” Mom said. “I want Electra to see Hey Diddle Diddle.”

“Si, Chico, that sounds like a good one.”

“It has a diddle and a moon reference.”

“No,” I said. “No moon, no diddle.”

“You’re such a party poop,” Mom said. She turned to Electra, “He’s always been sensitive about his diddle.”

“Gates, Mom, what are you trying to do, put me into therapy?” 

“I got in town today,” Mom said, “so I thought I’d come over and say a quick hello. Electra let me in and we started to chat.”

“And before we knew it,” Electra said with a smile, “we were comparing naked videos of you.”

I felt my pride and dignity shrinking by the minute.

“Please, no more talking. This day has been bad enough.”

Mom came over and gave me a hug, which was slightly less awkward than usual and I was grateful that she didn’t squeeze any of my bruises or sprains.

“I know, dear,” she said. “We saw the jet crash on the vid.”

“Which network”

“It’s on all of them,” Electra said, giving me a quick peck on the cheek and a pat on the butt. “We flipped around.”

“Oh well, at least it’s not an exclusive anymore.”

Mom gave me a loving squeeze on the arm and went into the kitchen.

“Tomorrow’s another day, dear,” she said. “Why don’t’ you go wash up. We saved you some dinner. I’ll heat it up for you.”

I trudged into my bedroom to change my clothes.

“I grabbed a quick bite at the hospital cafeteria, Mom,” I said. “They named a sandwich after me so I sort of felt like I was obligated.”

“You weren’t hurt too badly, in the crash were you?”

“Well, you know. Any landing you can walk away from is a good one, right?”

“Spoken like a man who has crashed more than once in his lifetime,” Electra said.

I pulled on a sweatshirt and jeans and joined Mom and Electra in the kitchen just as Mom was setting a bowl of paella at my place. Electra got me a beer from the fridge and I had to admit that for a nano, things felt pretty good.

I sat down and took a spoonful of paella. I could tell immediately that Electra had cooked it because it was horrible. Cooking is Electra’s one real weakness in life. She is so good at everything else, I think that fate felt the need to balance out all her yin by totally yanging her in the cooking skills department. So, the paella was terrible, but I’ve learned to choke things like that down in the name of love (the beer helps). 

“I warned you about working for Ona Thompson,” Mom said. “That whole family is nothing but trouble.”

“Well, you can stop worrying, because as of this afternoon, I’m no longer in Ona’s employ.”

“She fired you?”

“Let’s just say that she didn’t like the direction that the investigation was taking.”

Electra sat down beside me and took a swig of beer from my bottle.

“You yelled at her didn’t you?”

“I did not.”

“Did she make fun of your fedora?”

“That was before she hired me.”

“She didn’t like the trenchcoat then?”

“If you must know, she was talking to the press. Spinning the media to make herself look good. She was more interested in that than in the murder of her sister. I can’t believe the ego of that woman.”

“So, you yelled at her?” Electra repeated.

“…Yes. Yes I did.”

She kissed me on the cheek and playfully bit my ear.

“Good for you, Chico.”

“Trust me, it’s for the best,” Mom said as she sat beside me. “So tell me, Electra, do you have your own bedroom here?”

And we experienced then, what one could only call “an awkward moment” in the conversation.

“So…Mom…” I said. “You still haven’t told me why you’re here in Frisco.”

“Oh nothing important,” she said, waving me away and taking a sip of her coffee. “Just a little business.”

“What business is that exactly?”

“Nothing you need to worry about, dear.”

“Mom, you haven’t left New Rochester in the past eleven years. All of a sudden you drop everything and come across the country on a nano’s notice. Trust me, that’s going to worry me.”

Mom took another sip of her coffee and stared deeply into the cup.

“I’m dying, Zach.”

The nano was long and horrible, the culmination of fears and nightmares that I didn’t even know I had. 

“You’re dying?”

“No, not really,” she said, taking another sip of coffee, “but don’t you feel better now?”

“What?”

She reached over and gently stroked my hair.

“I’m here on business, Buttlebug,” she said. “It doesn’t concern you at the nano and, although I’m glad that you still worry about me, as you’ve just seen, things could be much, much worse. So hush-up and eat your dinner.” She leaned close to me and whispered into my ear. “Or at least as much of it as you can. I had no idea Electra was such a terrible cook.”

“Mom…”

HARV’s hologram shimmered into display mode, standing on the opposite side of the kitchen table. He bowed gently toward Mom.

“Excuse me, boss. Good evening Ms. Johnson. Lovely to see you again.”

“Thank you, MARV.”

“It’s HARV.”

“Yes, of course.” Mom was a little stand-offish. It’s funny but, even though she knew he was a computer, I think that she still considered HARV a threat to the future production of her grandchildren. Honestly, I really didn’t want to think about what was going on in her mind right then. 

“What is it HARV?” I asked.

“You have a call coming in from Ona Thompson.”

“You tell that test-tube diva that he has nothing to say to her,” Mom said. 

“Mom.”

“She’s ungrateful, unfeeling and she’s nothing but trouble.”

I slid my chair from the table and grabbed my beer.

“I’ll take it in the study.”

“Zach,” Mom called, “I forbid you to work for that woman again!”

“Mom!”

“I mean it. I don’t like the people you’re consorting with. They’re the underbelly of society.”

“She’s the richest woman in the world.”

“All right, the overbelly of society, but I want you to stay away from her and that whole crazy family.”

“I don’t have time for this.” 

“Don’t turn your back on me young man!”

“That’s enough, Mom!”

Electra chose that unfortunate nano to call to me as she cleaned the kitchen. “There’s still more paella, Chico.”

“Please honey, one problem at a time,” I said without thinking.

Electra turned and shot me an angry glance.

“Uh-oh.” And I quickly ducked into the study.

Ona’s face lit up the vid screen like a supernova in the night sky. She spoke softly, and politely, and seemed very genuine in her emotions, which worried me no end.

“I owe you an apology, Zachary,” she said. “I acted rudely to you this afternoon.”

“I shouldn’t have yelled at you like I did,” I said. “It was unprofessional.”

“The computer tells me that you pursued W at its request. And that you put yourself in jeopardy even though you were no longer officially in my employ. Thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome. Sorry about the hoverjet.”

“That’s okay, I have several.”

“And the hangar.”

“Repairs are already underway.”

“And sorry about the guard post, the state of the art holographic projection system and specially constructed camouflaging simulacra.”

“We better just stop there, Zach.”

“I think you’re right.”

“The Pfauhans hunted down the dozen or so pressbots that invaded the compound after your crash,” she said. “It was quick work and I think the Pfauhans enjoyed it. The pressbots took some footage of the compound but no real harm was done.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

“Which brings us back to the here and now,” Ona continued. “Since it’s clear that W for all his faults was not the actual murderer, I’d like to hire you back to finish the job.”

“I don’t know if that’s a very good idea, Ona.”

“You’ll have my complete cooperation this time,” she said. “I’ll do anything you say.”

“No more interviews?”

“Splinterviews. But, yes, I’ll do no more of them.”

“And you’ll work with the police? No more pheromone tricks.”

“Agreed. But it’s a shame really because I enjoy playing with minds.”

“No kidding,” I said. “All right. I’ll take another crack at it. I’ll be back at your ziggurat first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you, Zach,” she said. “You won’t be sorry. Oh, by the way, do you know anything about a sigil?”

“Sigil?”

“A symbol or series of symbols that Foraa scribbled down before she died.”

“How…do you know about that?”

“Well, there appears to be some mention of it on Entertainment This Nano.”
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“The series of sigils, as seen here in an artist’s rendition, appears to have been scribbled by the late Foraa Thompson just prior to her death. We here at Entertainment This Nano believe that it is a clue of some sort to the identity of Foraa’s killer and currently have our top minds working on deciphering it.”

It was like something out of a nightmare. The symbols that Foraa had drawn in the wine puddle, nanos before she died, were there on the screen beside Bill Gibbon’s perfectly coifed talking head.

“Oh my Gates, how did he get that?”

“Curious indeed,” HARV mumbled.

I had to admit that I was growing to appreciate Bill Gibbon’s impeccable timing for breaking news. The other networks had finally gotten some news of their own, thanks to my high-concept brouhaha with W that afternoon. But while they were fighting amongst themselves for viewers with the same news and visuals, Gibbon was coming through with another bombshell exclusive. The guy sure knew how to play to the crowd.

“It also appears that the New Frisco police department is ignoring this very important information. Truthfully, they seem to be almost totally unaware of its very existence. Whether that’s due to questionable investigative skills or simple ineptitude is still unclear.”

“This is not going to go over very well with Tony,” I said.

“Funny you should mention Captain Rickey,” HARV intoned.

I hung my head. “He’s on the line isn’t he?”

HARV nodded. “You want to take the call now or should I stall him while you practice your apology.”

“Put him on,” I said with a sigh.

Tony’s face appeared on the screen and, as I could have guessed, he wasn’t very happy. His face was tired, his hair disheveled and his posture was of a man who had definitely seen better days. His eyes, however, were furious. And I suddenly felt very sorry for my part in this fiasco.

“Tony…”

“Did you know about this?”

“I can explain…”

“Did you or did you not know about the symbols Foraa wrote before she died?”

“Define, ‘know about.’”

“You willfully withheld evidence from me.”

“I didn’t know what the symbols meant,” I said. “I was going to tell you about it. I just wanted to figure it out.” 

“You mean, you wanted to make sure it didn’t incriminate your client.”

“Tony…”

“I played straight with you, Zach. I gave you full access to our information and this is how you repay me? You withhold evidence and you make me and my entire department look like fools.”

The words were especially painful coming from Tony. I hadn’t acted maliciously, but that didn’t matter now.

“I’m sorry.”

“Did you leak this information to Gibbon?”

“What? No! Of course not.”

“How else would he know it?”

“Why would I give him the information?”

“Probably to help your client in some way,” Tony replied. “That seems to be the only thing you’re interested in.”

“I’ll make it up to you Tony. I promise.”

“Don’t do me any favors, Zach,” he said. “You’ve done enough already. As of this nano, our deal is off. You get no more information on the investigation. You won’t hear anything from my department until we're ready to make an arrest. And for your sake you better hope it's not Ona that we arrest. Until then, you don’t talk to me. You don’t talk to my detectives. You don’t talk to any of the investigators. You don't talk to anybody who knows anybody connected to my department. You are cut off from all information. You got that?”

“Yeah,” I said, hanging my head. “I got it.”

“Good. And be thankful that I don’t arrest you for this, Zach. I could and I should. I won’t. But that’s the last favor I do for you.”

He terminated the call and the screen went blank. I sat back in my chair and held my head in my hands.

“Wow, I don't think I've ever seen Captain Rickey that mad at you,” HARV said.

“Yep,” I agreed. “I've reached a new high in lows.” I shook my head. “I really don't know why I didn't tell Tony and his men about it sooner.”

“I warned you,” HARV said.

“Yeah, you did,” I replied. “Gates, who’d have thought that the high point of this day for me would be eating Electra’s cooking.”

“What do we do now?”

I slapped my hands on the desk and got to my feet.

“We’re going to pay a visit to Bill Gibbon.”

“Now?”

“You and I discovered those sigils when we first got to the scene, HARV. We even destroyed it when we moved her hand.”

“What do you mean ‘we?’”

“No one else should know about it,” I said. “No one else should know any of the things Gibbon has been reporting.”

“He’s talking to someone on the inside?”

“Up until now, it could have been anyone. The coroner, one of Tony’s investigators. But knowing about the sigils…”

“You think Gibbon’s source might be the killer.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” I said. “Either way, he’s going to talk to us tonight.”
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HARV did some digging and found that Gibbon had a thing for young blonde women so, when I got to the ETN studio, I had HARV throw a voluptuous blonde hologram over me and presented myself to security as Gibbon’s nightly bonus from the network brass for a job well done. (Yes, I dressed up as a woman. But I didn’t enjoy it so it doesn’t count). In any event, I made it into Gibbon’s dressing room with very little fuss (and even less dignity).

“Couldn’t you have projected a dress that was a little longer,” I whispered to HARV, as I waited. “I feel like my butt’s hanging out of this.”

“You wanted to get noticed, didn’t you?” HARV replied. “Besides it’s not even your butt.”

“It’s the principle of the thing. I’m not a tramp.”

“Oh, that’s right, you’re just posing as a prostitute to get by security. I’m sorry if I missed that fine distinction.”

Gibbon walked through the door just then with a truly gleeful look on his face. Can’t say that I blame him. Over the past two days he had become the biggest name in trash-journalism and, as far as he knew, he was about to reap a very curvaceous reward. I almost felt sorry for the guy.

“Well, well, well, what have we here?” he said lasciviously, as he turned down the lights. “Nice dress, or should I say, lack thereof.”

“I told you the dress was appropriate,” HARV whispered.

“Congratulations. You're a highly advanced super computer and you know how to attract a low-life.”

Gibbon was shorter than I had imagined and at least fifteen years older than he appeared to be on screen. But he had the kind of charm that comes from self-confidence (bordering on egotism), and at this particular nano, as he took off his coat and came toward me, he wouldn’t have been more full of himself if he’d eaten his own clone.

“I assume the brass booked you for the whole night, doll,” he said, sitting next to me on the couch, “but I’m back on camera in twenty minutes, so we’ll have to start with something quick and painless.”

He slid his left hand toward my thigh as he sat next to me and that was about all I could take. I grabbed his hand at the wrist and twisted it. He yelped in pain like a baby seal.

“Fine, we’ll make it quick,” I said as he dropped to his knees. “It’s your call on whether or not it’s painless.”

“What the…What’s going on?” he asked, clearly confused by the husky tone of my voice. “Who are you?”

“Just a lonely soul in this world. Looking for love and a little information.”

“You’re no prostitute.”

“Nice of you to notice,” I said. “But I’m no saint either so don’t make me get rough here.”

“My wallet’s on the table.”

I twisted his wrist a little more and his grimace grew more pained.

“I’m not a thief and I’m insulted by that assumption,” I said, twisting his arm again. “Now, apologize.”

“Ow. Sorry.”

“Good.”

I pulled him up and tossed him onto the couch as I stood and barred his path to the doorway. He rubbed his wrist gently.

“Where are you getting your information on the Foraa Thompson murder?”

“Is that what you’re after?” he asked, slowly getting up from the couch. “Who sent you? The World Show? Rapid News? The Nano Gossip Net?”

I grabbed him by the shirt collar and pulled him toward me.

“Do I look like a journalist to you?”

“A weather-girl, maybe, but your breasts need to be bigger.”

I pushed him hard back down to the couch.

“I’m losing patience here, Gibbon, and I’ll warn, I didn’t have much when I arrived. Now, where are you getting your information on the Thompson murder?”

He leaned over and touched a button on the tabletop console.

“I’m calling security.”

“Fine,” I said. “Bring them in. Let’s create a scandal.”

“You think my having a hooker in my dressing room will create a scandal?” he said with a laugh. “Honey, you don’t get out much, do you?”

“Oh, I think I know a thing or two about scandals,” I said.

I snapped my fingers and my hologram disguise instantly changed from voluptuous blonde bombshell to rotund, ugly battle-axe (same outfit though, which I thought was a nice touch on HARV’s part).

“Oh my gates,” Gibbon said, his face going a little pale. 

“Or maybe we can go multi-generational.

I snapped my fingers again and my form changed to that of an emaciated, aged woman? 

“Or ecclesiastical.”

I snapped again and the dress was replaced by a nun’s habit.

“Or we can go with plain old weird. 

I snapped my fingers again and took on the form of a goat (in the hooker dress).

“It’s your choice.”

Gibbon moved his hand away from the computer console.

“You wouldn’t dare,” he said.

“Baaah, baaah, Mr. Gibbon,” I bleated loudly. “Please don’t make me butt you there again.”

“Gates, please stop.”

I grabbed him by the shirt and lifted him up into my holographic-goat face.

“Then tell me, what’s your source of information?”

We heard a knock at the door and Gibbon turned toward it out of fright.

“Bill,” the woman’s voice was young, but professional, “they need you to do teasers for the overnight, so we need you back in a little early.”

Gibbon’s face grew panicked as he stared at the door then turned to me, then turned back to the door.

“I’ll…be right there,” he called out, in a strained, forced-casual voice.

“Not if you don’t tell me what I want to know,” I whispered.

“Bill?” the woman said, and we heard the knob rattle from the other side. “Are you all right in there?”

“Please,” Gibbon whispered. “This is the biggest story of my career.”

“And it’s about to be pushed off the front page by news of your torrid affair with a talking goat. Who knew that you had such a penchant for animals.”

Gibbon’s face turned a whiter shade of pale and he was at a curious loss for words. “What? No, I didn’t. I mean, I never touched the animal we just talked.”

“What?” I asked.

“Bill?” The knob rattled again.

“I’m fine,” he said. “Give me a minute. I’m not decent.”

“You can say that again,” I said, in a tone slightly louder than a whisper.

“What was that?” came the voice on the other side.

“Nothing,” Gibbon said.

“DOS, Bill, are you snorting your eye make-up again? I thought management discussed that with you.”

“I’m not snorting anything.”

And I let loose with a long (goat-like) snort.

“That’s it, Bill. Open this door or I’m getting security.”

“No, don’t!”

Gibbon made a move toward the door but I grabbed him tighter, spun him around and bent his right arm back painfully behind him. The scuffle did not go unheard.

“That’s it,” said the voice. “Security!”

“Oh DOS,” Gibbon whispered.

“Time’s running out, Bill. Who’s feeding you the information?”

Gibbon arched forward at the waist and he began flailing with his left arm, frantically struggling to break free. 

“Never. Never, DOS it,” he shouted. “Do you know what my ratings are now? I can’t. I can’t. My contract’s up for renewal next year.”

He kicked back at me as his knees buckled and he hit me hard in the shin.

“Ow.”

I kicked his legs out from under him and we fell to the floor with me kneeling on his back, still twisting his arm.

“I won’t go back,” he yelled. “I can be the king now. The king of all media!”

He was still flailing with his free hand and kicking his feet behind me, fast approaching the delirious-zone of an emotional breakdown. I stuck my free arm behind his neck and pinned him solidly to the floor with my weight. He was crying now and still shouting.

“I’m the king. I’m the king!”

“I thought you were going to keep a low profile,” HARV asked.

I heard pounding on the door and voices calling from the hallway but I couldn’t understand the words over the shrill of Gibbon’s wails. I pulled harder on his right arm, bending it close to breaking in an effort to shut him up. His hand was balled into a fist but his fingers unwrapped when the next wave of pain hit. He screamed, I glanced at his palm and I froze.

“Oh DOS,” I whispered.

The dressing room door burst open and two security guards, an ETN producer and at least two network management types stumbled into the room to find a delirious Bill Gibbon, screaming “I’m the king” while laying on the floor beneath a goat in a dress (and thus was born one of the great showbiz legends of our time).

But I didn’t care because I was still looking at the palm of Gibbon’s right hand. The skin had been burned, singed like flesh beneath a branding iron. Not deep enough to leave a permanent scar, but enough for me to notice the very distinctive shape. I recognized it in an instant and Gibbon didn’t need to say another word.

The grinning ape insignia branded into the palm of his hand told me everything I needed to know.
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One hour later, the cold night wind was hitting my face like the slap of a scorned woman. Half a dozen searchlights cut the thick, gray mist around me like billion-candle ethereal lasers and the hard pavement of thirty-third street, ninety-seven stories below my perch on the crumbling building ledge, beckoned like an asphalt abyss.

I could hear the roar of the fighter planes, hidden in the folds of the mist, as they circled just overhead. Every so often I’d glimpse the steel-gray edge of a wing or charcoal tip of a fuselage, closer than I thought imaginable. Then it would vanish again in the clouds, like the rolling thunder of a March storm and leave me clinging to the building as it shuddered in the vociferation of the jet wake.

Opie was two stories above me and climbing. His powerful fingers and toes were actually tearing hand and foot holds into the building’s outer shell. His jerky movements belied his desperation, while his quick glances toward me and at the circling planes revealed his fear. 

“It doesn’t have to be this way, Opie,” I called, hoping that he could hear me above the din.

“Of course it does,” he shouted, turning his head downward to look at me. “It always ends this way.”

Opie was wild now. His fur rippled in the wind like a wheat field awaiting a tornado, which was appropriate really, because I could see by the look in his eyes that a storm was coming. His look was crazed, frenetic and filled with fear. 

His foot slid off the mist-slicked building shell and he stumbled, suspended in the air for a nano only by the gripping fingers of his left hand. I saw then that he was holding something in his right that looked like a small doll.

“HARV, go in tight on the right hand,” I whispered.

HARV activated the lens in my left eye and zoomed in on Opie’s furry fist. Sure enough, he was holding a doll, a dark-haired, faux-leather clad, little female-shaped doll with grayish skin.

“It appears to be a Foraa doll,” HARV said.

“Great. As if we didn’t have enough symbolism already.”

Opie regained his balance and continued climbing, moving quickly toward the lightning rod spire of the tower.

“At least tell me why you did it, Opie,” I shouted. “Tell me why.”

He reached the overhang just below the base of the massive lightning rod, and swung himself up and over it with a mighty, hairy-armed heave. 

“I don’t know,” he yelled.

He leapt and grabbed a handhold on the sloping, gray metal base of the spire. From there it was just a hop and a skip to the gray, spear-like lightning rod atop the building itself.

“Do you want to follow him?” HARV asked.

I shook my head. “There’s no point. He’s passed the base of the old TV tower already.”

“The dirigible mast,” HARV said.

“What?”

“It was originally designed as a mooring mast for dirigibles. It didn’t really work, though because the winds at this height make mooring something as unwieldy as a blimp very difficult.”

“That would be very interesting in its appropriate time and place, HARV. Here and now, it’s just annoying.”

“Got it.”

“Good. Track Opie with the telephoto and project my voice enough for him to hear.”

Opie grabbed the base of the lightning rod and then stood at the building’s pinnacle, defiantly waving the doll in the air as the gray planes continued to circle and roar.

“Top of the world, Ma,” he shouted toward the night sky.

“I need to ask this Opie,” I yelled. “I need to know. Did you kill Foraa?”

“What?” his eyes were wide with confusion. “Why would I do that?”

“Then why did you talk to Gibbon?”

“I don’t know.” He looked away as though ashamed.

“You gave him information that you shouldn’t have known,” I said. “How did you know about the symbols beneath her hand?”

“I…I don’t know.” He rubbed his forehead with the doll, confused.

“You have to do better than that, Opie.”

He turned his face to the sky as an ashen jet rumbled by and shook the building. He grabbed for it clumsily and nearly lost his balance.

“I didn’t kill her,” he yelled. “I loved her.”

“Opie…”

Another plane circled past, this one in the opposite direction and closer to the building than the last. Opie reached his gray hands toward that one as well. He was slow now, dazed and disoriented.

“I loved them all. I love them all!”

“We have to stop this,” I whispered.

“Shouldn’t be long now,” HARV said. “Besides, I’m finally getting used to the black and white surroundings.”

One last plane came out of the mist, wings tipped to perfectly match the building’s angling spire and so close that the tip of the dirigible mast grazed the dull silver belly of the great bird. Gray sparks flew and Opie, arms outstretched, leapt at his winged tormenter as it passed.

“I love them all.”

The wake of the jet carried his gorilla bulk away from the building, his feet skittered on the shell, in a desperate grab for safety as he fell but it was no use. He nearly grabbed the ledge of the observatory on the eighty-sixth floor, but his hands bounced off the hard metal fence and he went completely airborne, screaming as he fell to his curbside destiny at thirty-two feet per second, per second.

“Beauty killed the beast.”

The soft thud of his body onto the floor terminated the program. The building vanished along with the planes, the mist and the entire Manhattan cityscape, and was replaced by the suddenly mundane looking décor of Opie’s habitat.

“The décor program was connected to his subconscious,” HARV said as his hologram shimmered to life beside me.

“I know,” I nodded. “King Kong, 1933. You have to hand it to him for sticking to the classic and not going with one of the remakes.”

I knelt beside Opie’s motionless form and put my hand on his great shoulder. His chest was rising and falling naturally and I found that comforting because the end of King Kong always makes me cry.

“He’s unconscious,” HARV said. “There don’t appear to be any broken bones or internal injuries. Heartbeat and respiration are normal. He’s fine, physically.”

“Yeah, but it’s his head that I’m worried about,” I said. I gave Opie one more pat on the head then stood up. “You can come in now, Tony.”

Tony and half a dozen of his men, a pair of EMT’s and a veterinarian entered the habitat. They hoisted Opie onto an industrial-strength stretcher and slowly rolled him toward the door. Tony came to me and nodded, ever-so-slightly.

“Good job, Zach. I don’t think we could have talked him down without you.”

“King Kong only ends one way, Tony. He brought himself down.”

“Maybe so. But you gave him that chance. Who knows how many scenarios we’d have gone through without you.” He patted me on the back and nudged me gently with his shoulder. “Thanks.”

I smiled ever so slightly. “You’re welcome.”

Carol, my secretary, entered the habitat and gently patted Opie as they wheeled him out the door. Then she came and stood by Tony and I.

“You scanned him?” I asked.

She nodded. “I was reading him during the entire interview,” she said. “He was telling the truth. He doesn’t remember.”

“I know.”

“He compromised the investigation by making the details public,” Tony said. “We need to hold him. At least for now.”

I nodded. It was the end of another long, confusing day. I was officially back in Ona’s employ. I had shut down Bill Gibbon’s stream of inside information and had mended my bridges with Tony, for the time being anyway. But the killer was still on the loose and that, as always, was my bottom line.
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I got a call from Randy early the next morning. And by “early” I mean 4:30. Randy doesn’t sleep, remember. But that’s okay because I hadn’t been sleeping well that night either. 

“Randy, do you know what time it is?”

“Four thirty-two,” Randy said. “Why?”

“Just checking,” I said. “You see, I took my watch off about the time that I went to bed.”

“Oh. It’s four thirty AM, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Sorry, Zach. I’m doing the sleepless regimen this week and lost track of time. And there are no windows in the lab. I find the outside world distracting.”

“I can tell.”

“Do you want to go back to sleep? I can call you back at a more polite hour if you like. But can you remind what hour is considered polite? I’ve kind of lost track of that too.”

“Forget it, Randy,” I said. “What’s up?”

“You’re sure you don’t mind? I can call back, really.”

“I’m awake now, Randy.”

“But are you fully awake? I mean, I doubt your mind is functioning at its optimum level now.”

“When is my mind ever at optimum level.”

“True,” he said. “Okay, I had the police lab send me Foraa Thompson’s jacket.”

“Her what?”

“I’m still running toxicology tests on the wine. I wanted to cross check the wine in the glasses with the wine in the bottle and on the floor and with whatever spilled on her person.”

“Got it.”

“The police, by the way, were very uncooperative today,” he said. “Which is kind of odd since I’m doing this work for them free of charge. 

“That was my fault,” I said. “But I think I got it cleared up.”

“Good. It’s one thing working free of charge. It’s another thing entirely to do it among such hostility. I’m not good at social interaction under the best of circumstances.”

“We’re getting off-subject here, Randy. What about Foraa’s jacket?”

“Oh, yes. I found no wine.”

“No wine.”

“No. Apparently her glass tipped forward when she collapsed, so none of the wine contained therein actually fell on the jacket itself.”

“And that’s what you called to tell me?”

“Not really.”

“Not really?”

“No.”

“Randy, I feel I’ve asked this before but is there a point here?”

“The point is that, although I found no wine on the jacket, I did find microscopic traces of silicate-carbon dust on the inside of her collar.”

“What does that mean?”

“To most people, nothing.”

“And to you?”

“There’s a certain class of stealth weapon. An assassin-type smart-dart that, upon delivering its poisonous payload, quickly disintegrates into a untraceable silicate-carbon dust.”

“A dart?”

“A computer guided smart-dart, which can be outfitted with any of a variety of fast acting poisons.”

“And it disintegrates?”

“Very rapidly. Once fired, it turns to dust in less than a minute.”

“And it’s undetectable?”

“Nearly, yes.”

“Then how did you find it?”

“Because I invented it.”

“You what?”

“I developed the smart-dart during my weapons development period two years ago.”

“Who did you develop it for?”

“The World Council, but they only had a six month window of exclusivity. After that I opened the market up. It eventually caught in the corporate world. Go figure.”

“Yeah, go figure. I don’t suppose you can give me a list of the company’s that purchased the darts, could you?”

“That would be a breach of ethics.”

“Of course.”

“But I can tell you who purchased this particular dart?”

“You can tell that?”

“I designed the dart, Zach,” he said. “I’m smart enough to individualize and code each shipment.”

“You’re brilliant, Randy. Who purchased the dart?”

“Ona Thompson.”

“What?”

“Ona purchased this particular lot three months ago?”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It makes sense if Ona is the killer.”

“Well, yeah. But it doesn’t make sense in a good way. What would she need with smart darts?”

“Maybe she was planning to murder someone.”

“Yeah, let’s see if we can come up with any alternatives to that?” I said. “What else can the darts be used for?”

“There’s big game hunting,” Randy offered.

“Big game hunting?”

“Some sportsmen prefer using non-traditional armaments when hunting. It’s more sporting.”

“That’s a bit of a stretch.”

“Then I’m out of ideas.”

HARV’s hologram appeared beside me and he stood, arms crossed and stared first at me then at Randy on the vidphone, with a bemused smirk on his face.

“Pardon the intrusion, gentlemen, but I couldn’t help overhearing. Good morning Dr. Pool.”

“Hello HARV,” Randy said. “Have you changed your appearance?”

HARV ran his hand through his hair and turned away ever so slightly.

“Actually…I have made some…modifications.”

“He’s entered an Ellery Queen phase. 

“Really? You’ve adjusted your holographic appearance to reflect a new area of interest?”

“That’s within my program parameters, isn’t it?” HARV asked.

“Actually, no,” Randy said. “But you appear to be redefining your parameters. That’s amazing.”

“Thank you.”

“And your new hair is nice too.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing my eyes, “I thought this was going to be helpful.”

HARV straightened his coat and smiled once more.

“I thought I should point out that there is a third possible purpose for Ms. Thompson to have purchased the smart-darts.”

“What’s that?”

“Security.”

I thought for a nano and HARV’s thinking began to make sense.

“That’s it,” I said. “Randy, where were the darts delivered?”

“Actually, you can’t actually deliver anything to Ona Thompson. Her residence is apparently a well-guarded secret.”

“It was until recently,” HARV snickered.

“The shipment was picked up at the factory. Signed for by someone named ‘Pfauhan.’”

“Ms. Thompson’s co-head of security.”

“Randy, can these darts be fired by bots? I mean tiny bots.”

“You mean small, spherical bots that float?” he asked.

“How did you know about those?”

“Because I invented those too. It was during my security phase three years ago. I sold nearly two thousand of them to Ona Thompson.” 

“And those floating bots are capable of firing these smart-darts, right?”

“Of course they are,” he said, as his eyes went a little wide. “Say, you don’t suppose there’s some connection there, do you?”

Randy is the most brilliant designer I know. But, alas, he’s a little slow when it comes to logic of a human nature.
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HARV and I were soon back at Ona’s compound, staring up from the ground at the Pfauhan’s floating security command center.

“It would appear that the Pfauhans are not presently available,” HARV said, his holographic eyes pointing skyward. “Do you want to port up to the floating floor?”

“I’d prefer a more stealthy approach,” I said. “Can we use a hover?”

HARV shook his head. “They’d hear the noise of the thrusters if they were actually in the room. And the sensors would register a vehicle that size.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

HARV pointed toward a rack of equipment that was attached to the outside of the ground based building beside us.

“You could use the anti-grav discs. They’re silent and small enough to be missed by the usual sensors.”

I pulled a pair of milky white discs out of the rack and held them uncomfortably in my hands.

“I don’t think so. I’m not really an anti-grav kind of guy.”

“Oh please, boss, control your techno-acrophobic nature. The center is straight up, no more than twenty-five meters. You’ll be able to look through the window and, if you want, enter through the hatch.”

“I’m going on record now,” I sighed, “I’m going to regret this.”

“Duly noted,” HARV replied. “We can still teleport.”

I looked up. “I guess it's not that high.”

“Good,” HARV said. “Now turn the disc over so that I can see the interface.”

I did as I was told. The disc’s interface was a small optic port located in the center of the underside. I held the disc steady while HARV shot a beam of red light from my eye lens into the interface.

“I’ve reprogrammed the discs to obey your mental directions,” he said. “You’re good to go.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” I said, looking up.

“True. And I can say it in over three hundred languages. Would you like to hear it in Gladian?”

“No one likes a show-off, HARV.”

I set the discs on the ground and gently placed my feet on them. The discs hummed to life at my touch and I felt them electro-magnetically attach themselves to my shoes. Then they lifted me, ever-so-slightly off the ground. I stumbled for a nano before getting my balance.

“Just focus your thoughts,” HARV said. “The discs will follow your directions.”

I steadied myself and looked up at the floating room overhead. Then I felt myself slowly begin to rise. The ascent was smooth, just the way I like it. HARV’s hologram floated beside me as I rose.

“I told you it was easy,” HARV said.

“True, but you say that about everything.”

“That’s because everything is easy for me.”

“Everything but humilty.”

A few nanos later, I had my nose against the glass of the command center window. The room was dark, lit only by the glow of the many security-feed monitors. The Pfauhans were nowhere to be seen.

“I don’t like this,” I said.

“It’s a big compound, boss,” HARV replied. “They could be anywhere, doing their normal business. Their absence from the command center hardly implies anything nefarious.”

“HARV, everything about these guys implies nefarious. The fact that they’re not currently in their own command center is the most nefarious implication of all.”

“Can’t argue with logic like that,” HARV said with a shrug. “But you realize, of course, that even accepting the fact that the Pfauhans are responsible for the smart-dart, that wasn’t what killed Foraa. As you know, she’s…”

“Nigh invulnerable,” I said. “The dart wouldn’t have pierced her skin. The point is that they tried to killer her and, for all they know, they succeeded. I want to know why.”

I put my hands on the window and peered through the glass again, staring at the flashing images on the security monitors. As before the images were an odd mix: The southern perimeter, the hover-port, a large room full of sweaters. The kitchen, the media center, an even larger room full of handbags and accessories.

“Every third image is clothing related,” I said. “Why is that?”

“Boss?”

“Is Ona so caught up in her wardrobe that she requested special security for it?”

“Boss?”

“I mean, I wouldn’t put it past her but it seems odd. Even by her standards.”

“Boss, I think you’re missing the big picture here.”

And it was only then that I detected the concern in HARV’s voice.

“What?”

I pulled my face slowly away from the window, just enough to allow me to look at the window, rather than through it, and I saw a reflection in the glass of a golfball-sized spherical bot, gently hovering behind me.

“See what I mean?” HARV said.

Of course it wasn’t the reflection of that one bot that frightened me. The real fright came when I pulled my gaze back further and saw reflections of the one hundred other bots behind it, all hovering no more than four meters behind me, silent, yet ominous.

“I knew this was a bad idea.”
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I did my best to remain absolutely motionless (which is no easy feat when you’re standing on hover-discs twenty-five meters in the air), my eyes never wavering from the reflection of the bots behind me. 

“My guess is that we’re not going to be able to talk our way out of this.”

“Agreed,” HARV said. “Unless of course you speak spherical bot.”

HARV’s hologram was beside me, also motionless and facing the glass. I could feel the gentle breeze of the compound’s air conditioners and hear the steady hum of the force bubble overhead. Other than that, the scene was silent and still.

“Contact Ona’s computer. Maybe it can help us out.”

“Good idea. Until then, I would advise against any sudden movements.”

Just then I saw a small red light on the lead bot flash. I remembered the last time I saw that happen.

“That’s no longer an option.”

“What?”

The light flashed again. HARV noticed it this time.

“Uh oh.”

It flashed a third time and all one hundred bots fired silent, thin blue lasers at me, creating a spiderweb cascade of pale blue death.

Thankfully, I was already on the move. I put my anti-grav discs into freefall and was three meters below the command center when the bots fired. Their lasers blew out the window and I had to duck the shower of glass as I fell. I popped my gun into hand and fired as I barrel-rolled and leveled off in the air. The concussive blast blew apart eight or nine of the bots before the others scattered and re-aligned themselves into combat positions.

“I’m going to need you to take control of the discs, HARV.”

“Fine,” he said. “What’s the plan?”

“I have no idea. Just keep me ahead of the enemy fire and I’ll wing it.”

“I see. You mean the same way we do the tax returns.”

HARV’s hologram disappeared and I felt the discs surge forward and bank hard to the left as he took control.

“Keep your knees bent and your head down,” he said. “This is not going to be comfortable.”

We flew hard toward the maintenance buildings that encircled Ona’s ziggurat and snaked in and around the air filtration tubes, avoiding the lasers of the pursuing bots at every turn. 

“What did Ona's computer say?”

“That the spheres are independent thinking organisms and therefore, it has no control over them. It is presently trying to contact Ms. Thompson and locate the Pfhauns.”

A few of the bots broke off from the main pack and tried to cut us off at various junctures but I managed to blast them to smithereens before the traps were sprung. Still after about three minutes of the high-flying chase I was breathless and more than a little airsick.

“How many of these bots did the Pfhauns say they had in the compound?”

“Thirteen hundred, but don’t think about it,” HARV said. “By the way, you have a call coming in from Randy. “Shall I take a message?”

One of the spheres ambushed me from the side and nearly took my head off with its laser.

“Sort of goes without saying, HARV.”

We swung upward as the spheres fired again and HARV was forced to slide the discs up and apart in order to avoid the blast. I ended up doing a split in the air with the laser blasts passing far too close to my crotch for comfort.

“Easy on the acrobatics,” I said. “I’m not a contortionist.”

“No, you’re more of a contusionist.”

“Good one. Can I use that?”

“Sure. If you survive.”

We banked wildly again and found ourselves headed directly toward the base of the force bubble.

“Whoa!”

HARV pulled the discs up sharply and we followed the curved edge of the bubble before banking away back toward the nearest building, which was the still-under-repair hoverjet hangar. I noticed however that one of the pursuing spheres didn’t quite make the sharp turn. It skidded and smashed into the force-bubble, bouncing off the translucent purple surface like sunlight off a mirror. It fell to the ground and short circuited with a silent burst of electronic shrapnel, no brighter than a camera flash.

“Okay,” I said, turning my attention back to the chase, “I now officially have a plan.”

“I hope it’s a short one,” HARV said as he swung me quickly up and over a charging pack of the spheres.

“Contact Ona’s computer. We’re going to need it to open a window in the force-bubble for us.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know yet. And slow down a little.”

“What?”

I turned around and fired another couple blasts at the pursuing spheres, blowing three of them to smithereens (which only left about eighty-five still in hot pursuit). “I don’t want to outrun these things just yet.”

“Oh, I get it,” HARV said. “Good thinking.”

A thin laser blast hit my back as one of the spheres opened fire. My armor protected me from injury, but it still felt like someone had jabbed me with a needle.

“And keep me away from those lasers.”

“Easier said than done, boss. They kind of move at the speed of light, you know.”

HARV banked me hard into a small walkway between two buildings. We spun so fast I thought the discs were going to fly off my feet and that my stomach would drop down to my ankles. Thankfully neither happened and we found ourselves on a headlong run toward the force-bubble wall.

“The computer knows the plan right?”

“I explained it in detail,” HARV said.

“Do you trust it?”

“You don’t have much choice at the nano.” HARV said, as another round of thin lasers erupted around me.

“Okay then, let’s go. Just make sure they’re close.”

I put my head down and dropped into a skier’s tuck position as we sped toward the force-wall. Lasers cut the air around me like little blue scalpels. I got hit a few times in the back. One singed my right ear and one shot I took in the leg nearly collapsed my knee and crashed us.

The spheres were faster than us on the straightaway so HARV didn’t need to ease up on the speed in order to get them close. On the contrary, he had to push the discs to their max just to stay ahead of them and I began to worry that maybe the straightaway was too long.

“Get ready with the window.”

We were close to the wall now, but I could feel the spheres gaining on us. The rush of air tingled my neck and their shadows below me were precariously close to my own.

But the wall of the force-bubble was closer.

“Now,” I yelled. “Duck and back, HARV.”

The purple bubble morphed open a window and I flew through I then spun away quickly to the left and stopped short. The spheres followed me through the window (although some hit the bubble wall and exploded), but they hadn’t seen me stop and turn so they shot past me. I lashed out and grabbed the last one through in my hand as it passed. It buzzed in my fist like an angry hornet and I felt it grow hot so I quickly stuck it inside the pocket of my trenchcoat and activated the containment unit that’s built into the pocket lining (a little something that Randy designed for me). An electromagnetic stasis field formed around the sphere, trapping it tightly and protecting me from any of its weapons. The coat’s fabric expanded to fit the stasis field and for a nano, I thought the seams would split but, thankfully, they held firm.

It took the rest of the spheres only a nano to relocate me but by then I was already on the move.

“Back now and close the window!”

HARV spun me around on the discs and flew me quickly back through the closing window. The spheres detected me and, realizing they’d been tricked, dove at me, en masse. But they were too late. I slipped back through the force-field window just as it closed and the dive-bombing spheres crashed into it like drops of angry rain, short-circuiting and exploding upon impact like a string of firecrackers.

“Nice work, boss,” HARV said as his hologram appeared beside me. “And by the way, is that an electromagnetic stasis field in your pocket, or are…?”

“Don't say it, HARV!”

“DOS, I never get to spout any of the fun lines.”

I shook my head. “HARV, you're really starting to scare me.” 


39

HARV guided the anti-grav discs back to the ground and we gently examined the bot in my pocket.

“We should make this fast,” I said. “There are another twelve hundred of these things still around.”

“True, but most of them are stationed inside the ziggurat. I estimate that only one hundred or so are left out here.”

“That’s about a hundred too many,” I said as I detached the containment unit from the coat. 

I held the stasis field up to the light and watched the bot inside as it skittered about like an angry goldfish in a bowl. It fired its laser at the field wall a few times before registering the futility of the action and then simply began bumping the field itself.

“What’s it doing?”

“I think it’s trying to lift the entire field?” HARV answered.

“Can it do that?”

HARV shrugged. “It depends upon the density of the field and the power of the bot.”

“What about firing its weapons.”

“It appears as though the stasis field is strong enough to withstand it.”

“Can it call for help?”

“The field is a no-transmission zone. Communications through traditional means are impossible.”

“So if it wants its programmer…”

“It will have to physically go to it.”

I smiled. “Perfect.”

I put the field down on the ground and stepped back as the tiny sphere inside tried to lift it into the air. The field shuddered a few times, got a few centimeters off the ground and then fell back onto the pavement.

“Can you reduce the field density?” I asked, “Maybe make it easier for it to get off the ground?”

“I can but that might make it possible for the sphere’s weapons to pierce the field or worse, for it to signal others.”

I turned my gaze back to the bot in the stasis field as it flopped on the ground like a sickly fish out of water.

“Let’s risk it. We’re sure not getting anywhere like this.”

The mass of the stasis field decreased, shrinking from about the size of a cantaloupe to that of a grapefruit, as it did so, the bot was slowly able to raise it into the air, unsteady at first, but with increasing strength as the field shrank. In a few nanos it was hovering at my eye level and I felt like I was in a staring contest.

“What’s it doing?” I asked.

“It thinks you’re up to something,” HARV replied.

“It can think?”

“Not in the traditional sense. It has preprogrammed responses for certain situations but this is most likely an uncommon scenario for it.”

“Fine,” I said. “Popping my gun back into hand. Let’s give it a scenario it understands.”

“What are you doing?”

I stuck the business end of my gun against the outside of the stasis field and made sure that the bot’s sensors saw my grimace.

“Giving it the simplest scenario of all. Fight or flight, baby.”

The bot hovered in front of my gun barrel for the briefest of nanos and then retreated, flying away at a slow but steady pace (the best that it could manage from within the stasis field).

“It appears to have chosen flight,” HARV said. “Shall we pursue?”

I smiled. “Tally ho.”

We chased the bot (I, floating briskly along on the anti-grav discs, HARV’s hologram beside me) across a good portion of the compound over the next couple of minutes. Every so often the bot would stop its flight and hover in front of us, as if making sure we were still in pursuit. During these times I’d fire a couple rounds at it (being careful to come close but not actually hit it) and that seemed to keep it running scared. We were still at it a few minutes later when Ona pulled alongside us in her personal hovercraft.

“Zach, I heard you were in some kind of trouble. Is everything all right?”

“It’s fine,” I said.

“You didn’t destroy anything this time, did you?”

“No, I did not! Well, actually…Yes, I did. Two hundred or so of those little security spheres.”

“Gates,” she said. “I hate those things.”

“Join the club.” I said, firing again at the fleeing bot. “Right now, we’re hoping that the one ahead of us will lead us to your security experts.”

The bot came to what at first appeared to be a small hill. It was subtly shaped and covered with thick, green lawn and spotted with patches of purple and yellow flowers. It hovered beside one group of flowers for a nano and then disappeared through the morass of colored petals.

“And I think we just found the nesting place.”

“What do you want with the Pfauhans?”

I landed my discs at the base of the hill. Ona did the same with her hover and we examined the hill together.

“Well, I’m pretty sure that they’re the ones who programmed those bots to attack me a few minutes ago. And we’re also fairly certain that they tried to kill Foraa.”

“What?”

“Poison dart on her collar, tiny bots with attitude. Long story but trust me it points toward the Pfauhans.”

“They killed Foraa?”

“I doubt it. But they tried.”

Ona’s eyes narrowed into a steely scowl. “Why those identical twin bastards.”

As we approached the hill, half a dozen of the tiny spherical bots appeared from within several of the flowerbeds and hovered before us, menacingly.

“Uh-oh.”

“Why would the Pfauhans try to kill Foraa?”

I froze and kept my eyes on the hovering bots as they surrounded us. “I’m hoping that they’ll tell us that when we find them.”

Foraa took a step toward the hill and two of the bots moved at her. I put a hand on her arm to stop her but she shrugged it off. 

“They’ll tell us all right,” she said.

“What makes you say that?”

Ona’s hand shot out like a quicksilver jack-in-the-box and she plucked one of the hovering bots out of the air, then crushed it as though it were made of paper.

“Because if they don’t, I’m going to turn their annoying little bots into anal probes.”

“Anal probes?” HARV whispered softly.

I smiled as the five remaining bots quickly retreated back into the hill.

“Works for me.”

“Computer,” Ona shouted, “where’s the entrance to this hill.”

“There’s an access door beneath the holographic flower bed three meters to your right,” the computer replied. “I’ll need approximately five seconds to remotely access the lock.”

“Don’t bother,” Ona said as she angrily prodded the flower bed with her shoe and then grinned when she heard the clang of metal beneath her foot. “I’ll use my own key.”

She stomped her stiletto heel onto the door and I heard the metal creak as it buckled. The hologram flowers short circuited under her attack and blinked out, revealing, as suspected, a large steel door in the ground, looking like the entrance to an old (yet heavily fortified) storm cellar. Ona reached down and grabbed the damaged door with her finely manicured hand, tearing a hold into the surface with her fingertips then ripping it from it hinges as though it were a bow on a Gucci-wrapped package. The steel buckled and tore away with an anguished metallic squeal, revealing a stairwell underneath. 

Ona gave her nails a quick once over for breaks or chips then headed into the stairwell. She was seriously angry now and I had a hard time keeping up with her as she stomped downward. 

“Ona, perhaps you should stay topside and let me handle this,” I offered. But she ignored me totally.

“After all I’ve done for those two, this is how they repay me? By killing my sister?” 

“Like I said, they didn’t actually kill her. They only tried.”

“Granted, but it’s still bad form.”

“Agreed.”

“Boss,” HARV whispered in my ear, “there’s another call coming in from Dr. Pool.”

“Now’s really not the best time.”

“Pardon me?” Ona asked.

“Nothing, Ona. I just have a call coming in.”

“Oh, by all means, take the call,” Ona said waving me away. “I’ll save you some of the Pfauhan’s vertebrae for your trophy shelf.”

“You’re not killing anyone, Ona,” I said. “HARV, tell Randy I’ll call him back as soon as I can.”

“He says it’s urgent.”

“My client is about to murder two suspects, HARV. I think that outscores anything Randy has to say on the urgent meter.”

The stairway ended at another large metal door with a small touch-screen rather than a handle or a knob. Ona stared at it for a long nano and then pushed gently against it with the palms of her hands, testing its resistance.

“That’s a DNA encoded lock,” I said, motioning toward the touch-screen. It’s probably programmed to only give the Pfauhans access.”

“I am the mistress of this compound, Zach,” Ona replied, rolling up the sleeve of her blouse. “Everything here either obeys my commands, or suffers the consequences.”

She placed her hand gently on the touch-screen and let the sensors map her DNA and cross-reference the genome with their files. 

“Zach, are you there?” Randy’s voice came over the small speaker in my wrist interface.

“Randy?”

“I convinced HARV to put me through. Look, I know you’re in the middle of something now.”

“Yeah, you could say that. So I can’t really talk right now.”

“I found the poison, Zach.”

“You what?”

The DNA lock answered Ona’s request for access with a series of red OLED letters flashing more brightly than a grand opening sign outside a brothel.

DENIED.

Needless to say, Ona was none-to-pleased with the response and angrily pulled her hand away from the touch-screen.

“All right,” she said, curling her fingers into a fist, “Plan B.”

“Randy, tell me quickly, about the poison.” I said.

“The answer was there all the time,” he said. “It was…”

But I didn’t hear the rest because at that nano Ona hit the door with a thundering overhand punch that sent a shockwave through the stairwell like a grenade. The mere echo of her fist on the metal, nearly shattered my eardrums and the concussive force as the door itself blew off its hinges knocked me to my knees. My head was still spinning but I somehow managed to stumble through the doorway behind Ona as she entered.

And that’s when things got really weird.

The doorway opened into a large circular room, shadowy at the edges but dramatically lit in the center with colored lights and spotlights. Dance music throbbed in the background and a throng of computer monitors crowded around the stage.

That’s right, I said stage. It was long, thin and covered with a red carpet and, as mentioned, computer monitors were packed in around its raised platform, like groupies in a mosh pit. Each monitor sported a computer generated face, men and women of all colors and ethnicities, some murmuring, some mumbling and some screaming with joyous (or drug-induced, I couldn’t be certain) hysteria.

And walking the stage, with the strut of a genetically spliced peacock, was Drang Pfauhan…in attire that was, how shall I put this, somewhat non-conventional.

“Is that my dress?” Ona said, mouth agape.

The dress Drang wore was blue, made of some shimmery plastic element, cut low in the back and slit high in the front. I remembered seeing a picture of Ona wearing it at some function a few months before. It looked much better on her than it did on him.

“This gown was designed exclusively for Ms. Thompson by the Glama-Rama Strumpet Fashion Cartel for last year’s People’s Choice Awards,” Sturm’s voice boomed from the speakers above the music. “It was worn only once, although it was heavily saturated with Ms. Thompson’s feminine fluids during that brief brush with her greatness. The bidding for this one-of-a-kind item starts at two-hundred thousand credits.”

The crowd went crazy as Drang reached the end of the stage then spun around neatly, wiggled his hips and strutted back the curtain.

“They’re selling my dress,” Ona yelled.

“Zach are you still there?” Randy shouted over the interface. “I heard an explosion and now…are you in a nightclub?”

I was still dizzy from the explosion, deafened by the music and nearly blinded by the sight of Drang in one of Ona’s more revealing dresses, so it took nearly all my strength just to answer.

“I think I’m in hell, Randy.”

The crowd of virtual onlookers was still screaming and bidding wildly on the blue dress well after Drang had disappeared behind the curtain and Sturm had taken his place on the catwalk. His ensemble consisted of a pink jacket and skirt with some kind of electric orange top.

“Next on the list is the benignly bitchy jacket and harlot-humping skirt ensemble made famous by Ms. Thompson during this past spring’s funeral rave for the former President of New Brazil.”

“I was wondering where that outfit went.” Ona fumed. “I love that top. This is criminal.”

“Zach, you have to listen to me,” Randy shouted over the interface. “I found the poison. It was a designer toxin, specifically created to kill only the Thompson Quads. That’s why we couldn’t find it at first.”

“You mean it was in the wine?”

“We were checking the wine’s contents against the database of known toxins but this was an all new toxin, so it didn’t register. That’s why the wine tested clean.”

“I knew it,” I said. “I knew it was the wine.”

“But Zach, there’s something you need to know.”

“What?”

A series of explosions rocked the room just then as the space’s three remaining metal access doors blew apart. The walls shook from the shockwave and the spotlight stanchions fell to the stage in a cascade of sparks and smoke, narrowly missing Sturm and Drang. I looked up in time to see dozens of heavily armored police pour through each of the doors, weapons drawn, spotlights cutting the darkness and voices yelling to be heard above the music (until someone killed the power to the sound system and cut the song short). 

“Police! Nobody move! Down on the floor! Hands above your head! Don’t make me eviscerate you!”

I felt more police enter from the door behind us and for a nano, I feared that I would drown in the maelstrom of testosterone-enhanced law enforcement. Then I looked up again and saw Tony striding quickly toward Ona and me.

“Captain, thank Gates you’re here,” Ona said, turning to meet Tony with a smile, gracious and beautiful. “These men tried to kill my sister. They tried to kill Zach as well and they’ve been wearing my clothes.”

Tony remained stone-faced as he approached and I knew then that something was very, very wrong. 

“Zach, can you hear me?” Randy called from the interface, trying hard to be heard above the din. “There’s something you need to know about the poison.”

Tony reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a computer pad, which flashed an ominous looking document.

“Ona Thompson, you are under arrest for the murder of your sister, Foraa.”

“What?” Ona cried, her eyes wide with shock.

Tony didn’t hesitate. He nodded to one of his men who slapped electro-magnetic cuffs on her wrists.

“It was Ona,” Randy yelled, and his voice from the small speaker on my wrist echoed eerily throughout the suddenly silent room. “The poison came from Ona.”
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I spent the evening back at my house, doing a post-mortem on the day. The police had taken Ona into custody with all the subtlety of a three-ring-circus and news of her arrest was wall to wall on all the networks (I found myself longing for the simpler days of the Bill Gibbon reports). Ona had summoned an army of lawyers and greeting card salesmen to her defense. I expected her to be arraigned at the Hall of Justice and out on bail by morning. But she was going to be charged with Foraa’s murder and that had always been the worst case scenario.

The Soons were arrested as well but not for their murder attempt on Foraa (there was no real proof of that), or for their attempt on my life (which Tony, apparently no longer considered a crime). They were instead arrested for performing illegal online auctions through the rogue network catering to fetishists, and dominant/submissives, O-Bay. They confessed shortly thereafter that they’d been stealing and selling Ona’s clothing for the past several years (referring to it as a sickness). Foraa had known about their clothing thefts and had threatened to expose them to Ona, which explained their attempt on Foraa’s life.

Their confession, by the way, was given not to the police but to an Oprah-droid before an audience of millions. By the time they were released on bail, they already had multi-figure ebook and MON (Movie of the Nano) deals for their story. All’s well that ends well, right? 

Except this one wasn’t over for me yet, not by a longshot.

“The police forensics experts were with me when the results came in,” Randy said via the vidphone. “They notified Tony just as I was calling you.”

“And I couldn’t take your call at the time, because I was running for my life,” I replied. “What I don’t understand is where the poison came from.”

“As I said, it’s a designer toxin, keyed specifically to the DNA of the Thompson Quads.”

“So the wine wouldn’t kill you or I?”

“Exactly. We could drink it for a thousand years and the poison would have no effect on us. But if any of the Quads were to drink it…well, you saw what happened.”

“And the police arrested Ona…?”

“Because the toxin was created specifically from her DNA. It could come from nowhere else.”

“Could someone have created it by simply using her DNA?”

“The amount of poison in the wine would require a lot of DNA,” he said. “It’s not something you’re going to get by stealing a stray hair.”

“But it’s possible?”

“Zach, only Ona had access to the wine. The poison was created from her DNA. There’s a sum of evidence here.”

“But it’s possible that someone else could have engineered the poison by using Ona’s DNA, correct?”

“Yes, it’s possible,” Randy said reluctantly.

“Good. We should make sure her attorneys know that. HARV.”

“I’m on it, boss,” HARV said. 

“Thanks again for everything you did, Randy. I owe you.”

“You mean that metaphorically, right?” Randy asked. “I shouldn’t bill you for my time, should I? Because it would be expensive.”

“Good night, Randy.”

“Good night, Zach.”

His image blinked off the screen. I took another sip of coffee and stretched my aching neck as HARV’s hologram appeared at the table beside me. 

“If you don’t mind, boss, I’d like to do a little field work tonight.”

“On what?”

“Something Ms. Thompson said today gave me an idea that might help the coroner with the autopsy. Would you mind providing an introduction?”

“I have a feeling he needs all the help he can get,” I said. “Get him on the vid and we’ll set it up.”

Dr. Shake’s face appeared on the screen a nano later and I nearly spit my coffee when I saw him. His face was ashen, his chin was covered with stubble and his disheveled hair looked like a furry amoebae in the midst of asexual reproduction. But, as always, it was the eyes that really got me. They were the size of dinner plates (tired, bloodshot, insane dinner plates).

“Mr. Johnson, how are you tonight?”

“I’m fine, Doc. How are you?”

“Oh, you know, same old grind,” he said. “The same old, infuriatingly frustrating, purple-hued, large-breasted, nigh-invulnerable grind.”

“I take it that the autopsy isn’t really progressing well?”

“Autopsy?”

“Foraa Thompson.”

“Oh, the autopsy. No, I’ve hit a bit of a snag there,” he said. “A real pickle. Right now I’m waiting for some repairs to be completed on the Vogon laser. It shorted out this afternoon. Should be another day or so. Until then I’m doing some scans and such, taking an outside-the-box approach.”

“Well, I think I might be able to help you,” I said. “Have you met my computer, HARV?”

“Good evening, Dr. Shakes,” HARV said from over my shoulder. “I’ve heard many things about you.”

“HARV would like to help you with the autopsy, if you don’t mind.”

“Do you have a Vogon laser?”

“Not exactly,” HARV said, “but I have a few ideas that might fall under your heading of ‘outside-the-box.’”

“What do you say, Doc?”

“I shouldn’t,” he said. “This is a limited access case. It’s very restricted.”

“It was restricted only because they were trying to keep news of Foraa’s death quiet. That’s sort of a moot point now.”

“That’s true.”

“And now that they’ve arrested a suspect, getting the autopsy report is going to become an even higher priority. The police and the DA are going to need the autopsy to make their case. That pressure’s going to come down hard on you.”

“That’s true as well,” he said. “Does HAL have any prior autopsy experience?”

“It’s HARV,” I said.

“I don’t have any actual experience, sir, but I’ve done extensive research in forensic medicine and I specialize in creative problem-solving.”

Shakes turned away from the screen and rubbed his chin in thought for a few nanos. I couldn’t be sure but I thought I saw his lips moving as well.

“Is he talking to himself?” I whispered to HARV.

“It would appear so.”

“That’s always a good sign. By the way, bit of a stretch there, with that creative problem-solving bit, don’t you think?”

“Hush,” HARV replied.

Coroner turned his attention back to the screen and smiled. “When can you get here, HAL?”

“It’s HARV, sir,” HARV said. “I need only a couple nanos to finish up some things here. After that, I can download to your system in a millisecond.”

“Great. Honestly, it will be nice to have another set of eyes with which to study this conundrum,” he said. “It’s like we say in the field, if point A leads to point B, just because you can see point B doesn’t necessarily mean that you can see A.”

HARV and I were still scratching our heads at that one when Coroner blinked off from the interface.

“That was odd.”

“Yeah, apparently a lot of weird things are said in the field.”

“What field is that exactly?”

“I really don’t know,” I said. “Why don’t you ask him when you’re there. You sure you want to do this?”

“As I said, I have a couple of ideas that might assist him with the autopsy.”

“I’ll be able to get you if I need you right?”

“Oh yes,” HARV said. “Our interface is still attached to your brain.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“I could even feed my experiences with the coroner back to you as they happen. It would be like watching something live on the net.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “Fill me in on the highlights.”

“Will do. I just need to finish up a couple of tasks here then I’ll download to the Coroner’s office.”

“As long as your tasking, MARV, would you mind calling me a cab?”

We turned and saw Mom in the kitchen doorway. Her suitcase was by her feet and her coat was slung over her arm.

“Certainly, Ms. Johnson,” HARV said. “It should be here in approximately three minutes. I’ll notify you when it arrives.” And his hologram disappeared (but not before I heard the words “great Gates almighty, can’t anyone get my name right?”).

“You’re leaving?” I asked.

“I have to move on,” Mom said. “More business to attend to.”

“You’re never going to tell me what this business is, are you?”

“In due time, dear.”

“I’m sorry that we didn’t get much time together,” I said with an awkward shrug. “This case is just crazy. You should give me notice next time.”

“Next time,” Mom smiled. “Say goodbye to Electra for me. She’s a fine girl, you know. Don’t take her for granted.”

“Why would I take her for granted?”

“Well you’re not married.”

“I know that.”

“Then you’re taking her for granted.”

“I am not…did she say something to you?”

“I’m just saying, dear…”

“She thinks I take her for granted? Really? After everything we’ve been through?”

Mom gently took hold of my ears, bent me forward and kissed me on the forehead.

“You’re still my boy, aren’t you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing,” she smiled.

She turned and grabbed her suitcase.

“Mom?”

“What is it, dear.”

“I’ll call you when this is over,” I said. “Maybe I’ll even come to Rochester for a visit.”

“New New York is lovely this time of year.”

“I can’t promise anything.”

“I know.”

“But I’ll try.”

“Okay.”

“Mom?”

“Yes?’

“Did I ever tell you about this guy I met last year? The famous scientist who cloned his mother?”

“Why did he want two mothers?”

“He didn’t. His original mother was dead.”

“Oh my, he didn’t kill her, did he?”

“No, she died of old age. But the two of them didn’t get along well.”

“Then how can you be certain that he didn’t kill her?”

“Do you want to hear the story or not?”

“Well, it’s not much of a story so far.”

“Forget it.”

“No, really, go on,” she said. “He didn’t kill her. He just cloned her. What happened then?”

“He lived with her in a nice house and tried to make her happy, I guess.”

“That sounds nice.”

“The problem is that she was a clone. Cloned bodies don’t last long and this one was very old to begin with so she died again. Less than a year later.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.”

“Funny thing is that when I saw the guy after that, he seemed okay with it. He actually seemed happy.”

“Oh,” Mom said. “You don’t think he killed her again, do you?

“Will you forget about him killing her? She was a clone and she died.”

“But he was happy to have spent some time with her?” Mom said.

“Yes, I think he was.”

“Well, he sounds like a very nice young man. A little insane, perhaps, but otherwise, very nice.”

“Yeah, well, I thought it was an interesting story, that’s all.”

“It is, Zach. It’s a good story.”

HARV’s hologram appeared by the door.

“Ms. Johnson, your cab is here.”

Mom smiled and picked up her coat. Then she turned and put a hand gently on my face.

“I’ll see you soon, Buttlebug.”

I rolled my eyes. “Mom!”

“Oh, hush,” she said. “I’m your mother and I’ll call you anything I want. If you have a problem with that you can fix it when you clone me.”

She smiled and I did as well. Then she kissed me again. I carried her bag out to the cab and watched her wave as it took to the air and disappeared into the skyway. HARV appeared beside me and we watched the night sky together for a few nanos.

“You haven’t been sleeping well, boss.”

“How did you know that?”

“I share a room with your subconscious. Kind of hard for me to miss something like that. It has me a little worried. The human mind needs to sleep.”

“I know. I’m not dreaming either.”

“Yes, you are.”

“No, I’m not, HARV.”

“I’ve run scans during your brief periods of sleep. There’s brain activity. You’re clearly dreaming. You’re not remembering the dreams, that’s all.”

“Yeah, well, it’s probably this DOSing interface in my head that’s screwing me up.”

HARV shook his head. “I’ve run over a million diagnostics in the past week. The interface is functioning fine. I think the problem is organic in nature.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Frankly, I think you need to work a few things out with your mother.”

“Don’t psychoanalyze me, HARV.”

“I’m merely stating the obvious.”

“I appreciate your input, Dr. Freud, but I thought you were going to the Coroner’s office.”

“I’m downloading right now. Call if you need me. Otherwise, you’ll see me in the morning.”

His hologram disappeared and for the first time in quite a while, I was alone. My client had been arrested, my investigation had reached a dead end, and I was afraid to go to sleep. So I didn’t.

I spent the next few hours awake in bed staring at the overhead computer screen, studying the symbols that Foraa had drawn in the wine. 
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Nothing about it seemed to make sense and I was starting to lose my patience with the whole mystery. So I was grateful, on a number of levels, when I heard Electra come through the front door and walk softly to the bedroom.

“You awake, chico?” she whispered, gently poking her head around the door jamb.

“I’m conscious,” I said. “That’s about the most I can say. How was the clinic tonight?”

“Hectic and frustrating,” she said, slipping into the bathroom. “But we made it through. I heard the news about Ona. I take it that’s bad for you?”

“Yeah, it’s never good for business when your client gets arrested. Oh, and Mom left tonight.”

“Really, when?”

“A couple hours ago. She said to say goodbye to you.”

“She’s a nice lady.”

“And by nice, of course, you mean neurotic, overbearing and totally co-dependent, right?”

Electra stuck her head out of the bathroom door, a sonic toothbrush vibrating in her mouth. “I actually meant nice,” she said. “But feel free to define her however you feel most comfortable.” She popped back into the bathroom. “Did she say where she was going?”

“No. And that actually worries me more than Ona being arrested. My Mom never goes anywhere. Now all of a sudden she’s become a jet-setter.”

“How do you know she never goes anywhere? Maybe she just never tells you.”

“I can tell when she travels by the huge atmospheric shift created from the displaced neuroses.” 

Electra emerged from the bathroom in her nightshirt and climbed into bed beside me. “She’s a grown woman, Zach. She can take care of herself.”

She kissed me gently on the lips then flipped over onto her back and stared up at the overhead screen with me. “What are we watching?”

“Foraa’s dying clue. She drew these symbols in the wine puddle just before she died. Maybe as some sort of veiled reference to her killer’s identity.”

“Why didn’t she just write down the killer’s name?”

“Because that would have been too easy.”

“So she spent her last nanos of life devising some arcane symbolic code?”

“It looks that way.”

“That’s stupid.”

“Well, apparently, lots of murder victims do it.”

“Says who?”

“HARV. He’s become a detective.”

“Oh, good,” she said. “Things were becoming a little boring around here.” She snuggled up to me and we gazed up at the symbols like lovers staring up at the stars. “Well, I think I see an infinity symbol.”

“Oh. I thought it was a lazy eight.”

“And that one’s Japanese?”

“Chinese, actually. The pictograph for the sun.”

“Gee, who’d have thought a dying clue could be so educational. Any idea what it means?”

“None whatsoever. HARV says it’s some kind of algebraic equation that uses symbols instead of the traditional variables.”

“If it’s an equation then why can’t he figure it out? He’s a computer, isn’t he?”

“Apparently, the equation makes no sense.”

“A likely story.”

“Yeah, well, he’s the only super-computer I have so I sort of have to trust him,” I said. “Feel free to turn it off. I just put it up because I couldn’t sleep.”

“No, this is kind of fun.”

“Yeah, maybe for the first few hours. Then it’s a bit of a drag. I don’t even know what I’m looking for.”

“It’s fool’s gold,” she said.

“Probably, but like I said, I don’t have much else to go on.”

“No,” she said, pointing at the screen, “in the equation. FeS2, Iron Sulfide. That’s fool’s gold.”

I stared at the screen and, sure enough, there in one part, about a quarter of the way through was a symbol that looked like a stylized “Fe.” A little further along, about a quarter of the way from the end was an odd shaped symbol that, when looked at the right way, appeared to be “S2.”

“Fool’s gold? Are you sure?”

“I know my chemistry, chico,” she said. “I just don’t know why they’d be separated like that. We should put them together.”

And all of a sudden, the picture seemed to come into focus for me.

“MAD Magazine.”

“What?”

“It’s a fold-in. The inside back cover of every MAD Magazine, back when they printed magazines on paper, had this riddle. It was a picture that you folded, point-A to point-B, and when you did, you got a new picture. That’s why the equation makes no sense. Because everything in the middle is subterfuge. It’s fool’s gold. I ran my fingers over the touchpad on the bedside table and slid the middle portion of the equation off the screen. Then I brought the two remaining portions together. They seemed to fit perfectly.
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“So what does it mean?” Electra asked.

“I have no idea,” I said. “But I bet HARV will.” I sat up and grabbed my pants from the floor. “I’m going to take a look at this in the study.”

I quickly pulled on a shirt then leaned back onto the bed and kissed Electra long and hard.

“I’ve told you this before, although never quite in this context,” I said with a smile. “But you, Dr. Gevada, are very good in bed.”
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Ten minutes later I was in the study and HARV had solved the equation (It took him only a millisecond to actually do the solving. I had spent the rest of the time explaining to him what MAD Magazine was). And unfortunately, the solution to the equation wasn’t exactly the break in the case that I was hoping for.

“V.”

“V?”

“V.”

“That’s the answer?”

“Yes,” HARV replied. “Once we apply the fold-in principle, it’s actually very simple.”

“V?”

“The equation itself is the most basic two-variable algebraic equation possible, albeit with non-traditional variables. The portion that is obfuscated by the fold is a variation of the Bekenstein-Hawking Formula for the entropy of a black hole. All in all an interesting choice for a dying clue.”

“So what does V mean?”

“Victory?” HARV said with a shrug. “Vigilance, violation. Perhaps she was pointing out that she was the victim.”

“You’re not helping, HARV.”

“Well, I’m new at this detective thing,” he said. “Let me ruminate on the matter for a few nanos.”

I had one of the office screens muted and tuned to the sports networks, hoping to catch some late-night highlights. Totally frustrated now, I sat back in my chair and watched the screen.

“Maybe she got something wrong,” I said. “She was dying, after all. Maybe she lost a decimal point somewhere and it’s supposed to be something else.”

“There are no decimal points in the equation.”

“Well, she must have done something wrong. Why else would her last message be the letter V?”

“Perhaps murders in real life aren’t as cleanly defined as they are in novels.”

“Gee, you think?”

“Well, don’t yell at me, I’m not the one who wrote the equation.”

“No you’re just the one who hailed it as the great dying clue. Gates, why do I even listen to your stupid ideas?”

“Because you have no better ideas of your own.”

I shook my head, sat back and stared angrily at the news on the computer screen.

“V.”

“Well, at least we solved it.”

“Yeah, for all the good it will do us. Any luck with Shakes on the autopsy.”

HARV’s hologram sat on the couch beside me and pretended to watch the sports highlights.”

“We’re making some progress.”

“What was your idea anyway?”

“Anal probes,” he said.

“Anal probes?”

“It occurred to me that since we’re unable to pierce Ms. Thompson’s skin, then perhaps we should use her body’s…pre-existing openings to inspect her internally.”

“So you…um…”

“Yes, anal probes,” he said. “Computer guided nano probes. We’re sending them through the colon. Once we reach the stomach we’ll be able to check for traces of the poison.”

“Great.”

“We also sent probes through the nose and throat.”

“And it’s working okay.”

“Her throat muscles were closed and very powerful so we had to use experimental nano-probes that are microscopic in size. Same thing with her sphincter. It was rather nigh-invulnerable as well.”

“Okay, more information than I need.”

“In any event, the probes are in but because of their microscopic size, they have a comparatively long way to travel before reaching the stomach. And it’s slow going navigating the twists and turns of the body, especially the small intestine, it’s like a mountain road in New France.”

“Okay, HARV.”

“We should have some results soon.”

I flipped through a few of the non-sports networks and unsurprisingly found footage of Ona on several of them. News of her arrest was still the top story.

“DOS, don’t they have any other news to report? That footage is like four hours old now.

“No, boss,” HARV said. “That’s live.”

“What?”

I leaned forward, looked more closely at the screen and unmuted the sound. Sure enough, this footage was of Ona and her legal posse leaving the Hall of Justice. She was trotting gracefully down the steps. Even surrounded by the unruly throng of pressbots, attorneys and bodyguards, she looked stunning, poised and in total control.

“…is free tonight after posting a non-disclosed, record-setting amount in bail. Civic sources say that the amount of bond is so great that, if forfeited, it will virtually erase the city’s budget deficit for this year.”

Ona was in full celebrity mode now. She acted like an intelligent, powerful glamour girl without a care in the world and DOS if it wasn’t convincing. Even though I knew it was a front, a public face that she could turn on at a nanos notice, I almost believed that she was in total control of the situation. She made it seem that somehow, as crazy as everything appeared, it was business as usual. 

“She does that in front of a jury, she’s home free,” I mumbled.

Back on the screen Ona stopped at a hastily erected podium and the pressbots dutifully gathered around her to capture the sound bites. 

“I’d like to thank you all for coming out here tonight to support me.” Her voice carried the perfect balance of strength and vulnerability, of pain and resilience. “My innocence in this matter is absolute and I’ll be leaving my defense to my dear friends, these attorneys that you see crowded around me. I know that, with their help and with the help of their army of faceless legal minions, my innocence will be proven to any who doubt me.”

“You’re not one of the minions, are you?’” HARV asked. 

“Shhh.”

“My singular, true goal throughout this nightmarish ordeal,” Ona continued, “has always been to find my sister’s killer and to bring that person, droid, bot, extraterrestrial visitor, or ethereal spirit to justice.”

“She’s really widening the pool of suspects,” HARV quipped.

“After everything I’ve done for this world,” Ona continued, “after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth…”

“Oh no, she’s not bringing this speech out again, is she?” I said.

“..aiding under-privileged children…”

“She does seem to be very fond of it,” HARV replied.

“…funding disease research…”

“I’ve known her for two days and I’ve got this thing memorized. We’ve heard this speech, what, four times already?”

“…driving programs for environmental renewal and reinvention….”

“Five if you count the recording of it the night of the murder.”

“After devoting my vast fortune to raising the quality of life for every downtrodden person in the first through fourth worlds.”

“What?”

“It saddens me more than I can say that I am still seen as an easy target for those seeking a photogenic face to persecute.”

“I said, you’ve heard it five times if you count the time she recited it on the recording of…” HARV froze as the words stuck in his holographic throat and I saw the light of inspiration go on in his eyes. “Oh my.”

I sprang to my feet and grabbed my coat off the rack (yes, I actually have a coat rack with one trenchcoat on it in every room of the house. It’s obsessive, I know but there are times when you just need the added drama of grabbing a good trenchcoat).

“Come on,” I said. “We’re going back to Ona’s ziggurat.”

“You got it, boss,” HARV said. “But you should probably put some shoes on first.”

I looked at my feet and saw that I was still wearing my slippers.

So much for drama.
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Ona’s mansion was fairly empty when we arrived a short time later, which shouldn’t have surprised me since everyone living there had either been arrested or killed in the past few days. Still, it was eerie.

“I’m afraid that Ms. Thompson is not here at the nano,” the computer said as we strode into the entryway. “She has decided to spend the night at an undisclosed location so as to avoid the throng of pressbots outside.”

“That’s okay, computer,” I said. “We’re not here to see her.”

“What do you mean?” it asked.

“We’re here to see you,” HARV replied (with just enough tough-guy tone to be impressive).

“Me?”

“We were wondering if we could see your recording of Foraa’s murder.”

“Certainly,” it responded. “But I fail to see how another viewing will help you.”

“We want the un-edited version this time.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Ona’s toast,” I said. “Part of it is missing.”

“Perhaps Ms. Thompson simply misspoke.”

“Ona Thompson never misspeaks,” HARV said. “She could give that speech in the vacuum of space and not miss an inflection.”

“You doctored the recording?” I said. “That’s why you were so quiet when the police first arrived. You needed time to create a sanitized version. And when you were finished, you very subtly reminded me of your see-all presence when you gave me that Erte lecture.”

“You have to admit, the information on Erte was interesting.”

“Computer, did Ona kill Foraa?” I asked.

“No, she didn’t,” the computer responded.

“You’re not doing this to protect her are you?”

The silence of the computer’s response was chilling and it occurred to me that confronting the computer on its home turf might not have been the best of ideas.

“No. I’m not protecting her.”

“Who are you protecting then?”

“Surely you can figure that out now,” it said.

“Yes, I think I can. But I need to be sure. Show me the recording.”

The computer paused again, as if sighing somewhere deep in its silicone soul.

“As you wish,” it said softly.

I nodded and the lights in the room dimmed. The screen on the wall beside us came to life. We watched the murder unfold for real this time.

And the secret was revealed.
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We did the rest by the book (the book, of course, being a dime store pulp mystery novel, but it seemed appropriate considering).

“Now, you’re clear on the chain of events, right?” HARV asked.

“I’m clear.”

“Because I can prompt you if you get stuck.”

“I won’t get stuck,” I said. “I need you to help the coroner. I want those autopsy results the nano you get them.”

It had been a little more than an hour since HARV and I had seen the un-edited recording of the murder. We were now back in the dining room of Ona’s mansion, the scene of the crime.

And we weren’t alone.

Tony had been a hard sell to get here. Getting him to bring the others as well was nearly impossible. But he eventually agreed to play along with the melodrama so long as this wrapped things up as neatly as I promised. It went without saying though that my leash for this event was going to be a very short one.

So we gathered in the dining room late, late, late on a quiet moonless night: Tony, Ona, Twoa, and Threa (her two nymphs perched upon her shoulders). The Soons were there as well, as were Opie and W (all of whom were out on bail and under the watchful eye of a dozen of Tony’s officers and detectives). W, by the way, was still missing his android arms and legs. He was attached to a special wheel chair for easy movement. 

Yes, the gang was all there. They had been gathered because I had promised to reveal the identity of the killer.

“It’s hard to play this type of scene without it seeming campy,” HARV continued.

“HARV…”

“You have to start small and let it build.”

“You can go now.”

“And just remember when you get to the revelation you need to really punch it. Jaccuse’!”

“That’s it, HARV. No more mystery novels for you. Now get to the Coroner’s office.”

“Right, boss,” HARV sighed. “I’ll let you know when the results are in. Think really loudly if you need me earlier.”

“Let’s go, Zach,” Tony called impatiently from across the room. “Keep this moving.”

I turned and walked to the huge table at which they were all seated. I’m not usually one for theatrics and being the center of attention felt little awkward but I was determined to go through with this.

“So, I suppose you’re all wondering why I gathered you here tonight.”

“Gates,” said Ona, “you’re not going to use every cliché are you?”

“Only the ones that are relevant,” I replied. “And trust me, you’ll appreciate this when it’s over.”

“Get to the point, Zach,” Tony said.

“Right. I’ve gathered you all here tonight because I know who killed Foraa Thompson. And that person is in this room.”

“Ah ha,” Opie said jumping to his feet. “He said person. That proves I’m innocent!”

“Opie, one thing I’ve learned after all this is that no one here is innocent. You better sit down and let me finish.”

Opie sat down, a little embarrassed then leaned over and whispered to W. “He said person. I’m an ape. “

“And I’m a human head grafted onto a limbless android torso,” W replied. “What’s your point?”

Opie shrugged and looked down at the table.

“Okay,” I said, turning my attention back to the crowd. “What I meant to say is that the killer is in this room. We all know the circumstances of Foraa’s death and I guess everyone’s pretty much caught up on everything that’s happened since then so let’s just cut to the chase. Computer?”

“Yes, Mr. Johnson?”

“Playback please.”

The lights in the room darkened and the large wallscreen began replaying the audio and visual recording made the night of the murder. Once again, we saw Ona lead her sisters into the dining room and take their places at the sumptuously prepared table.

“I’ll say once again, how happy I am that you could all come this evening on such short notice,” Ona said, “although I’m sure your schedules can’t be nearly as full as mine.”

“Yes,” Foraa mumbled, “being a whore must be so demanding.”

“Please, Foraa, don’t be so cruel,” Twoa said. “Whore’s actually work for a living.”

“Zach,” Tony said, “we’ve already seen this recording.”

“Not like this you haven’t,” I said. “Trust me. Computer, scan ahead to point number one.”

The action on the screen lurched forward, speeding up for a nano or two as Ona led her sisters to the table. Then it slowed back to normal as they all took their places.

“W worked especially hard on the table for this evening,” Ona said. “He began four days ago. Six if you count the polishing. Sadly, he’s not as fast as he used to be, but I think you’ll agree that everything is perfect.”

“Or at least very nearly,” Foraa said.

“Computer, freeze it there,” I said.

The playback froze on the image of Foraa, standing at her place at the table, staring down at the setting.

“Zoom in on her hand,” I said.

A cursor highlighted her left hand and enlarged it to clearly show her gloved index finger gently touching the handle of a tiny fork.

“Murder attempt number one.” I said. “The handle of that small fork was coated with T and D. A deadly poison that enters the bloodstream through the skin. The culprit, W.”

I pointed dramatically toward W, who remained seated and rolled his eyes.

“Shocking,” he said.

“W had been embezzling credits from Ona’s household budget for years in order to purchase an illegal super-android body to replace his human frame which had become withered with age. But Foraa found out about his plan and threatened to expose him to Ona. So W coated one of the forks at Foraa’s place setting with poison and left it slightly askance, knowing that Foraa, like all the Quads, was a stickler for perfection. She saw the fork out of place, nudged it with her fingertip, thus infecting herself with the poison and sealing her fate. There was just one problem.”

“Her glove,” Tony said.

“Yes,” I pointed to the screen, running my hand along Foraa’s black faux leather glove. “Foraa wore gloves so the poison never made contact with her skin. W should have known that. After all, Foraa had been wearing gloves like that since she was a child. Perhaps age has affected your memory as well as your body, eh, W?”

W folded his arms across his chest and turned away.

“And to think I served him tea,” he mumbled to Opie.

“And I gave him a beer,” Opie replied. “What’s your point?”

“Zach, we already know about W’s attempt on Foraa’s life,” Tony said. “And we know he’s not the killer.”

“True,” I said. “Let’s move on. Computer, skip ahead to point B.”

The playback jumped forward again as the Quads sat and conversed in fast motion. Ona tried to say a few words as Twoa and Threa bickered about the nymphs. Then the playback slowed down and returned to normal speed.

“Oh please, sister,” Threa said to Twoa, “you couldn’t spell justice if it wasn’t monogrammed onto your spandex.”

The nymphs laughed and let loose another glitter-dust cloud.

“That’s enough, ladies,” Ona said.

One nymph flew toward Twoa and hovered in front of her chest, 

“J-U-S…Double-D, I mean, T.”

“That’s it,” Twoa said.

Twoa swatted the nymph away and the other two leapt at her.

“Slay the super bitch!”

“Freeze it there,” I said.

The recording stopped and I pointed to the far edge of the frame away from the action to where Foraa sat, quietly watching her sisters’ tussle.

“Isolate and enlarge this portion,” I said.

The computer did as requested and Foraa’s calm form soon filled the screen. I motioned toward the screen but moved past Foraa’s image and went instead to the small spherical bot that appeared to be hovering two meters behind her.

“As you can see,” I said. “Foraa’s attention at this nano focused on her sisters rather than on this tiny security bot back here, allowing the bot to do this.”

The playback resumed in slow motion and we saw a tiny flash erupt from the small bot as it fired a dart.

“This bot has just fired an assassin-type smart-dart, which is loaded with a highly concentrated amount of a deadly poison. This is murder attempt number two of the evening. The culprit, or culprits, I should say, the Pfauhans.”

I spun around and pointed an accusing finger at Sturm and Drang as they sat at the table. They seemed not to notice whatsoever. Sturm was speaking with his press agent on his vid while Drang was looking longingly at Twoa’s super hero blouse.

“Do you find that constricting in warm weather or does the material breathe?” 

“The Pfauhanss had been stealing Ona’s designer clothing and selling it to collectors through illegal auction sites for years. They’d made a fortune doing this and had come to rely on the income, especially since they had priced themselves out of the medical research market. Foraa found out about their dealings and threatened to expose them to Ona so the only way they could maintain their cash flow was by killing Foraa.”

“But they failed,” Tony said.

“That’s right, Tony. Here’s why.” 

The computer restarted the slow motion playback and we watched as the dart flew toward Foraa and struck her in the back of the neck. The computer enlarged the images at the point of impact so that we could clearly see the micro-tip needle strike the back of Foraa’s neck and first bend then break from the impact, completely failing to pierce her skin.

“The Pfauhans forgot that Foraa, like all the Quads, was impervious to most projectile-type weapons. The dart, as you see, couldn’t penetrate her skin. It fell into the collar of her jacket where it disintegrated as designed in seconds. For those scoring at home, that’s two murder attempts and two failures.”

“That’s all very nice, Zach,” Ona said, “but we know this already. I thought you were going to reveal the identity of Foraa’s killer.”

“I will, Ona,” I said. “I just want to point out here that two of the people in your employ made attempts on Foraa’s life that night. Murder attempts that were necessary in order to protect illegal activity that had been going on under your…um force field.”

“Your point being?”

“My point is that you have so isolated yourself from the reality of the outside world that your judgment has become clouded. You need to be more careful with the people you employ.”

“Clearly,” she said, giving me a glare.

“Okay, Zach,” Tony said, “let’s skip ahead to the real killer now.”

“Fine. Computer, take us to point C.”

The recording jumped forward again. This time by only a few seconds. The spat between Twoa, Threa and the nymphs had ended and Ona had restored order. We watched now as Ona popped the cork on the wine bottle and set it down in front of her.

“Now, while we let the wine breathe for a few nanos, as I was saying, after everything I’ve done for this world, after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth; aiding under-privileged children, funding disease research. After devoting my vast fortune to raising the quality of life for every downtrodden person in the first through fourth worlds, I just want to say that it is you, my family that is still foremost in my heart.”

The playback stopped and I turned to the audience, most of whom looked at me questioningly.

“And that, for all intents and purposes, is when the murder took place,” I said.

“I don’t get it, Zach,” Tony said. “Nothing happened. No one moved.”

“Something happened, all right, Tony. We just didn’t see it,” I said. “Ona, what’s wrong with what we just saw?”

Ona had sat forward as soon as the recording had stopped, wanting to speak but she had followed my lead and restrained herself, waiting until my prompt.

“That wasn’t my complete speech,” she said.

“What?” Tony asked.

“That was my ‘great humanitarian’ speech,” she said. “I give it a lot but it’s missing the portion that talks about my driving programs for environmental renewal and reinvention. That part isn’t there.”

I could tell by the gleam of her eyes that Ona was starting to figure things out. She was clearly replaying events in her mind, trying to see where this was all leading. When the look of shock and disbelief came to her eyes I could tell that she’d found the answer. 

“You mean the recording has been tampered with?” Tony asked, glaring at me.

“There was some kind of…technical glitch when Ms. Thompson’s computer first downloaded the material to us,” I said. “It accidentally skipped over a small portion of the playback. The glitch wasn’t discovered and rectified until tonight.

“Pretty odd coincidence that this glitch happened at such a vital point in the playback,” Tony replied.

“True. But, as I recall, the experts in your department studied the recordings quite closely,” I said. “If their well-trained eyes didn’t notice the glitch then certainly you can’t blame any of us for missing it.”

Tony and I stared at one another, neither of us totally comfortable with where this line of conversation was leading.

“Since we started putting these jobs up for bids, we’ve gotten some pretty lousy experts,” Tony mumbled.

“Let’s just hope that when this all turns out well in the end,” I said, “we can all just forget about that silly glitch.”

“Agreed,” he said. “Now let’s have a look at the corrected version.”

I nodded. “Computer, if you please.”

The screen rebooted and the scene we had just watched began again. This time, however, it included a murder.

Ona picked the wine bottle up again and, without letting her imperious gaze leave her sisters, pulled the cork with a corkscrew. Then she set the bottle down in front of her.

“The poison saturated the wine,” I said. “Oddly though, there was no trace of it on the cork. That means that the poison was added to wine after opening.”

“Now, while we let the wine breathe for a few nanos, as I was saying… after everything that I’ve done for this world, after all the good that I’ve created with my wealth; aiding under-privileged children, funding disease research…”

And then it happened.

It began innocently enough. One of Threa’s nymphs took to the air and flew toward the unconscious nymph in the wine glass. Twoa saw the nymph out of the corner of her eye and tried to slap it away. The nymph avoided the swat but bumped directly into the wine bottle. The impact caused it to tip, as though it were about to spill.

Both Twoa and Threa moved quickly, albeit a little clumsily to steady the bottle. They both grabbed at it and it squirted between their hands for a few nanos before Ona finally steadied it with her hand.

“driving programs for environmental renewal and reinvention…”

She glared at both Twoa and Threa who moved quickly back to their places. Ona waited a beat and then finished her speech.

“After devoting my vast fortune to raising the quality of life for every downtrodden person in the first through fourth worlds, I just want to say that it is you, my family that is still foremost in my heart.”

“Computer, take it back just a little,” I said.

The recording rewound to the point where the wine bottle began to tip.

“Enlarge the bottle and give it to us in slo-mo.”

There it was, as the bottle began to tip, Twoa and Threa lunged for it, grasping the neck and body with their finely shaped hands. Their actions at first glance appeared a little clumsy as one then the other grasped and lost hold of the bottle. But enlarged and in super slo-motion, we could see the clumsiness for what it was, a perfectly orchestrated dance of death.

Threa’s hand moved smoothly over the bottle’s opening as it slipped from her grasp. As it did so, a small compartment in one of her rings opened and dumped a tiny payload of black powder into the bottle.

Then the bottle flipped to Twoa’s hand and a tiny vial appeared from between her gloved fingers. Smoothly she emptied the vial’s black, powdery contents into the wine just as Ona’s hand came down to steady the bottle.

It took less than two seconds, start to finish for it to happen, but the deadly trap had been set.
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The recording stopped. The lights came back on and, as one, everyone turned their gaze to Twoa and Threa.

“That’s…that’s preposterous,” Twoa said. “Clearly someone has tampered with that recording.”

“Why would we kill Foraa?”

“It could have been because she wouldn’t join your lawsuit,” I said. “The three of you together could have forced Ona to settle and divide your father’s fortune. Her claim that she didn’t want any the wealth complicated things to no end. But that’s not why you killed her is it?”

“Why then?” Tony asked.

“The truth of the matter is that Foraa wasn’t the target,” I said. “Ona was. After all this time, Twoa and Threa realized that the only way to get Ona’s fortune was over her dead body. So they poisoned the wine knowing that when Ona proposed her toast, it would be the last words she would ever say. Two and Threa would just pretend to drink. That way they’d get rid of Ona, and lay claim to her fortune. Killing Foraa here would be just a bonus. They’d have to split the fortune in half rather than thirds. And they used Ona’s DNA to create the poison rather than your own to avoid suspicion.”

“But how did they get Ona’s DNA?” Tony asked.

“From the Pfauhans,” I replied. “HARV hacked into the records of their auction sites. Several of the dresses they sold, the sweat-stained dresses, were purchased by dummy corporations controlled by Twoa and Threa. They were able to distill enough DNA from the sweat and skin follicles on the dresses over time to create the DNA tag for the poison.”

“This is all some wild fantasy,” Threa said.

“You’d know, wouldn’t you, Threa,” I said. “But there’s one more thing. Computer?”

The computer flashed a picture onto the wall screen of the dying clue that Foraa had drawn in the wine.

“This equation, which Foraa drew in the wine puddle before she died,” I said, “is a carefully constructed clue to the identity of her killers. It’s well hidden but it had to be because she had to hide the information from the killers from themselves, who, as we know, are genius intellects. The solution to the equation is V.”

“You mean the letter V?” Tony asked.

“Not the letter actually,” I said. “The number. A Roman numeral, signifying five or…”

“Two and three together,” Ona said, turning sadly toward Twoa and Threa. “How could you?”

“Don’t start with us, Ona,” Twoa said before turning to Tony. “I want to speak with my army of attorneys.”

“They’ll meet you at the stationhouse.” Tony said.

He nodded to his detectives, who stood Twoa and Threa up and shackled their hands with neuro-cuffs. For good or bad, the case seemed closed.

And that’s when everything suddenly went very, very bad…

It began, unsurprisingly, with a message from HARV.

“Hey boss,” he whispered in my head. “How’d the big scene go?”

“About as well as it could, all things considered,” I said. “Do you have the autopsy results?”

“Yeah, well, about that, boss. The autopsy is one of those classic good news/bad news things.”

“HARV, have you ever noticed that your ‘classic good news/bad news things’ never seem to contain any real good news?”

“Ironic, isn’t it?” he said.

“Okay, let’s have it.”

“The good news is that Dr. Shakes and I were able to perform a complete autopsy on Foraa Thompson.”

I closed my eyes and rubbed the bridge of my nose gently, preparing myself for the inevitable trouble that would follow my next four words.

“And the bad news?”

“It turns out that she’s not dead after all.”
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Tony knew right away that something was wrong and he was at my side before I could say another word. I had the presence of mind to activate my wrist communicator and bring HARV’s visage to the tiny screen.

“What’s wrong?” Tony asked.

“Just about everything,” I said. “HARV define for us please what you mean by ‘not dead.’”

“Not dead? Who’s not dead?”

“First of all, she didn’t die from the poison in the wine,” HARV said. “There were no traces of it in her stomach or in her blood.”

“Is he talking about Foraa?” Tony asked. 

“We saw her drink the wine, HARV.”

“True, but did we see her swallow?”

“What?”

“As I said, there was no trace of the wine in her stomach or in her esophagus. Even her throat was clear. I did some volume estimates from the visuals recorded by the computer and I’m fairly certain that the volume of wine in the puddle beside the body and on her lips accounts for the entire glass.”

“She took a mouthful and spit it out?”

“That’s the logical assumption.”

“And she faked the rest?”

“So it would appear.”

“Are you saying that Foraa’s not dead?” Tony asked. He was clearly having trouble grasping the situation (not that I could blame him).

“HARV, she was in the morgue for three days,” I said. “Coroner shot her with lasers. You stuck her with anal probes.”

“Yeah, I feel a little bad about that.”

“Are you sure that she’s not dead?”

“Oh, I’m sure all right,” HARV said.

“How?”

“Because five minute ago she got up off the slab and walked out.” 

“What?”

“HARV,” Tony said, “let me speak to Dr. Shakes.”

“I’m afraid he’s occupied at present,” HARV replied.

“What do you mean?”

HARV’s image disappeared from the interface and was replaced with the live feed from the security camera in the main examination room. There we saw Lenny Shakes standing atop the examination table doing the YMCA dance.

“Oh my Gates,” Tony murmured.

“By the way, does anyone know what YMCA means?”

“It means that Foraa Thompson is alive and well and apparently wasn’t too pleased about those anal probes,” I said. “Tony, I think we’re in trouble here.”

Tony didn’t have time to respond because at that nano, his men who had been mirandizing Twoa and Threa suddenly started shouting.

“Captain?”

Tony and I turned just in time to see the forms of Twoa and Threa bathed in an increasingly bright, silver light. And then with a blinding flash, they disappeared. The neuro-cuffs they had been wearing clattered to the floor like coins in a rude beggar’s tin cup.

“Uh-oh,” I said.

“What was that?” Ona gasped.

“It looked like teleportation,” I said.

“Teleportation without a pad?” Tony said. “That’s impossible.”

“HARV, get over here,” I said. “I need to you track a teleportation trail.”

HARV’s hologram was beside me before I finished the sentence and in a nano he was inspecting the area from where Twoa and Threa had disappeared. He had a holographic magnifying glass in his hand, by the way, signifying that his metamorphosis from butler to detective was now complete.

“There are definite teleportation energy traces,” he said. “It looks like a smash and grab.”

“Can you trace the energy signature?” I asked.

“It might take a minute.”

“Put a rush on it.”

“Will somebody please tell me what’s going on here?” Ona yelled. 

“Well, Ona, as you know, two of your sisters killed your youngest sister and have now disappeared,” I said. “The upside of this is that apparently your other sister isn’t dead after all.”

“What?”

“And she’s disappeared too. Did I mention that?”

“You mean Foraa’s alive.”

“That’s our understanding.”

“Oh dear,” Ona said. “That’s not good at all.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Boss?” HARV said.

“Hold on a nano, Ona,” I said, turning back to my wrist communicator. “Have you traced the teleportation yet?”

“Still working on it. I just wanted to let you know that you have a call coming in from your mother.”

“Tell her I’m busy…”

But it was too late. HARV’s face disappeared from the interface screen and was replaced by Mom’s. She was standing in front of what looked like a large (yet very dimly lit) computer and she seemed a little more…intense, than usual.

“Zach, honey,” she said. “Thank Gates I got you. Listen, there’s a bit of an emergency here.”

“I can’t talk now, Mom. I have an emergency of my own.”

“No, Zach listen…”

“Mom, really, I have to go,” I said. “I’ll call you back.”

“You’re shutting me out of your life, now aren’t you?” she said.

“I’m not shutting you out. I’m working here.”

“Work is just an excuse with you Zach. You use it with me. You use it with Electra.”

“Don’t bring Electra into this.”

“It’s an emotional wall,” she said. “You hide behind it because you can’t bear to face your insecurities.”

“Mom, nothing personal here, but I’m terminating this call.”

“Don’t do it honey, you’ll regret it when I’m dead.”

“I’m busy now.”

“I know, I know. You need to find Foraa Thompson.”

The entire room fell silent and as one, all eyes turned toward me and my wrist interface as Mom’s words echoed in the room.

“Mom,” I said warily, “how did you know that?”

“Because I’m your mother, Mr. Bigshot,” she said. “Now for once in your life will just please quiet down and listen to me?”

“Boss?” HARV said, as his hologram appeared beside me.

“Not now, HARV,” I said. “Go ahead, Mom.”

“You’ll need some weapons, dear,” she said. “Big ones would be best. Can you get those?”

“Boss?”

“Not now, HARV.”

“And you should get some friends,” Mom continued. “Don’t go alone. But for Gates sake, don’t bring Ona. That’s just what she wants?”

“Where am I going, Mom?”

“I’ve pinpointed the source of the teleportation,” HARV said.

“And clean underwear. Are you wearing clean underwear?”

“Mom!”

“Did she just ask about your underwear?”

“HARV! Will one of you please tell me where I’m going!”

HARV and Mom in unison: “Vegas.”

“Vegas?”

“Get there soon,” Mom said. “There isn’t much time.”

“Mom, I think we need to talk.”

“Not now, Buttlebug. I have a bit of an emergency. I’ll call you back.”

And she was gone.

“So,” Tony said, putting a friendly hand on my shoulder, “your Mom’s been keeping busy, huh?”

“Tony, I don’t know what’s worse, Foraa alive and missing or me having to take my Mom seriously.”

“Either way,” he said. “It looks like we’re going to Vegas.”
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One hour later we were in Tony’s hovercraft and on the road (the skyway, actually) tearing flat out and headed to New Vegas at 400 kph. Tony was behind the wheel, white knuckles on the steering column, heavy foot on the accelerator. HARV’s hologram was in the backseat, smile on his face and a wind-effect whipping through his digitally-enhanced hair. I was in the passenger seat (trying hard to remember the prayers I learned during my brief time in Sunday school). As a cop, Tony was used to regularly ignoring speed limits. Now, fueled by desperation and what I sensed was some very strong anger, the only limits that mattered to him were the g-force limits on the hovercraft’s chassis (which I was certain we were in danger of exceeding).

“Remind me again why we didn’t just ‘port to Vegas,” I asked, hanging on tight to the dashboard.

“Because we have an arsenal of unportable weapons in the trunk,” he said.

“Oh yeah. Remind me again how us dying in a fiery hover crash is going to help matters.”

“Gates, Zach,” Tony said with the slightest of smiles, “show a little backbone, will you.”

Tony and I had split up immediately after leaving Ona’s mansion. I went to Randy’s lab for a quick load of high-tech weaponry and gadgets. Tony went to his stationhouse to talk to his commissioner and get us some firepower and (more importantly) some back-up. I had to admit, I felt a lot better about heading to Vegas knowing that when we got there we’d have about a hundred of the best SWAT Team officers that the NFPD had to offer at our back.

“What did you get from Randy’s lab,” Tony asked.

“The standard weird ammo for my gun,” I said. “My body armor’s all charged up too. There’s a generic armor suit for you as well. It’s a whole lot better than the department issue stuff you wear.”

“Thanks.”

“He also gave me this,” I said, reaching into my pocket.

“What is it?”

I pulled a small gray box from my pocket and popped the lid to show Tony. Inside were what looked to be two sets of clear polymer earplugs.

“Ear plugs?” Tony asked.

“Maybe it’s loud in Vegas,” I said with a shrug.

“They’re psi-blockers,” HARV said.

“What do we need these for?” I asked.

“Because Foraa’s a psi.”

“She’s what?”

“Hel-lo, she just feigned death for three days and turned an experienced forensic pathologist into a disco dancer. Clearly, she has very strong psionic abilities,” HARV said. “Her being a psi would also explain Opie’s erratic behavior and how he knew so much about the crime scene when he never even saw it.”

“Foraa was controlling him,” Tony said, “having him leak information to the press.”

“Controlling people from beyond the grave,” I said.

“She was in a deep state of concentration during her time in the morgue,” HARV said. “We know she manipulated Opie and Dr. Shakes. Who knows what else she was doing.”

“How come we never knew she was psionic?” I asked.

“No one ever knew, boss, because she never told anyone. She kept it secret. There’s no way of telling how long she’s been aware of her abilities.”

“Or how long she’s been manipulating people.”

“There’s a scary thought.”

“They’re all psis, aren’t they?” I asked. 

“That’s my assumption,” HARV said with a nod.

“All of who?”

“The Quads, Tony.”

“How come they’ve never told anyone?”

“Because they don’t even know it,” I said. “They just think they’re superhuman. Twoa’s super powers, Threa’s magic, even Ona’s pheromones, they’re all different manifestations of psionic powers.”

“Ona’s pheromones are real,” HARV said. “But I suspect she supplements them with psionic suggestion.”

“She just doesn’t know she’s doing it,” I said. “That even explains Threa’s fairy realm and why HARV couldn’t register its location. The entire realm is a psionic illusion that she’s created.”

“The nymphs too,” Tony said.

“Exactly. The poison was supposed to affect only the Thompson Quads, remember? But the nymph supposedly died from it.”

“Because Threa knew about the poison and her mind subconsciously made it affect the nymph.”

“And when she thought the nymph was dead, she stopped thinking about it.”

“So it faded away. What about the invulnerability?”

“Some sort of psionic shield, maybe,” I said. 

“By the way, have I mentioned that it’s raining,” HARV said.

“Where?”

“In New Vegas.”

“It never rains in Vegas. Isn’t there a law or something?”

“It’s raining quite hard, at the nano,” HARV continued. “You remember the torrential rain we had in Frisco recently?”

“How could I forget?”

“Well, as you’ll remember, it stopped shortly after Foraa Thompson’s apparent murder. It was at that nano that it began raining in Vegas. And it hasn’t stopped since.”

I took the psi-blockers out of the box. I gave one set to Tony who took them and put them in his shirt pocket without turning his gaze from the skyway. “So I guess we’ll be needing these then, huh?”

“Psi blockers are illegal you know,” Tony said. “Dangerous too. They cause brain damage.”

“Not to worry, Dr. Pool has substantially reconfigured the design,” HARV said.

“So they don’t cause brain damage?” I said, sliding the blockers into my ears.

“No, they’re just no longer illegal. He hasn’t been able to solve the brain damage part yet.”

“What?” I quickly pulled the blockers out of my ears.

“The risk is much more minimal than with the common blockers but you shouldn’t wear them for any lengthy period of time.”

“Why would we wear them at all then?”

“Because you’re about to confront a person who may well be the most powerful psi on the planet,” HARV said. “And your minds are going to need every shred of protection that they can get.”

“You think she’s really that powerful?” I asked.

“This is just conjecture on my part, boss, but I think that if she wanted to, Foraa Thompson could have bent the will of every person in New Frisco. Without those blockers, she could probably turn you into her own foot-licking puppy.”

“Fine, I’ll wear them” I said, somewhat begrudgingly. 

“In the future,” Tony said, stamping harder on the accelerator “remind me to never take any long road trips with the two of you.”

The hover’s thrusters roared anew and we surged forward even faster than before (surprising since I thought we were maxed out already). At this rate we’d be in New Vegas in less than an hour. 

“Do we have a rendezvous time and place for the reinforcements when we arrive in Vegas?” 

“Not exactly,” Tony said.

“Will they be able to find us with a tracking device or something?”

“No, not exactly.”

“I don’t suppose that ‘not exactly’ is police code for ‘sure, you betcha’?”

“We have no reinforcements, Zach,” Tony said.

“What?”

“The department wouldn’t authorize it.”

“But, why?” 

“Because with Foraa alive there’s no longer a murder. The case has been closed.”

“There was attempted murder.”

“And the perpetrators have been captured.”

“Twoa and Threa are missing.”

“It doesn’t become a missing persons case for forty-eight hours.”

“But Foraa…feigned death.”

“That’s not a crime.”

“She drove the coroner mad.”

“Also not a crime,” he said, “and we can’t concretely prove that.”

“Yeah but she’s…”

“She’s what exactly?”

“I don’t know, but she’s up to something. I can feel it in my gut”

“Surprisingly, that’s not enough to get an arrest warrant,” he said. 

“So there’s no help coming from Frisco?”

“None.”

“What about the Vegas authorities?”

“I called the Vegas PD and they said that Foraa was a fine, upstanding citizen.”

“Great.”

“Don’t worry,” Tony said. “I have a friend from the academy who’s on the Vegas PD, he’ll help us out.”

“I thought the Vegas police said that Foraa was a good citizen.”

“That’s the official line. My buddy will help us unofficially.”

“Captain Rickey,” HARV said. “If the Frisco police department considers this a closed case then why are you here with us?”

“Because, as of thirty-five minutes ago,” Tony said, “I am no longer a member of the New Frisco PD.”

“What?”

“They forbid me from going after Foraa,” he said. “The commissioner said that if I did, he’d take my badge.”

“What did you do?”

“I took off my badge, put it on his desk and told him where he could stick it.”

“I’m sorry, Tony. I know how much being a cop means to you.”

“It’s not being a cop that matters to me, Zach. It’s doing the right thing. What we’re doing here is the right thing. I don’t need a badge to know that.”

“You trust me that much?” I asked.

“Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

Tony shrugged. “When the commissioner threatened to take my badge, he was also doing the YMCA dance. I figured that couldn’t be a coincidence.”

He turned to me and smiled. I cracked a smile as well and a nano later we were laughing out loud. It was the kind of laughter you make when you know that you’re headed straight into the heart of darkness; soldiers into battle, sailors into the storm, pop stars into a music critics convention. It’s the most liberating sound known to man, because it is the sound of those who have nothing to lose.

“Well then, put your psi-blockers in, civilian Rickey,” I said. “Because I’m not about to dance the YMCA with you.”
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We landed in Vegas shortly thereafter. True to HARV’s words, it was raining about as hard as I’ve ever seen it. It was like the sky itself was angry. The New Vegas strip somehow looked even brighter in the torrent, its neon essence magnified by the water in the air. Each rain drop was like a prism in a death plunge, turning the neon glow into a cascading spectrum, before splattering into the huge multi-colored puddles that were the city’s streets and walkways. It was like someone had plugged in a Jackson Pollack painting.

Tony landed the hover in a lot near the police station on the strip.

“What’s the plan?” I asked.

“My buddy’s on duty tonight. I’m going to let him know we’re here.” 

“Should I go with you?”

“No, Zach. It’s best if you stay here for now,” he said. “You’re not exactly loved by police officers.”

“Yeah, but that’s in Frisco,” I said. “They don’t know me here in Vegas.”

“No, actually word gets around.”

“That’s comforting. Are you sure your buddy will help us?”

“There’s an unspoken agreement among all cops, Zach. We help one another. If one cop comes looking for help, the others are duty-bound to come to his aid. It’s a code of honor for those on the job.”

“You know, of course that officially you’re no longer a cop, right.”

Tony stared at me for a long nano.

“Don’t bother me with details,” he said. He activated his umbrella force-field and got out of the hover. HARV and I watched as he walked quickly to the station house, the heavy rain bouncing off his shield like tiny fireworks as he moved.

“You think the police will help us?” HARV asked.

“Tony made a good case with the code of honor stuff, so who knows. Any idea where we can start searching for Foraa?”

“She preaches in the ballroom of the Oblivion Hotel & Casino. We could try there,” HARV said.

“A casino actually lets her preach about the evils of greed and the material world under their roof?”

“They welcomed it,” HARV replied. “People would be so depressed after hearing Foraa speak, they’d actually enjoy losing money at the gaming tables. The Oblivion is nearby, just two kilometers to the north.”

“You mean the south,” I said.

“No, I’m quite certain it’s to the north,” HARV corrected.

“HARV, I’ve been to Vegas before. The Oblivion is south of here.”

“You’re thinking of the Desperation,” HARV said. “It has a similar décor and design.”

“I know the difference between the Desperation and the Oblivion,” I said, leaning forward and calling up the hover’s dash computer. “Where’s the map?”

“Boss, I’m interfaced with over one hundred global positioning systems. I can give you the exact location of every establishment in the northern hemisphere. I’m telling you that the Oblivion Casino is one-point seven-eight kilometers north, north-east of our current location.”

I slid into the driver’s seat to get better access to the controls and called up the Vegas map on the computer. 

“You’re wrong,” I said, “and I’m going to prove it.”

“Fine,” HARV said. “Just point the wrist interface toward the police station so I can monitor something useful.”

I slipped the interface off my wrist and positioned it on the dashboard facing the police station. Then I turned back to the hover’s navigational computer map as it came to life at my touch

“Oh look,” HARV said. “Captain Rickey is coming out of the station house. He seems excited.”

“Great,” I said, still studying at the computer map. “Now we’re currently…here.”

“And he has some police officers with him,” HARV continued. “It looks like they’ll be helping us after all.”

“And the Oblivion casino is located, here,” I said. “No, wait, it’s here. HARV how do you get this thing out of 3D-mode? It’s confusing.”

“Interesting,” HARV continued. “Captain Rickey seems to be in a tremendous hurry now. He’s running toward us.”

“Ah-hah. The Oblivion is exactly one and seven-eight kilometers north of us. See I told you…wait…”

“Captain Rickey seems to be yelling something,” HARV said. “I’m going to zoom in on him and try to read his lips.”

“I could have sworn that the Oblivion was south of here. They didn’t move the police station did they?”

“Start the engine,” HARV said.

“What?”

“That’s what Captain Rickey seems to be yelling,” HARV said. “’Start the engine.’ I wonder what he means by that.”

I looked up from the map and followed HARV’s gaze. Sure enough, Tony was running, full speed from the station house back to the hover. A dozen angry Vegas cops were hot on his heels, waving their blasters.

“Oh DOS. HARV, how do you start the engine?”

“Use the ignition chip on the steering column.”

I touched the chip and fired up the engines. The hover lurched forward like a spasming frog as I switched off the parking brake. Tony was close now, waving his arms and signaling for help. The police officers behind him had stopped and were now aiming their blasters at us.

“I think you better open the door for him,” HARV said.

“Good idea. How do I do that?”

HARV rolled his eyes and disappeared into the dash computer.

“Honestly,” he said. “You’d be lost without me.”

The hover smoothly rose a meter off the ground and pivoted gently, turning the passenger door toward the mad-dashing Tony. The door popped open just as Tony leapt to avoid the barrage of blaster fire from the police. His hands caught the door frame and he pulled himself inside as HARV took the hover into the air.

“Get us out of here now,” he shouted.

“HARV?”

“I got it, boss,” HARV said. “We’re as good as gone.”

The hover-thrusters fired and we shot straight up into the Vegas sky, blaster fire following us every meter of the way.

“Preparing to take evasive action,” HARV said. “Hold on.”

He banked the craft hard to the right as we rose, rolling it onto its side and pulling us away from the pursuing police officers.

“I guess the police code of honor doesn’t extend all the way to Vegas,” I said. 

“I don’t get it,” Tony stuttered, still gasping for breath, “they seemed so normal at first. Then they all turned on me.”

“I know the feeling,” I said.

“All I did was mention Foraa.”

“It would appear that Ms. Thompson already has her mental hooks deep into the police,” HARV noted.

“So what do we do now?” Tony asked.

“We’re in Vegas, Tony, what else, can we do?” I said. “We’re going to the nearest casino and hope we get lucky.”
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The Oblivion Hotel & Casino isn’t the most popular place on the New Vegas strip. Truth to tell it’s one of the bottom links on the slot-junkie food chain, just above the Desperation, the Delusion and the Impaled Iguana Gambling Emporium and Waffle House. Admittedly though, it wasn’t always this way.

The casino’s owner is a now-infamous billionaire named Heinrich Schwipe, who earned his money the old fashioned way (his over-bearing father died and left it to him). Shortly after his father’s death Schwipe came to New Vegas with a billion credits in his pocket and a dream to build the world’s greatest casino. He wanted to create something dark and hopeless that would fly in the face of the typical Vegas glitz and glitter. The result was the Oblivion. It was big and black on the outside, and shaped like a warped hourglass, with a wide base that tapered inward as it rose and then widened again for the uppermost twenty floors. It was completely free of all lighted signs, which caused a stir in the community because, at the time, not having neon on a building was illegal in Vegas. But Schwipe eventually got a waiver from the Vegas Board of Edifice Rules & Standards and his neon-less project got built, just as he planned. 

When it was finished, it stood out on the strip like a missing tooth in a beauty queen’s smile. The only way you could tell that the casino was even there was by the big void its dark form created in the Vegas cityscape, like a black hole in the middle of a crowded field of stars.

Inside, the place was about as cheery as a tar pit; dark and cavernous and a little damp. The rooms were spacious but gloomy. The decor was bland and the gaming rooms were so dark, it was sometimes hard to read the dice. Vegas veterans were aghast at the depressing audacity of the Oblivion and they all declared that the monstrosity wouldn’t last a year.

But it did. For some reason the whole dark and dreary look came into vogue with the east coast art crowd and the casino became a hot spot. Cultural critics said that its atmosphere of hopelessness was a master stroke of marketing and design, its brutal honesty flying in the face of the empty smiles of its competitors. The casino’s gloom also attracted the hardened gambler (who felt right at home in its dour air) as well as the directionless youngsters of “Generation Y-Me.” So for many years, the casino prospered, and the mysterious Schwipe was hailed as the gloomy genius of Vegas. 

It was learned a few years later, however, that Schwipe wasn’t a genius. He was instead just a very, very unhappy guy. The official diagnosis was severe manic depression with suicidal tendencies and it turns out that he’d been that way since childhood. His dark and hopeless design for the casino didn’t come from any hip nihilist philosophy or innate brilliance but rather from his own depressed soul. He had created the casino as a reflection of himself, not as a genius, but as a sad man and that sort of blew the illusion. You’ve heard the phrase “the emperor has no clothes.” Well, in this case, it’s “the casino owner had no Prozac.”

The casino was no longer hip. It was simply pathetic. And the customers left in droves. Popularity dwindled, as did the profits. This of course, made Schwipe even more depressed and he made the casino even gloomier than before. It’s a hideous circle that continues to this day. The casino is still dark and gloomy, the owner is still depressed and suicidal. The only thing that still draws real numbers of people to the casino these days is the spectacularly bizarre fountain (but I’ll get to that later).

In any event Foraa had preached her gospel in a basement meeting room at the Casino for a number of years so we figured that this was the best place to start searching for her. 

The storm was less intense at the Oblivion. The wind was strong but the rain was barely a drizzle, for which I was thankful. It felt ominous though, like the relative calm at the eye of a storm (although I tried not to think about that).

The bouncers working the casino door were Elvis-enhanced (surgically altered with a synthesized version of Elvis Presley DNA, which allows them to take on Elvis-like physical qualities). Not surprisingly, it’s very popular in Vegas. One bouncer was the fat Elvis of early 70’s (circa the concert in Hawaii), the other was the Love-Me-Tender period; thin and good-looking.

“Sorry folks,” thin Elvis said as Tony and I tried to enter. “The casino’s closed to the public tonight.”

“But I have all this money,” I said. “And I’m very unlucky.”

“Come back tomorrow, Suh,” Fat Elvis replied. “We’ll be happy to take your way-juhs then.”

“You’re welcome to partake of the fountain though. It’s right around the corner.”

“What’s going on inside?” Tony asked.

“Private party.” 

“Didn’t I mention that we were here for the party?” I said, cheerily.

“You said you were here to gamble,” Young Elvis said.

“Gamble, party, it’s all the same in Vegas, right?”

“Please move along, Suh,” Fat Elvis said with a scowl.

“Come on, Zach, let’s go,” Tony said, gently pulling me away.

“No, wait, we’re invited,” I said. “Really. We’re very close friends of Foraa.”

The Elvis clones’ gaze turned steely and their hands, very subtly went to the blaster-sized bulges of their coats.

“Who said anything about Foraa?” the fat one said.

“He didn’t say Foraa,” Tony said.

“Foraa? No, I didn’t say that. I said…I said…”

“Nora,” Tony quipped.

“Yeah, that’s it,” I said. “We’re friends of Nora. Nora Noyes.”

“We love Nora,” Tony said.

“It’s her birthday today and she’s having her party at the Desperation Casino.”

“This isn’t the Desperation,” young Elvis said.

“It’s not?”

“This is the Oblivion. The Desperation is south of here.”

“Are you sure? Because this really looks like the Desperation.”

“They’re sure,” Tony said, pulling me away. “Let’s go.”

“Well, if you say so,” I said. “Thanks for your help, guys. I’ll bring you back some cake from Nora’s party.”

The Elvis bouncers were silent as Tony finally pulled me away. We mixed in with a crowd of tourists and walked south for a bit, until we were comfortably away from the Oblivion.

“What now?” he asked.

“I think we’ve established that something odd is going on inside.”

“We’ll have to find another way in. There must be a service entrance.”

“There’s a hoverport for high rollers on thirty-third floor, we could try that.”

“Good idea.”

“HARV, bring the hover around back,” I said. “We’ll meet you there.”

“Got it, boss.”

We ducked into an alleyway and doubled back toward the casino. Vegas alleys are dark and relatively deserted. Mainstream traffic tends to stay on the well-lit strip. The alleyways, by design, are reserved for some of the city’s more illicit activities.

“Hey babies,” two good-looking women called to us from a doorway, “you looking for a date?”

“Some other time ladies,” I said as we passed. 

“Hey dudes,” a ragged looking man yelled from another doorway, “got some stuff here that will alter your mind, expand your consciousness.”

“No thanks, pal,” I said, pulling Tony along with me (he was getting a little agitated).

“Gentleman,” a man in a suit called from yet another doorway, “care to purchase some untraceable weapons?”

“What is this crime alley?” Tony mumbled. 

“Keep your cop instincts in check, Tony,” I said as we continued walking. “We’re here for bigger fish.”

“Cheat on your taxes for you, man?” a tiny man in a bow-tie whispered as we passed.

“They really cover all the bases here, don’t they?” I said.

“I don’t want to think about it,” Tony said. “By the way, how do we plan to find Foraa once we’re in the casino?”

“We’ll figure it out when we’re inside,” I replied.

“I’m not comfortable going into this without a plan, Zach.”

“Well, I’m not comfortable going into this at all, but we have to play the hand we’re dealt. The plan is fluid, Tony. It always is.”

Tony cast a glance behind us then did a quick double-take.

“Does the plan perhaps include some desperate running for our lives,” he whispered. 

“What?”

I turned to follow his gaze and saw the two bouncers from the casino, blasters drawn, enter the alley and move toward us. 

“Hey babies,” the hookers called as the Elvises passed, “want a date?”

“Sure, darlin,” fat Elvis said, pointing toward us. “But let’s kill those guys first.”

The prostitutes looked at one another for a nano and shrugged, “okay,” they said, pulling blasters from their short skirts, “but it’ll cost you a little extra.”

The four of them fired in unison. Tony and I turned and ran as the energy blasts tore up the alley around us.

“HARV!”

“I’m on my way, boss but I can’t get the hover into that alley. You’ll have to get to the fountain.”

“Gates, not that stupid fountain.”

“It’s the nearest spot, boss,” HARV said. “And you’re headed in the right direction.”

“Fine,” I said, turning to Tony. “Keep running, buddy. And when we turn that corner up ahead, keep your head down.”

“What do you mean?”

I didn’t have a chance to answer because the two Elvises and the hookers were still hot on our tails, firing away like drunken gun lobbyists on a holiday. The crooked accountant had joined them as well, which was bad because he was the most blood thirsty of the lot. Their wild blaster barrage took another chunk out of the wall nearby, just missing us as we neared the corner.

I heard the noise ahead; the whir of heavy machinery, the cacophony of music, the squeal of delighted people, and the unmistakable sound of food, and I knew we were close.

“What’s that noise?” Tony said as we ran.

“Just keep your head down,” I yelled.

We rounded the corner out of the alley and into the courtyard. I looked around to quickly get my bearings and locate HARV and the hovercraft. That was my big mistake, because that’s when the blast hit me, point blank in the side of the head. Something thick and red splattered on the wall behind me and I staggered sideways before falling to the ground.

“Zach,” Tony yelled.

He knelt beside me and held my head in his arms, doing his best to wipe the wound.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Everything’s going to be fine. Everything’s going to be…” 

He stopped and stared at his hand which was covered in red. 

“Is this marinara sauce?”

“Must be pasta day,” I groaned.

And we were hit with another barrage of flying food. 
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The fountain at the Oblivion. I’ve already mentioned how…odd Heinrich Schwipe, the owner and designer of the Oblivion Casino, was, right? Well, you have to keep that in mind in order to fully understand and appreciate the Oblivion’s famous fountain.

Schwipe's depression drove him not to drugs, alcohol or sex (all of which are good choices) but rather to food. He was a binge-eater. A binge-eaters’ binge-eater. All kinds of food, all hours of the day, when the mood struck him (and it struck him often) he would eat. It was a convenient and all too common way of drowning one’s sorrows. Schwipe just took the destructive behavior to new lows.

So with that in mind, it’s not surprising that any casino Schwipe designed would have a 24/7 all-you-can-eat buffet. The problem was that the traditional buffets weren’t fast enough (or enormous enough) to meet Schwipe’s grandiose dreams. The delivery of the food had to be more immediate, the display had to be more dramatic, the scale of the project had to be more flamboyant.

The inspiration came to him during a visit to the old Caesars Casino, where he saw the throng of tourists taking pictures of one another beside the great fountain. Then he went to dinner where the three year old in the booth next to him threw lima beans at his shirt. Schwipe put two and two together and came up with the most disgusting four imaginable.

Thus was born the famous Fountain Buffet; a mammoth marble sculpture twenty five meters tall and elaborately carved by the world’s finest crafts-bots. And every nano of every day it spews forth from its elaborate system of tubing, a spectacular array of…food.

Yes, it’s a food-spewing fountain. Turkey breast, manicotti, fruit salad, egg salad, chocolate mousse, shrimp cocktail, bacon bits and those little cocktail weenies in that weird red sauce. Any food you’ve ever seen on a buffet table, salad bar or smorgasbord, at one time or another is pumped into the air by the Oblivion fountain. And every nano of every day, hungry people from all over the world dress themselves in rubber raincoats and goggles and make their way down to the courtyard to partake in the white trash Dionysian display. It is one of the icons of the New Vegas strip, a monument to excess and vulgarity, a testimony to the success of crass. I will say however that it has the best darn onion rings that I’ve ever tasted.

This was the first time that Tony had ever seen the food-spewing fountain in person and he was a little awestruck by it (awestruck or disgusted, I’m not really sure, either way he froze at the sight of it).

“What in Gates name?”

I was on the ground, still stunned by the lasagna hit I had taken to the head but I was coherent enough to know that we were still in trouble. I cast a quick glance around the courtyard but saw no sign of the hovercraft. 

“HARV, where’s the hover?”

“I’m at the northeastern corner of the courtyard, boss. I can’t get any closer without creating a scene. The crowd’s too heavy.”

I turned back toward the alley that we’d come from and saw the hookers, the accountant and the two Elvis bouncers emerge and scan the crowd in search of us.

“Tony,” I yelled, shaking his arm to get his attention away from the fountain, “HARV and the hover are in the northeast corner. Let’s go.”

We got to our feet and, keeping our heads down as much as possible, started making our way through the crowd. Unfortunately the thin Elvis spotted us (we were the only ones in the area not wearing raincoats) and he and the hookers started after us.

“Tony, hurry!”

We pushed our way through the throng more desperately but the accountant came at us from the side. He jumped on Tony’s back like an angry squirrel on a hard-to-crack nut. I pulled him off and threw him into a small gathering of Japanese tourists who were feasting on the cascade of udon noodles that were spewing from the fountain like a silly string fireworks display. 

The two hookers were on us next, one came at my knees like a football chop blocker, while the other hit me square in the shoulder with her purse. I went down hard and lost track of Tony. I tried to get up but one of the hookers kicked me in the face with a stiletto heel and sent me back down to the pavement.

“We can do the rough stuff if that’s what you’re into, baby.”

She kicked at me again but I caught her foot this time and tossed her backward smack into the other hooker and their garter belts got tangled up together as they fell. I almost stayed to watch them as they rolled around on the pavement trying to get unhooked from one another but I had more pressing matters at hand.

“I hate Vegas.”

I turned to look for Tony but instead saw only thin Elvis. Well, all I actually saw was his fist, which hit me square in the face and sent me staggering, but I assume that the rest of him was attached to it. I fell back down to the pavement and looked up just in time to see him aiming his blaster at me.

“You should know, mister, here in Vegas, we don’t like people who don’t like Foraa,” he said, as his finger tightened on the trigger.

Suddenly, he was side-swiped by what looked to be a few hundred kilos of flying ravioli. The airborne deluge knocked him over and covered him, neatly immobilizing him in a pile of tasty pasta, zesty sauce and a tempting melange of spicy cheese and meat-substitute fillings. I turned and saw Tony standing by the fountain. He had commandeered one of the feeder hoses and had used its victual output to drop the Chef Boy-Ar-Dee bomb on my would-be killer.

“And you should know, mister,” Tony quipped, “that I never liked Elvis.” Then he helped me up and motioned in the direction of where HARV and the hovercraft, waited just a few meters away. “Come on, let’s get to the roof.”

We jumped into the hover and HARV brought us quickly to the hoverport which was about two-thirds of the way up the casino. After the chaos of the fountain buffet, the quiet of the high altitude was refreshing, but as we climbed out of the hover and looked at the city spread out before us, we felt anything but refreshed. Pitch black storm clouds encircled the Oblivion like an atmospheric smoke ring. The lightning and driving rain they created stood in stark, startling contrast to the calm immediately surrounding the building. The Oblivion was an island in a storm.

“I don’t like this,” I mumbled.

“And don’t ask me to explain it scientifically,” HARV said. “Because I can’t.”

“Zach,” Tony said as he pulled a laser rifle from the trunk, “where’s the entrance?”

“Over there,” I said, pointing to a small elevator booth that at the edge of the hoverport. “Ditch the hover, HARV. We don’t want it drawing attention. But keep it close by. We may need a fast escape.”

“Gotcha, boss.”

The hover took to the air, leaving Tony and I alone. I popped my gun into hand and we walked quickly toward the elevator.

“Thanks for the save back there,” I said as we walked. 

“Don’t mention it.”

“You were kidding when you said you didn’t like Elvis, right?”

“Let’s not go into that now, Zach.” 

“Oh, man, you mean really don’t like Elvis?”

Tony pressed the button on the side of the booth and we heard the elevator start to rise.

“He’s just not my style, that’s all?”

“But everybody likes Elvis.”

A bell sounded as the elevator arrived.

“His music’s too simplistic for me,” Tony said, turning toward me. “And it’s derivative.”

“Derivative of what? The man was a pioneer.”

“He was reliant on the work of the bluesmen of the era,” Tony said. “All the good rock and roll singers of the day were.”

“So you admit he was a good rock and roll singer.”

“Don’t start with me Zach.”

The elevator doors opened and I saw Fat Elvis, in the car. He held a laser rifle in his hands and it was leveled directly at Tony. His fat lip curled into a sneer, his hips swiveled just a little and I saw him mouth the words “thank you, thank you very much” as he pulled the trigger.

“Tony, look out!”

I dove and pushed Tony aside as Fat Elvis fired. The blast hit me point-blank, full in the chest and I felt my armor surge as it tried to absorb and disperse the energy. A few of the circuits overloaded and blew out, sending sparks right through my coat. It was a near thing, but my armor withstood the deadly blast. The problem was that it couldn’t absorb the sheer force and that sent me right off the edge of the hoverport.

“Zach,” Tony screamed. 

I felt the damp air rush past me, slapping my face like an angry wet hand, as I did the thirty-two feet per second, per second back flop toward the street, thirty-three stories below. 

“I’m maxing up the armor, boss,” HARV yelled frantically. “And I’m pulling electricity from your body to create a force field to cushion your fall. It’s just like that time in the duck pond. This won’t be a problem.”

I knew he was lying, of course, but I appreciated the sentiment. With or without armor, thirty stories of falling followed by pavement meant only one thing; that my epitaph was about to become “lived fast, died young and left an ugly smear.”

“Boss, are you listening to me?”

All I could do was smile as the pavement grew closer like the fat doorman of death waving me past the velvet rope of the hereafter entrance. Then, suddenly, a warm glow swept through my body. I saw a white flare erupt before my eyes that I first thought was my life flashing before me, and then a tunnel of brilliant white light unfolded. Admittedly, this all seemed a lot more new age than I imagined it would be, but when one is so close to death, you tend to go with the flow. 

“Boss?”

Then I was engulfed in darkness.
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I awoke to the low hum of engines and the feeling of cold, hard floor beneath my back. I opened my eyes and found myself in a large, barren room, lit only in spots by tiny purple lights.

“If this is heaven,” I mumbled. “It is highly over-rated.”

“Don’t be silly, Buttlebug,” a familiar voice said. “You’re not in heaven.”

I turned my head and saw my Mom kneeling beside me.

“Oh that explains it. I’ve been sent to hell.”

She smiled and slowly helped me into a sitting position.

“Now is that anyway to greet the person who just saved your life?”

“Where are we?”

“A space ship, dear, fully cloaked and in geosynchronous orbit three hundred and ten kilometers over New Vegas.”

Needless to say that there were hundreds of questions swimming through the morass of my confused brain at that nano. The first one to reach my mouth was…

“What are we doing on a space ship?”

“Having a tender mother-son nano.”

“Yes, this is hell,” I said, rubbing the aching joints in my back. “How did I get here?”

“Teleportation beam. We locked on to you the nano you entered Vegas. We just needed to wait for a time when your disappearance wouldn’t be noticed.”

I closed my eyes and sent a quick thought to HARV.

“HARV, get a fix on our position and let me know what the DOS is going on here?”

There was no answer. 

“Your cerebral interface with HARV won’t be functional aboard this ship, Zach,” Mom said, pointing to the ceiling. “You’re under a nullifier.”

“How do you know about HARV?”

“Please, Buttlebug. A mother can tell when her son has a super-computer wired into his brain.”

“Mom, you thought HARV was my boyfriend.”

“I was just having some fun with you,” she said. “I do have a sense of humor you know.”

“This is too weird. Where did you get teleportation beam technology? Where did you get a space ship? For that matter, when did you learn the meaning of the word geosynchronous?”

“Zach, dear,” she said. “There isn’t a lot of time to waste now, so you’re going to have to understand and accept some things very quickly in order to get through this. Do you understand that?”

“Mom, you’re scaring me.”

“That’s a good start,” she said. “They brought you here as a favor to me.”

“They who?”

On cue, three tall, thin forms stepped out of the darkness and into the purple haze of the tiny spotlights overhead. They were pale, hairless, and very large of forehead. Their huge dark eyes were pupil-less and the sound they made as they approached was that of a dozen whistling tea kettles.

Gladians.

The planets Glad-7 and Glad-9 are two of Earth's three inter-planetary trading partners. Together the two planets supply earth with roughly sixty-five percent of the energy it consumes. In exchange for this energy, we give them dirt and I don’t mean that metaphorically. We literally give them dirt, hundreds of kilotons of it every year. We don't ask what they do with it. Frankly, we don't really care, so long as we get the energy we so desperately require.

Needless to say, Earth-Gladian commerce is vitally important to all three planets but, even though our societies are so dependant upon one another, relations between Earth and the Gladians have always been at arm’s length and contact between the races, by design, has been kept to a minimum. Everyone on earth, for instance, knows where our energy comes from, but very few people have ever seen an actual Gladian. There are no diplomatic envoys, there’s no free exchange of ideas and there’s no tourist trade. They’re aliens, after all, with customs, biologies and beliefs that are radically different from our own. So the World Council’s philosophy has traditionally been to keep a tight leash on interplanetary mingling and study it from all angles before going forward. The fear is that unchecked intermingling could ruin relations, or create environmental and/or biological disasters. Truth to tell, I’ve heard they’re most afraid of Gladian pop music becoming popular here on earth (it’s rumored to sound uncomfortably like Yoko Ono Ska – but that might just be a myth made up to scare young children). 

The official line on the Gladians is that they keep to themselves. There are rumors, however, that they have planted a number of agents within our society to study our ways and monitor our actions. None of that’s been proven though so most discussion on the topic tends to take place in the Oliver Stone/Chris Carter Memorial Full Immersion Conspiracy Chat Room and Sushi Bar (still, the folks there have been right before).

In all my travels I’d only seen a Gladian once. I hit it with my car a few years ago (long story). My car was confiscated (as was that particular stretch of road) and I’m told that the World Councils of Earth as well as Glad-7 and Glad-9 still have open files on me.

“Mom, what’s going on?”

“Foraa Thompson is a threat, Zach. The Gladians have been monitoring the situation for some time and they feel that she needs to be taken out of commission.”

“How could Foraa pose a threat to the Gladians?”

“They rely on our dirt, dear. They need to protect their interests,” she said, helping me to my feet. “They had hoped that earth would be able to handle this situation internally. At the nano, that doesn’t seem very likely, so they’re stepping in, covertly of course.”

“Stepping in?”

“With a very large shoe.”

“What does that mean?”

“This ship is twenty-five kilometers long and weighs approximately twenty-four million kilotons.”

“And…?”

“And they plan to drop it on top of Foraa.”

“They’re going to crash the ship into Vegas?”

“That’s the ‘big shoe’ that I mentioned earlier.”

“It’ll destroy the city.”

“Actually, it will destroy most of the western portion of North America, what with the fault lines and all,” she said. “It will also create a cloud of dust in the atmosphere blotting out much of the sunlight for the foreseeable future. Crops will die, leading to global starvation. There will be radical shifts in climate, which will create environmental catastrophies on a global scale. It could possibly bring on another ice age but I’m not certain of that. I can have them check if you like.”

“I thought they were trying to protect their trade interests.”

“Earth’s dirt will still be here,” Mom said. “We’ll probably be even more eager to sell it to them than before.”

“Earth won’t give them anything after what they’re about to do.”

“Earth won’t know, Zach. This ship is composed almost entirely of organic material. It will seem to the world at large that the devastation was caused by a meteor crash.”

“They’re going to make it look like an accident?”

“The Gladians pride themselves on their subtlety.”

“No one’s going to believe that.”

“You don’t hear anyone complaining about the meteor crash in the Yucatan a few hundred million years ago, do you?”

“That was them?”

“Apparently, the dinosaurs were getting a little uppity.”

“Mom, we have to stop them.”

“No,” she said. “We have to stop Foraa Thompson.”

“But…”

“Trust me, Zach, if she gets the chance Foraa will do more harm to earth than the Gladians could dream of causing.”

“How do I stop her?”

Mom shrugged. “You mean other than dropping a space ship on her? I don’t know, Buttlebug, that’s for you to figure out.”

One of the Gladians stepped forward from the others and let out a series of high-pitched whistles. Mom turned, rolled her eyes and whistled back to him.

“He says that they’ll be monitoring you closely. And that you’re not to tell anyone about their plan. They feel that would ruin trade relations. Gladians are such worry warts.”

The Gladian whistled again in agitation.

“Well, you are,” Mom said. She turned back to me. “Bottom line, if you tell anyone about their presence here, they’ll crash the ship immediately.”

“You speak their language?”

“Well, I wouldn’t be much good here if I didn’t, would I?”

“When did you learn Gladian?”

“Don’t you remember me whistling around the house when you were younger?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know that was Gladian. I just thought you were tone deaf.”

The Gladian whistled at us again. Mom replied.

“There’s not a lot of time, dear. You’ll have two hours from now to stop Foraa. If you can’t do it by then, the Gladians will crash the ship.”

“Why are they giving me this chance at all?”

“Out of deference to me,” she said.

“Don’t take this personally, Mom, but why would they listen you?”

“I have some pull.”

“Pull?”

Mom sighed and shrugged her shoulders a bit. “Think of me as a consiglieri.”

“What?”

“You know, in the Mafia stories, the person who advises the family?”

“I know what a consiglieri is.”

“Well, that’s me. Whenever there’s a problem between the Gladians and us, the Gladians sort of, come to me first.”

“You’re their earth liaison?”

“Yes, that’s a good way to describe it.”

“Why would the World Council hire you for that?”

“I don’t work for the World Council, dear. They don’t even know I exist. I work for the Gladians.”

“You what? How long have you been doing this?”

“Almost forty years.”

“Forty years? And you never told me?”

“They made me sign a non-disclosure agreement. Honestly, I thought you’d just figure it out. The equipment was right out there in the open.”

One of the Gladians let out an angry high-pitched whistle at Mom which jogged my memory a little.

“Wait a nano. The tea kettle?”

“It broadcast interspace audio on an encrypted frequency. It did visuals too when you weren’t around.”

“You spent the past forty years talking to aliens through your tea kettle and you never told me?

“Oh, don’t make it sound so sinister.”

“How could that not sound sinister? DOS, Mom what else have you been keeping from me?”

“Isn’t this enough?”

“This is more than enough.”

“I’m sorry I kept this from you,” she said. “But I’m telling you now. That should count for something”

“Yes, thank you for coming clean with me two hours before your friends destroy North America.”

“They’re not my friends.”

The Gladians let loose more angry whistles.

“Oh be quiet,” she yelled back at them. The Gladians shrugged and backed away. “And as for you,” she said, turning back to me, “Excuse me for not sharing every detail of my life, but you shouldn’t throw stones, Mr. Glass House because you’ve kept more secrets from me than a lesbian vampire politician.”

“Lesbian vampire politician?”

“I brought you here because I thought that you might want to, oh, I don’t know, save the earth or something! But if that’s too much to ask, then just forget it. I’ll call Sidney Whoop instead.”

“Oh, that’s just great. Blame earth’s destruction on me now,” I said. “You know, I think you’ve always wanted me to fail.”

“Wanted you to fail? How can you say that?” she said. 

“You have tried to undermine me my entire life. Nothing I did was ever good enough for you.”

“Where is this coming from?”

“Forget it,” I said. “We don’t have time now. I have two hours to save the world, remember?”

“No. You can’t just blurt out something like that and run away,” she said. “The Gladians will stop their countdown for a few nanos,” (the Gladians let out another few whistles of protest at this but Mom stopped them with a glare). “Tell me, Buttlebug, what have I ever done to you to that was so terrible?” 

“Asked and answered, Mom. How many times in my life have I asked you not to call me that?”

“Are we back to that now? I’m sorry, okay. How many times do I have to say it?”

“Seriously, do you know how embarrassing it was to have you call me that in front of my friends? At baseball games? In front of my prom date?”

“She thought it was cute.”

“Cute was not the vibe I was going for on prom night, Mom.”

“Oh, well, don’t blame that on me,” she said. “She would have kissed you if you had shaved like I told you.”

“Gates, Mom,” I said, with my head in my hands. “This is exactly what I mean.”

“Fine,” she said, “I’m sorry that you find the name so insulting.”

“It’s not insulting. It’s demeaning.”

“Demeaning then.”

“It sounds like a name you’d give a pet fish,” I said. “I mean, who does that?”

“My father,” she said, a little too loudly, “that’s who.”

I looked at her and I think the Gladians did a double-take as well because they let out soft low whistles that sort of sputtered at the end. Mom seemed to realize this and she tried to compose herself a little.

“That was your grandfather’s nickname for me when I was young,” she said. “It’s Arabic. It means hero. Sort of anyway. The actual word is Batalla for a girl. Batal is for a boy. He slurred it a little but to “buttle” and we added the “bug” because it was cute, I guess. It was a little joke between us. Anyway, that’s what he called me.”

“You never told me that,” I said.

“He would use it when he was proud of me,” Mom continued. “When I won the spelling bee or when I got an A on a test. When I graduated from college. ‘Way to go, Buttlebug, you did it!’ It always meant a lot to me when he called me that so I just assumed it would mean a lot to you as well. My mistake, I guess.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You never told me that. You never told me any of that.”

She pulled a tissue from her pocket and wiped her nose.

“You’re right,” she said. “I never told you. It was just one more thing I never told you and I ruined everything because of it.”

“You didn’t ruin everything.”

“Of course I did. I was never there for you when you needed me. I ignored your feelings and I never told you about my illegal relationship with an advanced alien race.”

“Well, that third thing is kind of a big one,” I said. “But I know you meant well, Mom. I guess you’ve always meant well.”

I hugged her gently and felt her trying to hold back tears. The Gladians behind us let out a low whistle, which I assumed translated into “awwwww,” but I couldn’t be sure.

“Can the Gladians port me inside the Oblivion?”

She wiped her eyes and shook her head, no. “Not unless we had a homing device inside to get an exact location. The best we can do is put you right outside. You’ll have to find your own way in.”

“And I have two hours, right?”

She nodded and attached a tiny pin to the lapel of my jacket.

“This is a signal device,” she said. “Tap it when you’ve neutralized Foraa. The Gladians will need to confirm that she’s no longer a danger before backing off but they’ll wait for confirmation before the crashing the ship. Do you understand?”

“Got it. Can they port me back from here?”

She nodded and stepped back to join the Gladians. 

“Why me, Mom?” I asked, adjusting my coat. “Of all the people you could have trusted with this information, of all the people you could have called for this, why did you choose me?”

She wiped her eyes quickly and smiled, ever-so-slightly.

“Because you’re my son, Zach,” she said. “And I know that there isn’t anyone else in the world who can do what you do. You’re my Buttlebug.”

Despite it all, I couldn’t help but smile.

“You’re damn right I am,” I said.

The Gladians activated the teleport beam and I was bathed again in white light as the device hummed to life. 

One of the Gladians turned to Mom. “The boy has no patience,” it said in a whistle-like voice. “Much anger in him, like his father. He is not ready.”

“Hush, he’ll be fine,” Mom said.

“I’m still here, you know,” I yelled.

“That boy is your last hope.”

“No,” Mom replied in a serious voice barely above a whisper. “There is another.”

“Really?” the Gladian asked.

Mom cracked a smile and waved to me. “No, I’m just kidding,” she said. “He’s our last hope.”

I started to laugh as the teleport beam kicked in and sent me back to earth.

“Good one, Mom.”

“Boss?”

The darkness lifted, as did the silence and I awoke on the ground in an alley behind the Oblivion. I was damp from the rain and my back felt like the doormat at the entrance to a fat farm.

“Boss, can you hear me?”

“I hear you, HARV,” I said, sitting up gently. “What happened?”

“You got lucky,” HARV said. “The trajectory of your fall and the wind at that height took you back toward the building rather than straight down to the pavement.”

“It what?”

“You hit the sloped portion of the building, about fifteen stories up and slid to the ground. Your armor was maxed so it managed to absorb the majority of the impact.”

“I fell?” I said, still dazed, “I actually fell?”

“It’s called gravity, boss. Not a new concept.”

“But?”

And for a nano I was confused and afraid, fearful that I had dreamed the entire scene with my Mom. I suppose that I should have been relieved. After all, that would mean that there wasn’t a space ship in orbit waiting to obliterate the city. But instead I was disappointed.

“I was off-line for a while,” HARV said. “I guess the interface was affected by the power surge from the armor but everything seems to be working fine now.”

“Speak for yourself,” I groaned as I painfully climbed to my feet. “Where’s Tony?”

“I don’t know,” HARV said. “I lost him when we fell from the building. Should we search for him?”

I shook my head. “There’s no time. We need to get inside and stop Foraa.”

“How do you know she’s inside?” HARV asked.

“What?”

I stared at the lightless building and felt the wind and misty rain in my face. I pulled the collar of my coat closed around my neck to guard against the chill.

“How do you know she’s inside the casino?”

As I touched the coat collar, my fingers brushed against something hard on the lapel. I looked down and saw the tiny signal device that Mom had pinned to my jacket. I rubbed it gently between my fingers and smiled.

“Trust me,” I said. “She’s in there.”
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Fat Elvis went back to his post at the main entrance to the Oblivion, limping, soaking wet and seriously angry. Another bouncer, this one a tall black man with a thick neck, met him at the door.

“Where’d you go?” the new bouncer asked. “I had to leave my station at the bar.”

“We had a situation. Two guys came looking for Foraa.”

“Did you get them?”

“We got ‘em. One guy’s up on the roof. The other guy fell.”

“He fell?”

“Yeah, we’re gonna need a street-cleaner. Look, cover the door for me for another couple nanos, okay.”

“Man, I gotta get back to the bar.”

“Look at me dude? I can’t work the door like this? Just let me get cleaned up a little.”

The bouncer stared at fat Elvis for a long nano. His eyes showed annoyance, anger, and maybe something else.

“Okay,” he said at last, “but make it fast.”

He stepped aside and fat Elvis stepped into the casino.

“Thank you, thank you very much.”

“Oh, and by the way, Steve?” the bouncer called.

Fat Elvis stopped and turned toward his friend. “Yeah?”

The bouncer pulled a blaster from his coat. “Your name is James.”

“DOS,” I said, as the holographic disguise melted away. “And here I thought you were as stupid as the rest of them.”

I dropped to the floor as the bouncer fired. The blast went over my head and blew apart a portion of the wall behind me. I scrambled to my feet and, staying low, charged the guy head on. I hit him in the mid-section like a bull against a slow, fat matador and sent him through the open door and out into the street. We crashed through the velvet rope and onto the wet pavement.

“You know, for a b-level casino, this place sure is hard to get into,” I said.

The bouncer grabbed me by the underarms and heaved me over his head. I rolled to my feet and popped into a crouch just in time to see him swing his big booted foot toward me. He caught me hard in the shoulder and I fell back to the ground.

“That’s because you’re a c-level punk,” he said. 

He pulled me off the ground with his tree trunk of an arm and hit me in the face with a ham-sized fist. I fell back to the pavement again, counting the stars I was seeing and taking inventory of my teeth.

“You ready to quit now, punk?” the bouncer said, “or did your mother raise a boy too stupid to know when he’s beat.”

I slowly lifted myself to my knees and looked up to face him.

“What did you say about my mother?” I snarled.

The bouncer smiled and sauntered toward me. “I said, your mother’s so stupid she once got run over by a parked hovercraft.” 

He kicked me in the face. I staggered, but stayed on my knees at first. Then I turned to face him again and slowly, painfully, got to my feet.

“Well, your mother’s so stupid,” I said, “she needs a tutor to read lips.”

The bouncer smiled and took a menacing step toward me.

“Your mother’s so fat,” he said, “she has to iron her pants on the driveway.”

He hit me twice more in the face, a left and then a right. I staggered back a few more steps but stayed on my feet. 

“And your mother is so fat,” I groaned, “her blood type is Rocky Road.”

The bouncer smiled, grabbed me by the coat collar and pulled his sledgehammer fist back for one more haymaker to my nose.

“Yeah? Well your mother’s so ugly she…”

He threw the punch, but it never reached my face. My arm flashed upward and I caught his fist in the palm of my hand. A look of confusion swept the bouncer’s face as I smiled and gave him a roundhouse kick to the stomach and then a spinning back-kick to the head that was so smooth, I could almost hear the Bruce Lee soundtrack in the background. The bouncer’s eyes bugged out of their sockets and he crumpled to the ground like a wicker chair beneath a sumo.

“And your mother’s so ugly, they named her after Uranus.”

“Why do you always have to resort to bathroom humor in these situations?” HARV sighed as his hologram appeared beside me.

“Shut up, HARV. You’re killing the moment,” I said. “But thanks for running that combat routine again.”

“I didn’t run the routine.”

“You didn’t?”

“You told me it was morally wrong so I deleted it from your memory.”

I smiled and adjusted my coat. 

“Cool.”

I picked the bouncer’s head up off the ground, popped my gun into hand and gave him a good long look at the business end.

“Where is Foraa?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” he said, in a voice an octave higher than before.

I stuck the barrel into his mouth and rattled it around against his teeth.

“Hey buddy, do you know how to drink a blaster martini?” I asked. “Through a long metal straw, one shot at a time. Guaranteed to blow your mind.”

“You’re in danger of exceeding the pun limit,” HARV said.

“Wait, I got one more.”

HARV folded his arms and sighed. “Fine, go ahead.”

“It’s your just desserts.”

“Ugh!”

I shook my head and turned back to the bouncer, his mouth still full of gun barrel. “I’ll say it once more. Where is Foraa?”

He said nothing and the two of us locked eyes for a long, hard nano.

“Oh, for Gates, sake,” a familiar voice said from behind me, “are your brains filled with anything other than testosterone?”

I turned and saw Ona. She was dressed in a tight black pantsuit with a long black coat. Her hair danced gently in the breeze and the skin of her face glistened in the rainy mist.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Speeding things along,” she said, kneeling beside me. She took my hand and pulled my gun out of the bouncer’s mouth. “I’m sorry, but the gun in the mouth is just too psycho-sexual. People will talk.”

“Ona, we don’t have time.”

She silenced me with a gesture, then brushed her long fingers gently across the bouncers cheek. He smiled widely and his eyes rolled back in his head.

“Where is Foraa?” she asked.

“Main ballroom,” he replied without hesitation. “Follow the hallway. Through the double doors at the end.”

“Thank you,” she said. “You can go to sleep now.”

The bouncer closed his eyes and fell asleep there on the pavement. Ona turned to me and smiled.

“Now wasn’t that easier?” 

“This isn’t a game,” I said. 

The smile disappeared from her face. “I know,” she said. “I have to confess, Zach, I haven’t been totally honest with you.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“But I’m here to help set things right,” she said.

“Good. Because there’s a DOS-load of right-setting to be done.”

“I know. And I’m ready for it.”

“Okay then. But there’s one rule from here on out.”

“What’s that?”

“You do every thing I say. You follow my lead, every flaming step of the way. You got that?”

She smiled and nodded. “I’ll think about it.”

“DOS,” I said to myself.

We both stood up and entered the casino.
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Ona, HARV and I strode quickly down the hallway toward the main ballroom, three warriors off to battle. Actually, I’m sure we looked more like a super-model, a hologram and a ragged PI, but we felt like warriors and that’s what counted.

“I’d suspected for some time now that Foraa was up to something,” Ona said as we walked. “I’d been hearing a lot of strange things.”

“Like what?”

“Her cash flow had increased for one. She was getting sizable donations from her ‘friends and followers.’ There were equipment purchases as well.”

“What kind of equipment?”

“Material for scientific research, a lot of heavy construction equipment and raw materials. That’s what worried me. “

“That’s why you set the dinner up,” I said.

“I wanted her near me. I thought maybe I could figure out what she was up to. Maybe I could…”

“Read her mind?”

“Yes. But then the murder occurred and I thought that perhaps I’d been wrong. Maybe it wasn’t Foraa after all.”

“She played you.”

“Yes,” Ona said, with some difficulty.

“Did you know she was a psi?” I asked.

Ona shook her head, no. “I’ve known of my own psionic abilities for only a short while. I assumed that Foraa was still unaware of hers.”

“It’s quite evident that your sister has known about her psionic abilities for some time, Ms. Thompson,” HARV said, “as evidenced by her skillful and large scale use of them.”

“Contact the Vegas Police, HARV. Tell them there’s an emergency at the Oblivion.”

“The department is fully under Ms. Thompson’s control. Remember?”

“Get the Frisco police then.”

“They’ve already declined to intercede.”

“Then get me the cops from New Reno or New Carson City or New Indian Springs. I don’t care.”

“They won’t be able to get here in time,” Ona said calmly. “You know that don’t you?”

I knew it. I just didn’t want to admit it.

“Fine. We’ll do this ourselves.”

We reached the doorway to the main ballroom. It was thick, ornately sculpted faux wood, double wide and, like everything else in the casino, painted one shade lighter than “black hole.”

“HARV, what other entrances are there to this room?”

HARV flashed holographic blueprints on the wall.

“According to blueprints currently on file, this is the main entrance,” HARV replied. “There is a similar, albeit smaller doorway on the southern wall as well as two emergency exits along both the eastern and western walls.”

“Air ducts?”

“Several, although gaining access will be tricky with the current air filtration system. All this information comes with the caveat, however, because there is evidence of recent construction within the casino. The extent of which is undocumented.”

“Okay, here’s how we play it. Ona, you’re our ace in the hole. You’ll enter through this emergency door, here.” I said, pointing to the blueprints. “HARV and I will come through the main entrance and create a diversion. We’ll make our move in five minutes. That should give you enough time to get into position. Make your entrance quietly when you hear the commotion. With some luck maybe we’ll be able to take Foraa by…”

The doors beside us suddenly opened wide and light so bright it nearly knocked me over, erupted from within. I heard a roar of a crowd mix with the deafening crack of the thunder outside and the earth trembled beneath my feet. And somehow above the din I heard a woman’s voice. 

“Hello sister dear. You’re right on time.”

The voice was deep, sultry and utterly, utterly insane. It took me a nano to realize that it was inside my head.

“Foraa,” Ona gasped.

“You know, I definitely liked her better when she was dead.”

The Oblivion ballroom was huge, which was a surprise because it wasn’t supposed to be, at least not according to the casino’s blueprints. But, as HARV had mentioned just nanos before, there had been some recent, secret construction inside the casino and it was clear now that the renovations had been major.

For one thing, there was no ceiling, not one that I could see anyway. We were on the ground floor of a fifty story building but the ceiling to this room was nowhere in sight. Foraa had hollowed out the center of the building, turning it into a gigantic doughnut with the ballroom at the center as the hole. The ballroom did indeed have a ceiling but it was fifty stories up, well out of my sight at the nano. It was a lot like Ona’s office in her ziggurat, only higher, and I think that made Ona a little jealous.

“Her ceiling isn’t higher than mine, is it?”

And within the brightly lit confines of the room, a thousand people cheered and screamed. High rollers, card sharks, slot-machine junkies, tourists, cocktail waitresses, showgirls, lounge singers, cab drivers, and gangster-wannabes; the revved-up throng of on-lookers was a cartoonish cross-section of New Vegas society. And at the center of it all, standing atop a well-lit, elevated stage was Foraa Thompson. 

Foraa was every bit a Thompson Quad. She was tall and lithe and purple skinned, beautiful by every conceivable measure (save for personality, but that too was true to the Thompson Quad DNA). She was dressed in black (of course), faux leather pants, and jacket over a tight shirt made of a shimmery fabric that sparkled like a star-field on a night sky. Her hair, dark as ever, was slicked down and back and hung straight from her head, so stiff, it looked as though it could cut you if you touched it the wrong way.

“Just once,” I mumbled, “I’d like to take a villain by surprise. Sneak up behind them unnoticed, hit them over the head with the butt of my gun, slap the cuffs on them and call it a day. Is that too much to ask?”

“That’s rhetorical, right?” Ona asked.

“Yes,” I sighed.

“He tends to talk to himself at times like this,” HARV said with a shrug. “You get used to it.”

Foraa was surrounded on stage by an array of machinery; lots of large tubes, flashing lights and such that fed into and/or connected to three cylindrical vessels, each one two meters tall and made of heavy transparent polymer. Not surprisingly, Twoa was imprisoned in one vessel and Threa in another. They were conscious, and aware of what was going on but I could tell from the anguished looks on their faces that they’d spent a lot of time trying to escape or break the polymer prison cells, clearly to no avail. It didn’t take a genius to figure out for whom the third cylinder was intended (but Foraa made it clear for us anyway).

“As you can see Ona, I’ve saved a place for you,” she said. “Come on down and join the family.”

“Thanks, Foraa,” Ona said casually, “but I’m happy where I am.”

“Suit yourself, dear, so long as we’re all together at last.”

Ona turned to me and gave me a questioning look. “What do you want me to do here, Zach?”

“Get her talking,” I said. “Villains love to talk. Keep her attention focused on you. I’ll think of something. Just don’t make her more angry.”

Ona nodded and turned back to Foraa. She took a deep breath to calm herself and smiled. It reminded me of how she prepared herself for the splinterviews the day before. She was putting on her public persona.

“We were all together three nights ago,” she said, casually walking a few steps toward Foraa (and away from me). “And as I recall you ruined the evening by dying.”

“Your parties are boring, Ona. I made it interesting.”

“Oh, yes, nothing livens up a party like a little death.”

“Well then, sister dear,” Foraa said with a smile, “you’re going to love this party.”

While the sisters did their passive-aggressive banter, HARV and I were doing a quick visual reconnaissance of the room.

“Do you see him?” I whispered silently.

“I got him,” HARV said in my head. “He’s at the front, just behind the stage.”

HARV took control of my eye lens and zoomed in on the stage. Sure enough, at the foot of the platform, just behind Twoa and Threa’s polymer cells, stood Tony. He looked a little battered and bruised, but he was alive.

“Vingo. What do you think? Is he under Foraa’s control?”

“I don’t know,” HARV said. “I can’t tell whether or not he’s still wearing the psi blockers.”

“I knew you were up to something, Foraa,” Ona said. “That’s why I invited you to my home.”

“Yes, well, I knew that you knew,” Foraa said, “which is why I accepted your invitation.”

“Well…I suspected that you knew that I knew. That’s why I invited Twoa and Threa to the dinner as well.”

“I knew you suspected. But did you know that I knew that Twoa and Threa were plotting to kill me?”

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“Ah-hah,” Foraa shouted, “I knew you didn’t know!”

“Gates, I’m going to be sick,” I mumbled. 

“You were almost there, Ona,” Foraa said. “Given time I think you would have actually figured it out. That’s why I had to do something to throw you off track. I needed to buy myself some time.”

“So you faked your death.”

“You have to admit, it’s a great alibi. No one ever suspects the dead person. I've been playing with all your minds for some time now. Making you all do what I wanted. Some of it was to help my cause. Some of it was just for fun.”

Tony was at least fifty meters away from me so it was hard to get a good reading on whether or not he was under Foraa’s control. Like the rest of the zombie-audience, Tony had his attention focused on Foraa and Ona as they spoke. And the unfocused gaze of his eyes made me fearful that he was indeed Foraa’s mental slave.

Then he glanced at me. It was fast, the briefest of nanos, and subtle, but I saw it distinctly. He was trying to catch my eye. Then he quickly touched his forehead with his index finger and pulled gently on his earlobe.

I smiled. “He’s with us.”

“How do you know?”

“That thing he just did; touched his forehead and pulled his ear, when we played baseball together as kids, that was our sign for hit and run. He’s letting me know that he’s ready to go.”

“That’s good to know. How exactly does that help us?”

“No idea,” I said. “Give me a couple nanos. I’ll think of something.”

“Why did you do it, Foraa?” Ona asked. “Why go through all of this?”

Foraa let loose a smile that, even from a distance, sent chills up my spine. She made a motion with her hand and the floor immediately in front of her opened as a glimmering metal device slowly rose from beneath the stage.”

“Oh, this isn’t good,” I whispered, “it’s never good when they bring out a machine.”

“Villains do seem to relish these dramatic nanos,” HARV said. “Any idea what the device might be?”

“No, but I’m sure she’ll tell us. They always do.”

“Foraa, what…?” Ona asked.

“Don’t you recognize it,” Foraa said with a smile. “It’s daddy’s greatest legacy.”

Ona’s face went pale, as did mine (and I think I saw HARV actually gulp).

“You don’t mean…”

“Yes, the D-Cubed.”

The throng of Foraa-controlled onlookers burst into a wild cheer that shook the walls of the ballroom. I, meanwhile, closed my eyes and gently rubbed my temples.

“I guess I should have seen that coming.”


53

I have to admit, the end-of-all-that-is certainly didn’t look like much. The D-Cubed seem to consist of a two meter high rectangular metallic pillar covered with electrodes and about a hundred thousand nano chips.

“That’s it?” I asked. “That little thing’s the Doomsday Device?”

“Don’t be silly,” HARV replied. “That’s the detonator. My sensors indicate that the actual device has been built into the sub-basement of the casino and currently extends ten kilometers into the earth’s crust.”

“Well, all right then,” I said. “That’s much more impressive. How do we disable it?”

“I haven’t even begun to scan its inner workings yet,” HARV said. 

“I could shoot it. That’s worked before.”

“Yes, unfortunately, that’s not an option in this case since destroying the detonator would, in all likelihood, activate the entire device.”

“So what do we do?”

“I’m trying to scan it,” HARV replied, “but it’s heavily shielded, so deducing the safest way to disable it will take some time.”

“Isn’t it ironic then that time is the one thing that we’re short on right now.”

“Frankly, boss, I don’t think that’s the proper use of the word, ‘ironic.’”

“You’re killing me, HARV.”

Ona was clearly shaken by the revelation of the D-Cubed but she did her best to keep Foraa occupied while I formulated a plan.

“Why, Foraa? Why would you build such a thing?”

“To avenge daddy,” she said.

“Avenge?”

“They killed him because of this,” she said, motioning toward the device. “The world was afraid of his genius so they killed him.”

“They paid him a fortune,” Ona said. “They gave him a life of luxury.”

“In exchange for his brain!”

“Well, yes, but only a small part of it.”

“He was never the same after that,” Foraa spat. “He forgot about his work, he forgot about the life he had built. And he forgot about me. That’s what hurt most of all.”

“You see,” I whispered to HARV, “every insane villain’s problems always come from unresolved issues with their parents.”

“Let’s not go there, boss.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“If this is a family matter maybe we should just put all the Quads in a room and let them fight it out amongst themselves.”

My eyes went wide. “You may be on to something there.”

“The plans for the D-Cubed were destroyed by the World Council,” Ona said. “How could you build this?”

Foraa smiled. “I read Daddy’s mind,” she said. “Just before his operation.”

“The picture,” Ona whispered.

“Yes.”

“You’ve been carrying this knowledge around with you all this time?”

“I’ve been waiting, Ona. Waiting for the time and the funds to make Daddy’s dream a reality.”

“Your preaching was just a ruse, wasn’t it? You stole people’s fortunes to finance this.”

“I had to,” Foraa said. “Daddy didn’t leave me a fortune.”

“Oh, great, throw that in my face again. I’m rich, okay. Do you want your share? Fine, take it. Take it all. I don’t care anymore.”

“Funny isn’t it how a doomsday device inspires your generosity. It’s too late, Ona.”

“So you’re just going to destroy everything then? You’re going to commit simultaneous suicide and planet-cide as some sort of twisted vengeance-inspired homage to daddy?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “I’ve adjusted Daddy’s design, slightly. I’m going to destroy roughly ninety-nine percent of the world. The device will create a sub-space vacuum just a few shades shy of black-hole intensity. I call it a brown hole.”

“Very creative.”

The brown-hole will rip the planet to atoms in a matter of nanos, but this small landmass will be protected. The community of New Vegas and the outlying area will survive. A white peg in a brown hole. It will be daddy’s ultimate revenge. He always loved Vegas.”

“He did not,” Ona said.

“Well, he would have if he’d lived long enough.”

“I’ve had enough of this,” I mumbled, shaking my head. “Follow my lead, HARV.” I slid the wrist interface off my arm and hid it in the palm of my hand. Then I walked toward Ona.

“Excuse me, Ms. Thompson, I mean, Foraa. Hi. I’m Zach Johnson. We met when you were dead.”

“Yes, Mr. Johnson. I’ve found you quite annoying during the past few days,” Foraa said. “What can I do for you?”

I turned my back squarely to Foraa and gave Ona a hug. It surprised her and she stiffened until I whispered in her ear.

“Tony Rickey is down by the stage,” I whispered, slipping the wrist interface into the pocket of her jacket. “Use your telekinesis and get this to him.”

“I don’t have telekinesis,” she whispered.

“Yes, you do. You just haven’t used it yet.”

She nodded ever-so-slightly. I let go of her and took a few steps toward Foraa to keep her attention.

“Tell me when you get to Tony,” I mentally whispered to HARV.

“Will do.”

I nodded and turned my attention back to Foraa.

“So, Foraa,” I said. “Can I call you Foraa?”

“Certainly,” she said. “Can I call you Toad?”

“I’ve been called worse.”

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Ona remove the wrist interface from her pocket and hide it in her hand. Then she closed her eyes and concentrated as she dropped the interface. It fell but didn’t hit the floor. Instead, it stopped in mid-air few centimeters from ground as Ona’s telekinetic power took hold of it. She smiled at her new ability and concentrated again. Very slowly the interface began floating, low to the ground, through the crowd of on-lookers, toward the stage.

“First of all,” I said. “I just want to compliment you on masterful job you did making all of us look like idiots.”

“It was easier than you think,” Foraa said with a smile.

“No, don’t sell yourself short,” I said. “There aren’t a lot of people who can, you know, plot the end of the world while being dead. But I just want to make sure that I fully understand your plan. You built your father’s doomsday device, right?”

“Modified ever-so-slightly, correct.”

“And to make up for what the world did to him, you intend to detonate it.”

“Correct.”

“And destroy everything.”

“Everything except New Vegas and the immediate surroundings.”

“And that’s your entire plan?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry, but…I don’t get it.”

A gasp swept through the throng and they all ducked in unison, expecting Foraa to let loose some fiery retribution. Foraa however remained calm. 

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you’re going to destroy the world out of vengeance. I get that. It’s sort of an overly dramatic statement, but at least it’s clear. My question is why save Vegas?”

“So that I can create a utopia and be absolute ruler over it for all eternity.”

“Utopia? Foraa, this is Vegas? Of all the places on earth, this is the place you’re going to leave intact? Do you really want to look at crushed velvet and neon for all eternity?”

“Well…”

“And what kind of utopia are you going to create with a bunch of two-bit gamblers and Elvis wannabes. They weren’t that interesting before you turned them into zombies. They’re really boring now. And what do you think is going to happen when they start to inbreed. Three generations from now you’re going to have a hunka-hunka genetic defectives.”

“I suppose that may be true, but you can't always pick your mindless slaves.”

“And what are you going to do for food?”

“I don’t need food,” she said. “My body has evolved so that it functions on solar energy.”

“What about them?” I said, motioning to the throng of followers. “The all-you-can-eat shrimp cocktail isn’t going to last forever. What do you do long term?”

“We’ll set up a food system, probably agricultural.”

“You’re going to turn Vegas into a farm community? Is that how you really want to spend the next few generations, teaching slot machine junkies and their offspring which end of a hoe to use? That’s utopia?”

“Boss,” HARV whispered in my head, “I’ve reached Captain Rickey. What’s the plan?”

“Get him up on the stage, while I hold Foraa’s attention and tell him how to free Twoa and Threa.”

“That’s your plan?”

“It’s evolving as we speak.”

Foraa, meanwhile had taken a nano to ponder my argument.

“Your point is well made, Toad,” she said. “But you fail to see my larger purpose. This isn’t about me creating a utopia. This is about paying the world back for what they did to my father.”

I saw Tony carefully move toward the containment vessels that held Twoa and Threa. The throng of followers were too entranced by Foraa to notice him and he began fiddling with the machinery at HARV’s instruction.

“So you’re sending the world a message?” I said.

“Exactly.”

“Do they know that?”

“Do they what?”

“Do the people of the world know why they’re about to die? Have you sent any e-mails to the World Council, netcast any messages to the masses, written ‘beware Dorothy’ in the sky, that kind of thing?”

“Well, no. I’ve been dead for three days.”

“So the world at large doesn’t know that you’re doing this.”

“They’ll find out soon enough.”

“But they won’t know why. Doesn’t that kind of ruin your statement?”

“What are you getting at here, Toad?”

“HARV,” I whispered, “hurry it up. I’m running out of material here.”

“Oh I think you’re well past that point, boss,” HARV said. “But we’re ready when you are.”

I smiled and turned back to Foraa.

“My point?” I said. “My point is that, as brilliant as you may think you are, you’ve made some serious mistakes here. You haven’t properly planned your post-apocalyptic itinerary. You haven’t adequately publicized your doomsday event. And you’ve left your genocidal motivations open to radical speculation. But your biggest mistake in all of this is that you brought your sisters here.” 

“Why is that a mistake?”

I glanced at Tony by the stage. He nodded to me, waiting for my signal. Both Twoa and Threa were watching me as well, their hands pressed tightly against the polymer of the cells. Behind me, I could tell Ona was realizing that the nano of truth was at hand. I took a deep breath and turned back to Foraa.

“Because they’re going to help me take you down.”

I popped my gun into hand and fired a full-clip of explosive rounds at Foraa. Tony took the cue and cut the power to the containment vessels and Twoa and Threa broke free of their prisons in a fiery display. Ona gave me a small hug as she ran past me, charging her renegade sister. A nano later, all four Quads were on the stage.

…and the catfight began.
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My gunblasts didn’t hurt Foraa thanks to her nigh-invulnerability, but the force of them pushed her away from the D-Cubed detonator and by the time she regained her balance, Ona and her sisters were on her. Before long the four of them were one heaving pile of supple flesh and untamed female fury. 

I got to the stage as quickly as I could, forcing my way through the throng of Foraa-followers, who didn’t quite understand what was happening. But to my horror, I saw card shark stagger onto the stage and stumble toward the D-Cubed detonator.

“DOS. Tony,” I yelled. “Keep these people away from that machine!”

Tony turned, saw the man and tackled him from behind. I arrived a nano later but more people were already rushing the stage.

“I don’t suppose this is all part of your plan, is it?” HARV said.

“Not exactly.”

“I don't suppose 'not exactly' is PI code, 'for sure it is'?” Tony asked. 

“You know Tony, if this keeps up you may actually develop a keen sense of humor,” I said.

“If you survive,” HARV analytically noted.

Tony and I positioned ourselves on either side of the detonator to defend it against the oncoming horde. I set my gun to stun and started picking off attackers as they came. Tony was forced to use his fists (which were pretty darn effective) but we knew we wouldn’t last long. HARV’s hologram appeared beside me and he did his best to scare people away by brandishing a holographic blaster but that was really an empty threat.

“We won’t be able to hold this for long,” Tony yelled as he tossed a tourist into a pair of hookers.

“HARV, get inside this thing and disable it.”

“I’m trying,” HARV said, “but it’s shielded. I can’t get past its defenses and…I know this is going to sound odd but I think there’s another intelligence in there already and it’s keeping me out.”

“Great. Ona, we need some help here.”

Ona was currently on the far edge of the stage hanging onto Foraa’s back (Twoa and Threa were each on one of Foraa’s arms), trying to keep her pinned face down on the stage. 

“Little busy right now, Zach.”

“Well, you and your sisters will have all eternity to fight one another if one of these zombies detonates this thing.”

Ona turned back to her sisters. “Twoa, Threa, go help Zach.”

“Are you sure?” Twoa asked.

She nodded. “I’ll handle Foraa.”

Twoa and Threa let go and moved quickly to Tony and me.

“What do you need?” Twoa asked while casually punching a bartender in the face.

“There are a thousand people trying to get to this detonator,” I said. “We need to protect it.”

“Ona won’t be able to handle Foraa alone,” Twoa said.

“Our place is with our sister,” Threa agreed.

“Ladies, we’re the last line of defense against total destruction here. What’s more important than that? Look, I’ll be truthful, I think you’re both spoiled, egotistical and quite probably insane. You’re would-be murderers and in a perfect world, I would want you both locked away in the deepest darkest padded cell ever created.”

“Is this supposed to some kind of rallying speech?” Twoa asked.

“If it is,” Threa added, “It’s not very effective.”

“This is your chance, ladies,” I said. “Your chance to, for once in your life, set aside your selfishness and petty jealousies and do what’s right. The fate of the entire world now rests on your shoulders. I need you to show me know that those shoulders belong to heroes.”

“I’ll give you this, Zach Johnson,” Twoa said with a smile. “You may start slow, but you sure know how to finish.”

She cleared the space around her with a mighty swing of her shapely arm (knocking three charging lounge singers headlong into a gang of blood-thirsty tourists) then she rose three meters in the air and hovered there, her cape flowing dramatically behind her. Despite themselves, many of Foraa’s followers turned their gaze to her.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the buffet is open,” she announced. “And the house special tonight is justice.”

She dove into the throng, scattering a group of showgirls and musicians like tenpins.

Threa meanwhile bowed her head graciously to me. 

“It has been an honor to battle beside you, brother Johnson.”

“Please don’t bring me into your family, Threa” I said. “I have enough troubles of my own.”

But Threa wasn’t listening. She turned to position herself on the opposite side of the detonator from her sister and there she stood, back straight, head high and face to the sky. 

“The darkness of New Vegas may be powerful,” she said, clutching her long green cape tightly to her. “But it will not withstand the powerful light of Vyrmont.”

I shook my head and whispered to HARV, “This woman should come with subtitles.”

Threa began to glow. Gently at first, a simple aura of orange, but it quickly grew in intensity and before long, she had become a voluptuous pillar of iridescence. Then she flung open her cape and let it billow outward like something alive, its lining seemingly composed of shining white mist. 

“Come warriors of the myst. Let’s kick some Armageddon-loving asses!”

And suddenly…creatures…emerged from the folds of her cape. Winged nymphs at first, hundreds of them, silvery colored and armed with tiny swords. Then came elves and dwarves, and fauns and satyrs, unicorns, gryphons and shiny green dragons. It was as though someone had broken the handle of a Dungeons and Dragons spicket.

And as the fantasy-creature army together with the grandiose super-hero battled the oncoming dark horde of Vegas denizens, I felt the walls of reality (not to mention good taste and decency) start to splinter around me.

“That’s it. I’m never reading genre fiction again!”
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I left Tony, Twoa and Threa to battle the Vegas army and went to help Ona, who more than had her hands full with Foraa. The two of them had tumbled off the stage and were now trading blows and insults in the far end of the ballroom. The ferocity of both was staggering.

“I see you still have that moral objection to bathing,” Ona said.

“And you’re still wearing that ‘open all night’ sign on your legs,” Foraa spat.

“Still styling your hair with rocket fuel?”

“Still have that ‘over two million served’ sign over your bed?”

“Radical zealot.”

“Corporate thief.”

“Extremist.”

“Oppressor.”

“Fanatic.”

“Self-seeker.”

“Drama queen!”

“Pop Icon!”

“That’s it!”

Ona lunged at Foraa, grabbed her by the throat and they tumbled to the floor once more, their ferocity unabated.

“How do you want to break this up?” HARV asked.

“I have no idea,” I said, gazing at the sky, “and I think we’re running out of time.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Any chance you’ll get through the D-Cubed defenses soon.”

“Still working on it,” he said. “By the way, there’s an incoming call from your mother. Should I tell her you’re busy?”

“No!”

“What?”

“Put her through. Put her through!”

“Are you sure? You are kind of busy.”

“Now, HARV!”

“Captain Rickey still has the portable interface but I can feed this through the mental link. Audio only though. I don’t think your cortex can handle direct visual feeds.”

“Just put her through.”

“Whatever,” HARV said with a shrug.

“Mom, what’s going on?”

“My, you’re quick to take my calls now, aren’t you?”

Mom’s words echoed in my head, which brought up all kinds of childhood anxieties but I tried to ignore that.

“Total devotion and the threat of extinction together work wonders.”

“How’s it going down there?”

I turned back to the battle in time to see a fire-breathing green dragon and a female dwarf chase fat Elvis and three hookers out of the ballroom. 

“Oh, you know, pretty much according to plan, I guess. Foraa’s built the D-Cubed, did you know that?”

“We feared as much.”

“How much time do I have left?”

“Thirty minutes. Can you do it by then?”

A unicorn ran past me, being ridden by two fat men in shriner hats.

“Yeah, no problem.”

“Listen, Buttlebug, I’m going to send you down a little something that might help. Can you get close to Foraa for me?”

I turned back to where Ona and Foraa were duking it out. They had smashed some of the ballroom’s floorboards and were now hitting one another with steel girders ripped from the buildings infrastructure.

“I don’t have to stay long, do I?”

“No, just tell me when you’re there so I can lock onto her position. Then get clear when I tell you.”

“Got it.”

I cautiously made my way toward the battling female titans. They weren't just hitting each other physically, they were mentally hammering each other as well. The psionic attacks were invisible to the naked eye but the results weren't. Any time one of Foraa's followers got to close to the melee they froze then fell down on all fours and starting whimpering like a beaten puppy.

“DOS, they’re really going at it.”

“Their psionic energy is off the charts. Good thing you’re wearing the psi-blockers.”

I gently touched the psi-blockers in my ears and felt a little spark of inspiration.

“Could I survive without them?” I asked. “Having you in my head protects me from psionic attacks, right?”

“To some extent, yes, but this is far beyond the norm.”

“How long could I last without them?”

“I can’t be certain,” HARV replied, “a minute or two I guess. There’s not really any data.”

“Buttlebug, what are you doing?” Mom asked.

“Nothing, Mom, just be ready with whatever you have, and wait for my signal.”

I gripped my gun tightly and moved a little closer to Ona and Foraa. They were locked in another clinch, rolling around together, tearing away pieces of the ballroom with every gesture. I could see gleaming bits of metal through the holes they’d torn in the floor.

“That machinery underneath the floor,” I said pointing. “That’s the D-Cubed isn’t it?”

“Yes,” HARV said.

I shook my head slowly, and smiled just a little. “Battling a super-woman over the fate of the earth atop a doomsday device. And to think, my guidance counselor told me to go into podiatry.”

“Boss, I’m a little unnerved by your tone of voice.”

“Don’t worry about it, HARV,” I said. “I just need you to protect my brain when the time comes.” I raised my gun and aimed it at the two women as they grappled. “Big bang, misdirection” I said.

The gun flashed in recognition of my voice command.

“Ona!”

Ona turned toward the sound of my voice for the briefest of nanos and, as I planned, that was all the room Foraa needed. She broke Ona’s hold on her and hit her in the face with a punch that sounded like a thunderclap. Ona flew through the air for a few nanos before crash-landing into the far wall. The wall splintered at the impact and Ona looked a little dazed, but otherwise unharmed. 

That’s when I made my move.

I opened fire, getting off half a dozen high caliber rounds. As planned, the blasts streaked toward the far wall of the ballroom then turned sharply and flew straight at Foraa. They hit her dead-on and exploded with the concentrated power of a rocket attack. They didn’t hurt her, of course, simply staggered her but they got her attention, which was all I wanted. Out of instinct she turned in the direction from which the blasts had come and because of the misdirection, that left her back wide open to me.

I ran at her full-tilt. There was a small pile of rubble just behind her so I used it as a ramp and leapt into the air, arms spread, and head high, like a dive bomber on a suicide run. Foraa heard me coming and turned, but not quickly enough and I landed solidly on her back, wrapping my arms around her neck and my legs around her waist.

“Lock on now, Mom!”

“Got it. Get clear.”

“Not yet,” I said.

I let go of Foraa’s neck and pulled the psi-blockers out of my ears. The nano I did, my head was hit with a wave of psionic energy so immense I nearly lost consciousness. Foraa suddenly seemed less horrifying than before. Actually she seemed rather wise and honorable. It occurred to me then that living in Vegas with her to watch over me might not be so bad after all. I could buy a house on the strip…maybe meet a nice showgirl…raise a family…

“Gates, boss, do we have to go through this every time you battle a super-woman?” HARV yelled inside my head. “Foraa’s psi attack is warping your thinking. Snap out of it.”

HARV’s psionic defenses in my head kicked in and I regained my senses, just has Foraa grabbed me with fists like atomic vises.

“I’m going to rip your soul to pieces, Toad,” she growled, “and then I’m going to obliterate this planet.”

She was pushing at my mind, concentrating her psionic powers directly on me now and despite HARV’s defenses, the pain was unimaginable. My head felt like it was under a steamroller. The human mind can only withstand so much and I knew that I was now well past that threshold but I no longer cared. My only hope now was to make all the suffering worthwhile.

I gripped the psi-blockers tightly in my hands and shoved them hard into Foraa’s ears. They activated upon contact with her ear canal, and latched onto her mind. I had no idea what psi-blockers would do to a powerful psi, but I had a feeling that it wouldn’t be pretty.

I was right.

The first thing she did was scream. An agonizing scream that was mental as much as sonic and the force of it nearly ruptured my eardrums from the inside. Then her body began to shudder as her psionic powers began to brown out. She lost her grip on my shoulders and we both fell to the ground. She pawed desperately at her ears but her hands weren’t steady enough to remove the blockers. I jumped clear as she screamed again and rolled onto her knees, shaking so hard it looked as though she’d swallowed a jackhammer

“She’s overloading the blockers,” HARV said. “They won’t last much longer.”

“They won’t have to,” I said as I scrambled to my feet and began running. “Now, Mom!”

There was a blinding flash of light twenty meters directly above Foraa as something very large suddenly materialized. It was an egg-shaped device, slate gray in color and seemingly made entirely of rock. It was four meters tall, five meters wide and probably a dozen metric tons in weight. 

“Now there’s something you don’t see every day,” HARV muttered, “a Gladian escape pod.” 

The pod was standard issue for all Gladian deep space vessels. It was a kind of life boat for use in emergencies. I was to later learn that it was a highly sophisticated device, engineered to sustain and protect life from the vacuum of deep space, the rigors of temperatures approaching absolute zero or the heat of a solar flare. It could mimic and sustain any of a thousand types of atmosphere, provide nourishment and medical care for up to six inhabitants for three earth years, and it could transmit distress signals simultaneously in ten thousand languages. It was a wondrous device, the pinnacle of Gladian technology.

Mom used it as a hammer.

Foraa was the nail.

The pod fell from above and landed directly on Foraa’s spasming form. The impact shook the ballroom, shattering the remnants of the floor and inner walls and sending faux wood, carpet, plastic and metal flying in all directions as the shockwave blew everyone off their feet.

As the sound of the crash dissipated, a sudden calm fell over the room. The New Vegas army stopped fighting and, dazed and confused, looked around at their surroundings. Tony, Twoa, Threa and Ona slowly made their way toward me as I gingerly lifted my aching body to a standing position.

The Gladian pod now sat atop a pile of rubble. Of all the room, only the D-Cubed remained intact, it was now covered in dust and debris, but still unbroken. We were all too stunned to speak at first. Then Mom’s voice came over my wrist interface, which Tony was now wearing.

“Did I get her?”

“Yeah, Mom.” I said. “You got her.”
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Tony and Twoa quickly got the Vegas civilians, now free of Foraa’s psionic control, clear of the building. They all seemed very happy to go (although some were a little upset when they heard that the hotel would not be refunding their room deposits). Threa somehow managed to get most of her fairy realm creatures back into her cape. A few of them escaped, but that was a small concern at the nano. 

My attention though never strayed from the D-Cubed.

“You’re sure it’s still functional?”

“It’s very functional, boss,” HARV replied. “The battle and even your mother’s little surprise package didn’t seem to hurt it.”

“How do we disarm it then?” Ona asked.

“The most logical place to attack,” HARV replied, “is still the firing mechanism. Once we disarm that we can figure out how to dismantle the rest.”

“Let’s just hurry,” I said. “We don’t have much time left.”

“Before what?”

“Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

HARV’s hologram shrugged and disappeared into the device.

“That’s odd,” HARV said. “The defenses seem a little thinner than before. And that presence I felt earlier seems to have disappeared as well.”
“What do you mean ‘presence?’”

“I mentioned that earlier, didn’t I?” HARV said. “It seemed as though there was something else in the machine when I tried to enter it.”

It hadn’t registered before (what with the fighting and all) but I had a strong suspicion now as to what that other presence had been. 

“Perhaps Ms. Thompson was psionically powering the mechanism’s defenses herself,” HARV offered, “and, now that she’s…well, you know, squished, the defenses are no longer active. Long story short, this shouldn’t take long.”

“Good, but next time lead with the long story short part.”

Ona behind me placed a gentle hand on my shoulder.

“Zach, may I have a nano with you alone, please.”

I turned to her, ready to brush aside the request by telling her that it wasn’t the time (because it really wasn’t) but the look in her eyes stopped me before I could speak. Gates knows that in the short time I’d known her, I’d seen Ona Thompson’s face exude about a thousand emotions (more than half of which were, quite probably, fake). But the emotion I saw at that nano, was something I hadn’t seen from her before and one that I didn’t think she could fake even if she tried. It was shame.

“HARV, you’re okay, right?”

“Fine, boss,” HARV said. “I’ll let you know when I’m in.”

I nodded to Ona and she led me to a secluded corner of the ballroom away from the others.

“I just want to thank you for everything you’ve done,” she said. “I realize that I’ve put you through a lot the past few days. I don’t think most people would have put up with me for this long, at least not without me warping their minds, and I doubt that anyone could have done what you’ve done. So, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said with a nod. “Frankly, though, we’re not out of danger yet.”

“Tell me, what do you think will happen to Twoa and Threa after all this?”

“You mean if we live,” I said.

“Yes, of course.”

“That’s for the police to decide, Ona. They did try to kill you and Foraa. I have no idea how the police, the legal system or the media will handle that. 

She turned away and looked at the Gladian space pod and the metric tons of rubble that currently sat atop her rogue sister. She bit her lip softly and shook her head.

“What kind of person does that make me, Zach? What kind of woman drives her sisters to the point where they’d kill her, or destroy the entire planet, rather than be her friend?”

“I think probably a woman with three very crazy sisters,” I said.

“I appreciate the sentiment,” she said with a wisp of smile, “but we both know that’s not true. 

“Boss?” HARV whispered in my head, “I think we have a problem.”

I turned away from Ona and back toward the detonator.

“You mean other than having a doomsday device to disarm?”

“Yes and no,” HARV said. “I’ve gotten past the detonator’s defenses. But it turns out that this isn’t the detonator after all. It’s a decoy, designed to take our attention away from the actual D-Cubed trigger.”

“Great. Any idea where the actual detonator may be?” I asked.

“Zach,” Ona said, touching me on the shoulder, “I think I might be able to answer that.”

I turned, saw her staring at the rubble and followed her gaze.

“Uh-oh.”

Small bits of debris atop the pile were shaking, rolling off their perches, like tiny stones down a rocky ledge. Then, more pieces began to move; larger ones, and larger still. Then the Gladian pod began to shake as well.

Twoa, Threa and Tony turned from their positions about the room and came toward us. Before long, the five of us (six if you count HARV) were watching the rubble pile shift and shake; none of us wanting to admit to ourselves what we knew was happening.

Finally, the Gladian pod lurched dramatically to the side, creaking slowly at first like a great wooden ship leaving dry dock. Then it fell and tumbled off the pile, rolling over and over, like an egg down a sand dune, crushing every bit of debris in its path.

Then, from the dust and debris of the pile, we saw a form rise, standing awkwardly at first, staggered and hunched. It was Foraa of course. She was covered with filth, her body seemingly aching with every movement as she pushed the last bits of rubble off her with her right hand and moved toward us. In her left hand she clutched a small metallic device, holding it closely, like a cherished keepsake as she moved, and every one of us knew immediately that the device she held was the remote trigger for the D-Cubed.

“All right then,” she said in a hoarse, whisper. “Where were we?”
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Foraa had been hurt. The psi-blockers had affected her powers and her invulnerability so our attacks (the pod especially) had damaged her. Sadly though, it hadn’t been enough and as she approached us now, her strength seemed to grow as though returning with every passing nano. 

“I’ve been very patient with you all,” Foraa said as she approached. “I’ve outlined my plan for you in detail. We have discussed the moral ramifications of my proposed actions, had a spirited debate over my current mental state and have enjoyed some very colorful, high-concept fisticuffs. But the game has come to an end. It’s time to turn out the lights, push this button and destroy earth once and for all.”

“Zach,” Mom’s face appeared on my wrist interface. “I’m sorry to say that I think it might be time for you-know-who to do you-know-what.” 

“Not yet, Mom,” I whispered.

“Forgive me, Buttlebug, but things aren’t looking very promising for you right now.”

“It’s under control, Mom. Trust me.” 

“If it were up to me, I would, dear. But the Gladians are being very insistent.”

“Fine. Hold on for a nano.” I mumbled, putting her on hold. “This is all I need. HARV?”

“Yes, boss.”

“Put a trace on Mom’s call and get a lock on the location. It should be about three hundred kilometers directly overhead in earth orbit.”

“In orbit?”

“In orbit.”

“Okay. I got her.”

“Good. Do you still play chess with the Earth defense computer?”

“Twice weekly.”

“Mom is in a cloaked space ship. Pass her coordinates to the Earth defense computer and advise it to bathe the ship with an ion ray so it can track it if it changes course. Also tell the computer to feel free to destroy the ship if it attacks and make sure the action is netcast planet-wide.”

“That’s a rather severe way of dealing with your mother issues, isn’t it?”

“Do it now, HARV.” I put Mom back on line over the interface. Okay, Mom, tell the Gladians that if they don’t back off right now, Earth’s defense computer will blow them out of the sky. It will be netcast to the entire planet and the Gladian race won’t get another speck of earth dirt.”

“You’re not bluffing here, are you?” she asked.

“We’re negating the Gladian cloaking system with an ion ray right now,” I said. “It should register on the Gladian sensors. Tell them to consider that as a shot across their bow.”

Mom turned away and I could hear some rather urgent Gladian whistling in the background. She smiled and turned back to me.

“Nicely done, Buttlebug.”

“Thanks, Mom. I have to get back to the crazy woman with the doomsday device now but I’ll be with you in a couple of nanos.”

“Do what you have to dear.”

Mom disappeared from the interface and I turned back to Foraa as she held the remote detonator high in her hand.

“Zach, what do we do?” Ona asked.

“Don’t worry, Ona,” I said. “It’s under control. Computer?”

“Here, boss,” HARV said.

“Not you, HARV.”

“What do you mean?”

“Computer?”

The room was silent for a long nano as everyone, Foraa included, looked around, none of them really knowing for what they were looking.

“What is this, some kind of trick?” Foraa spat.

“Computer,” I said.

More silence. Then at last a voice sounded, one which seemingly emanated from the room itself.

“Yes, Mr. Johnson.” 

It was Ona’s house computer.

“Computer, what are you doing here?” Ona asked.

“Put the detonator down, Foraa,” the computer said calmly. “This course of action will hurt no one but yourself.”

“Boss, what’s going on?” HARV said in my head.

“Just watch,” I whispered.

“Don’t question me, computer,” Foraa spat. “When I want your opinion, I’ll write a program.”

“Your motives are understandable, Foraa but your actions are well beyond the scope of rational.”

“Don’t pretend to understand my motives,” Foraa said. “I don’t need a moral lesson from a machine.”

Twoa, Threa and Tony slowly moved toward me. Foraa, angry now with the computer, seemed unaware of our presence. 

“We could rush her now while she’s distracted,” Twoa said. 

I shook my head, no. “There’s no need. Watch.”

“Your actions are meaningless, Foraa,” the computer said. “All this will bring you nothing. It will not avenge your father. It will not ease your pain.”

“How would you know of my pain?”

“I know,” the computer said, “because I am your father.”

The words hit everyone around me like an irresistible force. The Quads, as one, gasped sharply. Tony as well (though more out of peer pressure than anything else, I think).

But it was Foraa who was the most affected. Her eyes were wide and she staggered back as though in shock.

“No, no. That’s not true,” she whispered. “That’s impossible.”

“I am not a good father,” the computer said. “I never was and I admit that freely. You girls became independent so quickly, it seemed as though you didn’t need me anymore. I wanted to provide for you so I designed the D-Cubed knowing that the world would inevitably buy it.”

“You designed the D-Cubed for money?” Tony asked.

“Of course,” the computer replied. “I never intended for it to ever actually be built. What am I, insane? No offense, Foraa.”

“But you…died?” Foraa whimpered. 

“Yes, funny thing about that. You see I didn’t think that the World Council would be so picky about terms when they paid me to destroy the D-
Cubed plans. I didn’t expect them to insist on giving me the partial lobotomy, so before agreeing to undergo the surgery…”

“You made a back-up copy of your brain and stored it on the computer,” Ona said.

“Thinking that, after the surgery you would reprogram yourself” said Twoa.

“But something went awry during the reprogramming,” Threa continued. “There was an explosion which destroyed your original body.”

“And left me stranded in the computer, yes. It’s all very understandable, don’t you think?”

“But…but you died,” Foraa whimpered again. “Why didn’t you tell us that you were alive?”

“Truthfully you all seemed to get along fine without me,” the computer said. “And if word had leaked out that I was actually alive then pretty soon the World Council would have suspected that I wasn’t lobotomized after all and the whole thing would have started all over again. It just seemed better for all concerned if I remained dead.”

“And the will?” I asked.

“Yes, leaving my entire fortune to Ona? That was a mistake. I was lobotomized at the time. You can’t hold me responsible for that. I figured that you girls would sort it all out in the end.”

“But they didn’t,” I said.

“No, they didn’t. Ona, you showed very poor judgement by not sharing your fortune with your sisters.”

“I’m sorry, daddy,” Ona said.

“Twoa and Threa, I’m also very disappointed in the two of you. How many times did I tell you as children that attempted sororocide is not something we practice in our household?”

“We’re sorry, daddy.”

“And Foraa, I’m sorry but destroying the planet in my name is not suitable behavior for a super woman.”

“You’re right, daddy,” Foraa whispered, her head hung low.

“Now put the detonator down and we’ll start setting things right.”

Foraa slowly lifted her head toward the ceiling. I had expected to see sadness, sorrow or remorse on her face. Unfortunately though, those particular emotions weren’t present at that nano. Instead, I saw only disappointment, anger and insanity (none of which thrilled me).

“You’re right, daddy,” she said again, this time in a voice so cold, I expected icicles to form on my ears. “You weren’t a good father.”

She raised the detonator in her hand.

“Foraa, no!”

And then she pushed the button.
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It began with a flash as a blast of black light erupted from the detonator in Foraa’s hand and flew high into the air like a stygian bolt of lightning. The bolt reached its apex twenty meters above us and burst into a series of tendrils fanning out into different directions, covering the room umbrella-like before streaking back to the ground and finding the surface of the D-Cubed.

Upon contact with the light, the D-Cubed hummed to life, shaking the already weakened walls of the Oblivion with an ominous vibration, then the entire surface of the doomsday device began to glow with its own dark light. It seeped through the remaining floorboards of the ballroom and shot through the many holes and it bathed all of us in its murky, planet eating glow.

Then all at once, the light began to contract, shrinking like a silk cloth caught in a vacuum cleaner, collapsing in upon itself at its center, which, in this case, happened to be Foraa who still triumphantly held the detonator over her head. It took her a nano to realize that something was wrong.

“What’s happening?”

The black light swirled around her, binding her in nothingness, engulfing her in an anti-matter cocoon. It grew in intensity as it shrank in mass and became impossible to look upon. As one, we all covered our eyes as the light reached its peak intensity. The last thing I saw before turning away was Foraa’s hand reaching toward us as it was consumed in the black light. And we all heard her anguished cry.

“Noooooooooo!”

Then all was quiet.

When we opened our eyes, Foraa was gone, as was the D-Cubed, leaving only the ten kilometer deep shaft in the earth in which it had once stood, as proof that it had ever been there at all.

None of us spoke at first. The nano somehow seemed too fragile to withstand the weight our words. But eventually, Ona managed to whisper what everyone was wondering.

“What just happened?”

“Doomsday devices are such stupid things,” the computer (or should I say Dr. Thompson?) responded. “Why on earth would anyone ever build one?”

“I don’t think that officially qualifies as an answer to Ms. Thompson’s question,” HARV whispered.

“He sabotaged the device,” I said. “He set it for self-destruct, rather than…earth destruct.”

The three Quads turned their gaze skyward, as though looking for the bodiless computer.

“Daddy?”

“I warned her,” Dr. Thompson said, his computerized voice echoing sadly in the now empty room. “I warned her.”
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And so the story ended the way it began, with the death of Foraa Thompson on a dark and stormy night, albeit with a thousand truths, many of them painful, revealed along the way.

As the sun was rising, Ona, Twoa and Threa, along with Dr. Thompson’s computerized intellect, departed, headed, hopefully, for the office of a very skilled family counselor.

Speaking of which, Dr. Thompson and I shared a brief private nano before he left with his family.

“I want to thank you again, Mr. Johnson, for everything you’ve done for my family.”

“Don’t mention it, Dr. Thompson. I only wish I could have done more for Foraa.”

“She was lost well before you met her,” he said. “I suppose that’s mostly my fault.”

“Yes it is,” I said coldly.

“And that’s something I’ll have to live with.”

“Whatever.” 

“By the way, Mr. Johnson, you’re Eve Johnson’s son. Is that correct?”

“Yes, I am” I said, taken somewhat aback.

“She’s a fine woman,” he replied. “Please give her my best.”

“Um…okay.”

“So what's going to happen when the World Council learns Dr. Thompson is still alive?” HARV asked.

“I'm not planning on telling them. Are you?”

“Why of course not.”

“Good, then it's not our problem. I suspect that if word does leak out, his girls can handle it. In the meantime, we make sure Ona’s payment clears and chalk this whole thing up as a win.”

“Good point, Zach,” HARV agreed.

“HARV, did you just call me, Zach?”

“That’s your name, isn't it?” HARV asked, with a smirk. “Or would you prefer me to refer to you as Zachary?”

“No, Zach is fine. It’s just you've always just called me boss in the past.”

“Well, I suppose, I’ve grown,” HARV said. “Because, while you are still technically my boss, although come to think of it you don't actually pay me…”

“Pay you?”

“I also consider us to be partners. And…friends. And I figure that if we share the same brain with one another then we should at least be on a first name basis.”

Though I admit that part of me that was a little scared by the fact that my computer and I were now on a first name basis, another even bigger part was kind of glad. Strange as it may seem, HARV and I really were partners now. 

“I suppose you’re right, HARV. I suppose you’re right.”

I gave Mom and the Gladians the all-clear signal. The Gladians sent a team down and studied the site for another six hours before they were satisfied that both Foraa and the D-Cubed were gone. Officially they thanked us for our help in “diffusing an awkward situation” but I think Mom was a little loose with the translation. I got the feeling that the Gladians weren’t very comfortable with my knowing that they came within a few minutes of destroying North America (I knew I sure wasn’t). For now though, we were parting company with the understanding that everything had worked out as well as could be expected (but you won’t catch me vacationing on Glad-7 or Glad-9 anytime soon). 

Mom, Tony, HARV and I waited outside the Oblivion while the Gladians did their inspection. The building had been severely damaged even before the D-Cubed disappeared. Having the damaged structure now atop a ten kilometer deep hole in the ground made staying inside seem downright suicidal. So we left.

Tony bought us coffee and doughnuts (he’s a cop after all) and we ate them while watching the sun come up over the New Vegas strip.

“So you knew all along that Ms. Thompson’s computer was actually her long-dead father?” HARV asked.

“Only at the end,” I said. “He was too protective of the Quads to be an ordinary computer. That and his use of the phrase ‘as you wish’ were dead giveaways. No computer in its right mind says stuff like that.” 

“But did we really accomplish anything here?” Tony asked. “I mean, Dr. Thompson was going to stop Foraa from using the D-Cubed all along, right.”

“Maybe.”

“So, did our being here make a difference?”

“Look at it however you want, Tony,” I said with a smile, “but it’s going down on my resume as saving the world.”

We laughed a bit more and ate doughnuts steadily until the sun was high in the sky.

It was nearly noon when Tony and I loaded up his hovercraft for the ride back to Frisco (Tony promised to obey the speed limit this time, which is the only reason I agreed to go with him). He didn’t mind the ribbing so much because he’d called the Frisco Police Commissioner earlier in the morning to learn that, now free of Foraa’s mind control, the Commissioner had no recollection whatsoever of Tony’s resignation. In fact, he was wondering why Tony wasn’t in the office yet (and why his badge was on his office desk). Tony covered as best he could (he told the Commissioner that he had a sore throat and ended up taking a sick day).

We left Mom at the teleportation center, booked on the next porter back to New Rochester. She and I said our goodbyes in the parking lot.

“So, um, thanks for the visit, Mom,” I said. “It was…interesting.”

“Yes, it was.”

“Sorry about yelling at you in front of the Gladians.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “They probably didn’t understand most of what was said. And it was good for both of us to get all that out in the open.”

“I guess so.”

“You know, you and I should save the world together more often.”

“I’d rather not,” I said. “I don’t like to mix business and family.”

“But you and Electra are coming to New Rochester in the spring, right?”

“We’ll be there.”

“All right then.” She smiled and held her arms out. “Now come here and give me a hug.”

She felt different when I hugged her, less tense, less awkward, softer and warmer. I suppose that she thought the same about me. And we stayed that way for a while before parting.

“One last thing, Mom.”

“Yes?”

“The computer version of Dr. Thompson seemed to indicate that he knew you. Does that sound right?”

“Dave Thompson, that horse’s patoot? Pardon my language. Yes, I knew him. What did he say about me?”

“He said that you were a fine woman.”

“Well, I guess he’s not a total idiot.”

“Mom, I’m not…related to the Thompson Quads, am I?”

“What? Oh no, no, of course not,” she said. “How could you even think that?”

“I’m sorry. Forget I mentioned it.”

“Dave Thompson and I were friends from before you were born. Nothing more. He was a creepy man back then. Why do you think he had to engineer his children? It’s because no woman in her right mind would ever go near him.”

“But how exactly do you know him?” I asked.

She smiled and touched me gently on the cheek.

“One of these days, Buttlebug, I’ll tell you everything you want to know about me and my life.”

“You mean there’s more?”

“For now though, why don’t you go home and get reacquainted with that nice doctor you’re dating. And for Gates sake, get some sleep. You look like you haven’t slept well in ages. Are you sure you’re eating right?”

I couldn’t help but smile.

I was back in New Frisco in time to meet Electra at the clinic as her shift was ending. We went out to dinner, had some wine and laughed more together than we had in a long while. At evening’s end, we went back to the house and went to bed where she stole my share of the covers as we slept. 

I didn’t care, because I slept soundly and dreamt of wonderful things too numerous to mention.

My name is Zachary Nixon Johnson. I am the last private detective on earth. And I am wouldn’t want it any other way.
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