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Jim Hodgson

Dangerous Dan

CHAPTER ONE

The guy looked like a runner. All the signs were there. The unconscious bending 
at the knees, the eyes darting to their corners. His forearms even drew up a bit at the 
elbows. Definitely a runner. “Dangerous” Dan McNamara did not feel like running. Not 
after this little twerp. Not after anyone. 

“Look, let’s take a minute to relax here,” Dan said, then checked his 
communicator’s readout for the puke’s name. “Zunder.” Zunder? That’s a name? 
Nevermind. 

Dan went on. “Nothing bad is going to happen, Zunder. Let’s just take it easy, hm?”
“B-but you want to take me in!”
“Not technically true. What I want is to have a couple of beers and go to sleep.” 
Zunder looked unsure. 
Dan said, “Maybe even have my way with myself first, know what I mean?”
“What is wrong with you?”
“Nothing. Well, plenty, to be completely honest, but let’s get back on track. You 

are in a bit of trouble with Central, yes?”
Zunder squatted slightly. 
“Sometimes I play with my nipples a bit.” Dan said.
Zunder straightened. “This is bizarre.”
“You’re right, it is. No doubt. Just hang with me.” Dan paused to ensure that 

Zunder was hanging with him. “As I was saying, bit of trouble, no big deal, really. Big 
stack of unpaid parking tickets.”

“...And you’re going to take me in!”
Dan sighed. This little experiment was in danger of becoming every bit as 

tiresome as just running the guy down. 
“All right, have it your way. I’m gonna take you in.”
Zunder emitted a squeak, coiled his body, and bolted. Dan drew his sidearm and 

squeezed the trigger at his hip in a single smooth motion. The weapon made a pleasing 
beep to indicate that it was out of charge and would not be helpfully stunning anyone 
just now. 

Dan thought: “Balls.”
Zunder was gathering speed, and would soon be around a corner in the 

alleyway. Dan cocked his arm over his head and threw the gun, correcting a few 
degrees for the turn. Zunder started to round the corner, and the butt of the gun caught 
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him just behind the right ear. He tumbled. 
Dan trotted over, holding his belt up with his left hand, and put a knee on the 

dazed man to hold him down. 
“I tried to talk you out of that,” he breathed heavily, winded. Jeez, winded? He’d 

run, what, ten steps? 
“Yeah, with your nipples!” Zunder said, holding his head. 
“All right, all right.”
Dan let him sit a minute with his hands to his head. When Zunder had gained 

a measure of composure, Dan put on the cuffs, which he then scanned with his 
communicator. That done, he signaled a pickup. Minutes later, a Central meat wagon 
descended into the alleyway. Two fresh cops got out. They busied themselves scanning 
the complacent Zunder and loading him into the meat wagon, but their eyes scanned 
Dan. “Dangerous” Dan, their eyes said. Get a good look, Dan looked back.

He’d gotten the nickname “Dangerous” by accident anyway. He didn’t introduce 
himself that way, didn’t print up business cards with it on. As far as Dan was concerned 
his name had become Fuck You.

He’d been an intelligence officer in the Scourge War. As far as anyone knew, an 
actual Scourge had never set foot on Earth, but they’d employed agents, who had all 
been controlled via technology. The agents did the usual spy stuff: sought out details on 
manufacturing, sent maps and photos of key targets on the ground, and generally acted 
like traitorous dicknecks. According to evidence, many of the human spies attempted to 
negotiate transfer off Earth before the Scourge exterminated humanity, but the Scourge 
never engaged them on that topic. They paid via transfer for information, but if a spy 
asked about how he’d ultimately be handled all he got was silence.

It seemed to Dan that if you wanted to make Earth money selling Earth 
information to the Scourge, you could, but if you were hoping to be saved from 
whatever the Scourge would ultimately do to humanity in the event of their victory, 
you were shit outta luck.

Dan had accepted the intelligence job because he was good on the street 
and because he wanted to do his part. Humanity was threatened, after all. He had 
some big successes ferreting out assholes. Some of the less talented guys started 
sarcastically calling him “Dangerous” Dan, probably to make up for a lack of their own 
achievements. It stuck, though. The media loved it. 

But he hadn’t been so dangerous when it counted, had he? Not when Marinka 
disappeared, and certainly not now. Fat and hungover, tossing his piece at low-level 
street punks so he didn’t have to run.

Dan didn’t feel particularly comfortable with achievement. He felt restless and 
pissed until he found whoever he was looking for, and he had the will to push until 
he got to the end. Most people just gave up. He didn’t. That was all. But then Marinka 
disappeared and the light just exited his life.

The light’s gone out, he thought. The corners of his eyes stung.
The fresh cops finished scanning and keying. One of them came over to scan Dan 

out. The cop was young, smiling. He had a mustache that started out thin under his 
nose, then became thick at the ends. 

“He says you were talking about your nipples,” Weird Mustache The Cop said.
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“Sometimes if you say something someone’s not expecting, if they’re on the 
verge of running they’ll stand still a second and think.”

Why did he say that? Weird Mustache was just going to laugh it off. He was too 
young to understand this kind of work. To his credit, he didn’t laugh it off, though. 

“Huh,” he said. “I’ll remember that.” 
The other cop was just about to close the door when Dan noticed, over Weird 

Mustache’s shoulder, that Zunder was smiling. He very nearly had time to wonder 
what the puke was smiling about. 

Zunder raised his cuffed hands and touched his chest. There was a high-pitched 
whine, and Dan’s eyes malfunctioned. A blurry smudge formed where Zunder was, 
then the smudge and Zunder were both gone. The pair of cuffs clattered to the floor in 
the meat wagon, which Dan heard rather than saw because he was now lying on the 
street with his arms around Weird Mustache, lying mostly on top of the man.

“What are you doing, McNamara?” said the cop, voice rising. Dan let him go. 
They both sat up.

Dan felt the need to explain as a hot flush. “Sorry, I uh. Saw the puke activating a 
device. Thought it might be explosive,” he said.

The cop turned around to see the empty meat wagon and his partner looking in 
with disbelief. He scrambled to his feet. Dan took a moment, then got to his feet as well, 
joining the cops at the open rear door and looking at the empty cuffs. 

“You ever seen anything like that?” Weird Mustache asked. 
“Nope,” Dan said.
“You two wanna hug in the street some more or should we call this in?” asked 

the other cop.

—

Some higher-ranked cops from Central came to the scene to look at the vacated 
handcuffs. They ran some scanners, but didn’t find anything. The video feed from the 
meat wagon confirmed Dan and the cops’ memory of events, and even provided clear 
video of Dan reacting to what he thought was an explosive device. The technician 
paused, rewound, and replayed Dan bunching his body and leaping onto Weird 
Mustache -- whose name turned out to be Paulson -- for everyone’s benefit. 

“Jeez, Paulson,” the technician said. “I guess you know why they call him 
‘Dangerous’ now. You almost got fornicated right here in the road.”

Everyone laughed. Dan forced out a laugh, because it was tactically the right 
move.

Ultimately no one knew what had happened to the puke Zunder, but they 
had murders and robberies and whatnot to attend to. They filed reports and left it for 
someone else to worry about.

Dan was done for the day. He walked back to his hotel. The weather was shitty. 
The sky looked like farts. Puddles in potholes were murky and topped with the rainbow 
sheen of pollution. A light mist with clear aspirations of true rain failed utterly to 
improve itself.
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One of the weirdest things about being a cop, he reflected, was how all the old 
guys told you you’d change. Then you get out of the academy, start working, and 
you feel normal. All of a sudden, few years later, you realize you’ve been changing 
this whole time. Attitude, whole perception of the world, everything. You can see it 
happening, but you can’t stop it. Don’t want to stop it, though, because you want to be 
like the old guys. Then you are one of the old guys, and you wish you could go back to 
the other side of the curtain.

Of course, he’d fucked it up even worse than that, but no one could’ve seen 
that coming. He wasn’t technically let go from Central yet, but he’d been turned 
into a “contractor.” His hours had dwindled, and he’d been forced to seek private 
employment, investigating cheating spouses, that sort of thing. Occasionally he’d get a 
fat corporate gig as a security advisor, but those had dwindled with his reputation, and, 
if Dan was brutally honest with himself, his appearance. He didn’t look like security 
anymore. He looked like misery.

Dan’s hotel room was dark and cool, and there were beers and some booze. Dan 
let the TV jabber until he was drunk enough to go to sleep, then climbed into bed with it 
still on.

CHAPTER TWO

In the morning, he lay on his side, and his belly lay with him. He could slide his 
hand under it, between his belly and the sheets damp with his sweat. He was in the gap 
now, sliding down the far side of one mountain of drink and not yet clambering up the 
next. 

Sitting up, his body punished him. He felt hot. Feverish, even though his room 
was cold enough to store meat. He stood with effort, bent over to get his suit, then stood 
again, closed his eyes, and wobbled some. 

When the pounding in his head subsided, he put one leg and then the other into 
the suit and pulled the zipper upward from his crotch. It hung just at his navel, not able 
to draw the two halves together over his belly. He sucked in mightily and pulled. A few 
teeth joined up, but nothing more. 

He breathed for a while, gripping the zipper pull tab so hard his thumb and 
forefinger burned, then sucked in and shrugged his shoulders upward while yanking 
desperately on the zipper. It worked. He was in. 

He went to the mirror and looked at himself. His hair was stringy-looking. Was it 
thinning? Probably. He smoothed it with his hands. It looked worse.

Outside in the sunlight his boots clomped along strangely. When he’d bought 
them their heels pounded each step with a satisfying beat. Now they had a drab, 
shuffling quality, and the right one even pinched his ankle awkwardly. He made a 
mental note to get some new boots. 

He reached the window. 
“The strong stuff,” he said, leaning against the tiny counter to keep from falling. 
The alien behind the window reached a tentacle toward a bottle, but didn’t hand 

it over.
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Xenobiologists had all manner of classifications for the various alien species 
who had wandered to Earth over the years, but not being trained in xenobiology, Dan 
had developed his own classification system. He thought of non-humans by what he 
estimated their mixture of three primary physical ingredients to be. Those being Man, 
Bug, and Snake.

For example, using his Man/Bug/Snake theory to classify this asshole, who 
had become so monumentally difficult of late when Dan required booze, you’d need 
nearly equal parts bug and snake, but very little man content, which gave him many 
appendages (owing to its buggishness), and a scaly hide and weird-looking eyes (thanks 
to the snake content), but no readily discernible face. The historical image of an alien 
from long ago, before Earth had made contact with actual aliens, with the long limbs 
and big heads, would be a great example of a mixture of the man and snake elements 
with very little bug. An alien with an equal mix of all three might have six limbs, a head, 
mostly soft or scaly skin, and eyes on stalks. 

His least favorite were aliens with high bug content. He felt that their motives 
were hardest to understand, and he also resented their hard carapaces, which amounted 
to free heavy-duty armor. Additionally, they just looked gross.

“Don’t do this to me again. Hand it over,” Dan said.
The alien’s face was unreadable. Was it a face? It seemed like a face. The alien 

wore a T-shirt with extra arm holes sewed into it and a name tag that read “Chuck.” 
Dan knew the name to be a dead end, though, as it’d been wearing one that said “Brad” 
the day previous. Someone up the chain must think it prudent for customer-facing 
aliens to have human-seeming names.

Dan had always felt he had the power to read what any living being was 
thinking merely by staring into its face. He also felt that this ability had served him 
well in his years as a cop and intelligence agent, though some persnickety types might 
quibble with his methods. Staring into people’s faces to determine meaning presented a 
problem, however, with species whose input facilities weren’t grouped closely together, 
but this particular specimen had a cluster of ridges and bumps parked just north of a 
wide mouth. Dan could work with that. 

The alien seemed to be coming down on the stubborn side of things. A woman 
and her young child stopped uncertainly a few paces behind Dan, their questioning 
faces reflected in the laser-proof window.

“Listen to me, you greasy pile of filth,” Dan said, low and menacing. “You can 
do what you want, but I swear before God that I will run every one of your little cousins 
into Central before the day is out. There’s no way those little shits are legal. You know 
it. I know it. And you know that I have friends. Now hand me that... fucking... bottle.”

The alien seemed to decide that this wasn’t his problem, and wrapped a tentacle 
around a bottle. It placed the bottle into his side of the security lock, but didn’t push it 
through. 

Dan looked up. The alien was motionless. A moment passed, then another. Dan 
simmered. He felt a hot prickling on the back of his neck. Was this fucker getting wise? 
Dan boiled. 

“That’s it, you-” he pounded the little shelf with a fist.
Just then the alien shoved the bottle out the hole in the window hard enough to 
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bounce it off Dan’s gut. Dan flailed for it, bobbled it, then caught it by the neck. 
“Ha, ha!” He turned, brandishing his bottle at the woman and girl. They didn’t 

laugh. Their eyes rolled around in embarrassment. 
“Ha ha haaa!” he said, this time supernova triumphant. 
On the last “haaa!” syllable, his suit failed. The zipper split with a stern metal 

fart, ripping outward in both directions from his straining middle. His belly sprang free 
and jiggled, and the little girl screamed. Dan’s free hand flew down to cover his pubic 
hair and the base of his cock, now peeking out of the split zipper just under his belly. 

The woman hid her child’s eyes and stared with horror, and Dan shuffled away 
toward his room, half hunched, mumbling apologies over his shoulder. He was almost 
to the safety of his room when he noticed that the door wasn’t closed. Had he? No. He 
had shut it. Someone was inside. 

He took a quick inventory. No gun, split suit, jiggly belly, bottle of drink, greasy 
hair, dick in the wind, pinchy right boot. 

Protocol dictated that he had to kick the door open and swagger inside. After 
all, you don’t get a nickname like “Dangerous” by peeking around corners or knocking 
politely. Whoever was in there knew he was unarmed anyway. Might as well make a 
show of it. 

He stuck the bottle of booze down his suit. It rested against his pubic bone 
uncomfortably and the neck poked into his belly, but at least it obscured his pubes 
and cock. He kicked the door open, holding the bottle’s neck with one hand. The door 
whacked against the flimsy room’s wall and rebounded with a shudder. It swung to 
again, but not before Dan saw who was inside. 

Dan pushed the door open and looked at his former partner. She looked like the 
only real thing in the room. Her suit’s greens and yellows and blacks were vibrant, the 
leather un-scuffed, her dark hair shiny. She was taut, athletic, effective, with the same 
fair skin as her sister. She even still carried a black marker in a loop on her left arm, for 
writing notes. Who actually wrote things down instead of typing them, or even better, 
just forgetting them? Estrella did.

“There is,” Dan said, deliberately, once he was sure the door was no longer a 
threat, “a problem with my suit.”

“I see that.”
He slumped into the room’s solitary chair, which creaked a loud fart. 
“That was the chair,” he said. 
“It really doesn’t matter,”
“No, seriously. I can make it do it again. Watch.”
“Look, stop doing that. Stop it! We found something.”
Dan stopped thrusting. “What?”
She pulled her communicator from its clip and pulled out the screen, fixing it 

open. She crossed the room and handed it to him. A video waited to play. He looked up 
at her face, read sincerity there. He shrugged, sighed, and tapped the screen. 

There was static, then a woman came into view. Her blonde hair pulled back into 
a ponytail, a blue cloth suit with a black collar. She was in a ship. She began to speak. 

“Doctor Marinka Delilah, Central,” she said. The video ended. Estrella’s 
communicator showed a tiny green light to indicate that the digital signature of the 
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video was verified and correct. You saw fake videos all the time, posted on the Internet 
by jokers and jackasses for reasons unknown. Most showed an amber light to denote 
that the digital signature, or digisig, was questionable, not verified. Of course any 
encryption could be broken, but it took huge amounts of time. More time than had 
elapsed in the universe so far. Unless... 

“Someone’s found a way to hack her sig,” Dan said. 
“Maybe. Only one way to find out.”
That meant going into the Southeast Region Central Police Headquarters. That 

meant going into Central looking like this. He might even have to go to a hospital. He 
looked down at his zipper. 

“I need a little time to clean up.”

—

When a person turned 18, they were put through what was known as a “Full 
Test.” The procedure had a medical name, but it was of the kind that escaped Dan’s 
brain as soon as he heard it. In order to full-test someone, you hooked them up to a 
series of machines which would explore every inch of their body, inside and out. Down 
every capillary, along every synapse, over every pore. The end result would be a very, 
very long series of numbers, also known as a digital signature or digisig. Medicine 
hadn’t come up with a way to manufacture an entire human yet, most likely because 
it was so inexpensive and entertaining to produce them naturally, but if it had, every 
piece of information necessary to do so would be contained in their digisig.

The procedure was usually done once in early adulthood and never again. The 
effects of full-testing adults were not well documented, but teenagers usually survived. 
Some were judged too infirm to undergo the process and led impaired lives as a result, 
not being able to verify their own communications or financial transactions without the 
help of legal representation, which was expensive.

Since Dan and Marinka were married, their signatures had been encoded 
together for the purposes of joint banking, as well as predicting any genetic issues their 
children might face. The mathematics of cryptology were a far sight from the sphere of 
Dan’s understanding, but the upshot was that using his digisig together with his and 
Marinka’s joint digisig, they could work out whether the digisig used to sign the video 
of her was real.

The only problem would be if Dan was too far physically from where he’d 
been the last time he’d seen a doc. The thought filled Dan with a north wind of dread. 
He hadn’t seen a doctor in years. He didn’t want to be told what he already knew: 
that he was fat and depressed and drinking too much. He hoped he’d still be within 
the acceptable deviation from his last update, or however that worked, but his dread 
thought was he probably wasn’t. If he wasn’t, and he absolutely wanted to know 
whether the video was real, he’d have to submit to a full test. At his age. At his weight.

It would undoubtedly hurt like a sumbitch and ultimately be for nothing. Would 
he do it? Would he go through that when the video of Marinka was probably from 
some jackass who just wanted to yank his chain? He didn’t know. He thought he didn’t 
know. But he did know. Yeah, he’d go through it. Fuck.
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—

Dan met Dr. Marinka Markov Delilah through her sister, his Central Police Force 
partner, Estrella Mary Delilah. At the time, Marinka was just graduate student Delilah, 
but there was little doubt she’d eventually win her doctorate. Like Dan, she was restless 
and pissed until she achieved. It was his favorite thing about her, just as it was his 
favorite thing about himself. It didn’t hurt that she was attractive, had pretty blonde 
hair and a sweet, easy smile.

Estrella was not entirely comfortable with Marinka seeing Dan at first. Estrella 
and Dan had a trusting relationship at work, of course, but her baby sister was another 
story entirely. Dan knew he couldn’t see Marinka casually. He had to be in it for the 
long haul or not at all. 

He wasn’t particularly good with women. In his experience, women would often 
seem interested, but when he expressed interest in them they suddenly acted shocked 
and annoyed. He wasn’t a pig. He was sweet to women, just as he’d been raised to be, 
but they seemed to prefer rich assholes. He felt lucky to be free of that cycle when he 
met Marinka, and married her just two months before the Scourge showed up and 
everything went insane.

He was lucky in the war, if anyone can be lucky in a war. Since his job was to 
chase down assholes in and around Atlanta where he already lived, he got to serve 
humanity and sleep in his own bed with his own wife at the same time. Most of the 
fighting took place out in space, or at least in the sky. The Scourge blew up ground 
targets from time to time, but they didn’t seem interested in landing infantry and 
marching them around. 

Dan returned to his house late one night to find the front door open to the 
apartment he and Marinka shared. He stopped in his tracks and listened. There was 
no sound. A car started somewhere behind him, but that sound was a familiar one. A 
neighbor. He pushed the door open. The apartment was dark. He cleared it room by 
room. She must have been out, but where would she be at 1:15? And there was that 
feeling in his gut. Not a good feeling. Much too heavy, that feeling.

The feeling stayed and Marinka never surfaced. He went through the regular 
channels. He plumbed the depths of the seediest underbelly. He questioned the 
innocent, the guilty. There was nothing. Not a wisp. Not a ghost, not a whisper. She was 
just gone. She hadn’t left him. She hadn’t moved. She’d just been at her lab pursuing 
her work and then she was gone. Coworkers said she hadn’t mentioned anything. She 
hadn’t been acting strange. 

Dan was prepared to divert every thread of the war effort under his control to the 
search for his wife. He was ready to beg and cajole, to steal if he had to, but two days 
later the Scourge retreated to their motherships and disappeared. The war was over. 
Humanity was saved. Everyone in his life was tearfully hugging one another, as he was 
trying desperately to get help finding his wife, but her story was just one of millions. 
Lots of people are lost, buddy. We’re sorry.

So, it was up to him. Fine. He was used to achieving alone. Just get the problem 
in your teeth and don’t let go until you’ve finished it. But he couldn’t finish it. 
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The next thing he knew, she’d been gone a year. He tried to leave as much of 
their apartment just the way she left it, but he had to clean up. Things got bumped to 
new positions. Towels got used and replaced, washing her stray blonde hairs off them. 
Slowly, the ripples in reality that her presence had created went smooth. 

Dan became shit at work. They sent him to shrinks. He didn’t even want to leave 
the apartment. He started drinking nightly, just to ease his mind so he could get to sleep 
a little faster. The drinks started earlier and earlier in the day. Then he was drinking a 
bit in the morning to get by. He ordered pizzas and sat at home. He slept as much as 
possible. Watched the television more and more.

Estrella was hit hard too, but she’d been through loss once before as a kid. Her 
father died under mysterious circumstances when she was 11. Marinka had been 7, too 
young to really understand what was happening. The cops thought her mother had 
done it. They questioned. They leaned. It was messy and unnecessary, and Estrella 
never forgot how it made her feel. It made her want to be a cop herself, to handle those 
situations correctly and with dignity where able. That’s how she tried to approach 
Dan’s depression, but he couldn’t be dislodged. He seemed determined to drink and be 
slovenly. It was a mess.

She felt responsible for getting Dan back on track. After a year and a half of 
Marinka’s absence, she began strongly suggesting to Dan that he might see other 
women, at least as friends. Dan agreed, because it seemed like the right thing to do, to 
just move on, but in practice it was not an enjoyable experiment. He sensed that in order 
to attract women he needed to be fun, and his light was out. 

Estrella decided after many months of cajoling and introducing that you can’t 
help someone who doesn’t want to be helped. Dan would either eventually turn around 
or he wouldn’t. If he did, she could help. If he didn’t, well...

CHAPTER THREE

Dan showered while Estrella waited outside. He put on his short summer suit, 
styled to look like a normal suit, but with the legs cut off for Earthbound hot weather. 
Being wet and chilly outside, it was far too cold out for the summer suit, but it was all 
he had. His white legs seemed to glow between the tops of his boots and the bottom 
of the short suit. He grabbed his split suit, threw it over his shoulder. He looked at the 
bottle. 

He drank a long, long drink, gulp after gulp. Burns when you do it like that, but 
he needed to stock up. He set the bottle down and went out.

He met Estrella outside, held up the suit. “I need to make a stop to get this fixed.”
“No problem, Central has a-” 
“Not at Central. Before.”
Estrella nodded and turned, heading for the parking tree. 
Since real estate was at such a premium and most people couldn’t afford a car, 

parking lots had long since been developed. Instead of those, the hotel had a tower with 
an array of pads sprouting from its sides, known as a parking tree. Estrella and Dan got 
into a lift at the base, and she hit a button. They were whisked upward, and stepped out 
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onto a circular walkway. She led the way around to the left, and they walked out onto 
the pad containing her Central cruiser. When the car recognized Estrella’s digisig the 
outline of the doors glowed green.

Dan went around to the far side, tossed his suit in the back, and plopped into his 
seat. Estrella gripped the controls and piloted the cruiser off the pad into a designated 
climbing area. The engines hummed distantly. They reached the Eastward altitude, 
shown by the car’s display projected onto the windscreen, exited the updraft, and 
moved forward.

Dan looked out over the city. He’d felt like a king in a car like this once. He 
wished he’d brought along his bottle. 

“So, what’s been keeping you busy?” Estrella asked.
“Oh, you know, this and that. Private work, mostly.”
“Really?”
He turned to look at her. She was looking out the window. “No, not really. 

Mostly I drink.”
“The hell is that?” Estrella said, staring into the display. 
“Yeah, I know. I gotta cut back. I mean to, it’s just-”
“Not that, that!” she pointed at her display. 
A red warning winked to indicate that a nearby car was ignoring the prescribed 

directional altitudes. She thumbed a button to change the perspective of the virtual 
display to a wider scope. A red car-shaped marker was angling downward from the 
North altitude plane. 

“Some old lady asleep at the sticks?” Dan offered. 
“Maybe,” Estrella said, but then the car’s display lit up with screaming warnings. 

The sound of the rushing air changed slightly. A split second later, a muffled crack and 
whine came from the rear. Laser strike. Dan put his hands out to brace himself against 
the dash and stared at the display. The plummeting car behind leveled off on their 
altitude. 

“Nope, they mean business. Hang on.”
Dan held on. The intensely annoying thing about being fired upon with modern 

lasers was that they didn’t make much noise, weren’t in the visible spectrum, and could 
cut through anything in almost no time. Only the astronomical expense of weapons-
grade lasers kept every cop in Central from having his tits burnt off in the field. 

Estrella whipped her head around the car, decided she had clear air, and pushed 
the controls. The car dove straight down, plunging through the South altitude first, then 
the West. She yanked back on the sticks and they leveled off at parking altitude. This 
was a dangerous height at speed, like doing seventy on a sidewalk. She dodged the tops 
of parking trees and swung wide around people movers. A few irritated horns blew.

Estrella keyed in to Central. A tone sounded to let her know she was online and 
her digisig recognized. A window appeared on the lower left of her display showing a 
man’s head and a headset.

“Officer under fire,” she said. “Unknown car. Lasers. Likely ultraviolet. Coming 
in hot at parking level”

The man’s eyebrows shot up, but his training overtook him. “Read you,” he said, 
punching a sequence of buttons. A mile in the distance, Dan saw the lights on the top of 
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the Central building go from yellow to red. Some flashed. Others whirled. Civilian cars 
inside the mile radius were gliding to a halt at their current altitude, stopped in place 
by the Central signal. The chasing car’s computer was hacked. It ignored the All Stop 
signal, and lit them up again. This time there was a whine and loud clatter from the rear 
of the car. 

The car pitched nose up and to the left. The left rear engine must have been 
killed. Estrella corrected quickly, but the chase car got in a shot while they were pitched 
up. Dan saw the glass of the windscreen disappear in a perfect circle near the center of 
the car. He jerked his legs to the right just as Estrella corrected their attitude. He was 
thrown forward, and there was a brief searing pain high on his left arm. Two cracks and 
two whines sounded, barely audible now over the air rushing in the hole.

He swore, and his right hand came up to feel wetness. He didn’t look. It didn’t 
feel too bad. 

“Pressure!” barked Estrella, as if Dan didn’t know what to do with a wound, 
then over her headset “One wounded!”

Ahead, cop cars were lifting off the Central building in a swarm. They were mere 
hundreds of yards away. The car’s display lit an approach path to show them where to 
land, on an emergency pad away from the main parking tree. It also showed that the 
chase car was peeling away. 

The first of the cop cars were flashing past them at full speed. “Get that fucker,” 
Estrella said. She slowed her car, which lurched to and fro as the computers attempted 
to correct for the malfunctioning engine. They slowed over the emergency pad, scraped 
the car’s rear, then set down heavily. 

Estrella sat back in her seat and slowly let go of the sticks.
“Welcome back,” she said. 
A man can kick a chemical addiction. It’s a simple thing. Not easy, no, but 

simple. You just don’t do that one little thing this time. You leave next time for next 
time. After a while you’ve strung together a bunch of this times and then it’s easier. 
That’s chemicals. But war, now. Action? That is a different thing. 

Dan stomped down the half dozen steps from the Emergency pad. Four medics 
stood by, two for Estrella and two ready to tend to him. One already had a medical 
implement of some kind in one half-raised hand. Dan brushed past them. 

“Hey!” the implement holder said. “Hey, you’re bleeding!”
“Who, me?” Dan barked over his shoulder. 
Head high, right hand still pressed to his arm, he strode through the throng of 

cops rushing every direction, into the top floor, and then down the steps to the right, 
medics trailing behind. He wanted to get as far into the building as he could, and 
he knew the medics wouldn’t be ready for this maneuver. He wanted as many cops 
as possible to see that he was wounded. It would go a long way to make up for his 
protruding belly, stringy hair, and pasty legs poking out of his suit.

The medics stopped short at the top of the stairs, calling down after Dan. “Sir!”
One had to stop to mind the stretcher, but the other plunged along after Dan, 

who was clomping down the stairs in his boots, white legs working smartly. He passed 
more cops milling around excitedly, their eyes lingering on his wound, which was 
starting to hurt quite a lot now. His head felt a little loose for a second, but he hung on.
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He figured he’d gotten far enough in, nudged a chair back from a lounge area 
table with a foot and sat. The trailing medic descended on him, his communicator 
buzzing with questions from his partner. 

Dan held his hand away slightly from the wound. It pulled a bit. Cops gathered 
around to look.

“Yep, okay. Let me get you some skin,” the medic nodded tersely, then into his 
communicator: “Fourteenth.”

“Any special reason we couldn’t do this on the roof?” the medic asked. 
“Yes.” Dan said.
On the wall, a display glowed to indicate that the second medic in the lift had 

changed its direction. 
Dan’s breathing was slowing to normal, but the glow that came with action was 

still hot in his spine and his chest. It drew his head down, made him look out from 
under his brows at the world. It made him sneer. 

The lift dinged open and the second medic pushed out the stretcher. The medics 
gave Dan a look to see if he was going to resist. He nodded, breathed, stood with the 
help of a medic under either arm, and then got onto it without fuss, wondering if 
anyone could see up his shorts.


