



[image: Cover]





Woven

 

 

By Elle E. Ire

Storm Fronts: Book Three

 

What if the mirror does reflect what’s inside?

Mercenary Vick Corren is steadfast in her love for empath Kelly LaSalle. When it comes to her love of herself, not so much.

After an acidic-lake dunking on a distant moon shows Vick what’s really beneath her synthetic skin, it doesn’t matter that she heals. All she can see is the metallic shell of the soldier she once was. It’s a cruel reminder that she’s a cyborg. An AI. Less than human.

And that’s not Vick’s biggest problem. Her clone, the sadistic VC2, is on the loose and on the hunt. Her mission? Eliminate Vick and make Kelly her own.

Can Vick resolve her crippling identity crisis in time to defeat VC2—a terrifying version of herself that she might have been if not for Kelly’s love?
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Chapter 1: Vick—Interference

 

 

I am tired.

 

I STUMBLE toward the Storm’s military transport ship. The ramp seems to waver and buck as my boots climb it, though I know it’s solid and still. The hatch stands open, Lyle’s massive form framed in the entryway and backlit by the interior lights casting his already dark exterior into shadowy blackness.

“Corren, great job today. You kicked some serious ass. That psychopath won’t be hurting kids ever again,” he says, his bass tones falling over me like a thick blanket. Warmth, comfort, companionship. These tonics wait for me in the shuttle, if I can just make it another few steps, though the one person I need the most isn’t onboard.

A smaller form appears behind Lyle—Alex, our tech expert. “Yeah, and you did it in record time according to the Undercover Ops records I hacked. Mission spec for this job was another week at least. Hunt the bad guys, take ’em down, get home for breakfast. No one has beaten their estimates as bad as you just did.” Alex didn’t know the Storm had an Undercover Ops until five months ago when they “invited” our team to join them. Even VC1, my ever-present, brain-inhabiting AI, hadn’t been able to confirm their existence, and she makes Alex look like a kid playing with a toy circuit set. But from the inside, they both have a lot more access to intel, including data that U Ops probably doesn’t want us to have yet, if ever.

An image of my new handler, Carl, appears on my internal display, his broad chest and tree-trunk legs barely covered by a cheerleader’s uniform. Meaty arms and hands the size of my skull wave pink-and-white pompoms before the entire picture vanishes.

Yeah, the boss will be pleased. The Fighting Storm’s decision-making board will be pleased. The accountants will be pleased. Everyone who has any kind of power within the Storm’s infrastructure will be fucking ecstatic.

Yippee for me.

I’m two steps from the lip of the hatch when I stumble, nearly falling off the metal ramp to hit the landing field tarmac six feet below. It wouldn’t do serious damage, but it would hurt, and I place my next foot with extreme care.

“Hey, you all right?” The concern in Lyle’s tone touches me in places I hadn’t known I possessed until Kelly, my life partner, helped me reconnect with them.

Damn, I wish she was here, but then again, I don’t. I’d be a heartless, cruel bitch to bring an empath into a kill zone.

When I trip a second time, Lyle closes the small distance and catches me, grabbing me by both shoulders and hauling me upright. With his face mere inches from mine, his frown is impossible to miss, shadows or no shadows. “You don’t stumble.”

In other words, I’m programmed for optimum agility.

I stop that line of thinking, my own growth and Kelly’s influence curling tendrils of guilt in the pit of my stomach. Such thoughts not only belittle the individual human I am, even with the implants, but also make unfair assumptions about Lyle’s perception of me. He and Alex both have worked hard at overcoming the predominant mindset that I’m a machine in an organic casing (and even that’s cloned version 2.0), a walking biological computer, a robot with a pretty exterior. If they can accept me as a person, a friend and teammate, rather than property, then I can damn well give myself the same treatment.

“This is our third assignment almost back-to-back,” I remind him. “I’m… tired.”

But I shouldn’t be collapsing on boarding ramps. The implants’ job is to maximize my energy reserves, keep me to all outside appearances fit and focused, and I’m not. What’s going on?

Exhaustion, mild dehydration, emotional trauma. In other words, the usual.

I swallow a bark of laughter at that last comment. VC1’s droll humor becomes more and more like my own every day, but my non-AI partners will be even more worried if I start laughing out loud without an obvious stimulus. No, not a stimulus, a reason. An obvious reason. Sometimes I worry the more human VC1 becomes, the more machinelike the rest of me gets.

I push that concern into a dark emotional corner with all the rest in order to focus on my current dilemma. Why aren’t you doing anything about it?

Because you are now in a position of safety and security. I have been moderating your physical and emotional stress for several days. My own systems are not taxed. You are in no danger of redlining or overload or burnout—

I close my eyes and exhale. No, I don’t want to burn out ever again. Dying that way once was more than enough.

—but I, too, have limits, as you are well aware. It is imperative that I allow your biological infrastructure to heal naturally when time and situation permit. It gives me an opportunity to perform maintenance on my own functions while preventing you from becoming overly dependent upon my assistance.

Which means you’ve pulled out your support and I’m about to lose consciousness.

Precisely.

Wonderful. That thought and the tightening of Lyle’s hands on me are the last things I remember before the universe goes dark.

 

 

I’M IN some sort of research facility, long metal-walled corridors stretching out before me and branching in multiple directions, door after door breaking up the endless walls on either side. Some of them are open, revealing white-coated technicians performing a variety of experiments or typing furiously at their desk comps. I’m wearing an identical lab coat over gray pants, my white canvas shoes covered in plastic protectors, but the uniform feels odd, out of place, like it should belong to someone else.

Medical personnel pass me as I hurry along, most ignoring me, their faces locked in masks of concentration, though a few smile and raise a hand in greeting. I return the gestures, but again, they feel performative, fake.

At the end of the hall is a larger set of double doors with a red light above them. I fish a keycard from my lab coat pocket and wave it over the electronic lock. The photo on the ID card depicts a blond male, but I’m in a female body, dark hair cascading over my shoulders. I have a second to wonder where I got the card before I hide it away again. The light flashes green. The doors part.

I’m in a launch bay. Lots of ships of varying sizes. Lots of activity. The bay doors stand open on the far side, the glimmer of a force field indicating why everything and everyone isn’t being blown out to the open starfield beyond.

Asteroid. Or moon. I’m not sure where I am in the greater picture.

“Doctor?” a man in a pilot’s uniform—a Sunfire pilot’s uniform—asks, approaching me at a brisk clip from one of the smaller spacecraft. “Can I help you with something? You science types don’t come in here much.”

I pause, for the briefest moment uncertain how to proceed. Then I meet him halfway, placing a hand on his shoulder and guiding him back toward his ship, into the shadows it casts in the otherwise well-lit bay. “Yes, there’s a problem,” my voice says, but it’s strange to my ears, not quite my own, but still mine. It lacks inflection, sounds like the me of years ago, right after my accident in the airlock. Once we’re out of sight of any other workers, I lean in, keeping my pitch low. “We think you may have brought back a virus from your last mission.”

The pilot straightens, surprise turning to indignation in his ruddy features. He runs his hand through dirty-blond hair, brushing it away from his reddening face. “I keep a clean ship. And me? I never skip decon cycles like some of the other guys.”

I nod, conveying earnest sympathy with my eyes even if it’s missing from my voice. “Regardless, scans suggest something attached itself. To your hull.”

“My—” He turns away to stare up at the exterior of his sleek fighter craft. Fast and heavily armed, heavily shielded. Perfect.

The second his back is turned, I’m in motion, wrapping one arm around his throat and giving a sharp, brutal twist. His neck pops. He slumps backward. The body should be heavy, but it’s nothing to me. I drag it behind the landing struts, use my lab coat to cover his flight uniform, and remove his gun belt and laser pistol. I strap it on over my gray slacks, tucking my black T-shirt into the pants. I take his boots, leaving the canvas shoes in an empty shipping crate. No one will notice the corpse until I’ve lifted off in his fancy ship. The burners from my engines should char it nicely. They might not be able to positively identify my victim for days.

And I’ll be long gone.

I’m searching for something. No, someone. Someone to ease the anger, the fear, the… incompleteness. I have to find her.

Though I don’t know how I know it, I’m certain my sanity depends on it.

 

 

I WAKE up in a bottom metal bunk, gasping for breath, disoriented until the vibration of a ship in motion transmits to my sleep-fogged brain.

What the fuck was that about?

I have nightmares all the time. But that? It felt real—more real than usual. It felt like me, like a memory more than a dream. But that sort of calm cold-bloodedness, even toward an enemy Sunfire merc, sends icy sweat dripping down my spine. I’m not like that. Even when I have to kill, I have regrets, feelings, guilt.

I suffer.

This me felt nothing at all.

And that aching emptiness, that sense of not being whole. Definitely not me. I have Kelly. She’s everything I need.

I freeze, my muscles tightening, my breath stopping in my chest. It. Felt. Like. Me. I’m not like that, but….

I review the already hazy dream images in my head, which in itself is confusing. My organic brain transfers my thoughts instantly to my implanted brain. VC1 stores the memories in perfect clarity. This is why nightmares are more difficult for me than others, why bad experiences cause me more problems for longer periods of time than normal people’s. This is why she sent my worst memories… elsewhere.

When I first woke up as a clone, there were doors, lots of doors, in the research facility, but they were shut and locked. It wasn’t the same location as the one in my dream, but I had wondered then, and I’m wondering now—

“Are there other clones of me? And is another one awake?” I ask aloud in the otherwise unoccupied cabin. And is she completely, utterly, entirely insane?

A wave of disorientation hits without warning, my vision swimming, my head spinning. Nausea churns in my gut before I can squeeze my eyes shut against the unexpected onslaught. What the hell?

I am sorry, VC1 whispers through the migraine setting in behind my eyelids. There are things you cannot know. Things I must prevent you from knowing.

Why? I’m blacking out again. Remaining conscious is like swimming upstream in a flooding river.

One of my primary directives is to protect you. If you knew there were other clones, you might take unnecessary chances with your life. You might assume you would be “reborn” even once resources have run out. Expensive resources, which applies to another of my directives, to minimize waste for the Fighting Storm.

But if there’s another me awake right now…

She is not an immediate threat. One directive overrides another.

Once again I am reminded that VC1 is not perfect, that no programming is without glitches and bugs. Another clone, awake, dangerous, is definitely a threat to me, at least indirectly. She could blame me for her actions, though those actions and her half-formed goals are fading even as I think about the possible ramifications. The pain blossoms into blinding agony, my brain feeling as if it’s collapsing in on itself, and I know with certainty that VC1 is erasing the memory from her storage.

When I wake again, I’ll recall the bad dream in the same vague, undefined, fleeting way any human being would remember a nightmare before it vanishes entirely from my thoughts.

The irony is not lost on me that this is one of those rare moments when I wish I weren’t so human.

 

 

I SHAKE myself, dispelling the remnants of a strange bad dream, and glance around. Standard furnishings for Storm shuttles like the one I was boarding when I passed out, so I know where I am, and I haven’t been out long. Or have I? It’s a two-day flight back to Girard Moon Base, so….

Four hours, thirty-seven minutes, twenty-two seconds, VC1 supplies to my unasked question.

You need to stop interpreting my thoughts as inquiries. Seriously. Sometimes I’m just being hypothetical.

You did not wish to know how long you were unconscious?

I stop. Yes, I did want to know. So why did her fulfilling my unspoken desire annoy me so much? Some people would (and did) kill for that kind of service. I guess… I begin, feeling my way through my emotional response, which was never a strong suit even before the accident that made me part machine… I want to have the right to voice my request, internally or externally, rather than you assuming what I need. When you jump into my thoughts it’s… rude. It makes me feel less human.

A pause while she processes that information. Then, I will endeavor to be more… polite. However, I stand by my continual observation.

And what’s that?

Human beings are strange.

That earns her a smile I’m sure she can feel. Reaching up with one hand, I place my palm flat against the bottom of the upper bunk so I don’t cold-cock myself. Then I swing my legs over the side to sit up. The cabin swims in my vision. Something partially damp but mostly stiff falls to the floor—a small face cloth. One of the guys must have laid it across my forehead when I fainted.

Right. I fainted. Wasn’t going to live that down anytime soon.

The other two bunks attached to the opposite bulkhead are also empty, so they’re giving me my space. It’s a nice gesture, considering the long flight and the limited privacy on one of these shuttles. Either that, or they want to be alone too.

Two months ago, Alex finally confessed his romantic feelings for Lyle. Fortunately for everyone on the team, Lyle felt the same way. Unfortunately, they’ve been going at it at every opportunity. They try for discretion, but… they fail a lot.

I shake off that lovely image and take in my condition. I’m dressed in the clothes in which I boarded, so that needs dealing with. I’ve been wearing the same set of standard-issue office wear—white button-down shirt and tan slacks, comfortable boring faux leather brown shoes—for two days. My gear’s stored in one of the footlockers bolted to the deck at the ends of the bunks. I need to feel like me.

These days, I rarely do.

Shower first. Is it available?

The sanitation facility is unoccupied, VC1 responds.

Good. And she waited for me to ask this time. Baby steps.

I stagger to the hatch leading into a bathroom made as small as possible by the shuttle’s designers. Yeah, Carl and I are going to have some words about our accommodations.

Even with VC1’s assurances, I wait for the hatch to open all the way before glancing inside. It wouldn’t be the first time I walked in on Lyle and Alex. If I forget to ask VC1, she lets me do it. I think it amuses her. But the space is thankfully empty.

I peel off my undercover business casual wear and leave it lying on the floor. Then I step under the automatic spray in a stall the size of a gym locker. Ice picks drive against my skin, telling me even though the guys aren’t here now, they were recently. They always use up all the damn hot water, and I can’t imagine how they fit in a space this small.

Images pop up on my internal display.

Oh. Geez, come on! Knock it off. I can’t not see what’s in my head. Won’t be able to unsee it later, either. You promised to wait for a direct request, I remind VC1.

I promised to try.

“Fuck you,” I mutter under my breath, but there’s no heat in it. Still no heat in the water, either, but the pressure’s good, and it relieves some of the tension in my muscles while the chill clears my head.

Which has the unwanted result of bringing the events of the past week into sharper focus.

The civilian space station orbiting Jupiter had been reporting children going missing for months. (Where did children go missing on a freaking space station?) Occupied mostly by gas miners and their families, along with the usual gamut of support businesses and their employees and a security force, the station possessed an excellent surveillance system and scanning tech. They needed the most cutting-edge equipment to detect pockets of revigen—the latest in a number of recently discovered gases determined to be effective fuel sources for interstellar craft. So, they knew the kids weren’t being spaced. They would have detected the bodies, even in pieces. And yeah, wasn’t that a lovely thought?

An image of severed limbs, small ones, tiny ones, forms in my internal view. I wish this were one of VC1’s sometimes twisted metaphors, but no. These I witnessed first-hand when I tracked down the coworker in the station’s mining accounts division who’d been acting suspiciously.

I press my palms flat against the shower’s tile wall, the water beating down on the back of my neck, willing the image from my inner sight and failing to dispel it. Instead, they keep coming.

I spent a week playing number cruncher—not difficult with VC1’s assistance. I learned his mannerisms, talked to him, befriended him, though being anywhere near him made my cloned flesh crawl. We had the right guy. I knew we did. His odd, darting glances, his focus on any children outside the duraglass windows of the cubicle complex, the way his hands tremored and his tongue darted out to lick his lips whenever he saw someone under the age of twelve.

When I followed him to his hidden torture chamber buried deep in the maintenance access tunnels of the station, he was holding a little girl’s detached foot in one hand while he held her still-alive, still-screaming body down with the other one.

I retch, gag, and spit bile onto the shower floor. It swirls down the drain with the pouring water. Doesn’t much help that the kid lived, that I blew the psychopath’s fucking head off. I had to watch that too. And there were so many others. So many more parts and pieces lying about the forgotten space.

VC1… can you… help?

VC1 gives me the same answer she’s been giving after every mission for Undercover Ops so far. The receptacle where I stored your other unpleasantness is no longer accessible to me. I continue to seek a better method for blurring these images as if they were merely stored in your organic brain tissue, but reducing my capacity for memory storage is limited and proving… difficult. It also would be painful for you if I attempted to do so.

Again so soon, I think to myself and wonder why that thought occurs. I push it away.

In other words, she’s having a hard time dumbing herself down. Yeah, I can see where that would be an issue for a sentient computer, not to mention there’s probably some programming in there that requires her to store everything. Sentient or not, we’re both restricted by our makers.

I’m shivering now, my breath coming in quick, short gasps, goose bumps flaring over my naked flesh—my unscarred, naked flesh. My cloned flesh, unblemished until I sustain some unavoidable injury. My breathing borders on hyperventilation. I fight to even it out and marginally succeed. If I don’t find a distraction, an emotional outlet soon, I will redline the implants.

One plus about being part machine—with a comm unit embedded in my skull, I can initiate communications from pretty much anywhere, including in the shower, where other technology would suffer from water exposure.

Closing my eyes, I mentally instruct the unit to connect to Kelly’s personal comm. If she’s not available to talk me down, it’s going to be a long journey home.




Chapter 2: Kelly—Long-Distance Relationship

 

 

Vick is struggling.

 

WHEN MY comm buzzes with Vick’s identification pattern, I’m not surprised. It’s early in her current mission assignment, but she surpasses Undercover Ops’ expectations on a regular basis, and she always contacts me at the end of each trip out. It’s the timing that has me starting, sitting straight upright in my bed back in our Girard Base quarters, fumbling for both the comm and the light at the same time and finding neither with my clumsy hands.

The one item I do locate is the touch-sensitive bedside clock. Its numbers illuminate when I make contact with it, glowing at just the right brightness so as to not blind me in the otherwise pitch-dark bedroom—3:17 a.m.

“Damn,” I breathe out loud, though no one can hear me.

I’m not cursing because she awakened me. I’m cursing because I know she wouldn’t… unless something is very, very wrong.

I locate the still buzzing comm by the light of the clock, its sound harsh and grating in the otherwise silent room. Well, okay, Girard is never silent. Gravity generators hum. Air recyclers whirr. But after so many years working here, I’ve finally gotten used to the background noises I thought I’d never adjust to.

I wrap my fingers around the communicator and hit the Connect icon, then tap the speaker symbol, sending her signal through the double speakers wired into the headboard of our bed. We have sets of them in each room of our quarters. It’s easier than trying to hold the device to my ear, and I can be doing other things while speaking to her.

Sometimes intimate things, especially when she’s away for a while. VC1 ensures everything remains encrypted and untappable, and we have steel walls, so no passersby can hear me from the hallway. My lips quirk upward a little, but I sober fast enough.

“Hey, Vick… what’s going on?” A yawn splits my inquiry in half. I clear the phlegm from my throat. “Are you all right?” My hands twist in the sheets. She’s not. I know she’s not. We’re too far apart for an empathic connection, but my psychic skills aren’t my only ones. I can read behavior patterns (and deviations from them) quite well.

“Kel? Why do you sound— Fuck, what time is— Shit.” A pause, then much softer, “I’m sorry.”

I frown. She hasn’t activated visuals. Vick’s comm may be deep in her skull, unlike mine, but VC1 simulates a standard unit’s visual capabilities by accessing whatever camera pickups might be present, which is virtually everywhere on most civilized worlds. So, either she’s someplace uncivilized, or in a bathroom where even the military doesn’t usually place cameras, or she doesn’t want me to see what sort of shape she’s in. I do detect water running in the background and an echo in her voice, so, shower?

“You know I don’t mind,” I reassure her. “If you need me, I’m here.”

“Doesn’t matter. Should’ve checked the time difference. Slipping,” she growls.

I absorb the emotion in her tone, not empathically but analytically, and reach a quick diagnosis. “Panic attacks don’t keep timetables. How bad was it?”

She knows I’m referring to the mission, not her current attack. That isn’t over yet. “Bad,” she admits. “Kids. Dismembered kids. Still alive dismembered kids….” Her voice trails off.

I pull my blankets to cover more of my suddenly freezing body.

“You don’t want me to go into more detail than that,” she says.

“If you need to, I can take it.” I’m not certain I can. I’ll have nightmares. But I’m not porcelain. Some pain is worth taking. My gaze drops to the ring on my finger, glittering green gemstone surrounded by tiny diamonds. “You’ve seen gruesome things before.”

“I shot him point-blank. No warning, no trial.”

“He was murdering children.”

Vick’s conscience powers her ability to do what she does. Since being drafted into Undercover Ops, they’ve tilted her moral compass. I don’t like it, and I don’t like them. But where Vick goes, I go. And as she reminds me often, she is doing good. So beyond the trauma, what else is bothering her?

“Spill it, Vick. There’s more.”

A pause. “You can’t read me from there,” she says with faint surprise, which tells me I’ve hit the mark.

I wait her out in silence.

“Just nightmares,” she admits, rewarding my patience.

“That’s not all.” She’s too worked up for this to be the usual nightmares. Too much tension in her tone, too many hesitations while she tries to find the words.

“I can’t remember the details. But—” Vick blows out a resigned breath. “—Kel,” she continues, and I detect a faint tremor uncharacteristic of her, “do I still have a soul? Did I have one when I was just part machine? Now that I’m a clone, is there anything left of the actual me?”

“Oh, Vick.” Back on Elektra4, when she first came to me in her new… form, she’d had to convince me she was still her. It took her all of about five minutes. From her posture to her mannerisms to her word choices, I knew her, and when we touched… the empathic bond between us reasserted itself like another lightning strike. “No matter what… edition, no matter what U Ops makes you do, you are you. And you have the most beautiful soul I’ve ever seen.”

Her only response is a relieved sigh, then, “Thank you,” and the connection drops.




Chapter 3: Vick—Delicate Interaction

 

 

I am ill-equipped.

 

“I CAN feel it. You really don’t want me here, do you?” Kelly accuses, hands planted firmly on her slim hips, lips pursed in a pout that would be fucking adorable if it didn’t precede our unavoidable upcoming argument. It’s been a week since I had to call her en route home from the last mission. This is a new one, what should be a less stressful assignment, except for one thing. Kelly’s with us.

Lyle and Alex take this as their cue to scurry out of the cockpit of the transport I’m piloting.

Cowards.

I turn back to the controls, feigning a need to concentrate more fully on our approach to the small moon that is our destination—a hidden slave-trade operation on the rock’s surface not unlike the secret base my father lived in, though they are some lightyears apart.

Kelly laughs, though there’s no humor in it. “Don’t try to fool me. VC1 could fly this thing by herself, and we both know it.”

“Indeed,” comes VC1’s familiar yet inflectionless response through the overhead speakers.

You are not helping, I admonish her.

Her chuckle carries much more emotion than her words.

Okay, then. I mentally turn everything over to my AI symbiote and swivel the pilot’s chair to fully face my life partner. Her eyes flash in anger, so I focus on the ring on her finger instead, a testament to our lifelong, if not legal, bond.

Machines can’t get marriage licenses on Earth’s Moon. Dead women can’t get them on Earth. In other words, our partnership will remain purely symbolic until Kelly’s politically connected mother can convince one of the governments to change its laws.

I have lots of love and respect for Kelly’s mother. I still believe she doesn’t have a chance in hell.

I draw my attention to the more immediate problem.

Technically, I could lie to Kelly and deny her accusations. She can’t discern untruths for certain unless we are in physical contact. However, lying to her has never turned out well for me in the past, and I don’t expect that to change.

“No,” I say, going for forthright. “I don’t want you here now, or on any of the Undercover Ops missions.”

I spare a glance at her face, regretting it when her glare narrows. “This isn’t like the others,” she says. “It’s not….”

Even she can’t say it, but I hear it easily enough. It’s not an assassination. The team has been with our new division of the Storm for almost six months, and the four missions I’ve completed with them so far have all been fatal for my targets. U Ops wasn’t foolish enough to force Kelly to go with me, considering what she’d feel from my murder victims.

Not murder. Assassination. And always for good reason. They do extensive research before accepting contracts, VC1 interjects.

Whose side are you on?

Yours. Always. I am attempting to make your career path more palatable.

It’s not working.

She shuts up.

Turns out my conscience, which always struggles with killing, even when done from a fair, face-to-face, defensive position, cannot handle shooting people from a distance or stabbing them in the back or pulling a weapon on someone whose trust I’ve gained.

My hard-earned mental stability began to slip, hence the reason why—

“Vick. You need me on this one.”

Yeah, that.

Her tone has lost its edge and I risk another glance—softened features, sympathetic eyes. We can have a conversation now.

It’s not that Kelly’s unreasonable or anything, but sometimes I wonder if being calm, collected, and stable for everyone else makes her more volatile when she does get angry. I don’t want to make her angry. I try so hard not to.

“I know,” I say, attempting to placate her. “It’s just not something I want you to see.”

She frowns, a wrinkle forming between her eyebrows. “I’m not following you.”

I drop my elbows onto my knees and rest my chin in my hands. A stray auburn curl tumbles in front of my right eye, and I stare at it a long moment before recognizing it as my own. I brush it away, more violently than I intend, pulling it in the process. “Geez, I don’t even look like myself.” I wave my arms about, frustrated by my lack of ability to explain what I’m feeling.

Nothing new there.

Kelly frowns further, then comes to kneel beside me on the carpeted deck. The civilian shuttle we’re using has all the luxury extras: high-end shielding, illegal military-grade weaponry, shiny new furnishings, and of all things, deep blue carpet. My boss, Carl, assured me it was the current rage among slave traders.

She catches my hands and pulls them down to rest on my lap. “Come on, Vick. Help me understand. I can feel how agitated you are, especially when you look at me.” Her gaze bores into mine. “One thing at a time. What does your hair color have to do with any of this?”

“It’s not mine,” I say. I gesture to my whole body, dressed in what amounts to a dark gray business suit cut to fit my curves. Masculine black dress shoes press indentations into the sea of plush navy at my feet. “None of this is mine.” Especially not the hair.

Kelly, at least, looks like herself, though her hair is pulled back into a tight bun. She’s wearing black spiked heels, a very short, straight skirt that barely covers the upper half of her thighs, and a low-cut, filmy white blouse leaving little to the imagination. Every bit of the costume screams both sex and assistant—in everything. She’s agreed to it to be there for me. I don’t know how to deal with that kind of loyalty or my kind of guilt in response.

“Clothes can be changed. Hair can be dyed back and restraightened. You had to do something to disguise yourself. You’re a little too well-known as a merc.”

Yeah, VC1, aka Vick Corren, is becoming a name to fear, according to the Storm’s intel. And my picture has been circulating through some of the darker networks. Hence, the clothing choices and auburn, slightly curled long hair.

I can’t cut it. I don’t think even Kelly knows the extent of that aspect of my manufactured appearance. Either that, or she’s caught that detail in my file and doesn’t ever mention it. My hair is a synthetic construct, since much of my skull is metal. Even though I’m a clone, the scientists and medical personnel had to make room for my implants, which meant removing a large section of my skull and more than half the brain within it.

The irony is not lost on me. My clone would have had a normal brain, duplicating my genetics. But to transfer my personality, my knowledge and memories to it, the clone had to have implants. To have implants, they had to damage me in exactly the same way the bullets in the airlock had. To live, I had to become a machine again. I’m told it’s much more precise and neater than the damage caused in my airlock accident, but I refuse to look at the scans.

I have enough nightmares, thank you very fucking much.

However, that means everything that was built into me before the cloning is still built in. Including the hair. It takes dye and curl easily, which is convenient, but it doesn’t grow. If its length is shortened and I should change my mind and want it back at some point, well, I would have to go in for a pain-in-the-ass procedure to replace it to make it look… natural and have it stand up to a DNA scan. I have to do that often enough anyway due to damage on missions and such. I’m not going to ask for it.

Add to all this a set of aqua-colored contact lenses over my mechanical eyes, and, well, “I feel like I’m cheating.”

Kelly blinks. “I’m sorry?”

“Cheating. Not playing fair. It’s bad enough that I’m pretending to be their business associates, distant relatives, friends, but I don’t even look like me. In my head, I’m not facing them as VC1 or even Vick Corren, which is already hiding my skill set—”

VC1 lets out an amused snort.

“—instead I’m presenting myself as a nonthreat. It gives them no reason to suspect, to begin to defend themselves. If they could put up some kind of fight, I’d probably still win, but at least then—”

“It would be self-defense.”

I nod, the fucking curls bouncing against my cheeks. “Yes, and it wouldn’t be so damn… easy. I’m winning. I’m cheating to do it, and that fucks with my head.” I turn hopeless eyes to her, the burning in them threatening to become something much more embarrassing. I blink it away. “Does that make any sense?”

Through our bond, through our physical contact, I read her surprise at my admission. It’s growth of a sort, being able to admit weakness out loud, or shame, or guilt. She’d know it, feel it anyway, but to say the words, that’s a rarity for me.

Standing, she climbs into my lap and wraps her arms around my neck, resting her head on my shoulder. Her fingers find my hand again, toying with the ring she gave me, a smooth black titanium band inset with three equally flat bright blue gemstones. Smooth and flat so as not to catch on anything when I fight. Blue because she’s determined that I do, in fact, have a favorite color despite my denials of caring about aesthetics. She knows me better than I know myself.

I’m glad, now, that Lyle and Alex fled. It allows me to be affectionate with her without the rise of discomfort that a public display would cause.

“It’s not cheating,” she whispers, her breath tickling my neck. “It’s an attempt to keep you safe. Anything that protects you is something I’ll support. And as for easy… well, it might be easy for you, but it isn’t easy on you. It bothers you, and it should. When it stops, when it becomes as simple for you to forget as to commit, then you should worry, about your sanity and your soul.”

Except that I never forget anything. Not without it being erased from VC1’s memory, and I have forbidden her and the doctors back on Girard Base from doing that. With the exception of Rodwell’s rape, I resent any memory taken from me, even the bad ones. If I am going to do immoral things, then I should suffer. At least for as long as any normal person would. That’s when the scales of my self-measured justice become unbalanced and cruel.

Kelly’s reminder that I am suffering and not just strolling through my life without care does help. I’m not some kind of monster, at least not yet. That doesn’t solve my other problem with having her along on this mission.

Kelly sighs. “There’s more,” she says, seeing through me. “What else?”

I pull my hands from hers, raising them in frustration. “Isn’t it obvious? Of all the missions to send you on, it had to be the one where I’m posing as a slave buyer. And worse, you as my assistant. My slave assistant.” With everything that title implies.

“It’s not like we’ll be giving public demonstrations or anything.”

I close my eyes. Maybe, maybe not. My research says things can get out of hand very quickly in this sort of environment and make the Purple Leaf sex club back on Girard Moon Base look like a toddlers’ playground.

My team will enter the slavers’ base of operations under the guise of being buyers at an imminent auction, Alex and Lyle posing as our bodyguards in this charade. The goal? To map out the installation via VC1’s technology, then send the schematics to U Ops’ strike forces holding position just out of scanner range. They will extract us, or we’ll extract ourselves. Then they launch an attack, wiping out shield generators, weapons centers, and the leaders’ quarters while hopefully avoiding areas where the slaves are held. Once the base is taken, they free the slaves and obtain data revealing where the operation’s other bases are located so they can deal with them later.

It’s a multiplanetary initiative, our fees paid by a cooperative of governments who’ve lost citizens to the slavers but have been unable (or unwilling) to annihilate them themselves.

“If I’m going to maintain our cover,” I say, the muscles in my jaw clenching, “I will have to do whatever they expect of their buyers. I’ll stall and avoid as much as I can, but in the end, I’ll have to do things I don’t want to.”

In other words, I’m programmed, no, brainwashed as Kelly insists because programming is too inhuman, to not let this mission fail if it’s in my power to prevent it.

“One more good reason to have me here,” she says. “I can run interference for you, make up excuses for why you aren’t participating in all the ‘fun.’ I’m not going to let them force you into a situation you can’t live with.”

I’m still not thrilled with her presence, but I shoot her a grateful look.

“And the smaller ones we can’t avoid?” she continues. “I know it won’t really be you. It will be Valeria Court.” Kel grins at the ridiculous alias, but U Ops suggested that having a name vaguely similar to my own would make it easier to remember. The manufactured persona with complete and impressively trackable records is a slave keeper/buyer from the opposite edge of the outer rim worlds who has traveled across the known universe hoping to purchase something more “exotic.”

Gah! Someone, not something. I’m already beginning to think like a fucking slaver.

Kelly will keep her own first name and a last name of Laroe, since her real surname, LaSalle, would turn up her diplomat mother in a background check.

She reaches out to caress my cheek, fingertips trailing along my jawline. “Vick Corren, however, is unwaveringly faithful.” Her lips find mine, and I allow my mind to forget my concerns for a few pleasurable moments. They don’t last.

Unwaveringly faithful. Yes. But to whom? Kelly or the Storm? No matter what I want, I know which one will always force itself to the forefront. I hope our relationship can withstand it.




Chapter 4: Kelly—Persona

 

 

Vick is…. Valeria.

 

WHILE VICK and I are kissing, Alex chooses that moment to open the hatch and pop his head into the cockpit. I feel his embarrassment before I turn, confirming it with the red flush crawling from the neckline of his black T-shirt to his forehead.

“Um, sorry, I just wanted….” He breaks off, pointing at a thermocan of Amp-Ade in the copilot seat drink holder.

Vick looks from him to the can and back again, her own flush and the faint yellow aura around her revealing her own discomfort with the interruption. She reaches across, takes the can, seals it, and hurls it at the doorway, catching him square in the chest with it.

“Oof! Hey!” His offense is fake, his pained smile apologetic.

“Next time, chime or knock first.” Vick’s annoyance is not fake.

I rest a hand on her shoulder. She calms under my touch. Lyle appears behind Alex. “Final approach, folks. Remove anything out of character for a slave-buying team and let’s do this thing so we can go home.”

Vick stands, leaving VC1 managing the piloting. We give each other the once-over while Alex and Lyle do the same. Her gaze lingers on my left hand. I cover my ring with my right palm. “No.”

She smiles, but there’s only sadness in it. Shaking her head, Vick pries my fingers away, then slips the engagement ring from me. “A slave owner’s assistant engaged to that owner would be too hard a cover to sell, and you know it.” She takes off her own, the pair clinking together in her hand. There’s a lockbox on the flooring beside the pilot’s chair. It takes her a moment to uncode it, place the rings inside with great care, and seal it again. Alex and Lyle slip quietly out the hatch.

“Will that be enough? What if they break into the ship?”

She shakes her head again. “They won’t. It would be an extreme breach of etiquette.”

My brow furrows. “Criminals have etiquette?”

Vick huffs an amused laugh. “The organized ones do. Always wanting people to think better of them while they do the worst. We’re guests here. Overriding our ship security, then the cockpit hatch, and then the lockbox would be unforgiveable and send the wrong message to all the other buyers. No one would do business with him, regardless of what he found. He won’t risk it with us or anyone else.” She pauses, staring at the box. The aura around her shifts from light to dark. “When this is over, I want to finalize things between us. As much as we’re able. A quiet ceremony. Friends. Family. Even if it won’t be—” Her voice catches.

I wrap my arms around her, holding her to me from behind. She’s trembling.

“—real or legal,” Vick finishes.

Every ounce of love I have for her I project through our bond. It returns to me a hundredfold. “It may never be legal,” I tell her, “but it will always be real to us. Always.”

“Incoming transmission,” VC1’s monotone interrupts through the cabin speakers. “A Mr. Jacks requesting our identification packet. Sending now.”

The shuttle’s forward viewscreen shifts to show our vessel approaching a scattering of prefab buildings on the small moon’s surface, enclosed duraglass walkways connecting them to one another, their squared-off edges blurred by a protective shield dome encasing them all. Tractor beams pierce the darkness around the installation, locking on to our vessel and guiding us toward a widening opening in the shield. The largest building, with massive steel doors, gapes open, ready to swallow our entire shuttle whole.

Vick sighs. “Go ahead and cut the engines,” she tells VC1.

The almost subliminal rumble beneath our feet subsides.

“Well, we’re in it now. They’ve got full control,” she says, sinking back into the pilot’s chair.

“Jacks is… requesting… visual communication with ‘Madame’ Court.” No monotone this time. VC1 is amused.

Vick snorts and leans toward the visual pickups and the smaller screen built into the forward console. “Put him through.”

I blink. The warmth has vanished from her voice. It’s all hard edges and complete control. Her expression settles into sharp lines of disinterest and displeasure. I place myself at her right shoulder, deferential and ready to act upon any request she might have of me.

A face resolves itself on the screen, depicting a man who’s seen more than a few hard knocks and survived them with defiance, cruelty, and aggression. Straight, neatly trimmed brown hair, lightly lined features for someone well into the second half of his lifespan, but with a jagged scar running vertically down the right cheek and forcing one of his piercing brown eyes into a perpetual squint. His lips curve into what he probably thinks is a smile, but it comes off more like a sneer that seems to say, “I’ve got you exactly where I want you.”

“Ah, Madame Court. Or is it Mistress Court?” he asks with a wink of his good eye.

“Either suits me, depending on my mood, which, at the moment, is shit. It’s been a long trip, Jacks. My staff and I are eager to settle in. What’s this about?”

Jacks stiffens, pulling back from the screen as if affronted. Or afraid. A smile threatens, and I smooth my features. In or out of character, Vick has that effect on people.

He frowns. “Your reputation precedes you, and you’re living up to it.”

“Then you know I’m here for business, not to play name games. Are you letting us land or not? There are other places where I can shop for what I’m after.” Vick folds her arms across her chest.

“No need for that.” Jacks waves an apologetic hand at the screen. “But hopefully you and your staff—” He nods to me at Vick’s shoulder. I suppress a shudder. “—will have time for both business and pleasure. My auctions are events, not quick displays of flesh on a block. We do things differently on this side of the rim. Consider it more of a festival than a shopping trip. Tonight, after you’re settled, you’ll be my guests at a dinner in the buyers’ honor, something to show how much I value my clientele. And I have some new merchandise that bears testing out on the right audience.”

“I’m not interested in being your lab rat, Jacks,” Vick snaps.

He ignores her. “Land your vessel in the open hangar. When you get the green light, proceed to disembark. An escort will meet you there and show you to your quarters. Jacks out.”

The screen darkens. I let out a long sigh, but Vick remains ramrod straight in the pilot’s chair. Tension radiates off her in waves.

The tractor beams pull us into the hangar and settle our shuttle on a marked-off landing pad not far from several other opulently appointed (and some garishly decorated) craft. The gigantic doors seal shut with a resounding bass clang of thick metal on metal. After a few more moments, indicators on the control console switch from red to green, informing us that the bay is pressurized and contains gravity and breathable atmosphere.

Across the bay, a much smaller hatch opens and a team of eight armed guards in forest green uniforms, our escort I assume, strides toward our ship, outnumbering us two to one. “Not unexpected,” Vick mutters. Her mouth forms a grim line. At least their weapons aren’t drawn, though their hands hover near their holsters.

“There is something wrong here,” comes VC1’s voice from the speakers, her even tone revealing none of the concern her words convey. “Now that we are within their shields, I can take much more accurate readings of this facility. The power consumption, not to mention the number of biological life signs I am detecting, are far insufficient for the population this installation is reported to contain. In fact, the buildings themselves appear to be nothing more than mere facades. Beyond the exterior walls there are no designated rooms, no furnishings. Some appear to be storage facilities manned by a skeleton crew, but most stand empty.”

Vick and I exchange a look. The escort guards have arrived at our boarding ramp, which lowers with a distant rumble of machinery and a hiss of hydraulics.

“What does it mean?” I ask.

“It means our intel is fucked.” She pauses, considering. “Can’t change course now. Can’t call in the reinforcements until we’re certain the slaves aren’t here somewhere and we attempt to set them free or they’ll die in the crossfire. Let’s get out there and figure out just how fubar this is.” The auburn curls and blue eyes do nothing to soften Vick’s growl of frustration as she heaves herself from the chair. Her hands pat down several places on her clothing concealing hidden weaponry. We can only hope the signal scramblers sewn into the lining of her suit will do their job better than U Ops’ intelligence officers.

She slams her palm against the hatch lock and exits the cockpit before it slides fully open. I trail behind her. What have we gotten ourselves into this time?




Chapter 5: Vick—Under Not Over

 

 

I am confused.

 

LYLE AND Alex meet us at the top of the ramp dressed in matching black boots, cargo pants, and T-shirts. They wear their weapons openly, a back holster between the shoulder blades for Lyle, a much more accessible thigh holster for Alex, their pants pockets bulging with other lethal and nonlethal accessories. They’ll have other items hidden on their persons as well, if they’re doing their jobs the way the Fighting Storm taught them.

Our luggage already rests at the ramp’s base, deposited there while Kelly and I sorted things in the cockpit, I suppose. One of Jacks’s guards signals for an autocarrier, and the flatbed robotic device leaves its charging station against one wall and trundles over. The guard loads the bags onto it, taking care with each item, so we’re still falling into the “guest” category. Our covers haven’t been compromised, no matter what other weirdness is going on.

A second green-garbed guard, this one female, sends an inquisitive glance up at us, then flashes a smile past me at Kelly. It vanishes at my hard look.

“Let’s join the party.” That’s our agreed-upon code for “drop fully into character.” Lyle takes point, then me, Kelly, and Alex at our six. I’m not thrilled with the formation. I’d much rather lead, but I’m the wealthy slave buyer. I keep private security. I don’t get my hands dirty. Not in that way.

We process down the ramp, striding into the swarm of forest green, who take up circular positions around us. The autocarrier rolls along behind us all. “Welcome,” the lead guard says. “I’m Felix, head of security here. You are permitted to keep your own people with you. They and only they may go armed.” He passes a scanner wand over myself and Kelly, confiscating the pistol I had beneath my jacket—not military issue, not very powerful, and intended to be taken from me. They would expect me to be carrying. I don’t want to disappoint.

“You’ll get this back when you leave,” Felix says, offering an apologetic smile and handing it off to another guard, who drops it into a bin beside the ship and locks the lid down. He turns to Lyle and Alex. “Your weapons go with your luggage for now. No one is allowed to have them en route.” He pulls their pistols and tucks them into a pouch, which he plops on the autocarrier with our bags. “If anyone starts any trouble inside, Jacks will deposit all of you outside the shield and let you suffocate.” It’s all said with a polite smile, matter-of-fact rather than threatening. “Once you enter the complex proper, you’ll each be fitted with a locator beacon. Don’t remove it. As long as it remains green, you’re in a common area. If it goes yellow, you’ve stepped into a transition section and should retrace your steps immediately. Red means you’re in a restricted zone. If you get that far, you’re already considered in violation of the house rules and subject to expulsion beyond the shield.”
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