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Part 0. Blood and Snow

	 

	 

	Reina watched the snow fall beyond the windows and wished she could hear it.

	There was no place in New Velles where someone could hear the snow. The capital of Impetere, it was the central hub of the country. Traffic clogged the streets, people hustled to get from jobs that barely paid a living wage—and many that didn’t—to bury their woes in the short but sweet salve of consumerism. They shouted, argued, and wailed along with the screams of sirens and the blare of horns that added to the cacophony of the city. There was no chance for the soft static of falling snow to be heard above the din. Despite her vantage point, high in the posh upper floors of the Nieve Corporation building, she knew even if she were able to open a window, she’d only hear the muffled din of the city below.

	Nothing was going as she had expected it to. The bright, sparkling lights of New Velles only shone that way from a distance. Up close, from within the belly of this beast, they were sharp and painful, crusted with filth and yet still bright enough to hurt. From her little village of Vilheim in the mountains, she had looked down on the glittering city and dreamed of going. Now that she was here, all she could do was look at the snow and wish she could hear it.

	She had to admit to herself that her rural home had kept her insulated. She hadn’t known anything of the unrest in the city, much less the country as a whole. Wealth inequality was all the more obvious when she went from her small childhood home to the skyscraping architecture of the capital city. She’d had no idea of the struggles of the poor or the naked corruption running through the city. No, all she had known was that she was in love, and that was all she needed to leave her life behind.

	She had been naïve at best, deliberately ignorant at worst. Either way, she was miserable.

	A quick, awkward pressure on the side of her abdomen interrupted her thoughts and made her smile. Somehow, the unborn baby knew just when to disrupt her spiraling thoughts. She sat a bit straighter in the window seat and settled a hand on her swollen belly. “I’m sorry, my love. Have I sat still for too long?” She had to brace herself against the window frame for leverage and push to her feet. Stretching her back as she straightened, she took the few steps to her bed.

	Her pregnancy had not been an easy one. She was supposed to be on strict bedrest thanks to her high blood pressure, but her bed had begun to feel like a prison, and she refused to deny herself at least a view of the world beyond the bedroom. In that way, it reflected her experience since coming to New Velles. It was all so difficult. She had married the CEO of the largest corporation in Impetere, if not the world. She knew there would be some sacrifices. Of course, knowing and experiencing were two very different things. Reina understood now how unprepared she had been for the reality of it all.

	Then again, her husband had promised her the world. Made it hard not to have expectations.

	León Nieve had come to Reina’s small town of Vilheim without the fanfare one might think the only son and assumed heir to the Nieve Corporation would bring. In fact, he had been there a month, attending Mount Hanau University’s business program, before the rumor mill had caught on. He was looking for discretion and worked to keep his presence quiet. False name, small apartment, all to keep things private so he could complete his studies uninterrupted and graduate. 

	They met at orientation. León was guiding tours and showed Reina around a campus she knew better than he did. He was a serious, calm young man whose infrequent smile always found its way out when Reina was there. Something about his soft silence and cool demeanor drew her to him, and the more time they spent together, the more her warmth brought him out of his own world. He won her heart, and he found comfort and love in hers. At least, that’s what he had told her. How could she not fall in love with him? He waited for her to graduate, and the weekend after, he proposed. They were married a year later.

	That was five years ago, and much had changed in those years.

	To the outside world, they were still together. They slept in the same bed each night, ate at the same table every day, shared the same surname, attended gala events together…but they could not be further apart. Had they been standing on opposite sides of the planet, they couldn’t be more distant from one another.

	León was only twenty-four when his father passed away. From an early age, León had been raised to learn and understand Nieve Corporation inside and out. Fernando Nieve hadn’t even been cold in his grave before León was expected to step in to fill his father’s shoes. He went from executive administrative assistant to the head of one of the three most powerful corporations in the world. 

	She wanted to help him handle it, putting her undergraduate degree in business management to work.  Reina had taken the time and resources to educate herself on the corporation, so she had the requisite knowledge. With a little experience, she couldn’t see any reason why she shouldn’t stand beside her husband in his time of need. 

	Except that wasn’t what he wanted. Apparently, it wasn’t what anyone wanted.

	Assistants, advisors, and professionals all looked at her as if she were a child whenever she involved herself. Cute and perhaps worth patronizing, but ineffective and distracting. As time passed, she was slowly phased out of León’s working life. With each passing day, week, and month, she was further separated from him and the corporate business. They distracted her with menial tasks, had her plan themes to galas or do meaningless publicity events, but never anything meaningful. Once she became pregnant, it was all the excuse the advisors needed to push her away from her husband and his work entirely. She couldn’t help, she barely saw him, and she felt isolated in a city that was not her own.

	She was sure her heart would have broken, except for the small life inside her. At the very least, her child needed her.

	She eased into the bed, groaning slightly as she rocked back on her pillows. The softness of the blankets and mattress nearly swallowed her, and she had to fight to make herself more comfortable. At the sound of her struggles, a bedside display blinked on. “Tone of voice suggests strenuous activity. Do you need assistance?” asked the soft, androgynous voice of the virtual intelligence that monitored the room.

	“No,” Reina snapped. She hated programmed intelligence. It was a poor simulacrum that substituted for human interaction. Yet another thing Vilheim didn’t have was the insistence on technology being embedded in every aspect of their lives. In New Velles, it was everywhere. People had it installed in their bodies. León’s secretary didn’t carry a phone; he simply pressed a small button that had been grafted onto the skin behind his ear. The company’s CFO could have financial records downloaded directly into her brain at a moment’s notice.

	It was all too much for Reina.

	There was a pause, then the voice spoke again. “Forty-seven minutes until dinner arrives, ma’am. Please relax and remember to lie only on your sides, alternating regularly.”

	She glared at the display, wishing she could shut the damn voice up for good. Just one more aspect of her own life she wasn’t trusted with.

	She settled into the bed, defiantly sitting up, even if only halfway. She felt the kicks and shifting inside her belly, and she had to chuckle. Apparently, her little one also struggled to find a cozy position. Finally, as comfortable as she could manage, Reina looked back towards the window. 

	“Heart rate and weight distribution indicates a half-reclined position. Please remember physicians suggested right or left lateral recumbent position over Fowler’s positioning,” came the automated voice from the bedside. “Please lie on your side.”

	Reina pointedly ignored it. She would not be scolded by an inanimate object.

	“My love,” she said quietly, stubbornly stared out the window as she rubbed a hand over her belly, “I hope you get to hear the snow. I hope you get to see it when it’s white, not colored by lights or turned to mud on the streets.” Leaning her head back against the headboard, she let out a long sigh. “I hope you have your father’s dark hair, your mother’s dark eyes, and enough passion to fight for your dreams.”

	“Are you speaking to yourself or someone else?” came a quiet, familiar voice.

	Reina hadn’t heard the door open, and when she turned and opened her eyes, it was to see León standing beside the bed. He was dressed in a sharp suit, his tie perfectly straight despite having worked the entire day. His hair was slicked back from his face, and he stood tall and handsome. Reina smiled at the sight. She still loved this man despite everything. Part of her hated it, but there it was, nevertheless. Even if he did not feel the same for her, she couldn’t hide from that fact. “The baby,” she said, hand still on her belly.

	“Have you been resting?” he asked. He sounded half-drained, stuck between his sharp business persona and the tired man who dragged himself to bed every night.

	“As much as I can,” she replied, her smile faltering slightly.

	“Good. You need to stay healthy.” With a sigh, he laid down in the bed next to her, careful to keep his expensive shoes over the side, not to dirty the even more expensive bedspread. He closed his eyes and put his hand over them. When he spoke again, he sounded shaky and uncertain. Reina couldn’t remember ever hearing those tones in his voice. “Perhaps when the baby is born, we can take a vacation? I can leave the corporation with the vice president for a few weeks, and we can abscond to Vilheim. It’s been a while since you’ve seen your father, and he’ll be a grandfather then.”

	Reina blinked, unsure if she was hearing correctly. His words immediately planted the sweet, torturous seed of hope within her. She felt the baby shift again, as if reacting to the optimism blossoming in its mother’s heart. “Really?”

	León moved his hand away and rolled onto his side to face her. She could see exhaustion and longing in his gaze. He took her hand, kissing the back of it and nodding. His voice was thick with a desperation to find comfort. To find comfort in her. “I know that we’ve grown apart,” he murmured, turning her hand over in his and studying the lines across her palm. “I don’t want that distance there anymore.” His voice was quiet, and when he looked up at her, his brown eyes were damp. “This business has taken so much. More than I ever expected. I don’t want it to take any more.” 

	Reina couldn’t believe it. Was she dreaming? She didn’t know what could have happened to bring about this change in him. She didn’t want to know. Knowing might ruin it all. “Are you all right? Are you sure?”

	He nodded. “I am. Would you give me the opportunity to work on it?” he asked. “Would you give me another chance?”

	Reina had tears streaming down her face before she knew she was crying. She nodded, her heart feeling full and warm and wonderful. “Yes,” she said, taking his face in her hands. “Yes, I will.”

	He clasped her hands tightly in his and placed a kiss on each one before leaning forward to kiss the side of her swollen belly. When he looked up at her again, it was with the boyish grin she had first fallen in love with.

	Beyond the window, the snow continued to fall.

	 

	 


Part I. Mirror, Mirror

	 

	 

	It was hard to dive farther than Happy’s, a bar nestled among the run-down grocers, smoke shops, and cybernetic parts dealers who got their stock from less than reputable sources that may or may not have fallen off the back of a delivery truck. It was a hole in the wall at best, or rather a hole in the ground, set in the basement of the building. Windowless, the walls exposed brick, the bar boasted wobbly tables and mismatched chairs scattered across concrete floors that might have been polished at some point, but that time was a distant memory. The bar counter was high-gloss and black, but it didn’t have the embedded tech that other bars had. Patrons still had to verbally order their drinks from the bartender. The tables were more technologically advanced; their touch surfaces did have the capability, and it worked at least half of the time.

	“—another day, another crime perpetrated by the Nieve Corporation in the pursuit of shareholder greed. Not even two days ago, Nieve Corp’s public relations department announced the Galsop Memorial Statue and Park in downtown New Velles. They insist it is dedicated to the workers who lost their lives in the explosion six months ago, which resulted in seventy-three deaths and two-hundred and eighty-three people injured, many of whom sustained severe and debilitating harm from the incident. Despite this obvious attempt at positive optics, Nieve Corp has yet to remediate the continuing damage going on in Galsop…”

	The image of the inverted Nieve Corp logo on the video screen twitched, warping and discoloring for a moment before snapping back. 

	“…as the facility continues to dump oil and no one knows what else along Impetere’s northern shores and into the Gray Sea. Nieve Corporation has left most of the cleanup to the locals, despite being well aware that they aren’t equipped for it. Meanwhile, they continue to spin fantasies for Impetere about red tape and bureaucracy. A leaked internal memo has high-ranking members of the corporation seeking out the cheapest way of making the problem ‘go away,’ hence the statue. Meanwhile, they are activating no less than six other oil drilling locations and further diverting funds from the Galsop clean up to do so.”

	“Man, fuck Nieve Corp!” shouted a bar patron, his inebriation mangling his speech as he struggled to push the words out.

	“If you can’t keep your mouth shut, you can get out,” snapped the bartender, narrowing their eyes at him. “You know the fucking rules.” They glanced around nervously before adjusting the volume on the display set. There was a collective groan from the bar patrons as the volume slipped downward, but the captioning kept people informed on what was being said.

	Of course, the bartender was on edge. They were broadcasting CyberSnow. The creator had been deemed a terrorist, and their broadcast was considered illegal propaganda in New Velles. If they were caught in such an act, the bar would be shut down, buried under false citations or whatever else the city could drum up, and its workers scattered to the wind, while the owners might just vanish. Granted, everyone listening might also find themselves in legal trouble. It meant the odds of any patrons ratting out the bar were slim to none. Not to mention, Zita Ward was one of the many districts where the city’s security guards wouldn’t find a very warm welcome. They’d been burned more than once by dirty cops on Nieve Corporation’s pay. Unsurprisingly, that didn’t go over with the city’s more downtrodden populations.

	“That’s all from me today, citizens. I’ll be back with more updates from inside the belly of the beast. Until then, stay safe, stay well, and always remember that Nieve Corp is not your friend. No corporation is. CyberSnow, signing off.”

	All the screens in the bar flickered before switching back to the various sports or news feeds they had been on previously.

	Taja Soliño tore her gaze away from the screens. She felt she could divide her attention now. Nothing on the feeds was worrisome, and she had been keeping an ear out for nearby police or web chatter. It had been a surprisingly quiet day, and she wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or worried. Quiet didn’t always mean calm.

	“She’s got guts, I’ll give her that.”

	Taja turned to look at her older sister. “How do you know they’re a she?”

	Cade gave her a raised eyebrow as she put her glass back on the table, pressing a few buttons on the illuminated tabletop to pay their tab. She nodded, conceding the point. “Truth. Well, they’ve got guts, then. People who report on Nieve’s dirty laundry don’t last long. Not in New Velles.”

	She wasn’t wrong. In fact, anyone who might show resistance to the way New Velles was run tended to disappear abruptly. There was some protection in the fact that New Velles’ security forces didn’t preoccupy themselves with what was largely considered the ‘slums’ of the city, but dilapidated buildings and shady-looking stores could only protect folks for so long.

	“Anything interesting on the scanner?” Cade asked, casually tying her long, dark hair into a messy ponytail on the top of her head.

	“Nothing,” Taja responded, the tech embedded at the base of her skull active and monitoring the sparse chatter on official channels and sending it directly to her auditory nervous system. “Well, nothing out of the ordinary. Delivery food orders, some traffic stop crap. Looks like a majority of NV’s finest are tied up with the event up in Nieve City.”

	“Good,” was Cade’s response. Satisfied with her hair and confirming her payment for their drinks, she pushed herself out of her chair. 

	At full height, Cade was an even four feet tall, a full two feet shorter than Taja. She had inherited their mother’s dwarfism. Despite her less-than-intimidating stature, she had zero qualms about stepping up to anyone who might give her shit about anything. Height, family, occupation, it didn’t matter. Cade was the reason Taja was alive today. It had been Cade who fiercely defended her when she’d come out as transgender to their mother. Taja hadn’t needed the same protection from their father, who had supported both Cade and Taja in following their own paths. When he died, they had been only teens, and as the older of the two, Cade became the protector and guide. It was Cade who had helped Taja raise the money for the surgery she wanted to further affirm the person she knew she was.

	And it was Cade who had led them both in small-time crime and terrorism. At least that’s what New Velles Security Forces called it. In Cade’s defense, it was her sometimes girlfriend that led the merry band of eco and cyberterrorism, but Cade was very much involved.

	It wasn’t her fault she led a life of crime. It wasn’t even really crime. She was a freedom fighter. She had inherited it from their father.

	He had gotten it from his mother.

	And on and on the cycle of capitalism, corporate greed, and political malfeasance went, driving citizens to mutual aid and constant resistance.

	Taja had a lot of respect for her older sister. Taja herself was quiet, a follower where her sister was a leader. Despite her being the silent one, she was often seen as the one in charge out of the two, more than likely because of her height. She hadn’t been born with the achondroplasia that their mother had passed on to Cade. Instead, she stood nearer to six feet tall. Too tall to be a woman, as her mother used to say. That woman was a master at dressing up her transphobia as passive-aggressive remarks. You’re built too much like a man. You have no hips. You’re too tall. For years, Taja had been forced to listen to the small, vicious cuts her mother insisted on slipping into almost every conversation they had, regardless of how Taja tried to advocate for herself or how hard Cade got on her about her transphobic bullshit.

	A younger Taja was ecstatic when Cade had asked her to move out with her, and they’d been on their own ever since Cade was twenty and Taja seventeen.

	That was seven years ago. Seven years had seen them go from hawking tech and writing code for spare change, to, well…

	“So, what’s the job?” Taja asked, falling in step beside Cade. She shoved her hands in her pockets and moved as a drunk tried to elbow past her. The drunk stumbled, righted themself, and continued to the bar, more than likely to dive further into a cheap bottle of their poison of choice.

	“Funny enough, tonight’s pirate broadcast should clue you in.”

	“Something to do with Galsop?” Taja asked, confused.

	“Indirectly.”

	“Given that it’s a six-hour drive up the thruway, it would have to be.”

	They both strode out onto the streets, and the warm ambiance of the bar, with the stale beer smell and hole-in-the-wall décor, gave way to the stink of Zita Ward in all its glory. The rain was slowing, a fine mist falling over the streets and carrying the smell of garbage, gridlock, and whatever else collected in the gutters and drain grates. Neon signs illuminated the sidewalks, casting almost as much—if not more—light than the streetlights themselves. This time of evening, foot traffic on the sidewalks was thicker than Taja felt comfortable with. Cade didn’t seem to mind. She wove through the walkers with a fluid grace that Taja knew she could never master and led them both to the curb. She stared out at the traffic, searching the four-lane roadway for a familiar vehicle.  

	Taja felt her mood darkening as they stood at the curb, people swarming past them. She hated crowds. She could travel the city streets with the best of them, but when those same sidewalks got a bit too full, she itched to be away from them.

	They stood there, cars zipping by faster and closer to the curb than was strictly safe. How drivers could get up to any speeds in the New Velles congestion defied logic. She also marveled at how fearless her older sister was. Cade’s ability to remain unfazed as vehicles sped by was either evidence of nerves of steel or a complete lack of self-preservation. 

	“C’mon, Cay,” Taja said, leaning down and shouting to be heard over the rush of the cars against the wet pavement. “You’re making me nervous. What’s the job?”

	“Pick up,” she shouted back. 

	As if on cue, a car pulled off to the curb, hazards flashing. There was a milieu of honking and shouted curses as cars tried to go around the suddenly stopped vehicle, cutting off other lanes of traffic in their efforts. The stopped car was nice, a much finer model of sedan than it might be safe to drive around in Zita Ward. Sleek, tinted windows, sharp rims. If Taja hadn’t known better, she’d think she was getting into a car with some corporate CEO or maybe an organized crime boss.

	Same thing, really.

	The front passenger door opened, and Taja could see an all too familiar face leaning over from the driver’s seat to open it. Scruffy beard and hair to match, Locke Marin stared out at them. 

	Locke always looked the part of the rogue. One eye was a bright cerulean, the other, replaced after a street fight, glowed a color that was just shy of a natural blue shade. They were dressed in all black—battered jeans, a wrinkled tee, and a leather jacket that looked older than they were. From the expression on their face, they weren’t particularly happy to see Taja or Cade.

	Good, the feeling is mutual.

	“When the hell did they get out of lockup?” Taja asked Cade.

	“Shut up and get in,” Locke shouted. “I’m blockin’ traffic here!”

	Cade hoisted herself into the passenger seat and turned, shooting Taja an expectant look.

	“Just get in, I’ll explain as we go,” Cade offered.

	Taja did as she was told, climbing into the back passenger seat of the car. She was pissed. If Locke was involved, it meant something big was going down, and the biggest thing Taja wanted to be involved in just then was deciding whether or not to order takeout for dinner. Locke was always up for being an accomplice and rarely came out for anything less than a caper that would get them arrested.

	Great. Just great. 

	Nevertheless, she slammed the car door and put on her seat belt, waiting to be told what the hell she was being dragged into.
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	Bianca Nieve breathed just a little bit easier when she received positive confirmation that the broadcast had gone through. The blinking indicator on the display screen gave a clear notification that it had been successful, and with each blink, her heartbeat calmed just a bit.

	Halfway through the upload, the transfer had slowed substantially, immediately sending Bianca into an anxiety spiral. Checking and rechecking her connection and tech. What followed was mentally retracing every step she had taken before hiding away to send the broadcast. She was careful to route the signal through dozens of different points, not only in New Velles but beyond, creating an intricate network of false doors and dead ends complicated enough to shake anyone who might have even a hint of what she could be up to. She did it every day. Sometimes twice. She never chose even fragments of the same pathways more than once in a two-week period and made a point to shut and burn every access point she could when she was done. She burned her own bridges and so had to rebuild them frequently. It was safer that way.

	Anything to keep Nieve Corp from finding out that she was CyberSnow. 

	From what she could glean from newsfeeds and reports, freedom fighters were using the information she was able to broadcast to do some real good. Well, that was what she called it. New Velles administration and the security forces preferred to call it terrorism.

	She took another long, deep breath, tipping her head back until it rested against the wall behind her. She was sitting in the dark of her closet, a sanctuary that kept her safe from the world beyond her room. She had been born into a harsh reality, one shaped by a giant corporation, and while she was smart enough to understand that her own struggles paled in comparison to those who hadn’t been born into privilege, it didn’t mean her own life was any less ruled by Nieve Corp. Her father, the board, the shareholders, all of them wanted to drag her into its machinations, regardless of her own stance on it. She wanted no part of her father’s world. A constantly moving world of big decisions, generating profit, and not caring for the people caught under the treads of the behemoth.

	Bianca hated it. She hated all of it, and she was expected to lead the next generation of the Nieve Corporation’s success. Nepotism was alive and well and had her in its clutches.

	Distantly, she thought she heard knocking. It was strangely muffled, and it took Bianca a moment to realize she was still wearing her headphones. She reached up and removed them, taking away a layer of soft, comforting quiet that helped to keep her calm. Yes, there was knocking. It was coming from her bedroom beyond the closet door. The fact that there was knocking meant that it couldn’t be her father or stepmother, Erica. Both of them had a keycard, and neither hesitated to use it at any time, without warning. Neither parent nor stepparent was particularly respectful of Bianca’s privacy.
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