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      A NOTE ON THE TEXT

      

      It’s been nearly eight years since this, my debut novel, was published, and the world has changed since then. Like, a lot. I would explain, but it is too much; let me sum up: OMGWTFBBQ?!?

      While reviewing this Author’s Edition for publication, I’ve restrained myself from rewriting anything major, but I have done a wee bit of copy-editing throughout.

      For example, I cleaned up some consistency issues with my invented future jargon: “spacer” is the fictional Outer Space Service’s generic version of “sailor,” while “Spaceman” is a formal rank similar to the real-life Navy’s “Seaman.” (Yes, the latter term is still wildly gendered, but it’s the military, they’re not generally known for being super progressive. Plus I wanted to include a reference to Calvin and Hobbes’ “Spaceman Spiff.”)

      And, prompted by recent workshop experiences, I’ve also made efforts to decolonize the terminology around human space exploration. In particular, the historically fraught words “colony” and “settlement” are no longer used to refer to any off-planet habitats.

      Understanding why those terms are problematic is left as an exercise for the reader.

      None of these small changes affects the overall story, and most readers likely won’t even notice, but I wanted to update the text to reflect my current values and worldview. I’m always learning and growing, and I hope you are, too.

      The moral arc of the universe does not bend unless we do the work.

      

      
        
        Curtis C. Chen

        January, 2024
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            PROLOGUE

          

          “WEDDING CRASHERS”

        

      

    

    
      Each of the three men standing at the bar was known by more than one name.

      Reynaldo usually went by “Rey,” but his official agency code name was VULTURE, for reasons he didn’t like to dwell on. The elderly Kazakh to Rey’s left, Medet, used to have a different handle, but the agency had recently re-named him RIDDLER due to his newfound penchant for sending unnecessarily cryptic messages.

      And then there was KANGAROO, on Rey’s right. Rey didn’t know the young man’s real name—nobody at the agency did, with the possible exception of the Director of Operations, LASHER, who was Kangaroo’s direct supervisor. Most people called him “K” for short, and Rey suspected that was because they didn’t want to feel like they were inhabiting a children’s book about talking animals.

      Right now, K was using the operational alias “Trevor Austin,” and if Rey could have given any notes on the performance, it would have been to dial back the broadness. They didn’t want to attract too much attention. We’re not even supposed to be here right now.

      “No, not that bottle,” Kangaroo was saying to the bartender, a slender woman who looked like she took overservice seriously. “That one. With the dancing bear on the label? Come on, I’m pointing right at it.”

      Medet leaned back and spoke Kazakh to the bartender: Give the American what he wants. She nodded and pulled down the bottle.

      “Thank you,” Kangaroo said, looking past the bartender. It seemed like he was staring off into space, but Rey suspected K was reading the recipe for this fancy cocktail off the display overlay in his cornea. Just one of the many things that made Kangaroo special. “With a twist of lemon. Not too much—just a twist. Okay?”

      Rey remembered when implanted tech was still experimental and the agency was reluctant to permanently enhance its field operatives. He also remembered when war broke out between Earth and Mars, and how it was suddenly open season for any equipment that might give the agency an edge in the conflict. Rey had managed to avoid getting too many mods stuck under his skin, and it still made him a little uneasy to see younger agents looking at nothing or talking to themselves while using their implants.

      “How is your drink?” Medet asked, waving his beer bottle at Rey’s half-full whiskey sour glass.

      “Good, thanks. Haven’t had one of these in years.” Rey swirled the liquid around the partially melted ice cubes. “You remembered the egg whites.”

      “How could I forget? It’s so weird.” Medet shook his head. “Eggs are for breakfast, not happy hour.”

      “Agree to disagree.” Rey made exaggerated slurping noises while finishing his drink.

      “Americans.” Medet swigged his beer.

      Kangaroo shuffled onto the dance floor carrying two cocktails. One of the bridesmaids accosted him with a whoop—the same one who had been excessively interested earlier, when K and Rey first walked into the reception. Rey was immediately suspicious, but after surreptitiously studying the woman for a few minutes, he was pretty sure she wasn’t an operator. Just some drunk girl at her friend’s wedding looking to hook up with a tall, dark, clearly non-native stranger.

      If you only knew who he really was, honey.

      Once again, Rey looked around the crowd of wedding guests filling the hotel ballroom. Some occupied the dance floor, others milled around the buffet tables, and most congregated at round tables with towering floral centerpieces. Only this time, he noticed something more about the people filling the room. The way they stood. The way they regarded each other. The tattoos so many of them sported on the backs of their necks and hands.

      We shouldn’t be here.

      “What are we doing here, Medet?” Rey asked.

      “Celebrating!” The old Kazakh traded his empty beer bottle for a full one. “If you’re not going to dance, let’s play a game.”

      “I’m too old for dancing. And since when do you play games?”

      “I’m retired,” Medet said. “I need hobbies.”

      Rey studied the older man. Had it really been over twenty years since they first met, on that operation in Zürich?

      “Snaps is the name of the game.” Medet pointed to himself. “The name of the game is Snaps.

      “Listen to what I’m saying.”

      He snapped his fingers once, then continued speaking.

      “See what I’m doing?

      “Here, with my fingers.”

      He snapped twice.

      “Remember how it started.” Medet lowered his hands.

      Rey thought for a moment, then said, “Lasher.”

      As codes went, this one was child’s play: the first letter of every spoken sentence was a consonant—“Listen” translated to an “L,” for example—and the number of snaps indicated a vowel in the sequence A-E-I-O-U. One snap meant “A,” and two snaps was “E.”

      Medet grinned. “Excellent! Now, your turn.”

      “Fine.” Rey set down his glass. “Snaps is the name of the game; the name of the game is Snaps.” He paused, then said:

      “Big turnout for this wedding.

      “Really lavish affair.”

      Rey snapped his fingers once.

      “Those desserts look great.

      “Very decadent.”

      He snapped his fingers again, just once.

      Rey folded his arms and punctuated his question with a hard stare: Bratva?

      Medet’s smile only faltered for a moment. “They don’t call themselves by that name.”

      “What does local law enforcement call them?”

      “It won’t be a problem,” Medet said. “You and Trevor are leaving soon. Most of the family will be here drinking all night long.”

      “Sure hope so,” Rey said.

      Medet’s original value to the agency had been his connections to organized crime in Kazakhstan. When he said “family,” he meant extralegal business colleagues as well as blood relations. The agency had cut Medet loose when his operations started to make the crime bosses suspicious. His reactivation now was a risk they were willing to take only because of the unique circumstances.

      Ten days ago, a documentary vid crew scanning new holo images of a fifth-century Mongolian artifact at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York found that the sculpture—which had been a bit of a cause célèbre upon its discovery a few years ago, and was now touring in its first international exhibition—was a fake. Rey didn’t understand all the technical details that gave away the forgery, but he did understand that international finger-pointing was happening at the highest levels of government and would only get worse until someone could explain exactly what had happened to this national treasure.

      Medet, a former source for Rey’s agency, had reached out after overhearing some locals in Ridder enjoying loud, drunken schadenfreude at news of the scandal. The agency’s Intelligence division had followed up and verified that one of the local Bratva bigwigs near the Altai Mountains, where the sculpture had been found, was a big art collector—and had been experimenting with various high-tech forgery techniques for decades. The sculpture was not stolen, Medet’s sources claimed; it had always been a fake.

      The original, they said, had been copied immediately after its discovery, as a test of one fabrication process to make modern materials appear older. The actual artifact was hidden away in one of the bigwig’s vacation homes. Intel had asked Rey to work with his old friend Medet to track down the location of the original sculpture, and now Rey and Kangaroo were in country to engineer its extraction.

      It was an alarmingly short operational timeline, but this was not an ordinary operation by any means. When it came to Kangaroo, nothing was ordinary.

      “Why are we here, Medet?” Rey asked.

      “I told you,” Medet said. “My great-granddaughter⁠—”

      “Cut the bullshit. You contacted us,” Rey said. “You handed us this op, and then you insisted that we stay for this party.” He gestured toward the center of the ballroom, where Kangaroo was doing something that approximated dancing.

      “Trevor was very enthusiastic⁠—”

      “With your encouragement,” Rey said. “What’s your angle, Riddler?”

      “I know what the Kangaroo can do,” Medet said.

      Rey nodded. Medet had high enough clearance to know about K’s special ability. “That’s why we’re here. What’s your point?”

      “I would like you to ask him to do something for me. A personal favor.”

      “What?”

      “The family took away my passport,” Medet said. “They prefer to know where I am at all times. It is not ideal.” He looked at Rey. “I miss traveling.”

      Rey stared at his old friend. “You’re joking, right? This is a joke? Are you sure your code name isn’t Joker?”

      Medet looked back with watery eyes. “I’m asking for your help, Rey.”

      “We are not authorized to conduct an extraction. And I can’t get authorization, not with your countrymen monitoring communications.” Intel had warned them not to use the radio too much while in Kazakhstan. “Why didn’t you ask for this earlier? As part of the exchange? Lasher would have approved⁠—”

      “I don’t want Lasher to know,” Medet said. “I’m asking you, Rey. As a friend. I don’t want to trade my family for yours. I want to retire. Really retire. Do you understand?”

      Rey sighed. “Blenio?”

      Medet nodded. “It’s a magical place.”

      That’s what they had said, twenty years ago, during that first operation together. If they ever got the chance to leave the life, they’d retire to that little village where the safehouse was, hidden in the Alps, surrounded by mountains and waterfalls. Quiet. Peaceful. As far from international intrigue as either of them could imagine.

      They were already old then, by espionage standards. Now, twenty years later, both Rey and Medet were positively ancient. But it was difficult to quit their line of work. Once you got read into big secrets, the people holding your security clearances were reluctant to release you back into the civilian world. Even if you promised not to tell. Even if all you wanted was to disappear and get away from it all.

      “Have you never considered retirement, my friend?” Medet asked quietly.

      Rey scoffed. “The agency has a very generous pension plan.”

      “Sounds nice,” Medet said. “I have only my family.”

      “You’re breaking my heart.”

      “That was my intention.”

      You’re a real bastard, Medet. “I’ll have to consult with my colleague.”

      “Of course.” Medet finished his beer. “Here he comes now.”

      Rey asked the bartender for some water as Kangaroo shuffled back to the bar.

      “Nice dance moves, Trevor,” Medet said.

      “Thanks,” Kangaroo said, wiggling his shoulders until he noticed Rey’s frown. “Hey, do you mind if I talk to Rey for a second? In private?”

      “Of course,” Medet said. “I will go to the restroom and recycle some of this ale.”

      “Didn’t really need that information,” Rey said.

      “I share with my friends.” Medet walked away from the bar.

      Kangaroo sidled up next to Rey. “Okay, here’s what I got⁠—”

      “Shh.” Rey held up a hand until Medet disappeared through the open doorway in the southeast corner of the ballroom. “We have a situation.”

      “Yeah, tell me about it,” Kangaroo said. “I make twelve heavies, probably bodyguards, plus nine other shoulder holsters, seven ankle rigs⁠—”

      “Hold on,” Rey said. “Were you dancing or surveilling?”

      “I can’t do both? The dance floor gave me the clearest views of the whole ballroom. Oh, and by the way, that bridesmaid I was just dancing with? Totally packing heat.”

      “Good for you,” Rey said. “But we don’t have time for you to make a love connection.”

      Kangaroo frowned at him. “What? No.” He leaned closer. “She’s carrying a concealed firearm.”

      Rey shook his head. “Why can’t you talk like a normal person?”

      “Do you want to know where all the guns are or not?”

      “Yeah,” Rey grumbled, pulling out his phone. “Show me.”

      Kangaroo ordered another drink, which gave him plenty of time to also blink and twitch his control implants to tell his shoulder-phone to transmit data to Rey’s mobile. The agency software was programmed to look like a game app, with the sensor readings from Kangaroo’s bionic eye encoded as colorful, animated cartoons of different animals and fruits.

      “This isn’t good,” Rey said, studying his phone. At least one in three of the wedding guests appeared to be armed.

      “You didn’t tell me we were attending a Bratva function,” Kangaroo said, sipping a vegetable-filled drink.

      “I didn’t know.” Rey put his phone away and looked around the room, matching the sensor map to the people in front of him. It seemed likely that at least one of the bride or the groom was connected; that would explain why most of the wedding party was carrying. And that many weapons in one room made the possibility of what the agency termed negative variation higher than Rey was willing to entertain.

      “Finish your drink,” he said. “We’re leaving. And Medet’s coming with us.”

      “He is?” Kangaroo frowned. “Then why did we need him to draw us a treasure map?”

      “Plans change.” Rey didn’t feel like explaining, and he wasn’t sure how he could convey the full emotional range of two decades of friendship anyway. “I’m the primary. It’s my responsibility.”

      Kangaroo narrowed his eyes. “You want me to put him in the pocket.”

      “Is that going to be a problem?”

      “What’s his security clearance?”

      “He knows already.”

      “Hm.” Kangaroo finished his drink and nodded. “Okay. This’ll work. I can pull a rescue bubble. That’ll be enough air to get him out of the country, anyway.” He glanced around. “Are we doing this here? Does he need to say any tearful farewells before we go?”

      Rey saw Medet step back into the southeast doorway. “Let’s find out. Come on.”

      Kangaroo stuffed a few bills into the bartender’s tip jar and followed Rey, winding through the maze of large round tables. Medet waved and walked toward them.

      Before they could meet up, two men wearing dark clothes stepped into the doorway behind Medet, weapons drawn, and opened fire.

      Rey and Kangaroo dropped to the floor, but the gunmen weren’t targeting them. They were firing at the wedding party, on the opposite side of the room. Rey lifted his head just in time to see Medet topple forward, one hand clutching a bloody shoulder.

      Rey crawled forward, grabbed Medet around the waist, and hauled him under the nearest table, whose occupants had already abandoned it. Kangaroo joined them as two bridesmaids began returning fire.

      The thick tablecloth extended almost to the floor, and the round platform was large enough that all three men were fully concealed underneath. Kangaroo grabbed Medet’s legs while Rey leaned against his abdomen, holding him down as he convulsed.

      “Medet,” Rey said. “Stay with me. Medet?”

      Medet made a gurgling noise. His eyes were wide and glassy.

      Rey turned to Kangaroo. “Where was he hit?”

      Kangaroo looked down, using his left eye’s medical scanners. “One through the shoulder, one punctured his right lung.”

      Rey blinked wetness out of his eyes. “Help him.”

      “How am I supposed⁠—”

      “Pull a medkit and stabilize him!”

      Kangaroo turned his head away from Rey and opened the pocket.

      No matter how many times he saw it, Rey always felt a prickle of awe when the portal appeared: a glowing white disk suspended in midair. Science Division hadn’t yet figured out exactly what kind of exotic energy powered the barrier over the portal and kept atmosphere from rushing into the airless vacuum of the empty pocket universe on the other side. They just knew that it worked.

      Kangaroo extended his right arm, pushing it through the barrier and into the pocket. A second later, he pulled it back, clutching a small therm-pack. The portal disappeared. Kangaroo laid the emergency medical kit on the floor and opened it.

      “You’ll both fit inside the rescue bubble,” Kangaroo said. “Do you know how to use this medical stuff?”

      “I’m staying with you,” Rey said. “Sedate Medet and keep him alive.”

      Kangaroo selected a teardrop-shaped injector slug from the medkit and pressed it against Medet’s neck. The small device hissed, and Medet’s labored breathing evened out. Kangaroo began bandaging up Medet’s shoulder while Rey wrapped a quick-set patch around Medet’s torso.

      Don’t die yet, you damn fool.

      Outside, there was a pause in the shooting while the opposing forces shouted at each other in Kazakh. Rey heard someone demanding to see the best man, and someone else replying with a lewd suggestion.

      This was unlikely to end well. But they still had an operation to complete.

      “Good to go?” Rey asked as Kangaroo attached a med-sig collar around Medet’s neck. The ring of black plastic lit up with numbers and colored shapes showing his vital signs. Stable. Good.

      “We still need to get him out of the room,” Kangaroo said. “I can’t inflate the rescue bubble in here.”

      “Sure you can.”

      “The bubble’s two meters across and pressurized. It’ll send this table flying halfway across the—oh.” Kangaroo blinked. “A diversion. Right. While everyone’s looking the other way, we shove Medet into the bubble. Then I put that back in the pocket, quick like a bunny, and we run for the hills.”

      “Wait for my signal,” Rey said. “Also, I want a firearm.”

      Kangaroo frowned. “You’re going to kill people?”

      “A stunner looks like a stunner,” Rey said. “I want them to know I mean business.”

      “Fine.” Kangaroo opened the pocket again and retrieved a weapons package. Rey grabbed a small pistol and loaded it, then shoved two more clips of ammunition into his belt.

      Kangaroo hesitated. Rey said, “Take a stunner.”

      “But you just said⁠—”

      “This after-action report’s going to be a bear,” Rey said. “We don’t need you killing anyone to make it worse. I’ll provide cover fire while you get out of the building.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Kangaroo stared at him for a moment—until another burst of gunfire and screaming made them both flinch—then grabbed a stunner from the pack, closed the pack, opened the pocket, shoved the pack back through the barrier, and closed the pocket.

      “Don’t be a hero, Rey,” Kangaroo said, powering up the stunner.

      “Whatever happens to me, you keep going.” Rey placed a hand on K’s shoulder for emphasis. “Don’t look back. And do not tell anyone about Medet. Get him out of the country, then get him to a doctor. Quietly.”

      “But Lasher needs to know⁠—”

      “Medet’s part of the operation is done,” Rey said. “This is personal. And you owe me, Kangaroo. Remember what I did for you in Atyrau? On the Caspian Sea?” Their layover in the airport there had been more interesting than Rey would have preferred.

      “Of course I remember.”

      “I’m calling in that favor. Promise me you’ll keep this secret.”

      Kangaroo hesitated, but Rey knew the kid wouldn’t refuse. “Fine. I promise.”

      “Thank you. From both of us.” Rey gripped his pistol with both hands. “Let’s get out of here. What do you see?”

      Kangaroo blinked, then looked around. The sensors in his eye could easily scan through the tablecloth.

      “Three groups,” Kangaroo said. “One in the corner, one behind the buffet table, one next to the southeast doors.” Two shots sounded on their left, then two more in response from the right. “Okay, Doors just shot at Corner, and Buffet fired back.”

      Rey reached inside his jacket and pulled out Medet’s map. He handed it to Kangaroo. “Take this.”

      “We’re both going to⁠—”

      “Take this and put it in the pocket so we don’t lose it!”

      “Oh. Right.”

      The portal appeared again, and Kangaroo pushed the folded paper through the barrier. The eerie white glow illuminated Medet’s peaceful, unconscious face.

      Enjoy your retirement, old man.

      “Tell me the plan again,” Rey said.

      Kangaroo held up an open hand. “Pull a rescue bubble. Emergency-inflate the bubble. Get Medet inside. Put the bubble back in the pocket. Exit, stage left.” He folded down one finger with each sentence until his hand was closed into a fist. “Thirty seconds, tops. What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll aim for the coffee service,” Rey said while Kangaroo opened the pocket and pulled out the thick gray disk that would expand into a rescue bubble. “Southwest corner. Shatter some cups, burst open some urns of hot liquid, generally make a mess. You just keep running the other way. Out the door, out of the building, out of town. Got it?”

      Kangaroo looked up from setting the rescue bubble activation controls. “And you follow me out.”

      “Right behind you,” Rey said. “If we get separated, meet at the bravo site.” Their mission plan included several different emergency rendezvous locations. “Don’t wait for me. Just GTFO.”

      “GTFO?” Kangaroo asked.

      Rey glared at him. “Get the fuck out.”

      Kangaroo sucked in a breath and nodded. “Okay. Ready to flip the table.”

      “Go on three,” Rey said. “Two. One. Now!”
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        Earth—Kazakhstan—150 km from Oskemen Spaceport

        45 minutes after I was supposed to be on a flight out of here

      

      

      My left eye doesn’t lie. The scanning implants and heads-up display can only show me what’s really there, and right now they’re showing me a border guard carrying too many weapons. Standard-issue assault rifle hanging around his neck, but also a machine pistol under his armpit, a revolver strapped to his left ankle, and a high-voltage stunner in a tail holster at the base of his spine.

      I saw suspicious bulges under his coat as I rolled up to the checkpoint, and he obviously wasn’t happy to see me, so I activated my eye scanners. Now I can read the factory bar code off each weapon and look up the manufacturer’s specs via satellite link. The stunner surprises me—it was manufactured off-world, somewhere in the asteroid belt, and delivers more energy than is legal anywhere on Earth. And the concealed firearms are Hungarian-made, military issue. Not the kind of thing Kazakh border police pick up at the corner shop.

      But it’s not the guns that really put me wise to Fakey Impostorov. I can also see into his body, and simple checkpoint guards don’t have an unmistakable spiderweb of ground-to-orbit comsat antenna surgically implanted in their left shoulder. If this guy’s not a field agent for a national intelligence outfit—a spy like me—I’ll eat my shoe. And shoes taste terrible. Trust me, I know. Long story.

      Anyway, what is a Hungarian secret agent doing on the Russia–Kazakhstan border?

      While I’m pondering this, an actual border guard waddles up to my rented hovercar and squints at me. He’s the real deal. I can tell by the way he walks and the smell of coffee and whiskey on his breath. Career military, old enough to know better, bored with everything.

      Not like my friend the Hungarian over there, standing by the guard house and pretending to smoke a vape-stick. Way too alert, way too serious. Oh yeah, he’s on the job.

      I smile at the guard next to me and hand over my legend passport.

      “American?” he says. “Why are you here?”

      “Visiting family,” I reply. “My cousin just got married in Ridder. Have you been to Ridder? Beautiful place⁠—”

      “You wait,” the guard grunts.

      Right. I should remember not to talk so much. Whiskey-Breath walks back to the guard house with my forged paperwork. I continue breathing slowly and evenly, both hands on the steering wheel, stealing glances at the fake guard.

      There isn’t anything hot between Russia and Kazakhstan right now. I would have gotten that in my briefing, before I dropped in country. A Hungarian might be on the lookout for Chinese activity, but then he’d be on the southern border, not the northern. And the nearest spaceport, Oskemen, only supports suborbital launches, so he’s unlikely to be from Mars. Martians always want to have direct escape routes.

      I was actually looking forward to this operation. It’s on Earth for once, where the geopolitics are centuries old and fairly well understood. Not like our outposts throughout the rest of the Solar System, where everything is always in motion and everyone’s trying to outdo their ancestors in one way or another.

      Or they’re trying to pull off something extremely dangerous, illegal, and/or unethical where they hope nobody will notice. The neighbors might object if you start testing antimatter weapons on your home planet, but sneak a small team into the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter, and there’s plenty of space to hide your unsavory deeds.

      People try a lot of crazy things in the outback, and when it doesn’t work out, somebody has to go clean it up. These days “somebody” tends to be my agency, because the United States of America is very interested in anything that happens in outer space. Ever since the Independence War, which started with asteroids boiling Earth’s oceans and ended with Mars winning its freedom as a sovereign planet, “off-world events” have been a matter of national security for Uncle Sam.

      Now that we all know how bad things can get, nobody wants to attract a new interplanetary conflict—but behind closed doors, everyone is looking for inconspicuous ways to improve their space arsenals. We’re only human. Sooner or later it’s going to come down to who’s got the bigger stick.

      So for the last five years, the agency has deployed operatives on a wide variety of glamorous missions, from space junk cleanup to investigating possible signs of extraterrestrial intelligence. No aliens yet, but it’s amazing how paranoid people can get when you pay them to think up worst-case scenarios. Also no faster-than-light travel, though we have scavenged some pretty killer new tech from other people’s failed experiments. In fact, I have a few of those derivative gadgets hidden in the pocket right now, including one very large⁠—

      Wait. Is it possible Fakey’s looking for me?

      Exfiltration is always the hardest part of the job. Even if nobody suspects anything, you still know you’re guilty, and it only takes one slip at the wrong moment to give yourself away.

      Just take it easy, Kangaroo. Don’t wig out until there’s an actual reason.

      This is not how the operation was supposed to go. I shouldn’t be flying solo. Reynaldo was the primary. He was the one who spoke Kazakh, the one who knew our contact, the one who would recognize the item we were sent to retrieve. I was just along for the ride.

      But you know what they say: the best laid plans of mice and kangaroos often go awry.

      Rey and I met our contact, Medet, at a hotel where he was attending some distant relative’s wedding. Medet slipped us a hand-drawn treasure map, then insisted his old friend Rey and I stay for the reception. Rey was reluctant at first, but I talked him into it. And for the record, it didn’t take much talking: after two hours of rough overland travel from Oskemen, where our flight landed, we were both ready for some free-flowing alcohol, drunken bridesmaids, and Balearic dance tunes.

      How was I supposed to know the local Bratva were calling in a hit on the best man? We didn’t get briefed on organized crime activity in this area. It’s not my fault. If it’s anybody’s fault, it’s on Intel for not providing the data and Lasher for not prepping us to handle this contingency. I’m not supposed to improvise. Lasher has chewed me out more than once for going off-script. Rey was in charge. He told me to lead the way out of the hotel. He said he was right behind me. He said he wasn’t going to try anything heroic.

      And now he’s dead, and I’m alone. Story of my life.

      The border guards are still talking inside their checkpoint shack. I could switch on my long-distance microphone implant and eavesdrop, but I wouldn’t understand what they’re saying anyway. They seem to be discussing my travel documents at length. I see gesturing. The Hungarian spy is outside, so it’s not him making trouble. Something else is going on.

      What did I do wrong this time?

      Maybe a listening post logged my distress call. Maybe a friendly neighbor saw me digging in the woods. Maybe the rental company just wants its hovercar back. I won’t know how I screwed up until days, maybe weeks later, after some agency analyst has gone over my afteraction reports with a fine-toothed comb. I know this because that used to be my job.

      Sometimes I miss working a desk. Sometimes I wish I didn’t have the pocket. But then I wouldn’t get to enjoy any of these wonderful sightseeing opportunities, from the darkest corners of Earth to the deepest canyons of Uranus.

      I spent most of last night sitting in this hovercar, crawling through the pitch-black mountains on low power, navigating by night vision. Couldn’t risk anyone seeing headlights. I had to stop and backtrack at least a dozen times, trying to match reality to Medet’s poorly labeled, not-to-scale road charts.

      I could have aborted when the rendezvous went sideways. That is, as Lasher keeps reminding me, always a legitimate option. But the agency wasn’t going to get another chance at recovering this item. And I didn’t want Rey to have died for nothing.

      After I found the cabin, I broke in and spent hours excavating the mildewed, insect-infested, probably carcinogenic ferroconcrete basement until I found the item. It was bigger than we thought, but still fit into the pocket just fine. That wasn’t a problem. I’m the problem now. Half the population of Ridder witnessed me fleeing the scene of a massacre, which is why I’m motoring through the Altai Mountains instead of flying first class over them.

      Whiskey-Breath comes back to the car, returns my passport, and asks some pointed questions about my itinerary. Fakey watches as I apologize for not having all my papers in order. I pretend to search my jacket for some missing documents and come up with three two-hundred-tenge bills, which I slip into Whiskey-Breath’s palm.

      “If anything else is missing,” I say, “I may have left it in the glovebox.”

      He smiles, pockets the cash, and walks around the front of the hovercar. I stay very still as he leans in through the open passenger-side window, pops open the glovebox, and pulls out two small bars of dark chocolate. Small, because I don’t want him to think there might be more of it stashed in my luggage. I really don’t want these guys opening my suitcase and finding it full of nothing but bedsheets and towels.

      The guard’s smile broadens, and he slips the chocolate inside his sleeve. Doesn’t want his friends in the shack to see that particular payoff. Good. I’d scanned a wedding band underneath his left glove, saw the metal worn and pitted with age, and guessed that he could use something of a bribe himself, for when he goes home to the wife and kids.

      He shouts something. The checkpoint gate opens and he waves me through. I wave back, smile, and lift my foot off the brake. The hovercar glides forward slowly, out of Kazakhstan, toward home and a hot shower.

      I risk a glance back at the Hungarian spy. He’s not pretending to smoke anymore. He’s looking right at me, with a gaze almost as intent as one of the bridesmaids at the wedding. But I would prefer not to dance with this gentleman.

      I give Fakey a polite smile and a polite nod. His expression doesn’t change. I turn back to face the road, but I feel my cheek muscles relaxing a split second too soon.

      Note to self: work on timing. Practice in front of mirror or something.

      Maybe Fakey didn’t notice. Maybe I can still make it out of here. I lower my foot onto the accelerator, not too hard, pushing the hovercar forward faster but not fast enough to arouse further suspicion. I hope.

      I get about half a kilometer down the road before I hear yelling. I don’t look back. I just slam the throttle down and head for the hills.

      The good news is, this is no longer a suspenseful game of cat-and-mouse, which I am demonstrably terrible at. Now it’s a flat-out chase, and I should have the advantage.

      Equipment gave me instructions for goosing the hovercar’s main drive, and the chemical booster I poured into the fuel tank earlier will give me fifty percent more power. But there’s only so much you can squeeze out of an old exotherm engine.

      I check the rearview mirror and see a shiny blue atomic shield logo on the front of the vehicle chasing me. Great. They’re driving a low-altitude skimmer: electrodynamic vectored thrust. I can’t outrun them in this rented rustbucket. I have to disable their vehicle—without killing anyone. Nobody likes spies, but soldiers will hunt down assassins.

      We’re moving pretty quickly up and down winding mountain roads. Unlike me, the Kazakhs don’t have any reservations about opening fire. The bullets whizzing past and ricocheting off the back of the hovercar make it difficult to concentrate, but I sprayed poly compound over the windows and chassis earlier to bulletproof them. All I have to worry about is driving.

      I turn east toward my rendezvous coordinates. My pursuers follow. They know they’re blowing through two national borders, but why should they care? Nobody in this part of Mongolia is going to complain about a Kazakh incursion into the Gobi Desert. The Mongolians are more worried about China. I’m not going to get any help until I reach my rendezvous, and that’s three days out in the middle of sandy nowhere.

      The battery light starts blinking on my dashboard. Not a problem. The booster I mixed into the fuel will cause electrical fluctuations. Equipment warned me about that.

      But it does give me an idea for how to evade my pursuers.

      This is a bad idea, I think to myself, even as I’m figuring out the tactical details. This low-rent hovercar doesn’t have a self-drive system, so I’ll have to keep one hand on the wheel while opening the pocket. That’ll be tricky. It usually takes a good push to get my arm through the barrier, but I can’t lean too far over and still maintain control of the car.

      I wait until I hit a relatively straight stretch of road, then think of my reference object—a blackbird—and open the pocket. The circular portal pops open and travels with me, hanging in midair above the passenger seat.

      I never thought about the physics of the pocket when I was younger, but Equipment insists that I learn the higher math to describe these phenomena—frame of reference, conservation of momentum, blah blah blah. I keep telling him it doesn’t really help me in the field. He doesn’t listen.

      I push one hand through the glowing white force field covering the portal. It’s hard vacuum inside the pocket, which means it’s near-absolute-zero cold. My freezing fingers fumble against the insulated bag I’m trying to retrieve from its zero-gravity vault, sending it spinning. I can’t see through the barrier, so I have to proceed by touch. I feel the bag strap touch my thumb, and I grip it tight, then wriggle my hand over the frigid material until I’m holding one end of the cylindrical soft-case.

      I have to pull it lengthwise through the portal—solid matter obstructs the event horizon, so I can’t open the pocket wide enough inside the hovercar to just yank out the whole case willy-nilly. My steering goes wonky. The passenger-side mirror scrapes the side of the mountain and shatters, but I manage to get the case into my lap and close the pocket, then straighten out again.

      That was the easy part.

      I’ve never actually used an electromagnetic lance in the field. Still driving one-handed, I unzip the case, pop the lid off the storage tube, and pull out the launcher. It looks like a harpoon gun, but instead of firing a flesh-rending metal hook at an endangered species, an EM lance is designed to penetrate most types of modern vehicle armor and deliver a massive electromagnetic pulse to disable any electronic systems inside. In the case of the guard skimmer, that should include the main thrusters.

      I will have to file a whole stack of paperwork when I get back, since this is last-resort equipment. Setting off EMPs in populated areas tends to kill power grids and get you noticed. Spies and their bosses don’t like to be noticed. But out here in the mountains, there shouldn’t be too many household appliances to disrupt.

      Of course, there is still the matter of a piece of high-tech weaponry that will be buried in the engine block of a foreign vehicle, which the Hungarian spy will likely have full access to examine. He won’t get any forensic evidence from it, but an EM lance is clearly something from a well-funded government armory. Mercenaries don’t stock many nonlethal arms, and certainly not specialized hardware-killers like this.

      But there will be reasonable doubt, right? They won’t know exactly where it came from or who I’m working for. And the most important thing right now is getting me out of here safely and securely.

      We’ve already lost one agent on this op. I can still make it home with the item. Losing that, plus all the equipment in my body and the information in my head, would be even worse.

      And the pocket. Can’t forget the pocket, and all the stuff I have hidden in there.

      The EM lance is my best option right now. A bad idea is still better than no idea, that’s what I always say.

      The saying has yet to catch on with any of my peers within the agency.

      I wait until we descend out of the mountains—I’ll say one thing for my pursuers, they are persistent—and start driving through the sand. I want to make it as difficult as possible for them to repair their vehicle. I find a flat stretch of desert and let them pull up right behind me.

      Even with the heads-up display in my left eye showing me precise angles—calculated off the side mirror reflection, no less—it’s very difficult to aim a projectile weapon over my shoulder while driving in a straight line across ground that disappears as soon as the hover effect touches it. It’s like piloting a boat through gravel. It doesn’t help that the Kazakhs are shooting at me again. How much ammunition did they bring?

      I spend precious seconds testing the best place to balance the EM lance, finally settling on the crook of my left arm, which is holding the steering wheel. I put my right index finger on the trigger and tilt the lance up, watching my HUD overlay to see when the projected trajectory lines up with the guard skimmer in the mirror. This is not easy.

      A spray of bullets takes out my driver’s-side mirror, and now I can’t see behind me.

      “Fuck it,” I mutter, and whip my head around. They’re not trying to kill me. They just want my car to stop moving. I hope.

      My HUD blinks, red crosshairs paint the hood of the skimmer, and I pull the trigger.

      The launcher kicks back against my palm. The lance flies in a parabola and hits the other vehicle with a loud crack. I don’t wait to watch what happens next. I won’t be able to see the EMP anyway. Or the expressions on the guards’ faces, as much as I might want to.

      I turn back, toss the launcher onto the floor, grab the steering wheel with both hands, and stomp the accelerator.

      Something rattles behind me, and then I hear a pop, a crunch, and lots of shouting. What I don’t hear anymore is the rumble of the skimmer’s main thrusters. Holy shit, that actually worked!

      I brace myself for the shooting to start again, but I get all the way up the next sand dune without incident. When the hovercar thumps over the top, I can’t resist sticking my head out the window to look back.

      The skimmer’s half buried in the sand, nose first, and four guards are kneeling on the ground around a fifth who’s lying on his back. One of the kneeling guards is struggling to open a red satchel with a white cross on it.

      I have enough time, before my hovercar starts sliding down the far slope of the dune, to blink my eye into telescope mode and get a better look at the injured guard. It’s Whiskey-Breath, the one I bribed with cash and chocolate. What happened? I don’t see any blood . . .

      It’s not important. I should just go. GTFO, Kangaroo.

      Never let it be said I’m not an equal opportunity insubordinate: I ignore my own advice just as often as I ignore anyone else’s.

      I turn the hovercar’s steering wheel, still moving but staying on top of the dune to keep the downed skimmer in view. The guard with the medkit rips it open and yanks out a bright orange box. He lifts the lid and extends two spiraling wires leading to round white pads. I recognize the device from my first aid training. It’s an automated external defibrillator, used to shock a human heart back to its normal rhythm. But why would they need⁠—

      Oh, you gotta be kidding me.

      I switch my left eye display over to playback and rewind the live mission recording back to my border crossing. I pause on my body scan of Whiskey-Breath. This time, instead of studying his hand, I look at his torso. And there it is. I thought that glowing outline in his chest was a shoulder-phone, but a phone wouldn’t have wires going directly into his heart.

      Whiskey-Breath has an artificial cardiac pacemaker. And I just fried it with an EMP.

      Also fried? The AED his friends are trying to use now to revive him.

      This is an accident. But nobody’s going to care about that. The headlines won’t read “Elderly Alcoholic Succumbs to Heart Disease”; they’ll say “Ugly American Criminal Murders Husband and Father.” Not to mention all the blowback at home will be on me and me alone.

      Goddammit. One minute. One minute, then I’m gone.

      I picture a grizzly bear in a white lab coat and open the pocket again. I pull out my own emergency AED and dangle it out the window, then turn the hovercar around and steer it back down the dune, toward the skimmer.

      The shooting resumes before I get within fifty meters. In hindsight, yelling at the guards to announce my approach probably wasn’t the best idea, since I don’t speak Kazakh and the insulated therm-pack holding my AED looks an awful lot like an ammo pouch.

      I retract my arm inside the hovercar and continue driving closer until a burst of gunfire cracks my windshield. Okay, apparently that’s the operational limit of this spray-on poly shield. I pull the steering wheel over hard and toss the AED out the window toward the guards. Two of them dive for cover behind the skimmer.

      “It’s not a bomb!” I shout over my shoulder while driving away. “Help your friend! Aide! Medico! Medicina! Dottore!” I’m pretty sure those are all real words.

      Well, these guys speak the international language of firefight, and they have plenty to say, if not an extensive vocabulary. It’s only another minute before I scale the sand dune again and drop out of range, but it’s a very unpleasant and stressful sixty seconds.
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        Earth—United States—Washington, D.C.

        Several hours before I would prefer to be awake

      

      

      Whenever I come home, I’m afraid it’s going to be for the last time.

      I walk into the building wearing a new suit. It’s not my usual attire, but I want to surprise Paul. He always says I should take more care with my appearance—which is ironic, considering all the disguises and aliases we use. But of course he’s talking about my appearance and behavior here at home, around the office, in the building.

      There are only three people in my department of the agency—on the public budget sheets, we’re listed as “Administrative Assistance for Director of Operations, Non-Territorial”—and we report directly to D.Ops. For the last ten years, that title has belonged to Paul Tarkington, code name LASHER, the man who acts as my handler. He’s also the closest thing to a father I’ve had for most of my life.

      I don’t remember much about my biological parents. They were media historians who died in a vehicle accident on the Nimitz Freeway when I was five years old. The only thing they left me was an extensive archive of two-hundred-year-old entertainment vids, and I watched every one of those shows over and over, hoping to learn something about my mother and father from the annotations that popped up onscreen every once in a while.

      Meanwhile, I had no other living relatives, so the great state of California bounced me around orphanages and foster homes for over a decade, until Paul found me on the worst night of my life and rescued me from what I thought was the deepest trouble I could possibly get into.

      Now I know better. It takes top secret security clearance to really make a mess of things.

      The front desk guards give me a funny look as I go through the security gate. They recognize my face, but I know they’re thinking, this guy never wears a suit. Is today a special occasion? Are we retaking ID holos for our access badges? Am I doing a very well dressed walk of shame?

      I smile to myself after I’m out of sight. I get a kick out of tweaking people’s expectations. I walk around the corner to the freight elevator, which I ride down to the basement. Then it’s just a short walk to the maze.

      One of the two other people in my department is Oliver Graves. His job title is “Equipment Research, Development, and Obtention Specialist,” and the maze was his idea.

      I enter a dark room, lit only by fluorescent tubes overhead and crammed full of steel cabinets, cardboard boxes, and plastic crates. Inside these containers are actual paper files. The sign on the door outside says “Archival Document Storage.” It’s not a lie. It just doesn’t tell the whole story.

      I blink my left eye into spectrum analysis mode. The fluorescent lights here flicker at a very high frequency, imperceptible to unaided human vision, and the variation between individual lighting panels indicates a path through the maze. The maze has many exits, all of them blank walls, but one of them hides a doorway. There are many possible paths to that door, but only one path is ever valid, and that path changes daily. Pressure plates in the floor and motion sensors in the ceiling detect whether you’re following the correct path, and if you’re not, bad things happen.

      I walk in circles until I reach the exit, then press my hand against the wall. Hidden sensors in what looks like concrete read my fingerprints, pulse, and subdermal agency transponder, and then the wall parts like the Red Sea, nanobots flexing their molecule-thin shells and scurrying out of the way to reveal a manual door—the kind with a handle you have to turn. I push it open, step into the stairwell, and close the door behind me.

      Down one flight of stairs, out another manual door, and I’m back in time.

      Our department’s current office space used to be some kind of military bunker, built near the beginning of the Space Age to hide VIPs and shield them from any surface bombardments up to and including thermonuclear warheads. It’s been retrofitted with automatic doors, a modern power system, and better toilets, but it’s still cold and gray and heavy and linear.

      I’m glad I don’t have to stay down here all the time. But I think Paul actually likes being isolated from the modern world. He’s always been fascinated with the end of the twentieth century—what he calls “the turn of the millennium”—and it tends to rub off if you spend any amount of time around him.

      “Profligate,” Oliver says as I walk into his workshop. He’s tinkering with some kind of disk-shaped gadget, probably a flying thing—I see four exposed rotors. He doesn’t even look at me. His dark eyes stay focused on the machine he’s either building or taking apart.

      “Them’s fightin’ words, cowboy,” I retort. Oliver always throws around a lot of technical jargon, but when he pulls out the vocabulary words, I know he’s looking for an argument.

      “An electromagnetic lance is an expensive piece of equipment,” he says. “More importantly, it is a very specialized instrument, only constructed by a few manufacturers, only available to a small number of people.”

      “Private security firms have them,” I say. I’ve had a few hours to fashion rebuttals to his most obvious criticisms of my operational performance.

      “And how many private security firms take contracts in Kazakhstan?”

      I shrug. I didn’t research that. Probably should have.

      “The EM lance is a weapon of last resort,” Oliver says. “It’s too sophisticated for private security. Anyone who gets hit with an EM lance is going to know that it came from a first-world government agency.”

      “Didn’t you tell me that the pulse charge also fries the casing? Burns away serial numbers, fingerprints, all that good stuff?”

      Oliver sighs, rubs the bridge of his nose, and casts a baleful gaze from under his shaggy mop of dark hair. “It doesn’t matter if they can trace the weapon, Kay. They don’t need to know exactly where it came from. Their suspicions about its origin are enough to cause trouble.”

      Now I’m getting a little annoyed. “It’s the only weapon I discharged on this op,” I say. “I’d hardly call that ‘profligate.’” He doesn’t need to know about the AED; that’s Jessica’s inventory.

      “We’ll see about that,” says Oliver. “Let’s go check you in.”

      I follow him out of the workshop and down the corridor to the armory. He puts the flying disk thing on a flat, empty table and taps at a wall screen, bringing up the inventory of equipment I signed out last week. I put on a pair of insulated gloves. Grabbing one object out of the pocket’s deep freeze is not a problem, but I’m going to be unpacking a lot of stuff here.

      “One EM lance discharged,” Oliver says, looking over my inventory list with a sour expression. “Which one was it?”

      “Blackbird.”

      He manipulates the screen, updating that list entry. “Right. Robin Red-Breast, then.”

      I visualize the reference object—a small brown bird with an orange chest—and open the pocket.

      My code name, the only name I have within the agency, is KANGAROO. Not because I’m originally from Australia, or because I can jump supernaturally high, or because I’m a genetically engineered human-marsupial hybrid. None of those things is true, and come on, that last one is pretty ridiculous.

      I’m Kangaroo because I have a universe-sized secret pouch.

      I call it “the pocket.” Yeah, boring name, but give me a break; I was ten years old when the ability first manifested. Nobody knows how it works—not yet, anyway. Science Division keeps testing me every chance they get. They say I have the ability to open a “hyperspace shunt”: a variable-size portal into a “pocket universe,” an empty, apparently endless void that looks like deep space. It’s very useful for smuggling things into places where they don’t belong, or out of places where we don’t want them to stay.

      The reference objects—Science Division calls them “pointers”—help me keep track of where everything is inside the pocket. Having a different image in my mind when I open the pocket will put the portal in a different part of the empty universe on the other side. But imagining a pistol, or a clip of ammunition, doesn’t help me if there’s more than one in the pocket. I need a unique pointer to each location.

      Opening and closing the pocket is a purely mental exertion. I have to be awake, and I have to concentrate, but it doesn’t feel any different from moving a part of my body. It’s like making my hand into a fist or sticking out my tongue. My brain just knows how to do it. Science Division hates that answer, but it’s the only one I can give them.

      Oliver watches as I pull the unused EM lance out of the pocket, followed by the rest of the special equipment I was issued for this operation. We weren’t sure how deep underground the item was buried, so there’s a lot: shovels, pickaxes, chisels, electric and hand drills, deep radar and lidar scanners, subsonic resonators, laser cutters, a portable plasma torch, maser cannons, lots and lots of battery packs, several bricks of malleable explosives with matching remote detonators, bundles of Kazakhstani banknotes, and three field ration bars.

      This accounting is one of our post-op rituals. I always keep a lot of stuff in the pocket—it’s the size of an entire universe, so why not?—but the agency demands that certain equipment be accounted for periodically. Other things, like perishables or delicate machinery, wouldn’t survive floating in deep space for more than a few days.

      Most equipment that goes into the pocket has to be stored in therm-packs to prevent freezing. It takes Oliver a few minutes to unpack everything and lay it all out on the table. I tried to help him once, and he nearly ripped my head off for lining up a set of seemingly identical power cells in the wrong order. So now I just wait while he does the count.

      “I see you got hungry in the desert,” he says, putting the ration bars in what appears to be alphabetical order by flavor name. “Where’s the canteen?”

      “Sorry,” I say. “Forgot it in the hovercar when the Rangers burned it.”

      The soldiers who airlifted me out of the desert also used pyro charges to destroy any trace of our having been there. I could have put the hovercar in the pocket, but it was a bit large for a souvenir.

      Oliver gives me an exasperated look. “That was a thermal canteen. State of the art. Do you know how much trouble it was for us to develop that? Not even astronauts need special containers to keep their water liquid!”

      “Give me a break, will you?” I say. “I drove through the desert for three days straight. I’d already melted out all the ice I had. I needed to rehydrate after using the pocket. I was taking stimulants to stay awake. It was an emergency situation.”

      Oliver glares at me. This is another familiar post-op ritual. “I’ll look forward to reading your full report.”

      “Are we done here?” I ask. “I can come back later if you want to yell at me some more.”

      “Much later,” he says, turning back to his flying disk. Is that a smirk on his normally languid face? “By the way, Science Division would like you to stop by and run some new scenarios for Project Backdoor.”

      “I just got home,” I groan. “By the way, can we change that project name to something else? Anything else?”

      Oliver shrugs. “It’s descriptive. Quite elegant, really.” He holds up his hand with the palm facing flat toward me. “Front door.” He rotates his hand 180 degrees, so the palm faces him. “Back door. And it was your idea, as I recall.”

      He returns to tinkering with his flying disk. I imagine using my own palm to slap that grin off his face. The bastard knew letting me choose that ridiculous code name when I was a teenager would come back to haunt me later in life. Nobody at Science Division ever says “Project Backdoor”—they say “the rotation problem” to avoid snickering. And they say it a lot, because pocket rotation is kind of a big deal.

      After I put something in the pocket, when I want to pull it out again, I can open the portal on the far side of the item, rotated 180 degrees around it. Because the portal is locked to the item in the pocket universe and my location in our universe, Newton’s laws of motion dictate that if I threw the item into the “front door,” it’ll come flying out the “back door” at the same speed. I just have to make sure I associated the item with a reference object that has two distinct sides—like a room with two entrances.

      The problem is, I can only reposition the portal in that specific way, on the far side of the item directly opposite its original placement. If I could arbitrarily adjust the angle of the portal with respect to the item, I could add a whole new set of party tricks to my repertoire. I wouldn’t even need to carry a gun. We could just shoot a few bullets into the pocket, and I could later open it back up, rotated and pointed at my target. Wham, bam, thank you, physics.

      Unfortunately, I’m the only one who can train myself to do that. And I have no idea how the pocket actually works. It’s simply a thing I can do, like bending my fingers—and just like I can’t bend my fingers backward, I can’t arbitrarily rotate the pocket. It’s one-eighty or nothing.

      However, Science Division believes they can help me overcome this limitation, and they love thinking up increasingly outrageous methods to expand my mind.

      “Are these new ‘scenarios’ going to involve psychotropic compounds or invasive electrodes?” I ask.

      Oliver doesn’t look up. “We can only hope.”

      “Boy, it’s great to be home.”

      

      I run into Jessica on my way from Oliver’s workshop to Paul’s office. We stop in the corridor, facing each other, and she looks me up and down.

      Jessica Chu, M.D., Ph.D., is the third person in my three-person department, and very scary. Well, she scares me, anyway. She doesn’t actually frown or grimace all the time, but the sum of her thin, angular features is a permanent disapproving look. And her long, slender fingers give the appearance of claws, especially when she’s holding some sharp medical instrument. Her job title is “Surgical and Medical Intervention Practitioner,” which also doesn’t help. I don’t like the idea of anyone “intervening” with my bodily functions.

      “What’s with the suit?” she asks.

      “Job interview,” I say.

      Her face is a mask. “I need to download your med logs.”

      “Nothing about the tie?” I ask, following her into the exam room. “It depicts an ancient Russian folk tale. Very cultural.”

      “Take off your shirt.”

      “Why, do you mean my button-front, Oxford-weave dress garment?” I didn’t spend two hours with a clingy personal shopper to not have someone notice these threads.

      “Or I can just use the scissors.” She holds up a pair of trauma shears.

      “Okay, okay.”

      I hang my jacket on a wall hook, then sit down on the plastic-covered bench and remove my necktie. I carefully pull the thin end back through the loop holding it together, not wanting to undo the knot. It took me fifteen minutes and an instruction manual to tie the damn thing this morning, and I want to keep it until after I see Paul.

      I’ve barely gotten my shirt unbuttoned when Jessica yanks my left arm up and jams an electrode into my armpit.

      “Are we in a hurry? Hey, careful with the merchandise!” She jabs another electrode up under my chin and slaps an interface patch over my left eye. Half my vision disappears as the computer starts downloading sensor logs from my various implants.

      “You’re dehydrated,” she says, studying a display screen.

      “Had to use the pocket.” Physiologically, opening the pocket acts like a night of heavy drinking, sucking water out of my body and suppressing certain neurotransmitters. I basically get a hangover afterward. “And I wasn’t sleeping.”

      “You had a water surplus. What happened to the ice?”

      “Spilled most of it,” I reply. “You try pulling a frozen brick through a hyperspace shunt while driving a hovercar through the desert.”

      I stare at the side of her head. Jessica hasn’t looked at me once since she started the exam. That’s not normal. Usually, when I get back from a mission, she’s all over me like Martian dust on . . . well, everything on Mars. There’s a reason they call it “the red planet.” Those fine-grained ferrous particles get into every nook and cranny.

      Similarly, when I report in, Jessica usually examines me from head to toe, checking everything from my back teeth to my bowel movements. I’m the only person we know of who’s ever manifested any persistent superhuman ability, and the agency doesn’t want their prize Kangaroo getting sick. It’s Surgical’s job to make sure I keep laying golden eggs. So to speak.

      She’s definitely distracted today. Is something else happening in the office? Something she doesn’t want to tell me about? Am I in trouble?

      Of course you’re in trouble, Kangaroo. When are you not in trouble?

      “Stay away from caffeine for the next few days,” Jessica says, turning away from her screen to yank off my electrodes and eyepatch.

      “Are you trying to kill me?” I say, slumping forward theatrically.

      “Drink plenty of water. And don’t skip the gym.”

      “I’m not,” I lie.

      “Don’t lie,” she says. How does she do that? “You always slack off after an operation.”

      I don’t feel like it’s a good time to debate her on this point. “Fine. I’ll get all sweaty on the treadmill and catch up on my soap operas. Are we done?” I can ask her for a new emergency AED later.

      “For now,” she says. “Science wants to test you on the rotation problem again.”

      “Yeah, EQ told me. Can’t you write me a note or something, Surge?”

      “I’m not your mother,” she says. “Also, stop making up stupid nicknames.”

      “No, see, ‘Surge’ is short for ‘Surgical,’ which is your actual job title⁠—”

      “Drink more water,” Jessica says, emphasizing each syllable as if I’m hard of hearing. “We’re done here.”

      She picks up her tablet and taps at it while walking out of the room. I get dressed in silence, wondering if I’m going to have bruises later.

      

      Paul is on a vid call when I walk into his office. I probably should have knocked first, but I’m here now, and staying will be marginally less awkward than leaving. I quietly sit down in one of the two chairs in front of his desk.

      The wrinkles around Paul’s eyes and mouth make him look dignified rather than old. His gray hair reflects more light than you’d expect, looking almost silver. If he put on some weight and grew a beard, he might look like Santa Claus. With a beard and pointy hat, Merlin. With muttonchop sideburns, an eighteenth-century robber baron. Or was that the nineteenth century? Whenever people were still building railroads.

      He looks the same as that first night I met him. For better or worse, he’s been the one constant thing in my life for almost a decade now. Different assignments, different partners, different objectives. But it’s always been Paul calling the shots.

      I glance at the reversed vid image being projected onto the clear plexi screen rising out of his desktop. It looks like the Secretary of State.

      “This is on you, Paul,” the Secretary of State says. There’s no mistaking that voice. “You said your boy could handle it.”

      Paul keeps his eyes on the screen, where the camera is mounted, and gestures with his right hand, pointing at the tray on the bookshelf against the wall. I get up and pour myself a glass of water. Of course he’s already gotten the medical report from Jessica.

      “He did handle it,” Paul says. “We successfully retrieved the item.”

      “You and I seem to have different standards for ‘success.’”

      “We needed Kangaroo on this operation,” Paul says. “The item was larger than our sources indicated. Nobody else could have gotten it out of Kazakhstan as efficiently as he did.”

      “We also seem to disagree on the definition of ‘efficient.’ He left an American body back there. And he put a Kazakh citizen in the goddamn hospital.”

      Hospital. So Ol’ Whiskey-Breath didn’t die. That’s a relief.

      “I’ve got three different ambassadors yelling at my staff,” State says. “Once the President hears⁠—”

      “Let me deal with the President,” Paul says.

      “Oh, you will.” State glares out of the screen. “But this audit is happening, Paul. Kazakhstan was the straw that broke the camel’s back. NSC is taking a fine-toothed comb to anything tagged OUTBACK.”

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      “Then you’ll make time,” State snaps. “Really, Paul, how long did you think we were going to let you run your own private little op center without any oversight?”

      “I thought the subcommittee was more interested in overlooking.”

      “Not today, Paul. I’m not in the mood,” State says. “You’re going to get some visitors from Langley, and you’re going to cooperate fully. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.” Paul’s voice is cold.

      State sighs. “Get your house in order. That’s my advice. As a friend.”

      The screen image ripples and disappears, and the plexi sheet melts back into the flat, shiny desktop. Paul looks at me. He’s not smiling. I gulp down the rest of my water and put my glass on the desk.

      “Do you know why there was a group of Hungarian operators monitoring Russia–Kazakhstan border crossings?” he asks.

      I purse my lips. “Because they were following the chicken?”

      “Because the actual State Department asked them to watch for black market arms smugglers,” Paul says.

      “Kazakhstan needs more nukes? That seems unlikely.”

      “This is serious,” he snaps. “Just in case your debriefing didn’t make that clear.”

      I stare at my empty water glass. “It did.”

      “It’s going to take a lot of diplomacy to smooth this one over. You’ll have to stay benched for a while.”

      I nod. “I brought you a present.”

      Paul stares at me for a moment, then says, “All right.”

      I open the pocket above the surface of his desk, with the barrier in place. Paul should just see a wavy, partially reflective surface from his side of the phenomenon—that’s what Science Division found under laboratory conditions. From my side, the portal looks like a cloudy white disk suspended in midair, a filmy portal into darkness.

      I reach in, pull out the canteen, close the pocket, and start unlatching the canteen lid.

      “Didn’t you tell Oliver you lost that?” Paul asks.

      “I’m easily confused.” The airtight seal opens with a soft pop, and I pull out the glass jar. It’s cool, but not frozen. I set it down on the desk with the label facing Paul.

      I see his face light up for a split second. Of course he can’t approve of this. “Where did you get this?”

      “Atyrau, on the Caspian Sea.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Why do people peel the price tags off gifts before giving them?” I ask.

      Paul frowns, puts the caviar in a desk drawer, stares at it for a moment, then slides the drawer shut.

      Something’s going on. It can’t be a coincidence that Jessica seems so distracted today.

      “Thank you,” Paul says.

      “You’re welcome.”

      He opens another drawer. “You’re going on vacation for a few weeks.”

      I nod. “I figured. Any research I can do while I’m at home?”

      He pulls out a small folder. “You’re going off-world.”

      I reach for the folder. “What’s the job?”

      Paul doesn’t give me the folder. He lays it flat on his desk, puts a hand over it, and waits for me to look at him again.

      “This is not an operation,” he says. “You’re going on vacation.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever heard him say that word in my life. “I’m going where?”

      He pushes the canteen across the desk, toward me. “I want you to return this to Oliver and apologize to him.”

      I pick up the canteen. “This, uh, ‘vacation’ isn’t at a nice farm upstate, is it?”

      He hands me the folder. I open it cautiously. Inside, there’s a transport ticket, a set of legend identity papers, and a brochure for a pleasure cruise to Mars.

      The planet Mars. Several hundred million kilometers away. Which I haven’t been allowed to visit since before the war. I’m not sure I actually want to go back. But I’m pretty sure Paul isn’t giving me a choice here.

      “This department is being audited,” Paul says. “State and CIA were developing a relationship with KNB, and your exfil raised several red flags in management.”

      KNB is Kazakh National Security. If CIA was also involved—and the Hungarian Special Service—my stomach starts turning.

      “I’ve just been ordered to open up our files for internal review,” Paul continues. “The brass are not going to like what they find, and I don’t want you here for the fire drill.”

      It shouldn’t bother me so much. Paul’s sent me all the way to Pluto on missions before. But this is different. He doesn’t need me to go do something crucial to national or planetary security. He just wants to get me out of his hair. Like a parent banishing a noisy child who’s preventing the adults from getting their work done.

      Maybe I’m still just a kid who can’t stay out of trouble.

      “What about EQ and Surge?” I ask. I don’t like calling Oliver and Jessica by their names when I’m talking to Paul. And I don’t like feeling helpless.

      “We’ll be fine. Your elevator leaves tonight. You’d better start packing.”

      His look tells me I shouldn’t argue any more. I stand up.

      “Thanks for the ticket.” It’s a dumb thing to say, but I don’t have anything else. My mind is a fog.

      “You’re welcome,” Paul says. “Don’t forget Oliver on your way out. He’ll be happy to see his canteen again.”

      

      The door to Paul’s office closes behind me, and I realize he didn’t say anything about my suit. Not a word asking why I’m all dressed up, when I usually show up at the office in a shortsleeved shirt, jeans, and sneakers. I look down at my pointy-toed dress shoes. Man, I even paid to get these polished.

      I can’t decide whether Paul’s inattention is more annoying than the fact that I have to apologize to Oliver about the canteen. At least the former distracts me from the latter.

      Oliver and the flying disk are both gone when I return to the workshop. I place the canteen on the corner of the table, find a tablet that doesn’t appear to be running any special software, open a blank note, and scrawl FOUND IT SORRY BYE on the touchscreen.

      I place the tablet next to the canteen, then walk out of the workshop feeling strangely empty. Usually, when I leave that room, I’ve loaded up the pocket with gadgets and weapons, ready to take on the world. It occurs to me that even though I admire Oliver, I’ve never tried to make friends with him. Never asked him out for a drink, never asked about his family. I always thought I was keeping my work and personal lives separate, but now I realize I don’t actually have much of a personal life.

      What the hell am I going to do with an entire month off duty, and off-world?

      I nearly walk into Jessica as she enters the corridor. I instinctively raise my hands, palms up, to show that I’m not touching anything inappropriate.

      “Sorry,” I say.

      “No harm done,” she says, resuming her walk toward the stairwell. “Enjoy your cruise.”

      I stare at the back of her white lab coat for a moment, then run after her, overtake her, and spin on my heel, blocking her path. She looks up with an annoyed expression.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      She squints at me. “I thought you were leaving.”

      “You were distracted all through my exam,” I say. “You didn’t even take any blood or tissue samples.”

      “Do you want me to stick a needle in you?”

      “No,” I say, “that’s not the point.”

      “So to speak.”

      Now she’s scaring me. “I thought you were distracted by prepping whatever my next job was going to be, but now Paul’s putting me on leave, so it can’t be that.” I narrow my eyes. “Did he finally agree to loan you out to another division? Is that it? You’re moonlighting or something?”

      She stares at me for a second. The corner of her mouth twitches, as if it might curl up into a smile, but it doesn’t.

      “Kangaroo, it’s a good thing you’re a field operative,” she says, “because you’d make a lousy interrogator.”

      I raise my hand and point a finger at her mouth, accusingly. “See? You’re almost smiling. This isn’t normal. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s nothing big,” she says.

      “Just tell me!”

      “It’s nothing big,” she repeats, and actually smiles.

      I have to deal with the cognitive dissonance of a genuine human emotion on Jessica’s face before I can process the joke she’s making.

      “The nanobots?” I ask.

      She nods. “Science Division approved my proposal.”

      The nanobots are the latest biotechnology to be added to my permanently implanted arsenal of espionage tools. They’re the same microscopic machines that hide the doorways in the maze and reshape Paul’s plexi desktop display, but retooled for medical use. Right now, several billion of them are flowing through my bloodstream and camped out in my soft tissues, maintaining a body-wide wireless mesh network for my other tech implants.

      This is the first time the agency has actually put the nanobots into a human—thanks, guys, that’s not worrisome at all!—and they want to make sure nothing catastrophically bad happens before doing anything more complicated with them. Everyone remembers what happened the last time somebody released swarms of untested biotech into Earth’s atmosphere. No one wants another agricultural disaster followed by a decade of environmental cleanup.

      Enough nanobots working together can assemble and disassemble just about anything at the atomic level. That’s great if you can control them and potentially apocalyptic if you can’t. Because of what happened during the Fruitless Year, no government is willing to openly support nanotech development—but in secret, every military wants their own tiny tin soldiers.

      Fortunately, I have one of the best doctors on the planet watching out for me. And my agency-built nanotech is nothing like the hybrid swarms that killed apple trees all over the world. My nanobots are purely technological, with no biological factors that could mutate out of control. They do interact with my body, but these nanobots are only using some blood sugars as fuel to power very basic radio functions. Fewer wires connecting my implants means fewer ways for the network to break.

      Jessica has been champing at the bit to write her own nanobot software ever since our superiors approved them for field use last year, and she’s been frustrated by how slowly the bureaucracy moves. We may work in an above-top-secret black ops intelligence agency, but we still work for the government.

      “I tested the remote-programming setup yesterday,” Jessica says. “There are some version control issues, but nothing insurmountable. I can already flash small batches of nanobots in the lab.”

      “Wait, it’s working already?” Now I’m excited. “When do I get my hollow leg?”

      Her frown returns. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “We talked about this. The ethanol-eating program? I drink all I want, but don’t get intoxicated, and the nanobots use the alcohol for fuel?”

      Jessica shakes her head. “I just got the system set up. We’re nowhere near ready for live testing yet.”

      “Come on, this is the perfect opportunity,” I say. “I’m going on a cruise. It’s the ideal environment for evaluating⁠—”

      “This isn’t just another implant,” she says. “This is a very complex combination of individual moving parts and cluster control algorithms.”

      “You mean a swarm?”

      “Don’t use that word,” she snaps. “We never use that word. Understand? It’s going to be tough enough to get future nanotech projects approved without reminding people of what went wrong in the past.”

      “Fine,” I say. I was too young to understand the Fruitless Year when it happened, but I remember how spooked all the adults around me were. And the sudden lack of delicious apple pies. “I won’t say the S-word. But I’m being serious here. I’ll be gone for weeks, and I plan to drink a lot of⁠—”

      “Stop talking.” Jessica points toward the elevator. “Go away.”

      “I can’t believe you of all people are passing up the opportunity to achieve a potentially paradigm-shifting scientific breakthrough!”

      “One of us has two advanced medical degrees. The other one has been ordered to leave the planet.” She pulls open the door to the stairwell. “I’ll have a better idea of what’s possible after you get back. Good-bye.”

      The door closes. I stare at it. Nanobots. Who knew?

      If my department survives this audit, things are going to be very interesting when I get back from Mars.
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