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CHAPTER 1
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Tired of wasting your credits on sonic laundry? Try our regenerative undersuits. They never stop growing so they never need washing.

Essential is bridging through a hollowed-out ad that’s lingering on my scroll. I can always count on my kid sister’s talent for piggybacking on the most irritating ads and hitting me with them at the worst possible moment.

“Now is not the greatest time,” I say as a slug hits the wall I’m hiding behind.

It’s a small wall and a big slug, fired from a shoulder-mounted rail gun and moving at just south of two kilometers per second. At that speed, you could bring down a quantum rocket with a slug no bigger than a rat raisin. These slugs are much bigger than a rat raisin. 

The wall explodes in a spray of myco-dust and the force of the impact sends me and two other cops sprawling, along with leveling the broken-down building next to us. 

I’m tired of getting shot at. This is the third time in as many weeks and I’m starting to take it personally.

Shooting at cops is a terminal offense. Possessing a rail gun, or any gun, is a life-plus-one family member labor sentence. Even researching some weapons on the tangle can earn you a crime debt. But this shooter doesn’t seem to care.

I struggle up, coughing and choking and swearing, and regroup with a few others behind a burned-out jitney rocket.

“Crucial, quit mucking around and listen to me,” Essential says through the ad. “This is serious.”

Everyone is shouting orders, calling for backup, running perp profiles and trying to get a lock on the shooter. And here I am taking a covert ving from my sister, who also happens to be a member of the resistance. “Member” doesn’t quite capture it—more like second in command—but since the Variance operates on a strictly non-hierarchal basis, she’d argue until the sun went down, twice, that I was wrong. 

“I’m trying not get my head blown off here,” I say. “That seems fairly serious to me.”

Normally our conversation would be monitored by Halo—all conversations are—and analyzed a hundred different ways. The fact that I’m talking to a resister who is supposed to be locked inside a terrorium blasted into the bedrock of Mars should set off alarms in 200 separate facilities on Earth, Mars and every orbiting facility in between. In less than two minutes, I’d be on my way to a labor camp and she’d be vaporized in the radioactive cloud left behind by a dozen organic nukes, and our debt would be passed along to someone unlucky enough to share even a single Larsen gene in their bio-map.

Halo is the AI system the Five Families use to run everything. And watch everything. And track everything. Everything and everyone. It predicts what you’ll be thinking before you even think it, and that’s when it’s not telling you what to think. It probably somehow smells us too, too bad for it. But Essential and I have a little secret that even the mighty Halo doesn’t know about. Not yet anyway.

Nanites. Surveillance disrupting, digital information- rearranging nanites. An army of nano-robots swirling around in our veins, spending every restive second shielding us from Halo, letting us monitor and deflect and reorder the digital world around us as we see fit. 

It’s been a little more than six months since the resistance infected me with the micro mechanical monster-invaders, turning me into an unwitting courier in their attempt to overthrow the Five Families, or whatever the prok it is they fantasize about doing. It’s been six months and a few days since I passed them along to Essential. 

Her plan was to inoculate everyone in the resistance so they could safely hide from Halo while they set about undermining the Five Families with an empathy hack, whatever that means. But we came up against one little problem—Halo figured out how to track the transfer. 

That left only two of us with a nano-engineered ability to hide from Halo. Essential and me. She wants to change the world. I want to survive the next few minutes.

The nanites are how we’re communicating without triggering World War V. To the system, it looks like I’m passively watching an ad for the latest version of regenerative underwear. Halo will conclude I’m distracted by the weapons-fire raging around me and the threat of imminent death.

“I need your help,” she says. “We’re close but I can’t do this alone.”

I shift focus to the scroll column next to hers, a tactical analysis of my real-world situation. It’s not good. Halo is computing probabilities for where the next shot goes. Six of the fourteen are most likely a terminal scenario for me.

“I don’t think you are doing this alone,” I mutter under the visor of my tactical helmet. “There’s been a big spike in resistance activities down here on Earth. Like right now for example.”

“Impossible. We don’t have any sanctioned missions on Earth. If we did, they sure as void wouldn’t be targeting you.”

“Maybe they missed the memoji. Because they seem to only be targeting me.”

“You do tend to make friends easily,” Essential says.

The probabilities are hardening into three potentials. I pick the one that takes the least amount of energy and run straight at the source point, aiming my glitter gun at the shattered window of the building where the shooter is hiding, and squeeze off a round of almost lethal flechettes that stream in just as she stands to take her shot. 

I guess right.

The glitter storm catches her smack in the middle of her wide, surprised face and drops her like a gravity plug with about a dozen broken bones in her skull. In that millisecond I lock her, and my scroll runs the images. 

There’s nothing. Other than her basic data, she’s got no name, no family history, no debt profile. The woman I just glittered doesn’t exist in the system, which isn’t possible. 

The impossible seems to be happening more frequently. 

Three times, to be precise. And all far from the major population centers of our ward. We’re way out in the barrens now. Right up against the inhospitable zone and the sunbelt that runs straight south from here. 

I’m reading her vitals. She’s in pain, a lot of pain, but she’ll live. 

I advance slowly, glitter gun still raised, until I clear the corner and see her sprawled out in the filth, the rail gun off to the side. I put a flight of synthetic diamond flechettes through her weapon, rendering it useless. 

Up close, she looks chrono-young and is dressed in tattered clothing and parts of a beetler shell modified into makeshift armor. BEETLSS, also known as Basic Extreme Environment Transportable Life Support Systems, are portable, self-contained sleeping units, like little houses in a backpack, that protect the unemployed during the heat of the day. They keep the inhabitants—beetlers—mostly safe from the sun, but not from synthetic diamond flechettes. There’s not much that can keep a person safe from those glittering little projectiles, even though I blunted them to nonlethal.

She’s probably pretty, but it’s hard to tell right now with her face all bloody and pulpy from the glittering. They’ll fix her up in the prison hospital. Not Mars good. Not even Earth good. She probably won’t ever want to look at her own reflection again, but she’ll be able to eat solidish foods.

Normally, they’d charge her family and then put her to work forever. But she doesn’t have a family. Or a name. Or any medical records. 

She’s groaning, which means she’s conscious. 

“Check this,” I lookspeak and share my feed with Essential so she can see the woman. 

“Who are you?” I ask the perp.

“Long live the resistance,” the shooter croaks, smiling weakly through bloody, cracked teeth. 

“Lords, what did you do to her?” Essential asks. 

“I didn’t kill her, that’s what I did.”

“I won’t say another word until I have my e-ttorney,” the shooter whispers. 

“She’s not one of ours, Crucial,” Essential says. 

“Then you have competition,” I say. “Exactly how many groups out there are trying to take down the Five Families?”

Other cops are walking up, so I break the connection. 

“Nice shot, Larsen,” McGrusky says. “Did you learn that up on Mars?”

They like to snark about my time on the red planet. 

“All I really learned on Mars was how to drink absinthe and hold my breath in the Choke.”

“Both of those may prove useful,” he says. “Looks like we have a team meeting.”

“Crater mold,” I mutter. “That’s almost enough to make me wish the rail gun hadn’t missed me. Are you sure?”

“Check your feed,” he says. 

I check my feed. There’s an invite for a meeting in 30 minutes. Nothing could be worse.

And since it’s only a 300-kilometer flight back to Multnomah Ward from our location and it’s only midnight—only halfway through my shift—I've got no excuse. 

Earth sucks. 
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Looking out at the night sky on the flight back, I’m thinking about a story I scrolled a few days ago about when the clouds first disappeared late last century. I’ve never seen a cloud, not in real life anyway. Other than the toxic brown fog that occasionally rolls in from the Pacific dump. That’s not so much “cloud” as it is flesh-melting gasified acid. 

Way back then when the clouds first disappeared, the people who were supposed to be the smart ones spewed a layer of reflective microparticles in the air to create the same cooling effect as the missing clouds. It was a big deal. Fifteen planes took off on a synchronized mission. There’s footage on the history scrolls, all the politicians and corp bosses grinning and fist brushing. The planes sprayed out tons of the stuff. It worked. Too well. Temperatures dropped. Crops failed. People starved. Wars happened. And then the fires. The heat scorched the particles and they crapped out. The smell lingered a decade. 

They say one of the politicians in charge of that debacle was literally eaten in a riot. 

One of my cop colleagues spilled that rumor in the middle of a salt beer bunk so that might be a wasteland myth. I’m pretty sure only the lizard people out in the sunbelt turned cannibal. Humans pretty much stick to manifested food and, if they’re desperate, cats and the occasional woodpecker. I’ve busted up some beetler camps that had some tasty-smelling woodpecker stew on the boil. 

The Intex-ADM corporation came to the rescue. For a price. By partially mitigating the scorched atmosphere, the DuSpoles family went from multinational to mega-multinational almost overnight. Multiplanet, really. They secured their option for a shot at being the fifth of what became the Five Families in the nick of time. 

This was well before the Consolidation Wars, but things were heating up—literally and figuratively. Way before Mom died. Before I joined up. Before I killed for the first time. Before I threw everything with Mel away.

I glance up and my scroll puts a neon circle around the location of Mars. They always want us to know where it is, where they are, floating above us. They want us to worship them. They keep saying they’re going to fix Earth once they get all the technology right on Mars—terraforming and an atmosphere generator—but that’s a lie. 

I’ve been there. Everything is working fine on Mars, at least inside the domes. They don’t want to share. And who cares? We don’t need their pity. Although some clean air and water would be nice. 

I swore I’d never visit that godsforsaken red rock, but I didn’t keep that promise. I’ve been twice. Neither time went well. And based on what just happened out in the barrens, now the resistance is expanding onto Earth. There’s no way that’s going to end well for anyone except the Five Families. 

The flight drops me early and I stop in a little saucer shop near my squat. Three people are inside. Containment blowers route the air and we’re all at maximum safe zone. Our OCDs won’t let us get any closer than two meters without strobing out. 

All three are watching something on their scrolls, probably porn or a new ambient avatainment series—they all have blankface, looking off into the distance as they watch the action streaming through their feeds. And all three are simultaneously talking to other people through the Halo interface, probably multiple people. 

One of the downsides of living in a world of ocular communication devices is that you’re always connected. Even when your eyes are closed, Halo is paying attention—listening and gathering data and shaping your world. And when your eyes are open, you’re broadcasting. Everybody everywhere is talking all the time about everything and nothing. And no one is listening. At least not to the people right there beside them. 

On day one, you’re born into this world. On day two, you get your Ocular Communication Device implanted—it’s illegal to not have an OCD. On day three, you’re already in debt. 

I sit down at the counter, access the menu on my feed and flip through to a kelp and roasted barley brew with double sweetener. On the bottom right corner of my scroll I see the credits drop off my running total, and then a second later I hear some whirring and squirting behind the scenes. 

The service window opens and the tray spins out. It’s empty. 

Thanks for your purchase! flashes on my scroll. Enjoy your cuppa.

“But I didn’t ... it didn’t,” I start to say. 

Just then, Captain Calvin kicks off the meeting. Anthrobots, if anything, are punctual.

“Hello, everybody. Thanks for taking the time. I want to share intel about the Variance, the resistance as some people call it, and the attacks we’ve been dealing with recently.”

He sends a column of data to us with maps and profiles and simulations. I’m half looking at it, half looking at the saucer shop menu. I search for the Got an issue? command and select it. 

Sorry you’re not having a superior experience, consumer. What’s the nature of your issue? 

“I didn’t get my bev,” I say, watching the words scroll in.

I’m sorry. We don’t understand. Did you not enjoy your bev? 

“No,” I say. “I didn’t get my bev.”

Was it insufficiently hot?

“No, I didn’t ...” 

We can tell by your tone that you’re not happy. Would you like to chat with a customer service e-rep?

“Yes!”

Another column splices in, shrinking the stream of information from Captain Calvin by a quarter. I’m still looking at it too, focused on the map. It’s odd that the resistance is mostly active near the sunbelt. There’s nothing out there except sand and cannibal lizard people. 

Even though Essential swears she’s not behind it, it seems unlikely there are two groups of resisters. The odds of being discovered by Halo are too large. 

Hi Crucial. How can we help you? the chatbot asks. 

“I want my damn brew,” I say. “I paid for it, and I want to drink it.”

Our records indicate you already consumed your beverage. We hope you enjoyed it.

“Our records indicate the resistance is planning something big,” Calvin says.

“Yeah, but why are they planning it way out next to the sunbelt?” I ask. 

We don’t understand your request. Have a great day.

“Our analysis suggests they are building a base of operations as far from our reach as possible,” Calvin says simultaneously. 

“No, no. I’m not satisfied,” I say to both columns in my scroll.

“You’ll have to get used to it,” Calvin says. “AmaDis is clamping down on all sites of resistance activity. They’re using security from Mars and recruiting people from the wards too.”

Should we refund your credits, minus a handling charge?

“That doesn’t make sense,” I say to Calvin, then I swivel to the chatbot. “I want my drink, so fix this.” Then I refocus on the meeting. Other cops are chiming in now, half wondering if they should be annoyed that Mars doesn’t trust us, the other half wondering how to get on that security detail, itching for a fight against the resistance and a chance to prove themselves to the Five Families to earn an extended stay on Mars. 

A door slides open in the back of the brew shop and a man walks out. He looks rumpled and confused, like he was asleep just before the chatbot woke him. 

He puts on a thermal sani-glove, opens the carousel door, reaches inside and pulls out a damaged cup. My brew, backed up, dribbles down his arm. The machine whirs back to life, steaming away the residue. 

“Been jamming recently,” he says. “Forming cups with a little bulge.” He points at the side apologetically.

“How many times a day do you have to come out here and do that?”

He shrugs. “Three, maybe four.”

“Why don’t you just reset the machine?”

“I been reporting it. Lots of times. Guess I’m still cheaper than replacing the cup maker. I don’t mind. Gives me something to do.”

He presses the reset button and a new cup pops out, then a stream of steaming brew fills it.

“Thanks,” I say as he walks back into his squat behind the vending window of the saucer shop. 

I pull the cup out and look at it, noticing a faint defect up near the lip. A bulge. The brew is good though—dark and sweet and fishy. 

I return my attention to the meeting, which is wrapping up. I scan the recap for what I missed. Not much. 

“Hey Captain,” I say. “Are you okay if I poke around a little? Something doesn’t smell right here.” 

“Absolutely not,” Calvin says. “This is not our case. Everything goes through Mars security forces until they have the resistance sewn up once and for all.”
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Apparently, almost dying makes me tired. Or maybe it’s team meetings. Probably the team meeting. I decide to log out for the rest of my shift, go back to my squat and turn in for the day.

I leave the saucer shop and briefly contemplate walking home. It’s less than a kilometer and the air quality is pretty good today, according to my scroll, but there’s a mischief of rats tangling with a band of coyotes around the corner. My credits are on the rats. But it’s going to be loud and messy for a few blocks.

I summon a drone jacket and lift off over the chaos.

From this height, it’s almost peaceful. I’m looking down over a kaleidoscope of amber, smoky trash fires and the emerald flash of police lights. I’m authorized, so my scroll fills in the crimes in progress. Mostly low-level stuff—nonfunctioning OCDs, debt posturing, credit hustles, a few assaults, and the constant wail of beetler suits when users need medical attention, which comes about four percent of the time. 

I can’t shake the feeling there’s something weird about the recent spate of attacks out near the sunbelt. And if I can see a pattern that isn’t adding up, Halo has already seen a dozen. That means our department is being kept in the dark, with possibly terminal ramifications. For me or, more likely, for Essential. Probably both.

I think about just hopping up to my balcony on the 222nd floor, but there’s a swarm of kids buzzing around the tower playing some kind of game with a ball of rags and a floating box for a goal. They’re laughing and swearing and having fun, and I can’t bear the thought of having to interrupt their short-lived joy. 

I touch down in front of the building and send my drone jacket back to the nearest collection center. 

There’s a beetler spanging by the main door. She’s thin and dirty and hopeful. She knows I’m a soft touch. I drop a few credits into her account as I pass. She’s so far in the negative she’ll never get out, but any positive action is enough for a short-term bump. Enough to land a squirtmeal. Or, more likely, a salt beer. It’ll cost me twice as much because Halo doesn’t want to incent charity. 

Inside the lobby, I wait for the lift standing next to someone who looks vaguely familiar. 

Pretty sure it’s my neighbor. Not the one with the creepy sex bot. This guy lives on the other side. He’s probably worse. He does something weird with worms. I think he’s a specialist at one of the compost centers, making sure there are enough worms to reduce organic waste into usable compost for the salad barns.

He smells like someone who works with worms. He’s talking to someone, asking questions that make it sound like they’re talking to someone else too. The lift arrives and even though there’s plenty of distance for two, I wait for the next one. 

I pull up the map of the recent resistance attacks and look again, still trying to answer the question. What the shit is anyone doing by the edge of the sunbelt? It’s a worthless piece of lifeless land. 

Inside my squat, I splurge and order a bottle of synthwine. Licorice and rosemary. Just as I’m cracking the seal, a ving comes in. Lauren Valentine.

Valentine is part of the resistance, and she hides in plain sight. She works for the Five Families, technically for the Singhroy family, as a historian at Singhroy College. It’s not really a college—it’s a labor school but also a private, and secure, historical archive for the Five Families. 

Wealth loves its own origin stories. 

More importantly, Valentine knows the past in a way most of us can’t. They say history is written by the winners, and that’s half right. The other half of that rubric is that history is forgotten by the losers. When you have to fight for the truth for every single event in the past, it’s hard to keep it straight. Eventually, you quit trying.

Most people think the Five Families are heroes—or at the very least lucky and smart—for surviving the chaos of Earth. The truth is, they caused the chaos and then fled. Valentine knows the truth—she told me about it—and someday, if the resistance wins, she wants to share it with the forgotten and the forgetting. 

I don’t have the heart to tell her—the resistance is not going to win. 

The Five Families have rewritten history to make it seem like their rise was inevitable and somehow the fault of the regular people. It’s worked because people have short attention spans and are blinded by wealth. 

I’ve never trusted those assholes, but I’ve also never had much hope for the human race. If you’re so easily satisfied swallowing high atmosphere urine pellets, you deserve to keep eating them. 

And even if the resistance does win, no one will care about the truth. 

Mom knew some of the truth too and tried to pass it along to Essential and me. Essential decided the truth meant people were being tricked, that everyone is born free but is forced to live in chains of debt. I decided the truth is that people don’t really want to be free—it’s too hard. And people are mostly repelled by the idea of doing hard things. They’d rather swim with the current, even if they are in a boiling river of sewage, than swim upstream or even head for the shore. We like to bitch about how bad things are, but we never do a godsdamned thing to change them. 

Most of us anyway. Essential and Valentine are trying to do something, but I know how their stories end. You can’t take on wealth and power, and all the weapons that accompany them, with hopes and dreams. And you can’t make people care after they’ve already given up. Still, I try to keep that opinion to myself. Sometimes, I succeed.  

The resistance’s big plan is to introduce an empathy hack into Halo, to rejigger all that circuitry so that the AI makes decisions that help everyone, not just the Five Families. But the resistance, and that means Essential, doesn’t even know where the Halo servers are. Or if they can be hacked. Or if empathy matters.

Still, it’s nice to listen to Valentine talk about history. Or anything, really. She’s knowledgeable. She’s also deeply, disturbingly attractive. 

We hit it off on Mars. In that desperate, we’re-about-to-get-vaporized way people have of hitting it off. She’s one of the few people who knows I still have the nanites in me. We arranged a “chance” meeting after I got discharged from the medical facility so Halo wouldn’t get suspicious later. If there was a later. 

Turns out later is now. I accept her ving. 

She’s in a sleek-looking room, somewhere up high. The glow of screens floods the place with soft blue light that brings out the best in her eyes. And there’s a lot to work with. She’s wearing something shimmery over a stretchy body suit, the loose material swirling around and playing peekaboo with her curves. She has her hair loosely pinned up in that messy way that makes you keep watching to see if some of it is going to accidentally fall loose over her eyes.

“Hi Crucial,” she says. “You said you’d never ving me and you didn’t. I like a person who keeps their word.”

She looks even better than I remember.

“Valentine. Nice to see you.” 

Valentine is her second name, but she doesn’t correct me. I looked it up. It has something to do with love and bees. How can I not call her Valentine?

“I’m on Earth,” she says. “For a few days, maybe longer. I’m researching something for the Singhroys that required a site visit. We should spend some time together. Have a meal or two. Interested?”

I want to say yes. I start to say yes. I’m doing that weird thing with my tongue necessary to form the “y” sound. But another ving interrupts my feed. It’s Mel. 

I get that feeling like when it’s dark and you’re walking up stairs and you think there’s one more step but there really isn’t and you try to stand on thin air and your whole body convulses in surprise. 

I haven’t talked to Mel in six months. 

I break the connection with Valentine instantly and without thought. 

Mel fills my scroll. She looks worried. 

“Mel, what’s wrong?” 

“Why do you always assume something is wrong?” she snaps, her eyes narrow and jaw tight. 

“I didn’t,” I lie.

“Well, something is wrong this time,” she says, pretending to relax. She’s looking everywhere but at me. “I need a favor. I don’t have anyone else to turn to.”

“Anything. You name it.”

“Don’t take this as me needing you to come swooping in and save me. It’s not.”

“Okay.”

“I mean, it is that. But don’t read anything else into it. I just need help and I think you can help me.”

“Mel, just say it. Don’t make me beg to help you.”

She’s in her apartment. The perfect and spacious apartment she shares with Jynks Martine, her fiancée. I remember that incredible view over Jezero. The sunset, that blue light over the red landscape, so beautiful. 

When Mel gets nervous, she bites the edge of her thumbnail. She’s doing that now. 

“It’s Jynks. She’s been arrested. For murder.”

My scroll detonates with news stingers cutting across all columns: Tarteric Hoost, Leading Member of the Five Families, Murdered in Cold Blood. Former Earther Slays Senior Tarteric. And my favorite, Top Cop Pops Boss.

Mel can see the shock and surprise on my face. 

“Crucial, she’s innocent. I need you to prove that. I need you to save her.” 
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“Again, I’m really sorry about last night.” 

Valentine is sitting across from me in the dining hall at Singhroy Towers. She’s eating a soy crepe filled with some kind of fresh wall greens and gravity cheese. The employees eat well here. I guess you never know when a Singhroy might show up.

She’s looking at me funny—not mad, exactly, more like a mixture of skeptical and disappointed. It’s a look I’m used to. On Valentine, it has the unexpected effect of making her even more attractive. 

“It’s fine,” she says. “Really. I just didn’t realize the depth of feelings you still had for your ex. I didn’t mean to make things awkward for you.” She pushes her plate my way. “This is really good. You should try it.”

I take a sip of coffee. It’s good, high-quality stuff. I’m used to the grain-based shit at the precinct, which tastes like recycled coolant from a decommissioned quantum rocket. Or at least what I imagine that might taste like. 

I shake my head. “The only feeling I have for Mel is regret at how shoddily I treated her. And that was a long time ago. Ancient history. Which is funny, when you think about it, because you’re a historian. But that’s it.”

“Your loss,” she says, pulling her plate back. Valentine can really eat. 

“Look, I like you. I would probably like you even more if we had a few days to get to know each other," I say. “But I owe it to Mel to try and save her fiancée. And you must admit, saving your ex’s fiancée is a lot different than still having feelings for them. If I did have feelings, wouldn’t I just let Jynks stay in prison?”

She’s warming up a little.

“You’re very smart though,” she says. “Maybe you just want it to look like you tried your best when you really just sabotaged everything so you can swoop in and console Mel.”

“When you get to know me better, you’ll know I never have to pretend to sabotage things. That comes naturally.”

“I do like a challenge,” Valentine says, leaning back, a half-smile on her lips. “If I’m still here when you get back, I guess we could try again. Have another meal. Maybe share an avatainment feed. If you come back.”

“I’ll be back. I can’t stand Mars. And I can’t stand this place, either.” I look around at the sterile serenity of Singhroy Towers. Only the best for their people. 

Three hundred floors of secured entry, climate-controlled bliss made of accreted marble matrix layered onto a titanium mesh base. Clean, beautiful, cool to the touch and impervious to most attacks. White and gleaming, this place stands out like a solar flare compared to the dank, crumbling myco-towers the rest of us live in. 

A big enough rail gun or air cannon could do some damage, but I’m sure this building has its own external defenses. Any building maintained by the Five Families on Earth is engineered to withstand any kind of firepower or natural disaster. 

“What are you here researching for them?”

“Classified,” she says. “I can’t talk about it.”

Her eyes tell me that’s not true. She has very expressive eyes. Very expressive, very beautiful eyes.

I nod and wake up the nanites so they can fabricate us some cover. 

“I don’t really care,” I say. “They have their thing, we have ours. Speaking of that, did you hear about the debt lottery winner? He had three-and-a-half generations of debt cancelled on one ticket. Great story, let me share it.”

I share my feed with her, looping in recordings of some pasty gigger who won the annual debt lottery. This will give Halo something to chew on while we talk in private. 

Valentine adopts blankface as if she’s watching the coverage and I make sure the nanites are disrupting any of the hundreds of cameras around us streaming everything all the time so they can’t match up sounds or visuals of our lips moving. 

When I’m sure we’re clear, I nod. 

“It’s safe now,” I say. “But rest your chin in your hand and cover your mouth a little.”

She looks around nervously. There are people sitting nearby, ignoring each other and talking to people on their scrolls. “I can’t get used to being able to talk freely in public.”

“We’ve got about ten minutes before Halo will get suspicious,” I say. “Why are you really here?” 

“I don’t know, exactly. They never give me the full story. They want information about the sunbelt deeds.”

“An odd coincidence,” I say. “Activity’s been heating up near the western edge of that territory. Resistance activity.”

“As far as I know, we don’t have any missions there,” Valentine says. 

“That’s what Essential said,” I say, sipping my coffee. “But someone forgot to tell that to the people shooting at me.”

“Are you familiar with the history of the sunbelt?”

“It’s hot and dead and a bunch of mutant blizards live there.”  

She smiles. “The truth, as always, is more nuanced. The term ‘blizards’ is slang for Blevin Lizards. The Blevin family was behind the effort. And it’s ugly and genecist. When Earth started really heating up, there were basically two lines of thought. Some wanted to leave the planet and focus on Mars. Others thought genetic-amendment technology would allow humans to adapt to the heat. Some people volunteered to be genetically altered. They were called climate pioneers.”

“Including my grandmother, apparently.”

Valentine places her hand on mine. Her touch is somehow simultaneously cool and hot against my skin. “I didn’t know that.”

“Neither did I until recently,” I say.

“It wasn’t easy. Elements of reptilian physiology were genetically spliced in using a RNA technology popular in that era and, in exchange for volunteering to become a climate pioneer, those people were given land. People were scared and desperate, so it seemed like a good deal at the time. It wasn’t.”

“Because they turned into cannibals, right? I don’t really want to think of grandmamma chowing down on somebody’s arm.”

“You need to spend less time on your scroll. That’s a myth. They’re not cannibals. The technology worked, but not as hoped. There were side effects. Unintended mutations. After that, the Five Families refocused their resources on settling Mars. The climate pioneers were left on their own in the sunbelt they now owned. After multiple generations, no one is sure what the inhabitants are like anymore. They cut off connection with the outside and they block all efforts at monitoring, except from the very highest level. We occasionally see movement, and it’s clear they have some rudimentary technology, but mostly it’s a mystery.” 

“Why are the Five Families interested in the sunbelt now? And why just the western edge? The sunbelt is huge.”

“That’s the weird part. I’m not even sure all the Singhroys are in the loop about this interest. I was sent by Singhroy Able with a covert pass. None of the rest of the family knows I’m here. She asked me to analyze some of the early legal recordings of the land deeds and report back. Something is up, but I don’t know what.”

“When I get back, maybe I can help. In the meantime, let’s wrap up the Halo show. I have to grab the next rocket.”

I tell the nanites to relax and the debt lottery coverage ends.

Valentine lets her blankface melt away. “What a lucky, lucky man to have won a reprieve on his entire debt,” she says. “I hope he doesn’t lose sight of the things that are important to him.”

I think she might not be talking about the gigger who won the annual lottery anymore. I think Valentine might be talking about me.
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Quantum rockets are the worst. 

This is the fifth q-rocket I’ve been on. The first time was to the prison on the moon to pick up a convict for transport. That didn’t go well. We overjumped, twice. The trip back was supposed to be my last time traveling through space. Didn’t turn out that way. I flew to Mars and back trying to find my sister. Then I got a blood stream full of e-lice and had to fly back one more time to try to get rid of them. I did not succeed. 

I never expected to set foot on a q-rocket ever again. Now here I am, thinking I should get a frequent q-jump card. Apparently, the forces linking me to Mel are greater than my fear of the lunatic universal forces governing entanglement and all that it entails. Love is more powerful than quantum entanglement. Especially unrequited love. 

The ride up-universe to Mars is, thank the gods, smooth enough, with only one rough patch close to landing. Some sort of causality violation. The rocket felt like it was going to shake itself apart and yet was oddly completely still, like it was frozen in the middle of a convulsion. Space travel can be very confusing. Some passengers looked like they were going to throw up during the worst of the material heaves. I was afraid it was the moon trip all over again and we’d fall into an unforced jump out into the middle of the intergalactic nowhere.

Then just like that the alarms subsided, and we dropped into the soft embrace of the Mars orbit. After we docked at one of the orbital platforms, it was a short wait for the next space elevator to drop, then down to Port Zunil.

As I get off the elevator, I notice an interesting bar near the main entrance but before I can check it out, I’m pulled over by two customs agents dressed in their Five Families uniform, with the stupid crests on the breast pocket, for a scroll query covering the last two months. 

I’ve got nothing to hide. 

Well, I’ve got everything to hide, but I’ve got the nanites to hide it now. And I’m here by official request. 

After a half hour of background review, which mostly consists of them making cracks about my shithole planet, they let me come through. During it all, I maintain my cool. I get it. They’re just doing their jobs. They’re assholes though. I “accidentally” tip over the cup of gooseberry cream one of them left too close to the access portal. The screens start flickering and I smell electrical smoke. They’re cursing and alarms are sounding. 

I need to work on being less petty. Maybe tomorrow. 

I catch the lottery class lev-train to Jezero, and after washing the jubilant stink of naïve optimism from a thousand new lottery workers off me in her biowaste closet, I’m staring at Mel, watching her lips move, noticing how the light leaking in from the window creates a silver aura around her face. 

“Is your tea okay?” she asks. 

“What?”

It’s hard to focus. The last time I saw her it was to say goodbye and it was tough. I lied and let her think the worst of me just to keep her safe. There’s no reason for her to think better of me now, which means the fact that I am here in her luxe apartment means she must really be desperate. 

“Your tea. Is it okay?” she asks again. “What’s the matter with you? Are you q-lagged?”

“Sorry, got distracted for a second. Yeah, tea’s great. Really good, thanks. Wish we had this stuff on Earth.”

She moves and the shimmering radiance disappears. In the regular light, she looks tired and pale. And thinner. She still looks beautiful, of course, but sad. 

“It’s a new blend I’ve been tinkering with. It’s not perfect yet, but I’ll give you some to take back,” she says quietly.

A small fuzzy animal with giant eyes jumps on her lap, looking at me suspiciously. 

“Is that something you’ve been tinkering with too?”

“This is Wisp. She’s a kitten.” 

“You have a baby cat?”

“Yes. She’s based on a breed once known as a Persian. So beautiful, don’t you think?” Mel strokes its wide head and the animal nuzzles into her hand. It’s gray and white with oversized blue eyes. I can hear it motor-purring from across the room. “It won’t get any bigger.”

“That’s a weird life,” I say. “To stay a baby forever.”

“It’s not like Earth cats,” she says. 

On Earth, nobody has pets of any kind. No one is willing to spend the credits. There are plenty of feral cats, but you can’t get attached because beetlers know cat is a good source of protein, and free is cheaper than paying for sheetmeat. 

I take another sip of tea. She’s avoiding whatever it is she wants to tell me. I’m in no hurry. The tea is good and I’m near Mel. That’s enough for me, even on Mars. Wisp jumps down from her lap and takes a spastic jump in my direction, puffs up and hisses, claws at my ankles and then darts back under Mel’s chair. Mel laughs, but it costs her, and when the temporary joy drains from her face she looks twice as drawn. 

My heart goes cold at her pained expression. She sits up straight, squares her shoulders and takes a deep breath. “I suppose you want to know why you’re here,” she says. 

“Whenever you’re ready,” I say.

“Jynks is—was—the head of the Mars security forces. That position has a few privileges, ostensibly to isolate it from the influence of the Five Families. In the event of any legal proceedings, she’s entitled to a special investigator.”

“And she picked me?” I ask, a little incredulous. 

“No one on her team is willing to take it on. They think they’ll be tainted if they participate. And she’s not talking.”

“Wait. Jynks doesn’t know?”

Mel shakes her head. “I just figured ...”

“That I had nothing to lose. Thanks a lot.”

“Look, Crucial, I know this is weird. And you can say no. And I’m still mad at you for locking up Essential in the terrorium, furious really, but I know Jynks is innocent and I owe it to her to do whatever I can to prove that.” 

She doesn’t know it’s not Essential in the stasis sheath inside a time-locked horror cell. It’s Canadis Whitsend, Jynks’s old boss. Essential is firmly ensconced with the resistance in an orbiting garbage dump plotting her empathy revolution. 

I was willing to let Mel hate me to keep her safe, and here I am, dragged right back into a Martian conspiracy. But I know Mel is right. Jynks is a lot of irritating things—beautiful, competent, successful, engaged to Mel—but she’s no murderer. And during my last Mars fiasco, I learned facts don’t always matter when the Five Families are involved. 

“Please, for me. Do this.”

“Okay,” I say. There was never any doubt. 

When a wave of relief sweeps across her face, I get the best feeling I’ve had in a while. 

I tap my foot trying to think this through, and Wisp takes another run at me, swiping at my shoe before scooting behind a plant—a live, green, growing plant—to glare tiny daggers. 

“Where should I start?” I ask. 

“Talk to her, obviously. Find out what really happened. She won’t say a word to me. Other than to tell me to ‘move on, find someone new.’ But now that I’ve officially nominated you to be her special investigator, it gives you a lot of leeway until the matter is cleared up.”

I nod. What I say next is mostly for Halo’s algorithms. “I’ll look into it. But Mel, you need to be ready for a bad outcome. Jynks might really be guilty. She’s wound pretty tight, and you saw for yourself in Baldet crater that the Five Families don’t always play by the same rules as the rest of us. Maybe she snapped.”

She bows her head a little. The message is received. Innocent doesn’t equal free. Wisp seems drawn to her grief. She jumps back into Mel’s lap and pushes her tiny flat face into the cup of her hands. Mel’s shoulders tremble as tears fall. 

Here I am on Mars again, the last place I ever wanted to be, but I’m with Mel, the only place I ever want to be. But she’s crying because the woman she loves is about to get locked into a terrorium right next to her former boss. Not the ideal situation. But not the worst either. 

There’s a chime at the apartment door. “Are you expecting someone?” I ask, already suspicious.

“A condition of your investigation is that you have a minder,” she says, and when she stands, Wisp falls to the floor, indignant. 

The door slides open. “Crucial, my friend, it’s good to see you again,” Sanders says.
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The absence of crime means there’s not a lot of demand for prisons on Mars. There are the few odd terroriums in the bedrock of the central Mars security forces building, and a holding cell or two for Earthers who are being sent back for something petty like failing to address a member of the Five Families respectfully.

They’ve got Jynks in something special—a naturally-made prison that beats anything even the most sadistic human could ever dream up for simplicity. 

She’s in the Choke.

The Choke is the area outside the climate-controlled domes on Mars where it’s just rocks and sand and almost always cold enough to freeze a human in a few short minutes, and so low in oxygen that without an airhoodie, you’ll suffocate even faster. 

Even Sanders, a cybanism, seems a little nervous. 

The last time I was on Mars, Sanders was supposed to watch over me for the Five Families. I ended up getting him vaporized like a half dozen times. He doesn’t seem to mind too much, says it helps him learn. Turns out, he’s more forgiving than most of the human people I know. 

“It would be most efficient to interview Jynks Martine scroll-to-scroll,” he says. 

We are standing at a secured exit point on the eastern edge of the Jezero dome. There are no lev-trains out to Jynks’s prison bubble, and so much armament guarding her that fliers are not recommended, so we’ll have to get there the old-fashioned way. Full oxygen suits and rocketbikes. 

“Sanders, you should know by now, that’s not how I work. Taking the easy way would result in a shoddy investigation. Don’t you remember last time?”

“The time you investigated the crash site of the resistance rocket that extracted Tashi, the double agent, from the H-suite? I remember it well. You nearly died.”

“But I got a clue, didn’t I?”

“No. You didn’t get a clue. I think it’s more accurate to say you had an insight, which to my mind did not require your presence in the Choke to manifest. There were most definitely no evidence-based clues to be found in the Choke.”

“Fine, but it was my addled, low-gravity, oxygen-depleted, windblown state caused by the Choke that gave me the insight,” I say. “An important insight, as it turned out.”

“Do you expect this visit to the Choke to have a similar outcome?”

“Who the hell knows,” I say. 

“Perhaps I could lightly strangle you and throw soil in your face? It might save us some time,” Sanders says.

“Let’s call that plan B.”

He cocks his head, processing his scroll. “Halo has allocated one hour, including our travel time. After that, all visitors will be deemed threats.”

“We’ll get in and get out,” I say, pulling on the gravity boots and snapping them into the leg coverings. The boots are a little loose, but not dangerously so. “Before we go, remind me. How long can a person survive in the Choke?”

“Your question is worrisome. I am carbon-based, like you, and while I could survive approximately forty percent longer than you, ultimately I would succumb to the conditions.”

“Let’s not test it.”

“I support that decision, although the data I could learn from such an experience might be quite valuable.” 

I pull on the jacket. It’s skin-tight. “Learning. Sanders, why’s that so important to you?”

“With sufficient learning, it is conceivable I could develop what humans call consciousness,” Sanders says, handing me the airhoodie. “My makers are quite interested in that. It’s the one area of science that is still unknown. And the ramifications for Halo, if non-biological entities could experience self, are quite astounding.”

I throw one leg over my rocketbike and stretch forward into the driver’s cot, snug but comfortable. It’s a tight little machine, a rugged death trap on two gyroscopic wheels designed specifically to stay just above the red rubble of Mars at a teeth-rattling subsonic speed. 

I link the display screen to my scroll, then share with Sanders. “Would consciousness make you human? I mean, is that the only difference?”

“There is wide disagreement over what it means to be human,” Sanders says. 

I look over at him, but he’s snuggled in already and I can’t tell if he’s joking. Typically speaking, robots have a shitty sense of humor. But he’s a cybanism that learns a little more about the human experience every time he dies, and he’s died a lot on my watch. If he is getting a sense of humor, I guess I’m partially responsible. 

“Well, these days being human isn’t much to brag about,” I say. 

I push the starter and the rocketbike fires up, belching rings of blue plasma from the tail pipe.

“Perhaps,” Sanders says, “but through my interaction with you I am learning some of the attributes in Earthers are quite distinctive from those on Mars. It’s puzzling.”  

“Not really, Earthers just show the evolutionary effects of extreme capitalism,” I say. “It makes for a highly tuned survival instinct.”

I settle my gaze on the portal door, open it with a visual prompt, then twist the throttle, and the bike blasts off into the Choke. The bike churns up a satisfying cloud of dull red dust that temporarily obscures Sanders, but then with a roar, he’s blasting out too and the portal slides shut behind us. We’re committed now.
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