
  
    [image: The City Outside]
  


  
    
      THE CITY OUTSIDE

      A 2603 NOVEL

    

    
      
        KORY M. SHRUM

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        An Exclusive Offer For You

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Thank you!

      

      
        Get Your Free Story Today

      

      
        Preview of Shadows in the Water

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Kory M. Shrum

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places have been used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      No part of this book shall be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the publisher. Although every precaution has been taken in preparation of the book, the publisher and the author assume no responsibility for errors or omissions. Neither is any liability assumed for damages resulting from the use of information contained in this book or its misuse.

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2021 by Kory M. Shrum

        Cover design by Christian Bentulan

        Editing by Toby Selwyn

      

      

      

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-949577-47-1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AN EXCLUSIVE OFFER FOR YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      Connecting with readers is the best part of being a writer. I do that by sending 1–2 newsletters a month with subscribers-only ebooks, writing updates, first looks, behind-the-scenes content—and, of course, photos of my very cute dog.

      If that sounds like something you’d enjoy, look for the special offer in the back of this book.

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading!

      

        

      
        Kory M. Shrum

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Heron placed a fresh koffee on the desk in front of Grace. “Your customary bullet and a half, Commander Buteo.”

      He gave a little flourish of a bow. His dark hair fell forward, cutting across his cheeks as he flicked his blue eyes up to meet her gaze.

      Her heart stuttered. It had been doing that a lot lately, when she made the mistake of meeting Heron’s eyes. But Grace Buteo, co-commander of the Zone 2 precinct, was a consummate professional. She wasn’t going to let something as silly as attraction distract her from her job.

      “Thank you.” She took the koffee and sipped. “It looks like two of the junior units need us to check in with them.”

      “What’s going on?” Heron sat back in the chair, lacing his fingers over his lap. “Nothing too dangerous, I hope.”

      Grace knew this was a lie. Heron thrived on chaos.

      “There seems to be an issue at Yorkshire Cryogenics. And Premier Solutions, too. Both experienced a security breach of some kind. Workers are complaining that data has been corrupted.”

      “That could simply be the result of malfunctioning components. Or user error,” Heron said, those relentless eyes still on her. “It doesn’t necessarily mean data thieves are to blame.”

      “You’re right,” she agreed. “Still, it’s our job to assess the situation and see if it merits a full investigation. So I want to head over to Yorkshire Cryogenics after the eleven hundred debriefing.”

      “As you wish.”

      Her eyes trailed to the photograph on her desk. Her dead husband, Davion, with his bright smile and kind eyes, looked back at her, his arms draped around Grace herself.

      It felt like a lifetime ago when she was that Grace—unscarred and whole—enveloped safely in her husband’s arms. When Davion had been alive and she’d been his wife. When they’d shared a son, Kaiden.

      When she’d been happy.

      Not carefree, exactly, but her greatest concerns had been hackers, radicalized outzoners, money launderers, and whether or not everyone she loved was healthy and well.

      That Grace would’ve never imagined that her husband could be murdered. That her son could be taken from her. That everything she’d thought she’d known could be a lie.

      She shook these thoughts away. “After the debriefing, I want you to order an auto for us. Then we will⁠—”

      Her voice was swallowed by a commotion outside. Someone was shouting.

      Grace lowered the transparency on her office wall and saw that it was Lore Duchovny, the assistant inspector whose desk was closest to her office.

      He stood behind his desk, having brought himself to his full height. It was clear by the color of his face he was furious.

      No—he was afraid.

      “She’s not here, I’m telling you!” he cried.

      Lore Duchovny. An excellent inspector and the first line of defense between would-be interviewers and Grace.

      But while it was true that sometimes citizens had to be redirected from Grace’s office to more appropriate channels, none had evoked such a strong reaction from Lore.

      “What’s going on?” Heron asked. “What are those?”

      Three hulking forms stood over Lore’s desk. They weren’t bystanders insisting that they speak to the police commander. They weren’t even human.

      They were jailers. Three robotic jailers of hulking proportions, their bodies metallic and shining.

      “We have a warrant for the arrest of Commander Grace Buteo,” one of the jailers said.

      “Why? For what reason?” a woman asked.

      Celebrity Smith came to Lore’s side, her face scrunched with concern.

      “That information is classified,” the robot said, its head pivoting again in the direction of Grace’s closed door. It couldn’t see through the door because of her privacy settings. Grace was grateful for that. But the piercing stare certainly gave a different impression.

      Her skin iced under the lit green gaze.

      Celebrity moved to Lore’s other side, standing in the direct path between the desk and Grace’s door. “If you’re going to arrest a public servant, I think I, as a public servant, deserve to know why.”

      The robot seemed to consider this.

      It must be the pack leader then, Grace thought. There was always one that served as the primary mind. The other two were its support team. They would hunt their target the way hyenas hunted. In a coordinated, unwavering attack, until their target was captured and brought to jail.

      A hand clasped over her arm, and she jumped.

      “We have to go.” Heron pulled her from the desk. “They’re trying to buy us time and we’re wasting it.”

      They—Celebrity and Lore. And now two other agents, Grace saw. All of them asking questions, stalling the machines. They must know, as surely as she did, the robots were programmed to respond to law enforcement agents when questioned.

      “It must be some mistake,” Grace said, her heart rate rising.

      “Someone set you up. Let’s go.”

      The robotic jailers were trying to step past Celebrity, her blond hair swinging as she was nudged aside. Only Lore replaced her on the path, becoming a new barrier.

      “I asked you to give me the warrant number and its signing officer,” Lore said. “It’s proper protocol.”

      They stopped again, that green light looking toward her office door as if it considered charging through.

      “If you don’t move, I will have to carry you,” Heron said. “We aren’t going to stay here and find out who wants you arrested.”

      “But I did nothing wrong,” she said, her mind dilating with shock.

      “Exactly,” Heron said. “That’s why it’s a setup. My money is on Khan or Adams.”

      Adams? Grace couldn’t imagine that her co-commander would turn against her. It was true that weeks ago he’d confessed his love for her. Had suffocated her with his unwavering intentions, which she’d rebuffed harshly when a simple no hadn’t sufficed. But rejecting his affections wasn’t enough to fabricate a crime against her, was it? Surely he wouldn’t have her thrown in jail for something as ridiculous as that.

      Heron grabbed the photograph of Davion off her desk. Then from the wall, the taped picture that Kaiden had drawn for her. It was the Earth, telling the moon a joke.

      “Is there anything else we should grab? There’s a possibility you won’t be able to come back here.”

      This can’t be happening.

      “I’ve done nothing wrong.” Grace was sure of it. She knew the laws of Zone 2 by heart, forward and backward. She had to as its highest-ranking law enforcement agent. She would know if she’d made even the smallest miscalculation or error in judgment.

      Who in the world would have enough evidence of a crime to not only accuse her but have the authority to issue three jailer bots to come and arrest her?

      “I know you haven’t,” Heron assured her. “But that isn’t going to matter in two seconds when those jailers come through the door. Let’s go.”

      Grace threw one last look through the transparent wall at Lore’s red, panicked face. He was running out of ammunition. Celebrity, too, looked all but pinned. Other officers were hanging back, their faces marked with confusion.

      Grace abandoned her koffee. “Through here.”

      Heart pounding, she stepped from her office into the adjacent conference room. They hurried past the long table to the door at the end.

      This opened a utility closet. The sharp sting of cleaning supplies hit her nose as they passed through this room into the breakroom. Several junior officers looked up from their tasks, saw that it was Grace, and began to rise.

      “Don’t,” she warned them. “Stay in your seats.”

      She didn’t go so far as to command “You never saw me.” She didn’t want to abuse her authority like that. If they were stopped and questioned, she didn’t want anyone lying for her on her order.

      Confusion spread across their faces, but she had no time to reassure them. On the other side of the room was the hallway leading to the Damascus Street exit.

      She threw the door open and there was Adams, coming up the hallway between her and the exit. His dark face had been pensive, his eyes distant until he saw her.

      Then the hard look softened with surprise.

      “Grace?” He looked around her shoulder and regarded Heron holding the photograph of her dead husband, her son’s drawing. “What’s wrong?”

      “Move, Adams,” she said.

      “Tell me what’s happening and I’ll⁠—”

      “We don’t have time for that,” Heron said. “Move to the side and let us pass.”

      Adams started at that. Heron had made no effort to infuse his voice with respect, or at the very least the civility deserving a commander.

      “Do you want her to get arrested?” Heron charged on. “Did you do this to her?”

      Adams’s lenscape lit blue then, the helix of his ear illuminating as his eyes scanned the wall behind them.

      “There are jailers ransacking your office,” he said, his surprise expanding. “What the hell happened?”

      “Move, Commander Adams,” Heron said. “Or we’ll have no choice but to assume that you were the one who set Grace up.”

      Adams’s dismay—anger—came fast and hot. “I told you. I told you to stop fighting them. Look what you’ve done.”

      Look what she’d done?

      She clenched her teeth. “I’ve done my job.”

      “Adams, move. I won’t ask again.”

      Something in Adams’s face changed then, reacting to a scene she couldn’t see. Grace turned and lowered the transparency on the walls.

      The jailers were tearing apart the breakroom as terrified agents stood at attention, watching the scene unfold, exchanging nervous, confused looks.

      A hand grabbed her.

      She found Adams holding her arm, clutching her.

      He’s going to turn me in. Turn me over to them even though he knows I’m innocent.

      But Adams pushed her toward the exit, turning his body so that Heron could pass.

      “Go,” he said, stepping away from them toward the breakroom. “Run.”
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      As Grace stepped out of the building and onto the brightly lit street, a surreal sensation of non-reality washed over her. This was like a dream. This wasn’t happening. Why in the world would someone believe she’d committed a crime?

      “We have to keep moving,” Heron said. He was staying close to her side, his arm hooked with hers. It was his momentum, more than hers, that kept them moving forward. “They’re tracking AI, aren’t they? They’ll follow you wherever you go until I can erase your bio-signature.”

      Her steps faltered. “Erase my bio-signature? Heron, we’re not criminals.”

      “You’re not,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her into the flow of foot traffic. “I break at least five laws before breakfast every day.”

      Her heart hammered in her chest, the oblivion of her mind stammering its disbelief over and over again. This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening. I’m not being hunted like some lawless fugitive. I’ve done nothing wrong. I’ve done nothing⁠—

      And the world around her seemed so normal by comparison. Laughing children walked between their parents up the sunny sidewalks. White CityRides bustled past them, rushing off to unknown destinations, those beetle-like autos moving swiftly, a choreographed dance. The rose-gold buildings shimmered with late-morning light. Greenery fluttered in a light breeze.

      Everything is fine. Everything is fine. This is just a misunderstanding.

      But she had her doubts. She’d dealt with this level of disbelief before. When she’d left the hospital, one of her arms replaced, half of her body scarred and her family dead—she’d been consumed by disbelief then as well.

      It took her mind a long time to accept that she wouldn’t open Kaiden’s bedroom door and find him playing, his mess of curly hair swaying as he laughed. That she would come home and her husband wouldn’t be there to wrap his arms around her, to put a drink in her hand, ask her about her day.

      As they approached the first CityRide stop, Grace slowed, but Heron tugged her forward. “We can’t take public transport.”

      “We can’t walk all the way to my house, Heron. It’s kilometers away!”

      “I know. I’ve ordered my auto. But have you forgotten who owns CityRide?”

      Who owns CityRide?

      Alabaster Khan.

      Hell, if Grace was going to navigate the city without touching anything Alabaster Khan owned, it would be one hell of day.

      “He could lock the auto or override its destination. They could bring you straight to the jail, or drive you into a building. So no, we’re not taking a CityRide,” Heron said, his eyes frantically searching the street for something.

      “Then where are we walking to?”

      “I just need somewhere private where I can redo our bio-signatures. But all these buildings are bio-sealed. Damned if I won’t do it in a back alley if I have to.”

      She noticed that he hadn’t let go of her, and he was forcing her to keep pace with him.

      “Ah, there! You see that bot shop? It’s anarchist. We can do the redesign there. Come on.”

      Grace’s lenscape lit up with an emergency ping with the constable’s stamp on it.

      “Ezra is pinging me,” she said.

      “Don’t open—!” Heron began, but it was too late. Grace had already accepted the video message.

      “Grace, where the hell are you?” Ezra began, their eyes sharp and mouth hard set.

      “I better not tell you,” Grace said. “But do you care to explain why the hell there were jailers sent to the precinct this morning? You would’ve had to approve them.”

      “I didn’t,” Ezra said. “Whoever sent those went over my head to the commissioner. I requested an audience with him immediately, but he’s dodging my calls.”

      “What else can you tell me?”

      “What the warrant says, so you can start working on your story now.”

      “You need to hang up,” Heron said, tugging her across the street as the pedestrian walkway lit up. “Someone could be using this call to pinpoint your location. Your communications or Ezra’s could be compromised.”

      Grace knew he was right. “Speak fast, Constable. I need to end this call as soon as possible.”

      “The charge is terrorism. The warrant cache includes all Davion’s records and activities. It’s been made clear that he stole over thirty million dollars⁠—”

      “Thirty million!” Grace swore.

      “—from several of our wealthiest corporations, and he forged visas for thousands of illegal immigrants. It also argues, circumstantially, that these immigrants are terrorists burrowing into our zone for the purpose of civil war. They’re arguing you were radicalized by your husband, and your recent investigations, such as the one against Viscosity, Inc., along with the sanctions against Khan’s holdings are serving as evidence that you want to destabilize the zone, that you work with this network.”

      “This is insane,” Grace said.

      It was true Davion had forged visas, but he’d done it to rescue starving, desperate families. And it was true relocating these families had required funds Davion didn’t have access to, so he’d stolen the money, a little here, a little there, hoping it would go unnoticed.

      It was noticed.

      “I know,” Ezra said. “But I told you when you took down Viscosity that there would be repercussions. And then you went after Khan.”

      Grace couldn’t deny it.

      Ezra had warned her the wealthy and powerful wouldn’t like being challenged. But what was Grace supposed to do? Look the other way while powerful companies destroyed lives?

      No. No fiber of her being could’ve allowed that.

      “Grace,” Ezra said. “If they catch you, I will fight for you, but it doesn’t look good. You know that, right? The chances of you getting shackled to the Midnight Train are⁠—”

      “Hang up now,” Heron said. They’d stopped under an awning outside the bot shop.

      “Ezra, I have to go.”

      “Okay. Please be safe, Grace. Please.”

      No sooner did the call end than her lenscape lit again, notifying her of the incoming Informed Citizen bulletin report.

      The foot traffic on the street slowed, people coming to a stop up and down the avenue before their lenscapes were overtaken by the incoming report.

      Attention, citizens, this is a law enforcement bulletin. We are attempting to locate and apprehend a wanted person.

      Grace’s face flashed on her lenscape.

      “Shit,” Heron hissed. “I didn’t expect the bastard to use the bulletin report, though I shouldn’t be surprised.”

      No, you shouldn’t be, Grace thought. Because Alabaster Khan owned that too.

      “Cover your face,” he demanded. “Just for a minute.”

      She did as she was told, her face in her hands as he dashed to the kiosk on the corner. But this didn’t block out the bulletin as it continued to play on her lenscape.

      Commander Grace Buteo is wanted for terrorism. She is considered dangerous. Do not approach. Notify the authorities if you see Commander Grace Buteo within your vicinity. Again, do not approach. Notify the authorities.

      “Commander Buteo,” someone said as they passed Grace where she leaned on the wall, her face covered. “No way. Didn’t she stop that IED explosion?”

      “How can she be a terrorist? She saved our lives that night.”

      A shadow fell over Grace. “Ma’am, are you all right?”

      “She’s fine, she’s fine,” Heron called. “My sister just has a fever. Please back away.”

      The shadow that had fallen over her did move away. Grace wasn’t surprised—since the C. auris epidemic that had ravaged their zone years ago, people remained skittish of anyone ill.

      They never knew if the next outbreak was around the corner.

      “Put this on,” Heron said.

      Grace lifted her head slowly to see Heron was blocking most of her body with his. She became hyperaware of where their bodies touched.

      He fitted the filtration mask over her face, covering her nose and mouth.

      “It won’t hide the scars,” she said, her voice muffled. Anyone would recognize the burn scars along the right side of her face.

      “That’s what these are for.” He slipped sunglasses over her eyes and tugged a hat down over her head. “They didn’t have gloves though. You’ll have to keep your hands in your pockets.”

      She inverted her lenscape to have a look at herself. She looked…ridiculous.

      Like someone deathly afraid of the sun. Better that than the alternative, she supposed.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he said, tugging her toward the front door of the robot repair shop. “But I just need to get us past the technician inside so we can use one of their blackout rooms. You only have to wear this for five minutes. Tops.”

      “Just goes to show you never know,” a woman was saying to her friend as she passed. “I thought we finally had a good commander. Ugh. Politicians, every one of them.”

      Grace’s heart clenched. How could they think that? How could they believe she was a terrorist after all she’d done—after all she’d lost?

      Heron squeezed her arm. “Come on.”

      Together, they went inside.
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      The robotics repair shop was bright, its wall panels shining with interior light. Grace tried to remember the last time she’d been in such a shop. She was certain it had been before Davion and Kaiden had died in the IED explosion. Her son had been the one with a new gadget every week, many of them breaking not long after purchase and requiring this or that update.

      Grace, who relied only on her embedded lenscape, rarely had equipment to repair. The exception being her defense stick, when, in a moment of surprise and rage, she’d beat it against the bronze statue of herself.

      They’ll tear it down, she thought. Melt it.

      She wasn’t a hero anymore.

      “Welcome to Robo-Reaven. What can I do for you?”

      The girl behind the counter had a thick nest of braids coiled on top of her head. Her green eyeshadow gave Grace the impression of snake scales. And when she blinked, Grace thought she saw golden slits for a moment. Perhaps the snake effect was intended. But if it was, she was using some form of technology outside of the typical filter, which her lenscape would’ve nullified.

      Heron leaned across the counter. “We’d like to rent a blackout room, if you please.”

      The girl gave Grace a cursory glance, noted the mask and hat. She considered explaining that it was just a precaution—she wasn’t sick with the plague or anything—but refrained. This was an anarchist zone—meaning that the building wasn’t bio-sealed and no metrics of any kind were recorded out of respect for the privacy of its patrons—but it didn’t mean that if Grace spoke now, her voice wouldn’t be picked up by some device.

      Voice identification was very effective.

      On the street, voices were hard to capture because they were diluted by the road noise and passing foot traffic, mixed with hundreds of other voices on any given city block. But they were inside now. No one would be speaking but her.

      “The rooms go by the hour,” the girl said, looking away from Grace back to Heron.

      She had a spark of mischief in her eye. Of course, Heron had yet to meet someone he couldn’t charm.

      “An hour is fine,” Heron said. “How much?”

      “Do you need sex rigs?”

      Grace’s mouth opened to correct the girl’s impression that they were here to conduct some perverse sex act, but Heron took her hand and squeezed it.

      “Don’t be shy, my love,” he said with a wink. “I’m sure she’s seen far worse.”

      The girl snorted. “Oh have I. At least you two are waiting to start until you get to the room.”

      The heat in Grace’s face doubled.

      “It’s an extra two hundred dollars for each sex rig.”

      The girl gave the total for the room and two rigs, and Heron paid it. Then she handed over a keycard to the room and two helmet-like devices.

      Grace took hers reluctantly.

      “Smart,” the girl whispered, gesturing to the paper mask and hat. “Best way to keep anyone from recognizing you. Divorces are expensive as hell.”

      Grace could only nod.

      Heron had her by the arm again, pulling her from the shop toward the open door at the end of the hall. “Come on, darling. We don’t want to waste our hour.”

      “Last door on the right. It’s the one with a couch,” the girl told them, wagging her brows.

      When Grace closed the door to the blackout room behind her, she yanked down her paper mask. “Why did you have to make it into a sex thing?”

      “Better her thinking we are here for a bit of kink than fugitives on the run.” Heron tossed the sex rig on the adjacent sofa without ceremony. Grace set her helmet beside his.

      The sight of the couch and the two sex rigs made something in her abdomen cramp. She was very aware of how good Heron smelled. Maybe the excitement had caused him to sweat, the sweat causing his cologne to…what…bloom?

      Her lenscape pinged. <<Accept scapeshare with MrBlue?>>

      “I’m going to hack into your system now. Is that all right?”

      He’d earned her trust the moment he’d risked his life and sanity to break her out of CyTown Towers, the virtual reality Khan had tried to imprison her in.

      He hadn’t slept for seventeen days as he’d worked endlessly to track her among the millions of pods. He’d risked everything, and he hadn’t given up on her.

      “I trust you,” she said.

      A tender expression crossed his face. “Sit down then. It’ll be easier on both of us.”

      Grace glanced at the sofa. “You want me to sit on the sex couch? The filthy sex couch? They can’t possibly wash it.”

      Heron’s lips twitched with a smile. “You’re going to wish you were sitting down for this.”

      With a deep breath, she eased herself down onto the sofa, resting her weight on the very edge of the cushion, making as little contact as possible.

      The fabric was just as scratchy as it looked.

      He knelt down in front of her, his face looming dangerously close to hers.

      “Comfortable?” he asked, his warm breath on her skin.

      She searched those big blue eyes. “Is this going to hurt?”

      His smile was wicked. “Only if you want it to. I quite prefer a bit of pain myself.”

      She slapped his shoulder lightly. “Be serious. We could be imprisoned today.”

      “No,” he said. “It shouldn’t hurt. But it will make you dizzy, which is why I wanted you to sit.”

      She closed her eyes and took a breath.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      His hand wrapped around her arm.

      “Ready.”

      Light spiked through her mind, giving her the impression she was suddenly being thrown forward at light speed. She reached out instinctively and latched onto the first thing her hands found.

      Heron.

      “I’ve got you,” he whispered. “Hang in there.”

      “It’s worse than that CyTown cache you embedded.”

      “I know,” he said. “But with these reconfigurations I can make you invisible.”

      The nausea was ruthless. “How is that possible?”

      “Do you remember when we went to CyTown and the AI recognized me as Adams?”

      Grace tried not to think much about CyTown after she’d been imprisoned against her will. But she did recall the first day they showed up in the Towers to interview Tristan Range. The AI receptionist had greeted Grace properly, but when it had turned to Heron⁠—

      “Vaguely,” she said.

      “I’m using the same program. I had a feeling we might have to run someday.”

      Run.

      Grace’s hands tightened on his arms. She didn’t want to run. She’d lived in Zone 2 all her life. She’d had Kaiden here, met and married Davion here. They were both buried here in the Soul Grove. Her mother still lived here. Was she really going to have to lose the last thing she had? The last person she cared about? Her home. Her mom.

      “Are you okay?” Heron asked. “We’re almost done.”

      “Just—” Tears pricked her eyes. “Just walk me through what you’re doing.”

      “Okay,” he said, his breath soft on her cheeks. “Right now I’m masking all of your bio-signatures and replacing them with the profile I made for you.”

      “Like Mr. Blue?”

      “Yes, like my alias Mr. Blue. It’s a completely separate profile and history data. You’ll be able to access her entire life history from your lenscape.”

      Her.

      “So who am I now?” she asked.

      “Asturina Blue.”

      “Any relation to Mr. Blue?”

      “Maybe,” he said with a devilish smile. “Perhaps they eloped after a particularly exciting holiday in EU Zone 3.”

      “Asturina sounds more adventurous than I am.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. You’re pretty adventurous.”

      “Running for our lives is not an adventure.”

      He ignored this, his fingers finding new pressure points under her chin. “The only thing I can’t change internally is your voice. So there’s this.”

      He leaned back and pulled a chain from his pocket. He slid it around her neck, his fingers brushing her skin.

      “It will sit here,” he said, touching the base of her throat gently. “It will lower the pitch of your voice, giving it a different signature.”

      She heard the clasp click into place.

      “Say something.”

      “I didn’t realize you could change someone’s voice,” she said.

      The voice she heard in her ears wasn’t her own. It was deeper, but not in an unnatural way, as she’d expected.

      She arched her brows. “Impressive.”

      “I only need to do one more thing,” he said. He rolled his eyes up to meet hers. Her stomach tightened again, the muscles in her core warming. She could just lean in and⁠—

      He licked his lips, moistening them. “I want to access your arousal core.”

      She pulled back. “Excuse me?”

      “Your arousal core.”

      “I’m not sure that’s⁠—”

      “It’s true that it dictates sexual arousal, but more importantly, it mitigates fear and anger. I just need to alter the bio-signature so that they don’t trigger it in case we are stopped for questioning. I want you to be able to pass a truth detection if we need to. Asturina shouldn’t register high levels of fear for questions about Grace, do you understand?”

      She did. “What will you see if you access my arousal core?”

      She did her best to hold his gaze without flinching.

      He tilted his head. “We’ve already admitted that we’re very attracted to each other. Is there anything else for me to see?”

      She said nothing.

      He leaned in. “If you’re asking me whether or not I’ll be able to detect your arousal level toward me, at this very moment the answer is no. There should be no distinction that my programming can detect. The arousal core simply shows any spike in emotions. When we are sexually aroused, yes, but more often when we are nervous, afraid, when we lie. That’s what I want to mask.”

      “Fine,” she said. “Just do it.”

      Heat washed over Grace’s body. She closed her eyes. As he leaned forward and she felt the warmth of him along her neck, muscles low in her groin tightened reflexively.

      She really hoped that was just a natural side effect of having one’s arousal core activated.

      As he hovered there, his fingers pressing into the base of her skull, she grew more and more aware of his heat. His heady scent. The sight of his pulse jumping in his throat.

      “That should do it,” he choked out, and pulled back from her. She noted the red color spreading across his cheeks. “Lie to me.”

      “Davion was never my husband.”

      Heron waited, reading some invisible data she couldn’t see. “Good. A very tiny blip, but that could register as curiosity or anything mundane.”

      “What about my face?”

      “Ah yes, for that, I have these.”

      He unbuttoned the pocket on his navy suit and produced two small devices, each the size of a grain of rice. He placed one behind each of her earlobes, pressing for a short minute.

      Then he pulled back, searching her face. He nodded once. “That’ll do. Nothing of the charming commander I know and love.”

      Love.

      “Is it a filter?” she asked. “Most police-issued programs can nullify filters.”

      “Yes, when they’re lenscape projections. However, this is a shield. It’s not part of the lenscape. It’s a literal holographic projection over your face. Like a second skin. And a damn good one, if I say so myself. Should be, for what I paid for it.”

      Grace activated her lenscape in its reversed view, but she saw only her own face. “I can’t⁠—”

      “Here, this is what I see.”

      Heron offered his view of the lenscape, and Grace gasped.

      He was absolutely right. Nothing of her at all. These eyes were bigger. The short, upturned nose and full, pouty lips far more feminine than her own. And there was a mole beside her mouth.

      “Did you pick out this face?” she asked.

      “From about ten options. I thought her bone structure most closely mimicked yours and that it would add to the realism.”

      She could see it for herself, the similarities. They could be cousins, or maybe even sisters, Grace and this woman.

      That surreal, lost feeling washed over her again, her stomach sinking.

      “I can’t even be me.” I really am going to lose it all.

      Heron squeezed her hand. “We will get through this, Grace. I promise. I’m going to pull out now.”

      “Heron.”

      “I just mean I’m going to terminate the share. I think I’ve done all I can for the rewrite. It’s a good disguise. I’m confident it will help us get across the city undetected.”

      There was a small tug and then the image of her borrowed face evaporated, leaving her again in this small dark room, sitting on its abused sofa.

      Heron’s lenscape lit blue. “It’s Khan. He wants us to come to his place.”

      “You must mean Orrin.” Orrin Khan was an ally, unlike his wretched brother.

      Though he was the CEO and founder of Trinity Trust, he blamed himself for her family’s death because he failed to stop his brother, Alabaster. She supposed he was trying to make up for that.

      And at a time like this, Grace could hardly afford to slap away an offered hand. “Can we trust him?”

      Heron pulled her to standing. “I don’t think we have a choice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Grace waited until she was on the street to remove the mask. She didn’t want the cashier to think anything of her sudden transformation. They were a block up before she pulled everything off but the hat and stuffed it in the trash bin.

      She turned to ask Heron if they were going the right way and started. “Heron!”

      He didn’t look anything like himself. His perfect golden skin had been replaced with shallow, pockmarked cheeks. His full lips were now thin. And last but not least, those beautiful Tahitian blue eyes that she loved were dark brown, darker even than her own.

      “Mr. Blue, actually.” A corner of his lips lifted. “I had to change my appearance too. Everyone knows I’m your assistant inspector. If they see me, they might take a second look at you. Can’t have that.”

      He offered her an arm.

      “Shall we, Rina? We’re just a couple of tourists enjoying a holiday, mind you.”

      She took the arm and began the slow procession up the street despite her breath sticking in her throat. “Pet names now. What is Mr. Blue’s first name?”

      “Jay.”

      “More bird jokes?”

      She shouldn’t have been surprised, given that he was raised by an ornithologist.

      They stepped into the pedestrian lane and headed north toward Whitman Park, where Orrin Khan lived. “Where’s your auto?”

      “One block up.”

      “I masked your pulse but I can’t hide hyperventilation. Deep breaths.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “I’m waiting for someone to recognize me.”

      “No one will. Look.”

      She did. She glanced at the people passing them on the street, at everyone hurrying off to their destinations. People met her eyes, smiled, acknowledged her in passing, but no one recognized her.

      When she was Grace Buteo, she couldn’t go anywhere without faces alighting with recognition. Many would whisper about her as she passed. A daring few would say hello or express thanks.

      But none of that was happening now. They all saw her, but no one knew her. She made a silent prayer of gratitude that she didn’t wear a uniform like the lower-ranking officers.

      It was like Grace Buteo didn’t exist.

      I am still Grace Buteo, she reminded herself. They just can’t see my face, my scars.

      As they walked, Grace focused on slowing her breathing and calming her mind. No one recognizes me. No one will find me. Nothing will happen. We will figure this out. Ezra will help us. The charges will be dropped. Everything will be fine.

      “How long did you work on all of this?” Grace asked. “The faces, voices.”

      There was no way he’d manufactured disguises for them this morning in the time it took for them to escape the precinct and find the robotics shop. Heron was good, but that was superhuman.

      “Do you remember when Davion asked me to sneak into the zone and help you any way I could, in the event he was killed?”

      “Yes.”

      “I suspected smuggling you out of the zone was a strong possibility. If whoever killed him also wanted to kill you.”

      “You’ve been preparing for this since you got here? That was five months ago.”

      “Even before that,” he said. “Almost as soon as I got his message.”

      Months. Heron had been preparing for this for months. No wonder his mind wasn’t reeling from shock like hers was.

      He’d had far more time to process this than she had.

      A shadow fell across Grace’s face, and she looked up in time to see a jailer step in front of her.

      Its hulky robotic form whirled and clicked as it brought itself up to its full height and stared down at her.

      Grace froze, her arm tightening on Heron’s.

      “Oy, watch it!” Heron said. “Big, bloody machine.”

      His voice was aggravated, but not fearful.

      Its illuminated eyes stared into Grace’s, shifting in their metallic sockets as it surveyed her. She tried to keep her breath steady, her face placid. But she couldn’t imagine it wouldn’t be able to detect the heartbeat rocketing beneath her skin.

      “Move,” it said, and Heron pulled Grace to one side to let it pass.

      The robot marched past her and continued up the street in the direction of the repair shop.

      “There’re going to have visuals of us coming in,” Grace said. “They’ll know⁠—”

      “No, they won’t,” he said. “Your face was covered and I used a deflector on mine.”

      “A deflector!”

      “Keep your voice down.”

      He held her pinned close to his side as if afraid she might run or otherwise give the game away. His long, measured steps forced her to keep a casual pace.

      “And you forget that the shop is an anarchist zone. They don’t record data of any kind. There’s nothing to find in there.”

      She had forgotten. Her mind seemed unable to hold on to anything except that she was on the run, hunted for terrorism by the very zone she’d given up so much to protect. Everything else was water slipping through her fingers.

      “Here’s the auto. Come on.” The sleek dark blue ride waited on the side of the street for them, its undercarriage alighting and swan door lifting open as they approached.

      Grace was shaking by the time Heron eased her inside. She slid across the seat, putting her face in her hands.

      “It’s okay.” He slid in after her, wrapping his arms around her. “You did great. It’s gone. It didn’t recognize you.”

      She let all of her weight fall against him as the auto pulled away from the curb.
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      Heron’s auto slid to a stop in front of Orrin Khan’s Whitman Park home eleven minutes later. As Grace mounted the stairs, her legs continued to shake.

      “Almost there,” Heron said, supporting her weight.

      The day was already unbearably warm, sweat forming on the back of her neck.

      The front door opened and Orrin Khan appeared, one hand clutching the enormous wooden frame. His white hair was wild around his head, his bushy eyebrows raised in alarm.

      “Oh, you’re right,” he said. “You do look different. Come in, come in.”

      He waved them forward.

      It was markedly cooler as Grace crossed the threshold into the foyer.

      “I’ve sent everyone away,” he said. “Even the AI servants, in case Alabaster gets the bright idea to hack into them and see what we’re doing in here. It’ll be just the three of us.”

      “I want to get my mother,” Grace said. “I need to speak to her.”

      Khan only stared at her. “I’m sorry. That disguise is incredibly realistic.” He turned to Heron. “Did you use the Plasmatics Spinguard for that?”

      “I did. Then I went over the first layer with a synthetic skingrid.”

      “My mother,” Grace repeated.

      Heron pressed his ear. This deactivated his disguise, revealing his face once more. “I sent Arjun to get her. Don’t worry. He’s an excellent bodyguard. He’ll keep her safe.”

      An invisible belt across Grace’s chest relaxed. Arjun was an excellent bodyguard. He’d been in charge of protecting Heron since he was a boy.

      “Well, then.” Orrin clapped his hands together. “Do you want tea? Biscuits? I can have one of the ChefMates whip us up a snack if you’re hungry.”

      “I would love some tea,” Heron said. His fingers touched her left earlobe gently. “You can press it like this to turn the disguise on and off.”

      She tried it. “Thanks.”

      Orrin waved them forward. “Stop hovering in the doorway. Come into the living room where it’s more comfortable. No doubt you could use the rest after the morning you’ve had.”

      Grace followed them down the hallway, noting the high, arched ceilings and the art covering nearly every surface of the walls. It was digitized, changing as she passed. A large canvas covered in orange and gold splatters shifted to an abstract piece with four blue cylinders resting in a row.

      “Here we go.” Khan gestured at the three sumptuous sofas framing the oversized living room. “Kick your feet up here and I’ll be right back.”

      Heron didn’t need to be told twice before dropping onto one of the cream-colored sofas with a deep sigh.

      “Do you think your brother is behind this?” Grace asked Orrin as he moved to leave the room.

      “Tea first, talk second.” Orrin disappeared into the kitchen.

      Heron threw his arms along the back of the sofa. “Have a seat, Gray. You have no idea when we’ll be running again. Better rest while you can.”

      Grace reluctantly sank onto the sofa beside him, though her body would not relax. The large windows on the opposite wall let in strong light that spilled golden across the hard floors. She regarded the fine tapestries hanging between the shifting digital prints. The golden rug sitting beneath the low table served as the room’s centerpiece.

      “Can someone see me through the windows?” she asked, fidgeting in her seat. “Should we close the drapes?”

      “No, no,” Orrin called from the kitchen. The ChefMate’s soft mechanical motions underpinned his words. “They have transparency filters on them. A hundred percent opacity for busybodies.”

      Heron’s face pinched suddenly, his frown deepening.

      “What is it?” Grace asked.

      “I tried to access your home system, but it’s been locked down.”

      Grace’s heart hitched. “Standard protocol for apprehending someone. Lock them out of their home so they have nowhere to go.”

      “I was going to send Arjun to the house to get your things, but I don’t think we have that option anymore.”

      “No,” she said. “The house would lock him inside, and if officers aren’t there now, they will be soon. They’d take him into custody.”

      Sadness washed over her. I can’t go home. I can’t even go home.

      He placed the photograph of her and Davion in her hands, along with Kaiden’s drawing. “This is temporary, Grace. You have to keep telling yourself that. We’ll sort this out.”

      Her grip tightened on the photo and the drawing.

      Not everything, she thought. At least I haven’t lost everything. Not yet.

      “Here we go,” Orrin said, coming into the living room with a tea tray balanced between his hands.

      He placed it on the low table in front of them.

      “I made a strong Assam tea. It’s real, unlike the modified koffee you drink.” He made a disgusted face. “And here’s the cream and sugar.” He tapped each of the shining glass jars in turn. “I thought the occasion called for a little flair. Oh, and the iced lemon biscuits. They’re my favorite.”

      “Thank you,” Grace said, yet she didn’t reach for a cup. “But tell me if you think this is your brother or someone else. At the induction, you said I had enemies.”

      The opulent evening at the Trinity Music Hall was where Grace had met Orrin Khan. Grace had agreed to go to the secret society induction because she knew Trinity Trust had been the last company her husband had stolen from before he was killed. She’d hoped to find her family’s killer among the menagerie of colorful masks.

      Orrin rubbed his furrowed brow. “It has to be Alabaster. I know my brother. He’s been a selfish bastard since we were kids. But I’m sure he had members of the society help him. The only problem is, I can’t be sure which ones.”

      “Do you want cream and sugar?” Heron asked, pouring Grace a cup of dark tea.

      She shook her head.

      “I will help you,” Orrin assured her. “But my contacts and my brother’s are tightly intwined. I have to be careful who I trust with this. It is your life we are playing with here.”

      “You think Alabaster, with help, leveled these charges of terrorism against me?” she asked.

      “No doubt because he doesn’t want to pay the taxes you levied against him, nor does he want his businesses to be sanctioned.”

      Grace opened and closed her fist. “But Alabaster is just a man. How can he possibly have evidence enough to get the charge of terrorism leveled against me?”

      “About that,” Heron said, handing her a cup of black tea. “I’ve hacked into the municipality’s mainframe. I found some interesting things.”

      Grace took a sip. It was very strong. Almost as strong as her bullet-and-a-half koffees. She drank deeply.

      “An anonymous—of course—tip was submitted to the department with details of Davion’s forged visas and money transfers.”

      “When?” Grace asked, setting her cup down.

      “Four days ago, by the look of it. It also seems that because you were Davion’s partner, they didn’t send the case to the precinct. They sent it straight to the commissioner for initial assessment.”

      This was the protocol for making sure an investigation remained impartial and free of biased opinions. Not that it always worked when people like Adams could be bought from the inside, or when cases could be manufactured from thin air.
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