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Set in a future where human values are more
important than technology, Hybrids weaves a science-fiction
world with a story of love, friendship and tolerance.

Hybrids is published in four volumes,
which cannot be read separately or in a different order:
Trouble, Vengeance, Fear and Hope.

SUMMARY OF VOLUME 2 |
VENGEANCE

When everything goes wrong in Eridan, Theo
thinks that she will find peace in Earth Metropolis, with SpaceSS
Agents Jack Finch and Farren Megan. But this bright future
collapses before she even sets foot in her new home. Jack is caught
in his boss’s—the Spylady’s—vengeance: he is convicted of murdering
his husband Farren and sent to a penitentiary.

Vengeance is also Keith’s goal when he
organizes a massacre of the Face Changers and kills Washone to
become Eridan’s spiritual leader. He sends Declan and a small group
of survivors, among them Nand and Ashta, away to Gambling Nova, the
federal planet-prison.

Convinced that Farren might have been set up
like Jack, Theo searches for and finds his whereabouts, while
uniting with his friends to obtain his release from the
penitentiary.

As Theo readies herself to give Jack the good
news about Farren, Sheer—the Savalwomen leader—contacts her from
Eridan and summons her to Gambling Nova to rescue the Face
Changers, who have been deported there.
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Severely wounded when she uncovered Farren’s
whereabouts, resolutely bent on protecting Jack, Theo bargains her
way back to Gambling Nova, home of the dreaded Dome, the federal
prison.

But is she ready to face her father’s
betrayal and Tarbel Mogud’s lust?

Three years before, Theo fled Gambling Nova
and Mogud, the prison governor, and had to leave her mother behind.
She found refuge in Eridan, where she developed her unique gift –
that of creating mind networks with orgacomps.

Deported to Gambling Nova, her Eridani
friends are now in mortal danger. She’s the only one who can help
them escape the Dome, and she’s determined to get her mother out
this time too.

What she doesn’t know is that Mogud, Keith of
Rain Forest and Donatella Simpson, allied to overthrow the federal
government, all want to grab her.

Can Theo succeed in getting everybody out,
dodging her enemies and protecting the orgacomps?

The glossary and list of characters are
available at the end of the book.

Keep in touch and join the Distinguished
Readers’ Club to learn more about the worlds of Hybrids and
to receive the latest updates about my books.

For information, visit my website:

www.jenniedorny.com
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for acquiring Fear, the
third volume of Hybrids. I hope you enjoy this new reading
journey. Don’t hesitate to visit my website and, if you
haven’t already, join the Distinguished Readers’ Club, my monthly
newsletter (you will find the link at the end of the book).
Mindhold, a short story that borders on the fantastic, will
be sent to you along the way.

Kind wishes,

Jennie Dorny
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CHAPTER 131

Finding Out

21 April 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Earth Metropolis—Jack and Farren’s
apartment

Jack groped for the
whiskey bottle and turned it over. Empty. Holding the ladder, he
stood up in the cubicle, away from Farren’s computer.

He hauled himself out of the recess and
limped to the kitchen. The cupboard above the fridge was empty.
Inside the fridge, he found cans of Venuver. He swigged one down.
And another.

Fruitless attempts to appease the swirl of
emotions that were choking him since he had read the result of
Theo’s investigation and repeatedly watched the August 24
interview.

He stepped outside onto the balcony and
braced himself against the parapet, head down. He wanted to bawl
like a baby.

Farren, his beloved Farren, hadn’t died that
gruesome night. His brawan had been sent to Gambling Nova on an
undercover mission. So deeply undercover that only the Spylady knew
about it.

Jack shivered in the cold night.

Inside the Dome for the last eight months.
Alone. Farren had to be going mad, thinking the worst.

Waiting for Jack to come.

And he hadn’t.

He pressed his knuckles against his eyes.
Bile rose. He rushed to the bathroom.

His thigh throbbed. Sitting on a stool, he
massaged the area above his scar.

The sense of injustice which had obsessed him
during the months spent in Iglölü was nothing compared to the fury
that now burned down his throat.

He returned to the living room, disturbed by
its emptiness. A stranger in his own home, his landmarks wiped out:
the Metropolice had broken their furniture, destroyed most of their
bibelots collected during their trips, torn apart their books and
art work, and crushed some of Farren’s precious musical
instruments.

Strangers’ eyes had perused personal items;
strangers’ fingers had probed their secrets.

As he wandered from room to room, he
experienced the uncanny sensation of penetrating new territory,
familiar and yet unfamiliar, reorganized according to some foreign
pattern—Theo’s, undoubtedly. Before, Farren’s collection of clay
pots had been arranged on low glass tables according to shape and
color. Now they were sitting on a shelf.

Their apartment was a strange, unwelcome
place without Farren to warm it up, without his music and
cooking.

Jack climbed the staircase to the terrace.
The celestial phosphorescent globes shed their soft light. Only the
succulents had survived their absence. The lush and leafy plants
that needed water had withered and crumbled to dust. He pushed away
some weightless pots and sat down in a wicker chair facing
Rezghan’s City.

The last time they had been together in the
apartment, they had fought.

Did Farren think their breakup was the reason
he hadn’t showed up in Gambling Nova?

He massaged his thigh the way Elimar had
taught him.

The Spylady’s strategy was faultless. They
had fallen into her trap—involving Rianne was a master-stroke—and
played right into her hands.

Why go to such extremes to destroy their
lives? This question rattled him. Her motives went beyond any worry
she harbored about what they might have uncovered about her. This
deliberate destruction of their relationship had to be personal
revenge, and he felt quite certain that it concerned him, as he
recalled the way she had questioned him and the trial.

Why? Their antagonism couldn’t lead to this,
not in a work-related environment. Yet she had tried to get Farren
killed in Junk City.

He stood up and forced himself to walk around
the terrace. Finding out why would have to wait. Getting Farren out
of the Dome was his only goal.

With luck, his brawan had not yet become an
addicted zombie. He gripped the railing. Strange things happened
under the immense dome erected in the middle of the red, windy
desert. Only a few inmates left the federal prison every year. The
others elected to stay at the end of their term and lived on in a
kind of no-man’s-land called District 8 in Low-City, where business
flourished with the merchants allowed to land in the spaceport
above the Dome.

Those who left quickly showed signs of
dementia and died in wrenching agony with dilated livers and
hemorrhaging. In the autopsy reports that Jack had read,
conclusions pointed to poisoning. Mogud probably drugged the
inmates. At the end of their term, they were addicted and couldn’t
leave. The drug itself remained a mystery. Maybe some bacterial
poison mixed with the air of the planet. Yet when native
inhabitants, such as Farren and Theo, left their homeland, they
suffered no side-effects.

Perhaps they were naturally immune to Mogud’s
drug. Jack clung to the thought: Farren’s origins would protect
him.

He gently moved his hip. He gasped at the
sudden flash of pain and gripped the railing until it subsided. He
sat back down in the wicker armchair. Lonetom’s sister-in-law
insisted on half-hour massages.

Where was Farren living? Given his
assignment, High-City—the greenhouse where Tarbel Mogud and the
ill-famed Skodraks resided—seemed the right location. Low-City was
the prison, divided into eight different-sized districts, with
various cells depending on the type of imprisonment. There was no
reason for his brawan to be in District 8: he wasn’t a former
inmate.

Farren must be gathering data about the
Dome’s economy, which had always seemed to them emblematic of
semi-autarchic trading systems nestled within prisons. They had
explored three similar bartering structures during SpaceSS
missions, and references to the Dome and Gambling Nova were
frequent. Smuggling had always served as a transaction basis—gold,
drugs, human organs—and constituted Gambling Nova’s main source of
income. Was Farren allowed to explore the underground
level—Sub-City?

Staggering on his bad leg, Jack pushed
himself up. The neighboring roof-gardens had developed considerably
over the last few months. Far on the right, the Blue and Executive
Exans sparkled against the dark sky.

He was to meet the Spylady shortly. How could
he face her? How could he talk civilly to her lover—Linda—his new
“boss”?

He shook his head.

He couldn’t. Not yet.

Concern about Farren’s fate and anger about
his own warred inside him. He returned downstairs, one step at a
time. Receiving an Xplo-bullet when he had awaited and welcomed
death because of Farren’s disappearance was one thing. Now, unless
something untoward happened in Gambling Nova, Farren was alive and
he had been given an inescapable death sentence.

He sucked in air when he reached the floor.
How could he accept this? How could he stand to inflict the pain of
his own death on Farren?

He wanted to read Theo’s information once
more, but his eyelids were heavy. Yawning, he kicked his shoes off.
In their bedroom, he collapsed on the bed and fell instantly
asleep.


 



CHAPTER 132

Compromised

21 April 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Earth Metropolis and Gambling Nova

The humidifying
system in the orchid greenhouse had broken down. Donatella surveyed
the disaster with mounting anger. Max had stayed a whole afternoon
to fix it, and he had reassured her that everything was fine and
that the orchids would thrive. She had trusted him, checking on her
priceless collection only now, because the last two weeks had been
so harrowing. She had been obliged to deal with Sycal Veld and find
a way to accept her interference and placate her to prevent her
from stirring up more trouble.

She lightly touched one Sweet Heart orchid
after another, the shy Blue Dreams, and even the magnificent
bicolor Honey Smiles, and buds fell from the stems. She’d
experienced a bud blast of equal proportions two years before, and
for long months no blossoms had brightened the greenhouse. Some
plants had wrinkled leaves; the sheaths of others were dry.

She called her brother and ordered him to
come at once, not caring that her voice burnt with crisp anger.
Even though she was already late for work, she went to the attic to
collect the few humidifiers she kept there in case of an emergency.
Her sulking brother finally arrived, his pack of tools carelessly
slung over his shoulder. Max wouldn’t say what was bugging him.
Donatella told him to fix the problem, not to leave until the
sprinklers were working as smoothly as before; she couldn’t afford
to lose more plants. Her fury was such that she wanted to shake him
and slap him as he picked at his fingernails and replied with
irksome monosyllables. In the end, she explained that she had the
same affection for her plants as he had for girls.

To prod him, she mentioned an exceptional
session with the orgacomp in the evening. This promise pulled him
out of his lethargy. He spread out his tool kit on a garden stool.
“Go. I’ll handle this.”

She lingered while her lanky brother
organized his tools from the smallest to the biggest. He raised his
head. “I said I’d do it, Donnie!”

When he used that tone, it was time to
retreat.

Mr. Kern’s shrill red alert messages filled
her cell the instant she stepped outside. The head of SpaceSS
cybersecurity was asking her to call him back at once. Messages
which had started at nine the night before, while she was in the
quiet room, devoid of any electronic devices. She’d shut herself in
there to assess the situation with the conference in Nuong soon
underway and Keith’s Mindrule still untried, and gone to sleep.

There had been a breach in the SpaceSS
system. The worst kind, since it originated from inside the
Executive Exan. Mr. Kern thought it might be linked to—he lowered
his voice to a whisper—the orgacomp. Her worst-kept secret. The
obsequious man had requested her permission to explore its
entrails. She had told him to wait, that she was on her way.

Another kind of fury fired up inside of her.
Nobody was permitted to touch the orgacomp. Even if they faced a
multiple virus attack launched by a skilled hacker, the likes of
which Mr. Kern and his team had never encountered before.

The contamination spread fast; they had
trouble containing it. The Metropolice were swamped with alerts
about power failures in the Barrios, and even in Rezghan’s City
transport was affected as well as trade transactions. Mr. Kern
asked the Spylady if she would allow them to turn off the whole
system for fifteen minutes. They needed to reboot to assess
damages.

She thought of Max. If there was a power cut,
her brother would be shut in the greenhouse with no way of leaving
before she returned home and unlocked her security system.

The Spylady talked to Aminata Hernandez, the
Metropolice chief, about the investigation while her driver landed
on the esplanade in front of the Executive Exan. Were there any
demands? Did an organization claim responsibility for this attack?
None so far. But they had identified a suspect. Theodan Alvez. She
had been spotted coming out of her office in the Executive Exan.
Cyand Emmett had shot her and collapsed. His system failure had
allowed her to escape. The woman had disappeared. Emmett had been
sent for repair. So far, the engineers were flummoxed, and couldn’t
find the origin of his dysfunction. He remained unresponsive to any
prodding.

Theodan Alvez!

What did she want?

Donatella kicked herself mentally. The signs
had been there and she had ignored them: the young woman’s
unwillingness to look her in the eye when they discussed things,
her edginess. She had attributed her behavior to shyness: most
people acted awkwardly around her. How could she have been so
careless, so naïve?

“Ms. Spylady!” Her main assistant joined her
as she stepped out of the elevator. “Tarbel Mogud is waiting for
today’s conference in the one-to-one visio-room.” Not now, she
nearly shouted. “If you want, I can postpone until tomorrow.”

She shook her head. “I’ll go. In the
meantime, organize an emergency meeting in my office with Mr. Kern
and Ms. Hernandez in half an hour. Call Morning too.”
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She sat down and switched on the link.

“You look upset! What’s the matter, Don?”

The Spylady had never cared for the bald
governor of Gambling Nova’s familiarity. His nickname for her added
to her irritation.

“We’re facing a major security breach.”

“Can it affect our business?”

She hated her own uncertainty. Who was this
Theodan Alvez? Everything hinged on what she searched for and
found.

“I’m not sure. My orgacomp was tampered with.
More than one back door. Cybersecurity is evaluating the damage as
we speak.”

“In the orgacomp?”

“No. I don’t want them to. And anyway, how
could they? I don’t think there’s a merger in the team.”

“Do you know who’s responsible?”

“We have a suspect. A woman. The Metropolice
is investigating, but I’m sure she has already left E-Met.”

“Do you have a picture? I have a fleet of
bounty hunters on hire who can track her down.”

She sent him the picture that appeared on
Theodan Alvez’s identification documents.

“But this is Althea MacDougal!”

Her anger at herself increased. “She goes by
the name of Theodan Alvez here. You know her?”

“Yes. And so does our friend Keith. She’s the
one who attacked him. She was born here, in Gambling Nova. Her
father was a famous scientist. He worked a lot with orgacomps.”
Mogud raised an eyebrow. “Space doors …”

“You mean the space doors? The crazy
man you told me about?”

“Yes. And she’s his daughter. She’s the one
who disrupted our system with a denial of service attack. The one
that Megan is working on …”

“And her real name is Althea MacDougal?”

“Yep. In Eridan, she called herself Theo
Maddiogga. Her mother’s name.”

“Do you know who she’s working for?”

“No. She has access to her father’s research,
and he was in touch with someone—some company who was interested in
his discovery.”

“So she can merge with an orgacomp.”
Donatella’s guts tightened: Theodan Alvez had accessed her private
files. “Send your bounty hunters after her. She needs to be
arrested and questioned. Tell them not to harm her in any way. I
want to—”

Lights flickered around her in the one-to-one
web panel room, cutting the communication. She stood up and braced
herself against the door.

She was compromised.


 



CHAPTER 133

Sharing the News

21 April 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Earth Metropolis—Battersea Barrios

Jack woke up
disoriented and famished. Staring up at the turquoise ceiling with
curly deep-blue and silver festoons around the corners, he
remembered that he was home. On probation. And Farren was
alive.

He tested his left leg. Painless. Elimar had
said the poison would alternately energize and exhaust him. Only
when fatigue overtook his waking hours would he have cause to
worry.

The clock embedded in the wall flickered:
6:15 a.m. He sat on the side of the bed, blinking against
dizziness.

Had Theo returned during the night?

He checked the apartment.

Where was she?

He had been surprised, even a bit
hurt—krandemon! very pissed—not to see her at Roger and
Jered’s house. After the party, he thought he’d find her at his
apartment.

Her absence nettled him. He cursed her
independent, complicated nature. The number she had left in her
note to him was constantly busy. Had she registered herself under
one of her other names? He punched them in, one after the other,
with no result: Theo Maddiogga, Althea MacDougal, and
the eerie one she was called in Eridan: Evetha.

He texted Rory and Lonetom a message, asking
his friends to meet him in the N’gobi café by the river an hour
later.

His stomach gurgled but prudence won: Theo’s
investigation, coupled with his and Farren’s, constituted a time
bomb. To ensure both durability and destruction, he copied Theo’s
stockey onto two dust-disks meant for Jered, who would keep them
safe. For Farren’s and his own files, he followed the encryption
protocol his brawan had put in place, which transferred his
computer’s contents to a secure hypernet vault. Once this was done,
Jack carefully erased every single file.
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At the N’Gobi café, Jack chose a partially
hidden table beside hibiscus bushes and dwarf palm trees. Lonetom
and Rory arrived from opposite directions while he ordered
breakfast for the three of them.

Rory clasped his the shoulder. “It’s so good
to see you! How are you today? Did you sleep well?”

Jack grinned, unable to curb the joy bubbling
inside of him. He leaned forward, gesturing to his friends to do
the same. “Farren is alive,” he whispered. “He’s undercover in
Gambling Nova.”

“What?” Rory’s eyes misted. He cleared his
voice. “Are you sure?”

“Farren’s alive?” Lonetom clenched the edge
of the table. “Godly Space!”

Jack poured coffee into their cups.

Rory salted and peppered the omelet in front
of him. “How? Who told you?”

“Theo’s the one who found out?” Lonetom
stirred his drink.

Jack nodded as he spread mustard over his
steak. Hunger gnawed at him for the first time in months.

“What did she do?” Rory took a bite. “She
didn’t tell me anything.”

Lonetom shrugged. “She spoke to me after
Iglölü.” He paused. “After she met you and Jered at the Spiffy Bar
…” Rory and Lonetom shared a tension-filled glance, then Lonetom
turned towards Jack. “Her idea was that if you’d been framed,
Farren had to be too, and that the Spylady was pulling the
strings.”

“She got it right.”

“Are you sure?” Rory took another bite. “Not
that I’m surprised.”

“You mean, after Junk City?” Jack said. “I
should’ve seen it coming. We were fools to think she’d drop the
matter …”

“What are you talking about? What happened in
Junk City?” Lonetom drank some coffee.

“Farren came upon the Spylady in deep
conversation with Mogud and some other guy, and she turned the
wolves on him.” Jack winked at his friend. “And Rory saved the
day.”

Working for Tarbel Mogud probably prevented
Farren from making friends. Had he been able to create a network of
some sort nevertheless?

Jack hoped he had. He hoped Farren was fine
because he couldn’t bear to think otherwise. Not when he was so far
away and powerless.

“Did Farren lodge a complaint?” Lonetom
asked.

“Against the Spylady?”

Lonetom shrugged and nodded. “How did Theo
find out about Farren’s whereabouts?”

“I have no idea. There’s a recording of the
pre-assignment. The Spylady bullied Farren. And I also have the
letter that Farren wrote to me before meeting her. It explains a
lot.”

“What will you do?” Rory spread homemade
hazelnut paste on a large slice of bread. He handed the pot to
Jack.

“I must get to Gambling Nova at once.” Jack
dug into the pot of hazelnut paste and licked his spoon. “And
you’ll both help me.”

The glint in Rory’s eye told Jack that he
understood.

“Both of us?” Lonetom sounded skeptical.

“I want the Guild to send me over there as a
bona fide Observer.”

Lonetom swiveled towards Rory. “You told
him?”

“Of course not!”

“It’s not a secret, Lonetom!” Jack chuckled.
“Farren found out about your involvement with the Guild some time
ago. We waited for you to tell us. I need your help, Lonetom.” He
glanced at Rory. “Yours too.”

“Do you think this whole mess is related to
what Farren heard in Junk City?” Rory asked, filling their cups
with coffee.

“It has to be. We’re speaking here of a vast
scheme to overthrow the Federal government. Farren and I were
investigating the Spylady before Junk City and had already
uncovered shady business.”

“She found out and wants you eliminated.”
Rory scraped the pot of hazelnut paste.

“For me, it’s almost done. But not for
Farren.”

“I don’t want to sound negative, but …”
Lonetom grimaced.

“How I believe he’s alive? Because the coup
is still underway. Simpson sent Farren to work for Mogud. Until
they launch their operation, he’s safe. Now, if the Spylady finds
out that I know the truth, we’ll both be executed, mafia
style.”

“Will you share everything with the Guild?”
Rory waved at the waitress to bring more bread and coffee.

“Yes. And I vouch for Farren. So, can your
Guild help us?”

“Certainly.” Lonetom’s hint of sarcasm
surprised Jack. “You’ve interested the Guild for many years.”

“Both of us?”

Rory grinned. “You’d be surprised. What
else?”

“I want you to come with me.”

“That’s a given, Jack.” Rory peeled an
orange.

“Count me in as well.” Lonetom grimaced.
“What?”

“I want your wings.”

Lonetom laid his hands on the table. “I
stopped flying.”

“This is an emergency. We need a ship outside
the Dome. You won’t be alone. Some of Farren’s family members live
in that area. You’ll meet his sister.”

“His sister?” Rory choked on a piece of
orange. “Farren’s sister lives in Gambling Nova?”

“In Redland, yes. He was born there. His
sister’s name is Livia. She’s younger by several years. I’m sure
you’ll like it over there. Beautiful, hot, empty. They breed
horses.”

“I can’t, Jack. I swore I wouldn’t fly
again.”

“I’ll help you. I’ll be with you all the way.
I’ll guide you until you land.” He gripped Lonetom’s arm. “You can
do it. I need you. We both do.”

“You need me to be on your side this time,
huh?” Sadness blurred Lonetom’s voice. “If I could, I’d take that
Xplo-bullet. It’s my fault …”

“No, it’s Simpson’s. You were a pawn. You
were wronged as much as we were.”

Lonetom emptied his cup and set it down with
care. “I’ll do it. I’ll fly your ship.”

“Thank you. I know how hard it is for
you.”

Worry lit his friend’s dark eyes, but he
rallied with a small smile.

Rory stood up. “I’ll talk to my boss at the
Guild. Where can I reach you?”

“My place isn’t safe. I’ll call you. By the
way, do you know where I can find Theo?”

“She must be at work.” Lonetom got to his
feet and buttoned his jacket. “Otherwise, ask Annie. They’re close
friends.” Rory pulled fedgads out of his pocket. “Leave it. It’s on
me. What are you doing today?”

“I’ve an appointment with Linda …”

The distaste in his friends’ eyes matched
Jack’s own.

“You should quit,” Rory said. “SpaceSS
doesn’t deserve you anymore.”

“He’s right. Tell her you’re done.”

“I intend to. Later.”


 



CHAPTER 134

Jack and Linda

21 April 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Earth Metropolis—Blue Exan

Jack reached the
SpaceSS headquarters around eleven. He reacquainted himself with
the tranquility of Rezghan’s City: trees and fountains; white
terraces with dangling leaves; colored mosaic shards on the walls;
and the Blue Exan decorated with loops in a wide array of
blues.

If only he could follow his friends’ advice
and quit SpaceSS.

But for Farren’s sake, he must meet
Linda.

Inside the hall, Zkreeg O’Flannery spotted
him. The young agent hollered and waved, and met him halfway.
Others joined them. Men clapped his shoulders; women hugged him;
they all expressed their sympathy about Farren’s death. They said
that the trial was a sham. The night before, Jered had given him
the names of the agents from his Department involved in the support
group, and many among them now surrounded him.

Their friendly demonstrations warmed his
heart. When he turned down their lunch invitation because of his
appointment with Linda Blake, they hooted. Sly remarks confirmed
her unpopularity. He thanked them, promised to meet them soon, and
went on his way.

On the fifth floor, he popped his head into
Thedda’s office. She was engrossed in the study of a thick
file.

“Hello there!”

Sulky-faced, she looked up and gasped his
name. He entered and closed the door behind him. She heaved her
bulky body up and lurched and limped to meet him halfway. She
grasped his arms, clasped him against her chest and stepped
back.

“It’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you, too. Thank you for
everything you did.”

“Nothing worth mentioning.” She sized him up
from head to foot. “Well, I won’t be the only cripple in this
department now.”

“Two of a kind.”

A scent of orange-and-cinnamon-perfumed
candle lingered in the shelf-packed room.

“Who are you meeting? Linda?”

“I’m late. We had an appointment at
noon.”

She slapped him on the arm. “Stupid man!
Wasn’t Iglölü enough?”

“Is Theodan Alvez in today?”

Thedda appraised him with a piercing glare
and he shrugged: nobody could fool her. Not even Farren, though he
had tried repeatedly.

“You tell me. She was supposed to resume her
work with us this morning, after her two-week shift in the
Executive Exan.” Thedda’s nose wrinkled. “That girl … not your best
recruit.”

“Because …”

“But entertaining, very entertaining.” Thedda
removed her antique pair of glasses and wiped them. “Linda has been
a bit … how should I put it? Unsettled by that plain-spoken
I-won’t-take-your-stupid-orders planet-trotter Farren found.”

“She does have an independent streak.” He
loved the way Thedda gauged Theo.

“Linda judges people on their appearance. So
… Miss Alvez’s computer skills differ from Farren’s. More general.
She breezed her way through our high-level tests.” She put her
glasses back on and looked him straight in the eye. “The Spylady
noted her talent’s many facets.”

“Is that why she asked Theodan to work for
her?”

Had his friend found the August 24 interview
in the Spylady’s personal files?

Cold worry seeped up his back. Could Theo
have been abducted by the Spylady’s men?

“I wouldn’t know …”

“I understand. Thank you, Thedda.”

“Good friends are hard to find.” She opened
her office door. “Now go. Don’t keep her waiting any longer.”

“Perhaps we could have lunch together one of
these days?”

“Inviting the old bat out?” She chuckled. He
knew she was pleased—her lizard eyes twinkled with humor behind her
pink, butterfly-shaped glasses. “Thanks, Jack, but no. You know I
can’t.”

As he walked out, she raised herself on tipsy
tiptoes and whispered, “A word of advice. Don’t stay alone.”

She hadn’t changed: abruptly mannered and
direct. But she had helped Sue find a job when she was fired, and
for that, he would always be grateful.
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The clutter in their office appalled him:
open files stacked on the gray carpet, boxes overflowing with
documents and stockeys scattered on desks.

“Jack! I thought it was one of my
secretaries. I didn’t expect you anymore …”

He faced the woman now in charge of their
unit: Linda Blake. She hadn’t changed, from her permed, shiny black
hair and her aggressively red lipstick—a mascara smudge below her
left eye ruined the whole effect—down to the large white-and-gold
belt squeezing her belly in half—not an improvement to her
figure—her vermilion nail polish and her black shoes with high gold
heels.

“Why, hello there, Boss.” He raised three
fingers in the air.

“I knew you’d be difficult.” She brushed her
hair behind her ears. “What happened is your fault, not mine. I
didn’t ask for your job.”

“Didn’t you?” He sauntered into the corridor
towards the larger office where Farren used to work. “What happened
to our stuff?”

Her heels tapped behind him. She shoved him
aside to take the lead.

“Ask Sue about that. Frankly, I don’t—”

“Give a damn,” he finished for her. “Just
shows where I stand, Boss Lady!”

“Don’t be insulting. Now, come, I’ve a few
things to tell you.”

She had appropriated Farren’s office. He sat
down in front of her desk. A low, hard chair. The puny woman
towered over him.

“Let’s get things straight.” She folded her
hands in front of her. “First, you should thank me instead of
insulting me. I’m the person who persuaded the Spylady to reinstate
you in this unit.”

“Why, thank you, Boss …”

“I’m your superior now and you’ll treat me
with due respect. You’ve been reinstated as a third-class agent.
This means that you report to me. If you don’t do your job
correctly, you’re in trouble. If you arrive late, you’re in
trouble. Any incorrect behavior on your part, and you’re in
trouble. The terms of your parole are strict, and the smallest
breach will send you back to Iglölü. So I expect you to arrive
promptly at eight thirty a.m. every day. You’ll have half an hour
for lunch, and aren’t allowed to leave earlier than six p.m.
There’s a desk for you next to the entrance.”

He didn’t have time for this.

“And you’ll do what I tell you to do.”

Two fingernails on her left hand were bitten
raw.

“So, what have you got in mind for me,
Boss?”

“Ms. Blake to you. We’re investigating
Diamold Ten."

“Diamold Ten.” He gathered his thoughts. “So,
trouble never stopped down there, did it? Is BD Big having new
family problems? I need to check my files and contact Poujong’s
son-in-law.”

“Did your stay in Iglölü turn you dumb?”
Hands flat on the desk, she stood up. “You’re a nobody now. You’re
here to do the stupid work. File the data, tidy the offices. And if
you don’t do it right, I can send you back. Do I make myself
clear?” She glowered.

Even though he knew better, he couldn’t stop
himself. “You’re getting back at me because Farren always ignored
you, aren’t you?” He forced back a wince as he hurriedly got to his
feet.

“He humiliated me in front of a roomful of
people the day I gave my lecture!”

“You were drunk. He saved your reputation; he
didn’t humiliate you.”

“You ridiculed me, both of you. You’ll regret
siding with that bastard, Jack.”

“It’s Finch to you, and don’t you dare call a
dead man a bastard.” He walked towards the door.

“Did you murder him because he dated me?”

He confronted her.

She smiled wickedly, her eyes sparkling, her
cheeks red. “We had sex many times. I dropped him because he bored
me. Godly Space!” She hiccupped a laugh. “You didn’t know. I’m sooo
sorry …”

“You’re lying!”

“He had a dolphin tattooed on his shoulder.”
Her smile turned into a grin. “Did you know he had lovers all over
Rezghan’s City? He said that making love to you was mind-numbing,
that he needed variety. Farren was unfaithful to you every single
day, and not only with women … I saw him strolling with cute guys
in the Barrios. His reputation was overrated, though … Did you
murder him out of boredom? Is that what happened?”

“You know what? You’re sick!” He was unsure
for a moment when she mentioned Farren’s tattoo. But she had the
alcoholic’s habit of overdoing things. Farren often remarked that
poor Lindy, as he called her, had the subtlety of a charging
elephant.

He opened the door.

“I didn’t give you permission to leave!”

“I don’t feel well.” He walked out.

“Do you sometimes regret killing him?” she
called after him. “Lots of people miss him. Don’t you?”

He faltered in his step and turned around. “I
didn’t kill Farren. He was my brawan, and I loved him.”

“Good try, Jack.” She smirked. “The Spylady
expects you tomorrow morning at nine. I’ll see you afterwards.
Don’t be late.”

“I won’t. Oh, and by the way, you really
should hide your booze better. It’s sticking out of the cupboard
behind you, and we don’t want Donnie dear to find out, do we?”

Her worried glance behind her confirmed his
suspicions: their interview was filmed.


 



CHAPTER 135

An Audition

21 April 3077, Standard Time (ST), Sixth
Federal Era

Earth Metropolis—Battersea Barrios

After his meeting
with Linda, Jack spent the afternoon with Jered and Roger. He had
never seen Jered so angry as when he told him about Farren. His
friend choked on his coffee, and spluttered and insulted the
Spylady for a good five minutes. Later he embraced Jack and told
him that they would sue her and SpaceSS once Farren was safely
retrieved from this undercover mission whose reality had them
worried.

None of them believed that a handler existed,
so this meant that Farren was on his own, obviously without any
access to hypernet. His only advantage was that since he originated
from Redland, he might have found a way out. Jack doubted it. If he
had, they would have known. If he couldn’t reach Jack, Farren would
contact Jered, Lonetom, Rory or Valenta.

Jered told Jack to be wary: if the Spylady
had gone this far to hurt him and Farren, she had probably been
extremely annoyed by Sycal Veld’s interference. His lawyer friend’s
pessimism echoed his own: Donatella Simpson had more cards to play,
and he remained her target, even with an Xplo-bullet in his thigh.
Jered said he would compile data to use against her, starting with
the contents of their investigation, which Jack shared with him.
“Be careful,” Jered repeated several times. “Stay with us; stay at
Sue’s place or with Rory. Never alone!”

Roger couldn’t help Jack with Theo’s
whereabouts. He hadn’t heard from her since the day before his
return. She had been agitated and told him she was onto something
big, but refused to explain what. Roger advised Jack to ask Annie,
since she and Theo talked to each other every day. Annie had
alluded once or twice to Theo always being there for her. Jered
said he would ask a Metropolice friend of his to inquire
discreetly. They all agreed that the only way for Theo to find the
August 24 interview was to breach the Spylady’s private files.

She was probably lying low somewhere.

They must find her, Jack insisted. They
would, Jered promised.
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Jack arrived at Sue and Annie’s home at
around six. His flustered goddaughter, dressed in a pink bathrobe,
opened the door. She gestured for him to enter while she talked on
her cell with her back to him. “What?” Her voice rang shrilly. “But
Mom, you promised! Can’t you try? Yes. He just arrived. I don’t
think it’s a good idea … He looks exhausted. No, I won’t. All right
…”

He was appraising the old-fashioned records
Sue collected when Annie handed him her cell. “Mom wants to talk to
you.”

“Hi, Sue. What’s up?”

“I’ve been asked to stay another shift. I’m
sorry, but the pay’s good for extras. I’ve a favor to ask.”

“Whatever.”

“Annie has an audition this evening at the
dance rink in the Barrios.”

“I’ll go.” Why was Annie looking so worried?
“If she agrees. Shall I accompany you tonight?”

“Are you sure you’re up to it?” Her cheeks
reddened. “I mean …”

“It would be my pleasure.”

Her smile was tremulous. “Fine. Tell Mom.”
She jogged upstairs to her bedroom on tiptoe.

“She agreed. I’ll take her out for dinner
afterwards.”

“That would be great. She’s missed you so
much.” There was a catch in Sue’s voice, and he inwardly cursed the
Spylady for the hurt she had inflicted on third parties.

“See you later.”

“Thank you again. Enjoy your evening.”

He expected the worst, as his classic taste
was often challenged by Annie’s eccentric clothing. However, he
liked her choice. She was dressed in shimmering silver tights and a
simple blue-green blouse, which glittered and chimed with every
step. Her spiky hair was dyed the same color as her blouse.

To his surprise, he enjoyed the evening.
Annie danced well. She had a wild, sensuous presence on the stage,
unafraid and yet fragile in all her bubbling finery. She created a
haunting melody, ribbons of water twirling from the ceiling into
liquid bass and saxophone. She received a standing ovation, and
Jack kissed and hugged her when she left the stage. They held hands
while they waited for her marks. The judges didn’t share the
public’s impression. She tensed beside him when the public hooted
at her low marks.

At the end of the show, she asked him to wait
for her in the hall while she changed. She joined him half an hour
later with a thin, serious girl in tow. “This is my friend
Cora.”

“Hi, Cora. So, how was it for you?”

“I’m third, but it went wrong. Annie should
be in my place.”

“That’s what competitions are all about. It
will be Annie’s turn next time.”

“That’s the whole problem!” Annie tugged at
her friend’s arm, but Cora ignored her. “There won’t be a next
time.”

“Why not?”

“Because she’s too old, and she doesn’t have
the money.”

“Cora!” Annie smiled at him apologetically.
“Don’t pay attention to her, Jack!”

“I don’t get it.”

“The first two get free access to the dance
school. Otherwise, you need to pay for the tuition, or you can try
to get a scholarship if you place either third or fourth. And you
mustn’t be over fourteen.”

“How expensive is this tuition?”

“135,000 fedgads a year. You get to dance all
around the Federacy and it covers travel and medical expenses.”

Jack questioned Annie. “Does your mother
know?”

“No. We’re broke.”

“Well, there’s the trust in your name that
Farren and I put money into. I’ll talk to Sue about using it. I’m
sure we can find an arrangement.”

“Great!” Cora kissed Annie’s cheek and
whispered something in her ear. They looked at Jack, grinned at
each other and giggled. “See you tomorrow.” The teenager waved at
Jack. “Nice to meet you at last.” And she sailed off.

Jack grabbed Annie’s bag. “Come, I’ve booked
us a nice bodega on the other side of the garden. We’ll celebrate
your fifth place.”

They sat side by side in an isolated booth,
separated from the neighboring tables by a tall hedge where a
Ginger Lily’s jungle leaves shivered in a fake breeze.

“I can’t take your money.” Annie held her
head down. “I don’t deserve it. If you knew the truth, you’d hate
me. You wouldn’t want to sit next to me.”

He picked up her hand, bringing it to his
lips for a kiss. “It’s thanks to what you told Theo that she found
out the truth about Farren. I know where he is, and I’ll get him
back.”

“You mean he’s alive? Are you sure? Theo said
she thought he was.”

He squeezed her frozen fingers. “I’ll soon
find out how he’s faring, and I’ll let you know one way or another.
You were brave, Annie.”

“You got it all wrong!” She pulled her hand
away. “I’m a coward. If I’d told Jered everything I saw that night,
there wouldn’t have been any trial. But his note scared me. I was
afraid he’d hurt Mom. You know how helpless she is.”

“Telling Jered wouldn’t have changed anything
for me and it would have been dangerous for you and for Farren. We
were framed, Annie, and I wouldn’t have been released. Your silence
saved Farren. Here, drink some of your fruit cocktail, and let’s
order.”

Annie wiped her eyes and, sniffing, picked up
the menu. “What will you have?”

“The farfalle with the shizuron, green
caldens and dill sauce, then baq rataing scalopini,
and probably a dessert.”

“Mom says they starved you in jail. You must
eat. It’s good for you.” He grinned at her sanctimonious tone.
“Theo didn’t say much, but I know it was horrible in Iglölü. I’ll
have the blue fennel and Venus dream-onions salad, and then the
farfalle like you, and maybe … maybe a dessert.”

Jack signaled to the waiter. Once he had left
with their orders, Annie pressed her head against his shoulder. “I
missed you. I miss both of you so much.”

He caressed her back, his chin on her head.
“I’ve been told you and Theo are good friends. I’m glad she found
you.”

“I like her a lot. She’s fun. She isn’t
afraid of anything! You should have seen her blow her whistle
against the cyborg!”

“A whistle?”

She raised her head. “It works! She blows
into it, and it disrupts the cyborg’s circuits. A friend of hers
sent it to her from Nexus. That’s how she stopped Emmett from
entering your home.”

“You mean Cyand Emmett, the Metropolice
cyborg?”

“He was trailing her most of the time. That’s
why I told her about the tunnels. We had to find a way for her to
lose him in Rezghan’s City so he wouldn’t find out that she was
staying at your home.”

“How do you know about the tunnels?”

She hunched up like a porcupine. “Mom doesn’t
mind.”

“I don’t either. I’m just surprised that a
girl your age would know about them.”

“I feel safe down there.” She twisted the
straw between her fingers. “I’d like to tell you what happened that
night.”

“Only if you feel up to it.”

“I do.” She crossed her fingers on the table.
“The man I saw coming out of your building that night is the cyborg
who’s been following Theo.”

“Are you sure?”

“I was in the garden, behind the apple tree.
I was trying to see if Farren was alone.” She shifted in her seat.
“I wanted to patch things up between you. You were so sad the night
you had dinner with us before your trip …” He hugged her. “So I
went to your apartment after one of my late school nights. There
were two people in the living room. I heard loud voices, and there
were two shots. Not long after, Emmett rushed out.” She drank more
fruit cocktail and cocked her face sideways. “He looked like you,
but he wasn’t you. He wore a shean jacket and a cap like yours, and
the lapels of his jacket were raised. But he didn’t take the steps
two at time like you always do.” Her smile was watery, and he
pressed her dainty hand between both of his. “Lonetom called your
name several times. The man didn’t stop, and so Lonetom ran into
the building. He was in the street by the sycamore with Rianne, I
think. She left quickly. He never saw me. And when he came out …”
She grimaced. “He threw up. Afterwards, he grabbed his cell but he
didn’t call anybody. He stood there.”

“What did you do?”

“I went inside the building through the back
door.” Her voice lowered. “The entrance was a mess. I heard a noise
coming from Farren’s room, so I went that way. That’s when the
front door slammed. So I hid in his bathroom, in the closet under
the sink, and I left the door open a bit. There was blood all over
the floor in his room.” She shuddered.

“Stop here, sweetheart.”

“I want you to know everything!”

He put his arm around her shoulders and drew
her close.

“There were footsteps. Emmett said, ‘Well
done!’ and went into Farren’s bedroom. He was still wearing your
jacket. He had great make-up. A man I couldn’t see said, ‘The guy
puked when he saw me!’ and he laughed. Emmett said, ‘Well, you’re a
pretty gory sight.’ And then, ‘Hey, what are you doing?’ The other
man said something like, ‘This make-up stinks … I need to stretch.’
That’s when Emmett crossed the room to where Farren’s bed is and
shouted, ‘Man, you’re not leaving …’

Annie raised her horror-filled eyes to
him.

“I get it. You don’t need to say more.”

Shaking her head, she went on, her voice a
whisper that he had to lean over to hear. “There was a popping
sound. I was sure he would find me. Emmett removed huge lumps of
skin from his cheeks, his forehead. Pinching and pulling at his
face like it was play dough. It was gross. What looked like your
face disappeared and his freckled one reappeared. That’s when M’ba
entered the room and she hissed like mad. She was double her normal
size and she jumped on his back. She bit his neck. She snarled and
roared and scratched him. He didn’t mind. He grabbed her and threw
her to the floor. He kicked her and she bit his boot. He shook his
foot and dragged her out of the room. I heard her snarls and then
the door closed and everything was silent.”
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