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Look, I’m not going to sugarcoat this shit. If you’re here, you probably already know what you’re getting into, but in case you stumbled in by mistake, let me spell it out for you.

This story doesn’t pull punches. It doesn’t fade to black. It doesn’t pretend the world is a kind place where love always wins and justice is inevitable. It’s raw, it’s messy, and it’s the truth as I lived it.

Let’s start with the obvious: sex. I’m sex-positive as hell, and my relationship with Rose was unabashedly sexual. If I’m going to tell her story, I’m going to tell our story, and that means the whole damn thing. Not the coy, soft-focus kind of sex, either. We’re talking explicit scenes, full of kink, power dynamics, and control games. If BDSM themes make you uncomfortable—or if you’re under eighteen—this isn’t the book for you.

Then there’s the violence. Guns, knives, fists—take your pick. People get hurt. Some don’t get back up. There’s blood, broken bones, and fights that aren’t pretty. Some wounds are worse than others, and not all of them come from weapons. If detailed injuries or brutal combat scenes make you queasy, consider this your warning.

And let’s not forget the manipulation. The kind that happens in boardrooms and back alleys, in whispered threats and twisted words that make you question your own reality. There’s gaslighting, power plays, and the sort of mind games that leave scars you can’t see.

As for my past? It wasn’t the sensie films themselves that were the problem—I never had an issue with sex on screen. It was being under someone else’s control, having to answer to people who thought they owned me, that pushed me to run my own production company. But I’ve known plenty of other actors who weren’t so lucky, who were exploited and coerced in ways that still make me sick to think about. Their stories exist in the shadows of this one.

It’s not all shootouts and bad decisions, though. There are some heavy discussions about identity, guilt, depression, and what it means to be yourself when the world keeps trying to make you into something else. Some of this is about figuring out sexuality, some of it is about learning to trust, and a lot of it is about learning how to live with yourself after the things you’ve done. It’s not always pretty.

There’s drinking. Sometimes too much. There are people who use it to cope and people who use it to forget. And if substance abuse is a sore spot for you, you should know it’s here.

Pregnancy comes up, too—not mine, but still. Medical complications, tough conversations, and some rough realities. Nothing graphic, but enough that if medical stuff makes you uneasy, you might want to brace yourself.

And then there’s the crime. Organized crime, to be specific. The kind where a wrong move can get you dead, and a right move just delays the inevitable. If mob bosses, extortion, or the weight of knowing you’re in too deep makes your stomach turn, well, fair warning.

Kidnapping happens. Coercion happens. There are people in this story who don’t take "no" for an answer. That’s not easy to read, and I won’t pretend otherwise.

Oh, and discrimination? Yeah, that exists here too. I wish it didn’t. I wish I could say that by the time we got off this rock, we left that shit behind, but that’d be a lie. There’s homophobia. There’s prejudice. And there are people who’d rather rewrite history than admit what actually happened. If that’s something you can’t deal with right now, it’s better to know ahead of time.

And lastly—language. I swear. A lot. Not just casually, either—I’ve turned profanity into an art form. Sometimes it’s poetic, sometimes it’s creative, and sometimes it’s just loud and angry. So if sharp tongues and four-letter words make you uncomfortable, you might want to reconsider.

So yeah. If you’re looking for a safe, cozy read where everything works out in the end, this probably isn’t it. But if you’re still here after all that, welcome to the chaos.

Just know this: it’s not a romance. It’s a love story. And there’s a difference.

Overall, this story deals with:


	Explicit Sexual Content (including BDSM themes)

	Violence, Combat, and Body Horror

	Psychological Manipulation and Gaslighting

	Sexual Exploitation and Trauma

	Mental Health Struggles, Identity, and Trauma

	Substance Use and Abuse

	Pregnancy and Medical Procedures

	Organized Crime and Threats

	Abduction, Coercion, and Threats

	Discrimination and Homophobia

	Strong Language
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They say you only get one great love in your life. I’ve had two.

Everyone knows about Aiyana Cassidy—my wife, my partner in the Artemis War, the one who stood with me when we founded the Terran Federation and pushed humanity to the stars. She’s still by my side, every step forward, every battle fought, every late night spent planning what comes next. I’ve seen the statues, read the histories, and I get it. She’s incredible.

But what nobody knows—what nobody even suspects—is the woman who came first. Because there’s nothing about her in the histories. No statues, no stories, no whispers. Just silence. And that’s a problem, because she deserves better.

Her name was Rose Emmons. She was smart, and fierce, and so damn stubborn it could drive me crazy. She could talk anyone into anything, didn’t have a shy bone in her body, and smiled like she had a secret she might just let you in on if you were lucky. I loved her more than I knew was possible.

She changed everything. Losing her didn’t just break me—it shattered me. The things I did after, the paths I chose, all of it was because she was gone. 

And I couldn’t let them get away with it.

I’ve done a lot of things I’m not proud of, but letting her memory fade to nothing? That’s not happening.

So if you’re reading this, know that you’re getting the real story. Not the sensie versions or the Federation-approved histories. The truth about Rose, about what they did to her, and about what I did to make it right.

And maybe, by the end, you’ll understand why I did what I did.

Or maybe you won’t. Either way, you’ll know about Rose.

That’s enough for me.

Kendra Cassidy, Fleet Admiral (ret)
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I was eighteen, reckless, and horny. So naturally, I ran off to California to do porn.

That’s what I told myself, anyway.

What I didn’t realize—what I couldn’t realize—was that this wasn’t just a bad decision. It was the start of something much worse. Something that would get me in so deep, I wouldn’t see the way out until it was too late.

But at eighteen? I thought I had it all figured out.

It’s no secret why I left home as soon as I graduated and went to the California Confederacy. I had lived my entire life in Key West, Minnesota, Northern Imperium. Safe, predictable, the kind of place where you could go your whole life without anything really happening.

Aiyana and I had plenty of fun growing up there, two little girls running wild in a town where you had to make your own entertainment. But it was small. I mean, tiny. There were more cows than people by a factor of at least ten, and it wasn’t even a big cow-raising area. I’d been seeing the same faces every damn day for eighteen years, and I was sick of it.

So I left.

It wasn’t that easy, though. I had to figure out what I wanted to do, where to do it, and, oh yeah, argue with my adoptive parents.

Oddly enough, that was the easiest part. I’m not saying they didn’t love me; they did, and they do. But by the time I was graduating, they were pushing eighty. My oldest sibling was nearly sixty. I think they were just tired. They didn’t fight me on leaving. Maybe they even expected it.

And me? I had this idea. I was going to the California Confederacy. I was going to get into sensies.

Porn, in the old-fashioned terminology.

Look, I was eighteen, and I thought I was invincible. The world was big, exciting, and full of possibilities. I had no plan beyond getting famous, getting rich, and having a good time while I did it.

It should’ve been simple.

It wasn’t.

Because I was young and stupid. Because I didn’t think things through. And because while I was chasing a fantasy, I didn’t notice the real dangers—the kind that don’t show up until they’ve already got you by the throat.

At the time, though? None of that mattered. August came, Aiyana went East, and I went West.

I had no idea that decision would define the rest of my life.

Getting my start in San Fernando was easy. I was cute and blonde, and I could play dumb if I needed to; that was more than enough for most of the jobs I wanted to do. I had to get out from under, though. I knew I wouldn’t manage to do anything working for someone else. Before the end of the year, then, I struck out on my own. I had the talent and knew I was going to make it BIG!

Heh. Shows what I knew.

Proper planning prevents piss-poor performance – I planned nothing.

I don’t want you to think I’m dwelling on my past, but you have to understand my fall and rise as a sensie producer before OutLook makes any sense.

I have to be specific because I could always act. The performance never gave me an issue, and I was always in demand. I could have worked for other studios 24/7 if I’d been interested.

But I’ve never been particularly good about listening to bosses. Unfortunately, that also meant I missed out on any good information they might have dropped in the process of telling me what should be done and when. This was a grave mistake on my part; at least I know that now.

See, I thought I knew it all, at the age of 18 and a few months. I learned how much I was getting paid and how much my fellow actors got, and I could do the math. Well, some math. Enough to know the numbers didn’t add up the way they should; we weren’t getting our fair share!

I set out to start my own studio, where I’d pay the actors a fair percentage, they’d be happy and work more for me, we’d put out more product, and we’d all get rich.

It was an excellent thought but a terrible plan.

Mainly because there wasn’t any plan.

I forgot about other costs and overhead. Things like distribution and rent and food; you know how much a whole crew can eat in a day of filming? Let me tell you, it’s a bunch! Then there were other costs, like insurance, and “insurance” (if you know what I mean; San Fernando has its own rival Families), and this official on the take and that one too. There was always a Family to borrow money from, with a distant (to me) payoff date if I needed something quick.

I did this for a couple of years. I got an apartment, big and airy, on the eleventh floor of a building that was working on its third century. I was paying my actors and paying myself, at rates that made me the envy of the Valley. I was also getting laid regularly, and I don’t mean just professionally. My social life had never been busier! I could have gone on three dates a night if I’d wanted to, and I never saw the same person more than twice in a row.

Wild child?

You could say that.

It was heady. And it was easy. I didn’t have to make emotional connections to anyone I slept with, because none of them mattered. I’d be with Cass eventually, so why not have fun now? I went from very sheltered, very protected, to Wild Wild West in about the time it took you to read this sentence. Work hard, party harder. That was me around the turn of the Century.

Eventually, it all caught up to me. Not the pace so much; my trick genetics took care of that, though I didn’t know about them then. No, it was old-fashioned economics that got me. In the end, I was making money, but I was also sinking fast. Not a good combination.

This was in, um. How old was I? 21? And it was after Christmas, so we’re looking at early 2102. I’d just started figuring out the books for 2101, and I realized I was in trouble.

Honestly? I had no idea how much I owed. A couple million bruins? Maybe more? Maybe less? The numbers blurred together after a while. And this was part of the problem: I only think I owed it, even now. I don’t know exactly how much I owed, or to whom, or when it was due. All I knew for sure was it was too soon. Or, to put it another way: I knew I was in the shit, and there was more pouring on me.

One of the Families I knew I owed to was Big Daddy Williamson and his piece-of-crap son, Junior. They made me an offer they didn’t think I could refuse.

I did. Maybe I could have done it in a more subtle manner than by tossing Junior out the door on his ass, then slamming it in his incoherent face. But that ship’s long sailed, and that’s when OutLook entered the picture.

Yes, OutLook approached me. If you’ve read any of the unauthorized biographies about me, you know who they are. If you haven’t? Well, you may have heard of them but probably not. They’re this semi-secret, shadowy organization, specializing in the grey areas. 

And they’d set their sights on me.

They sent Amanda Talbott out to negotiate with me, pitched as a rescue package from some angel investors who wished to remain anonymous. I knew full well how tenuous my position was, what with Junior’s bouncing and bitching. As a result, I knew I couldn’t realistically turn them down. I still negotiated the terms, and Talbott gave in on every point, much to my surprise. I didn’t realize she’d been instructed to do almost anything as long as she got OutLook hooked in to me. She certainly succeeded!

Back to those biographies for a minute. Much like OutLook, if you’ve read them, you know who Amanda Talbott is. If you haven’t, well, you’re lucky.

Either way, you’re probably wondering what Amanda was like before she turned all psycho bitch from hell on me. Actually, she was always a psycho bitch from hell; she just channeled it better, and I wasn’t usually the recipient.

Seriously.

Amanda was polite, almost too polite. Something about the way she smiled never quite reached her eyes. And she was a control freak. This was a good thing, at first. She grabbed onto all of the company finances and simply took them over.

I was thrilled. They offered me a way out of the hole I was in, and I took it. They didn’t try to take over like Junior did.

And that was enough for me. I signed up.

I got away from the crap I wasn’t any good at, like managing money, and returned to my skills: performing and making money. I started to have fun at work again, which was a massive relief. After all, if I wasn’t going to have fun, I might have well stayed in the Imperium!

Did I mention I was crap at figuring out the consequences of my actions?

See, there was a kicker.

It was in the contract I signed. I found it. Later. When it didn’t make a difference any longer. Turns out I agreed to repay my debt to OutLook in the manner they deemed most appropriate for the circumstances.

What did that mean? I didn’t have a clue, and assumed it meant money.

I should have picked up on the other red flag: they didn’t tell me anything about the company, either. At least nothing which would have rung any alarm bells, of which I admittedly had very few. They didn’t tell me they did extra-legal work. They didn’t tell me they were based in the wreckage of New Orleans, in the recently-established Border States. They didn’t tell me they hired assassins and other less savory types of agents.

They told me they were a company that specialized in finding up-and-comers in all industries and wasn’t I lucky I was one of them? And without this information, I didn’t have any reason to dig into why they wanted me. I didn’t find out why they locked onto me specifically until years later, but I have to explain a bit about the company to make sense.

OutLook’s roots go back into the 20th Century, and along the way, they’d had all sorts of jobs. One of them was tracking all of the Enhanced Humans before their production was outlawed in the ’70s. They didn’t know I was an EH; nobody did. But they had a pretty good idea, what with the records they could put together from various sources.

When they combined this intel with my connections in the Valley, plus my presumed acting skills, I was a natural fit for them and thus a target for recruitment. They simply had to wait until I was vulnerable and needing their intervention, and I oh-so-generously provided them the opening.

The story they fed me? They protected and served people who might make a difference in the future of humanity. In reality, they did the dirty work for the powerful, moving products and information, conducting espionage, and performing assassinations.

Since they were keeping close tabs on me, they had a better idea of my financial position than I did. I knew I was in trouble; they know how much, to the last demi-bruin.

But once they moved in, it all fell back into place for me.

Amanda took over my books, lock, stock, and barrel.

There wasn’t anything I needed to do. Amanda negotiated with all my creditors, getting the best possible rate, and then paying them off as fast as she had them agree. In three months, I was clear of every debt except the one to OutlLook.

That’s when Amanda dropped the hammer on me.

Now I should maybe back up a little bit. It wasn’t all that dramatic. When I say drop the hammer, I mean she presented me with a choice at one of our regular meetings. Either I could agree to learn how to become a courier - highly trained and specialized - or we could part ways, and here was the bill for Talbott’s services for the past few months.

I wasn’t crazy about the idea of this courier job; it didn’t sound like fun at all. Luckily I looked at the bill before I opened my mouth. I knew what I was being paid. It was a hefty salary because I was worth it, dammit! And, since the production company was mine, I also had it picking up my rent.

This bill was double the sum I’d taken home during the same period, so instead of telling her where to put it, I smiled and asked, “What does a courier do?”

It didn’t take much persuasion for me to sign on.

After I agreed to become a courier for OutLook, Amanda backed off. It surprised me then, but looking back, why wouldn’t she? In the months she had known me, she learned I wouldn’t break my word, no matter what. If I said I would do it, I would. She had examples of that in my agreements with my talent. Even though I was going broke, I didn’t think of asking them to give back some of their salaries.

A few months later, in the early summer, Amanda broached the subject again; she did it in her inimitable manner.

“Kendra, pack your bags.” She always managed to add a haughty tone to her voice, no matter if she was ordering a coffee or telling me I was on the hook for a couple million bruins. I usually didn’t mind it, but her timing sucked. 

I was in the middle of recording a scene. My company was a one-woman show, so I directed, produced, and sometimes wrote. Anything which pulled me away shut down the shoot. Worse, my actors were busy on set, if you know what I mean. Do you have any idea how challenging it can be to get sensie actors ready? I could write a book about it!

And the clincher? Everyone knew Amanda as my bookkeeper. It was the cover we’d agreed on when she took me onboard for OutLook, to explain her sudden presence. I gave her orders, not the other way around. Her telling me what to do was gonna raise questions I didn’t have answers to.

“Cut!” I spun on my heels and snarled at her. “What the fuck, Amanda? We’re recording, and you ruined a scene!”

She looked around as if realizing for the first time where she was.

“Oh. Well, it can’t be helped.”

She didn’t seem particularly concerned with interrupting the shoot. I knew she didn’t have a clue about making sensies. Her skill ran to making the bottom line work, so I hit her there.

“This is going to cost us thousands of bruins!”

Now she had a look of horror on her face because I was speaking her language.

“Sorry, Kendra; it was, that is to say, do you have a few minutes?” She tried to make light of the situation.

Now that you’ve fucked up my morning, I have all the time in the world, I didn’t say. 

“It’s important?” She nodded, playing the game. I turned and yelled, “Everyone, lunch! Back here in 90 minutes.” The crew scattered, knowing better than to question a lunch break.

I led the way to my office and closed the door behind us. Without preamble, I said, “I’m waiting. Why’d you interrupt a shoot?”

Despite my best attempt to hold onto the upper hand, Amanda grabbed it without any effort. “OutLook is ready to begin your training.”

I grabbed it right back. “Now? I’m in the middle of a shoot. I think you noticed?” She had the decency to redden, so I pushed on. “I’ve got two more scheduled this week. All the actors are under contract. If we cancel, we owe them the entire balance. That doesn’t consider the sets, crew, and everything that goes into a shoot. If we shut down, we’re out a couple hundred thousand bruins, and my reputation is shot!”

“Can anyone take over for you?”

She didn’t have a clue about the business. “Not really. This is a pretty cutthroat industry. If I shut down, the vultures will swoop in and steal away all my people. The best I could manage is maybe for a day or two.”

Amanda shook her head.

“You’re going to be gone longer than that. I’ll see what I can do to slow things down, but start clearing your calendar. The owner doesn’t like having her schedules disrupted.”

There was an ominous tone to that which I didn’t care for at all. I didn’t give a damn what the owner wanted, but I didn’t have much choice, it seemed, so I did what Talbott asked. Ordered. Whatever. 

I wasn’t going to go easily, though.

“How long will I be gone?”

“Well...” She was cagey about it, refusing to be pinned down. “There are lots of variables involved.”

I finally laid it out for her.

“Look, you want me for training? Fine, whatever. I know, it’s in the contract. There are one or two directors who owe me favors. If I ask nicely enough, I can park my people with them and still get them back. It’s gonna take me a few days to lay the groundwork, though. And that brings us full circle to needing to know how long I’ll be gone so that I can create a good cover story here.”

Amanda seemed ready for this. “You’re going home for a while to deal with your parent’s illness.”

I shook my head. “Nice try, but everyone who knows me out here knows I don’t talk to my folks. They don’t exactly approve of what I do for a living, see?”

This wasn’t strictly true. I talked to my folks at least once a week, but I kept my private life private. They didn’t care what I was doing, but they weren’t happy with me being in the Confederacy. Dad thought it was a dangerous place, and Mama agreed with him. He was right, but I wasn’t about to admit it.

“Oh.” 

It was good to find out there was a place where their info wasn’t complete and all-inclusive about me, but bad, too, because who knew what other holes existed? I shelved it. Right now, I was busy. There’d be time to think about that later. 

“So no, your story about my parents won’t fly. Tell me how long, and I’ll tell you what sort of story will fly with my friends, competitors, and partners.”

“Partners?” The idea of involving others appeared to confuse her, but I had both business associates and romantic partners. I couldn’t simply disappear. There would be questions.

“Partners. How long, Amanda?”

“Six weeks, minimum. Maybe as much as ten.”

I kept the dismay out of my face and voice. I might act in sensies, but I was an actor, dammit, and a good one. “Fine, I can deal with that. First, you need to hire -” I named another director, someone I trusted and had worked for before. She’d jump at the chance, being down on her luck at the moment, and she wouldn’t ask stupid questions. Plus, if I hired her, the company would stay open. I wouldn’t have to cash in any favors.

“How much will she cost?”

“Offer her a couple thousand bruins a week plus half of my percentage of the net. She’ll counter, but she ought to go for three thousand plus the net. Don’t let her have any residuals, though.”

Talbott was writing it all down. “Done,” she agreed.

I’d had a brainstorm. Two birds, one stone. “Second, the story is I’m headed overseas for an indie project, very hush-hush, and you can’t tell anyone where I’m going. So sorry. That’s the reason you interrupted the shoot, because the message that the project was a go came in and you couldn’t wait to tell me.”

Talbott latched onto the last part. “What do you mean, me?”

“That’s third. You’ve been around long enough that the Valley is used to you. Your little stunt today will help cement that image in their minds, that you’re a person who can do the talking for me. If you want this training to happen, you have to stay here and keep people from sniffing around. The fastest way to raise suspicions is for both of us to disappear, plausible stories or not.”

And that would get Talbott off my back until I returned. I didn’t dislike her, but she could be controlling, and I didn’t want that in a strange situation. I beamed at her. “Unless you want to let me off the hook, rip up the contract, and walk away. I’m good with that.” I figured there wasn’t any harm in trying. What was the worst she could say? No?

“Fine.” Talbott seemed less than pleased. “You know, if you’d negotiated your contracts like you did just now, you wouldn’t have had any problems. Why didn’t you?” I thought I heard a note of genuine appreciation in her voice, but I might have imagined it.

“I’ve grown up since then.”

I spent the rest of lunch making calls, sending messages, and trying to reach my partners. When the crew returned, I wasn’t in shape to give good direction, but I’d hired pros. They knew what to do and how, so didn’t need me to add anything except tell them when to stop. 

With the shoot on autopilot, I made all the arrangements by the end of the day, which was a relief. For one thing, it got Talbott off my ass. For another, it meant I was going to have a full day before I had to leave for my training, and by Zeus, I was going to make the most of it! As soon as the shoot wrapped for the day, I started making calls.

You ever put a party together with no notice?

It works if you invite the right people, the ones who are ready to drop everything if you give them a good enough excuse. I knew lots of people like that, and damn if I wasn’t going to blow the roof off my apartment. I invited two dozen, told them not to show up before noon, and they all had to do two things: bring one bottle and invite two more people.

There were probably eighty people in my place by three o'clock, but most of them managed to screw up at least part of the instructions. Instead of bringing one and inviting two, it was more like bringing three bottles and inviting four.

By four, the first table dance was happening. No, it wasn’t me, because I was playing DJ. He didn’t particularly need any encouragement, either, but I won’t say I wasn’t egging him on. When his partner climbed up to share the table with him, I put on a nasty bump-and-grind beat.

Suddenly, everyone gathered from all the scattered corners, and that’s when the party really got started. The way I figured things, if I was going to be away for six to ten weeks, I would leave with a bang.

Literally.

And did I ever!

Most of my friends were in the same line of work as me, in one position or another. Many of them, a comfortable majority, enjoyed their bodies, what they could do with them, and what they could do with others. Being clever industry types, several someones had brought cameras and recording equipment. In no time at all, the apartment had been rigged for the largest ‘found footage’ recording the industry had ever done.

The resulting footage? The single biggest payday of my career, even though it was split with everyone there. I gave up my DJing shortly after that first dance because I wanted in on the action. After that, I more or less flowed from one group to another, and that’s when things got kind of blurry, in a good way. Far too many endorphins, serotonin, and dopamines released for me to latch on to many memories. 

After my return to the Valley, many weeks later, I finally got to see the film. I was undoubtedly the star, though whether that was through clever editing or my being willing to bed anyone for any reason is unknowable. I think it was the latter, though I suppose it could have been that it was my apartment and party.

About midnight, I noticed I was in bed with only one other person. There was lots of noise coming from the rest of the apartment, but the door to the bedroom was closed and we were alone.

“Hey,” I said sleepily. It had been a busy few hours.

“Hi.” The voice was familiar, if unexpected. Could it be...? Naah. Impossible!

I shot upright and turned on the light.

“Amanda?” I blurted. Long blonde hair surfaced. “What the hell?”

She smiled at me. Smiled! 

“Why are you in my bed?”

Amanda stretched, the sheet pooling around her waist. “Because I was told to keep an eye on you, make sure you didn’t pull a runner, and this was the way I suggested. It went all the way up to the owner of the company. I did a vidcall with her, and told her my plan. Ms. Keoka approved it with a grin.”

That pissed me off. Not the bit about the owner, the idea that I’d break my word. “I wouldn’t run!”

She smirked. “I know, because I’ve gotten to know you. But I’ve wanted to see what was so special about Kendra Foster-Briggs. After all, you’re a hot commodity in the sensies, and I’ve seen enough of you in the past few months to know you don’t fake it.”

I wasn’t sure whether I’d been complimented or insulted. As I considered my reaction, Amanda ran a hand up my leg.

“Now I know,” she purred. I shivered as her fingers brushed a most sensitive spot. “I can definitely say you are not overrated.”

“Ah, Amanda,” I gasped. 

“Hmm?” She wiggled her fingers.

“Don’t stop.”

She didn’t.

Maybe an hour later, we were both convinced the other was rather skilled, and I was resting against her.

“I didn’t think I was your type,” I said. What I meant was I didn’t think anyone was her type, but I was aware enough not to say so. I’d made a serious pass at her when she first tried to pull me in, and I was shut down hard. Being turned down was an unusual experience for me, so I figured she was ace or aro, and certainly not pan like me. 

“You’re not,” she said. “And don’t think this is going to change anything.”

I tried to raise my head, but she held me down.

“Shh. I can’t let it change anything, even if I think you’re cute and cuddly and a bundle of fun in bed. Maybe, after you’re done training and if you don’t hate me, we can see if there’s anything between us.”

“There’s nothing between us now,” I observed.

She wriggled. “No, there isn’t.”

Two days later, I was in New Orleans.
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The city was a wreck.

This was in 2102; there was still talk about resurrecting the city after Hurricane Alondra. Since New Orleans was the biggest city in the Border States, in theory there were three nations with reason to rebuild. The only problem was the people who were supposed to pay attention to that sort of thing weren’t listening. There were too many problems and too little trust between the three protectorate nations for anything productive to happen. As a result, it was a festering swamp filled with alligators, mosquitos, and two-legged scavengers.

Way down in the middle of it? OutLook’s headquarters.

I still didn’t have a clue about the Looking Glass I had stepped into. Part of it was willful ignorance on my part. I wanted it all to go away and leave me alone. If I didn’t know anything about it, I could pretend it didn’t exist. The other part was institutional paranoia fostered by OutLook and its leadership, but I wouldn’t learn that for months.

When I arrived, well, damn. Going from the Valley to the city was a shock to the system. Transport was still functioning for New Orleans, though it would be terminated by 2105 and was on its last legs then. Getting from the port to the headquarters was trickier. I’d been told not to trust anyone and not reveal the purpose of my visit. 

I figured it was a test of my resourcefulness and ability to follow directions. I’d always scored high on the former, even if I was abysmal at the latter. Still, I did my best to comply. I ended up looking at a map, figuring out a place near the HQ, and then catching a ride in of all things a horse-drawn carriage. I walked the last couple of blocks through a level of squalor and detritus I didn’t know existed before finding the complex.

I was stunned. Finding a few acres of relative sanity in the middle of the decaying cityscape was unexpected, to say the least. The New Orleans Mint had loomed at the edge of the Quarter, a relic of old wealth and federal authority, its facade worn by time and Southern indifference. Built to churn out coins for an empire, it had stood through war, flood, and neglect, a stubborn monument to money, power, and all the ghosts that came with them.

In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have lingered, staring at the vision from the past. It probably made me a person of interest, and when one of the security goons threw me on the ground? I didn’t appreciate it, though it did more to convince me of the seriousness of the job than anything Talbott did. It was still going to suck, but at least it wasn’t a joke.

She yanked me to my feet and wrapped an arm around my neck.

“Talk. What are you doing here?”

“I’m a courier trainee,” I gasped.

I felt her relax slightly, enough so I wasn’t being throttled. 

“ID.”

I reached for it, and she slapped my hand away. “Tell me where it is.”

“Back pocket.”

She fished around, and I’d swear she copped a feel before pulling the card. She held it up and read my name. “Kendra Foster-Briggs. What’s your date of birth?”

“It’s on the card,” I answered. She tightened her grip. “Ow!”

“If I wanted to read it, I would. Answer me.”

“October 14, 2080!”

She shoved me forward, and I nearly lost my balance. I spun around and yelled, “Hey!”

In answer, I got my bag cannonballed at my middle. I just about caught it with my arms instead of my gut.

“What?” she snapped. 

Before I said anything I might regret, I took a hard look at her. Yes, she was shorter than me, but that was about the only advantage I had. Her body was all ropy muscle, and she knew how to move. That was apparent in how she stood, poised, primed without being tense. 

I felt a strategic reassessment was in order. “What’s your name?”

“Why? Gonna report me to my supervisor?” she sneered.

“No. I’d like to know someone here, maybe even find a friend.”

“Oh?” She was suspicious. Time for me to turn on the charm.

“Completely. Look, I know you’re doing your job, but you could have been a shitload rougher. I’m glad you weren’t.” Okay, so I was lying through my teeth, but she was armed and dangerous. 

“Oh,” she said, much more accepting. “Deborah.”

“Deborah. Will that be enough for me to find you?”

“Dumm.” She waited for me to make the obvious joke, so I resisted, though it hurt. 

“Do you prefer Deborah? Debbie? Deb?”

She relaxed more. “Deb is good.”

I nodded. “I’m Kendra, but my friends call me Ken.” I shot her the most winning smile I had in my arsenal. “Look, I have to get in there, but I’ll catch up with you as soon as I can. Maybe later?”

Deb laughed, and there was a cruel edge to it. No, not cruel, but knowing, the kind of tone that said she’d been through the shitter and survived. “Later? You might have time in a week. Don’t worry, I’ll be around.”

She sauntered off, and I breathed a little easier. I might have a friend on the inside.

Of course, I still had to get inside.

The next round of trouble started inside the front door.

“Name and position?” The gorilla behind the desk looked like he could tear me in half with one hand. I decided I’d be polite if it killed me.

“Foster-Briggs, Kendra. Um, courier trainee?”

“More new meat,” the guard muttered to his backup, another gorilla who probably didn’t even need one hand to rip me in two. 

Nope. Not gonna react. Uh-uh. It helped my resolve that I knew what it was like to be the new person in a close-knit clique. I also knew it wasn’t anything personal. I just wasn’t a person, to them, until I’d proven myself. Whatever. Except for Deb, tentatively. Maybe.

“Pass,” he said, holding out his hand, and I dug around for the card Talbott had given me. Why the hell hadn’t I thought of it outside? Oh, yeah. I was face-down on the pavement, then wrapped in a headlock.

He slipped it into a reader, grunted, and gestured to a hooded device. “Retina scan,” he said by way of an explanation. 

Okay, I knew what it was. It wasn’t common back home, and I hadn’t needed to use one before, but I figured I knew what to do. I mean, how hard could it be? I looked in, and damn if I wasn’t almost blinded! I yelped and backed away, rubbing my eyes.

“Sorry.”

He didn’t sound sorry, but I didn’t have much choice. Once I could blearily see again, he pointed to another machine.

“Fingerprints.” 

Fingerprints. Good. This was familiar. I’d had my prints taken a bunch of times, and the new automated debit system relied on them. I thought I knew what to expect. Then my eyes watered again, and I got cautious. I put my fingers on the indents more warily and braced myself.

“You can take your hand out,” he said with exaggerated patience when I hadn’t moved after a minute. Sheepishly, I did so. Okay, so the fingerprinting was the same as I was used to. What next?

“Arm,” he said in answer to my unspoken question. I reached my arm towards him, and he jabbed me with a needle.
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