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      Commotion rumbled on the periphery of Grace Buteo’s hearing. At first, she mistook this as the standard awakening of the precinct. It was now past starting time and officers were arriving in droves, reporting to their captains for their assignments and tasks.

      And should their captains need something, they reported to their lieutenants. Should their lieutenants need something, only then would Grace, or her co-commander, Adams, be called upon.

      But this wasn’t a slow-building din flexing around her. A woman’s high voice cut through the hive’s low buzz.

      “I have to speak to her!” she cried. “It has to be her. I’m telling you!”

      Heron Jane pivoted in his seat, looking over his shoulder toward the door.

      Grace lowered the opacity on her lenscape until her surrounding office came into view. Her eyes first snagged on Heron, reclined in his seat.

      She stared at that notch on his throat for far too long before she lowered the opacity of the office wall itself and gazed out into the precinct’s reception area.

      It bustled.

      The desks lining the center walkway between the entrance and Grace’s closed door were blocked with officers interviewing waiting citizens. Small clusters of junior inspectors took instructions from their superiors and more yet issued tasks for the day.

      Sudden movement drew Grace’s eye.

      A woman in a short bamboo dress yanked her hand back. She was yelling at the officer, shrugging off his attempt to take her elbow and move her toward the waiting area.

      It was Lore Duchovny, and he threw a worried glance over his shoulder at Grace’s door.

      The look of uncertainty on Duchovny’s face, the consideration that perhaps she should be summoned, was enough to give Grace pause. She trusted his judgment.

      “Shall I—?” Heron began, reaching for the door.

      “Please,” Grace said, so close to finishing her agenda. “One moment more.”

      Heron closed the door behind him. Through the opacity of the office wall, she watched him approach Duchovny and the woman. At the desk, he turned up the wattage of his smile.

      Both relaxed at his appearance.

      Grace felt a twinge of envy at that. She supposed the burn scars crowding the right side of her face made such charm impossible, but the social lubricant would’ve been useful.

      Grace returned to her lenscape, organizing the remaining few tasks.

      She’d just confirmed a 16:00 appointment with the constable when Heron knocked.

      <<All good? Can we come in?>> Heron pinged, the message appearing in the lower side of her lenscape.

      “Come in,” she called, collapsing the appointment book from her vision.

      Heron pushed open the door, allowing a petite woman with black hair and dark eyes to step into the office. Heron closed the door behind them.

      “Commander Buteo,” the woman said. The name escaped her lips as an exhalation, dripping with relief. “Please hear me out. Please.”

      “Of course.” Grace wasn’t used to someone begging for an audience.

      She motioned toward the seat across from her. Rather than taking the second seat, Heron chose to stand near the wall, one ankle crossed casually over the other.

      Grace wasn’t fooled.

      Her lenscape pinged a second later, with a cache from heronjane1.

      Grace accepted the file and saw the woman’s collected details pour into her lenscape.

      Lenorie Range, 34, unmarried. One child. Deceased.

      Grace’s heart stuttered at that.

      One child, deceased.

      That was true for Grace as well. In her mind, she saw the auto lifting off the pavement, blown upward by the force of the blast, and her son’s widening eyes.

      Mom! he’d screamed, before the auto and her life were consumed by flames.

      Grace blinked. “Ms. Range, how can I help you?”

      Her eyes flicked to the lenscape, absorbing the information available from Heron’s cache as well as the woman’s profile and bio signature.

      “Are you reviewing my files?” the woman asked defiantly. She sat up taller in the seat. “It’s fine. I’ve nothing to hide. And I guess after what’s happened to you, you can’t be too careful.”

      To be of such small stature, she had quite the force behind her. Every word and movement was charged with energy.

      And, of course, she knew Grace was using her lenscape. Grace’s eyes would be lit blue with the soft light of the embedded lens.

      <<Accept private chat with heronjane1?>>

      Grace accepted.

      <<Would a woman with nothing to hide use such a strong face filter?>> Heron asked through the private chat.

      Grace’s embedded police programs meant that her lenscape removed all embellishments used by citizens. If Lenorie was using a strong face filter, Grace couldn’t see it.

      <<I’ll take your word for it,>> she wrote back. <<And remind me we need to review your programs list later. You’re missing some standard precinct software.>>

      Heron’s mouth tightened, his indignation apparent.

      Grace almost smiled at that. Heron with his expensive booster ring and four processors would be upset to discover there were programs he lacked.

      “This is not a joke,” Lenorie cried, mistaking Grace’s sly smile. “I need your help. My brother was kidnapped.”

      One living relative. Brother: Tristan Range, 38. Zone 2 residency.

      “What makes you say that?” Grace asked, schooling her features. “Did you see him taken?”

      “No,” Lenorie said, pushing her sleek black hair back behind her right ear. “But he would never integrate with CyTown.”

      It had been a while, perhaps a year or more, since Grace had heard anyone mention the cyber city. It was a near-perfect replica of their own Zone 2, she’d been told.

      Though it had removed all the flaws of living: disease, aging, pain.

      It was called Utopia 2.0 for a reason. Husbands and sons weren’t murdered there, for starters. And their living arrangements were much more extravagant than any found in the real Zone 2, where resource management reigned supreme.

      “It’s illegal to force someone into CyTown residency,” Grace said. “Your brother would have had to enroll in the program and be approved by a city official before being intubated.”

      “I know,” the woman huffed, now tucking the other side of her hair behind her ear. “That’s why I’m here. He would never have done that. He had views on CyTown, okay?”

      <<You’re scowling,>> Heron pinged over their chat. <<You don’t believe her?>>

      No, she thought. But then again, months ago she hadn’t believed many things were possible—things that were now very much her reality.

      <<We need more information before I draw any conclusions,>> Grace replied.

      She softened her features. “I’m sorry, Ms. Range. Perhaps you should start at the beginning for us. Walk us through what happened.”

      The woman squirmed in the seat, adjusting her posture. “My brother, Tristan, was kidnapped a week ago. That’s the last time his building manager saw him.”

      “Who’s his building manager?”

      “Elinabeth Dose. She saw him coming home with his weekly library books last Monday. He always went to the library after work on Mondays and got new books. She saw him come home around nineteen hundred.”

      “Alone?”

      “Yes, just him and the books.”

      “You haven’t seen him since?”

      “No, I came by his place Tuesday morning to bring him breakfast before he went to work. This would’ve been around six thirty, but he wasn’t there. I opened his apartment with my key and called his name. No answer. The library books were on the bedside table, and his bed was rumpled like someone had dragged him out of it.”

      Speculation, Grace thought, but continued to record the details on the notepad along the right side of her lenscape.

      “My brother always makes the bed, Commander. I’m the messy one. He would have never left his apartment with his bed unmade unless something was very, very wrong. I can promise you that.”

      <<A stickler for order. Sounds like your type, Gray,>> Heron pinged.

      Grace ignored this.

      Heron’s body was at ease, his shoulders softly rounded against the wall. But his eyes were sharp and assessing. At least he looked like an inspector when he tried. Grace wondered what details he was absorbing that she wasn’t.

      “Did anyone see him leave?” he asked.

      “No. He usually wakes up around six so that he can be at work by eight. We always breakfast together on Tuesday mornings when I’m in his part of town.”

      “And what do you do?” Grace asked.

      “I’m a home carer, and it takes me all over the zone, depending on who I am scheduled to visit,” Lenorie said, fidgeting in her seat again. “That’s…that’s how I know about you. Your mother told me I had to come see you.”

      Grace kept her eyes on Lenorie, trying to maintain an impassive face. “You are a home carer for my mother?”

      “I am. I visit her and Henry twice a week.”

      Heron visibly reddened at this, a laugh pressing against his lips like it might erupt from him.

      Grace threw him a cold glance. <<Don’t you dare.>>

      Her mother didn’t need a carer. Her mother might be ninety-two, but she was perfectly fit. She was often mistaken for a woman in her fifties, and when she used filters, even younger.

      But it was Zone 2’s policy that all residents above eighty receive support from the home care network. And Grace was sure her mother liked the company. Caroline hadn’t met a stranger in her life.

      If Grace was honest with herself, her mother had been the most recent caretaker in their relationship. While Grace lay in the hospital healing burns all over her body and mourning the loss of her husband and son, it had been her mother who’d supported her. Her mother who’d gotten her home, who’d cleaned out Kaiden’s room, and had packed Davion’s things away.

      Her mother who programmed her ChefMate to feed her ridiculous amounts of food so she wouldn’t lose any more weight.

      Grace felt a swell of affection for the woman.

      “Henry?” Heron asked, smiling.

      “It’s Kitty’s—” Lenorie stopped herself. “Miss Caroline’s companion.”

      “Robot companion,” Grace amended, and rushed on before her face turned any redder. “Why did my mother send you?”

      Lenorie sat up straighter in her seat. “Because you exposed that corporation. They were doing terrible, terrible things and getting away with it! No one else had the gumption to take them on, but you did! And you destroyed them.”

      Grace thought of Viscosity, Inc.’s dark practice of deleting employees from their register, nulling their Zone 2 citizenship. This act alone had driven thousands to live beneath a shipping warehouse. The company had broken hundreds of economic, citizenship, and human rights laws. Of course Grace had challenged them.

      Honestly, she didn’t understand. They were willing to ruin the lives of families and children for something as simple as a bottom line? All that suffering so they could expand their profit margin and avoid paying the petty environmental tax?

      Disgusting.

      She’d been frustrated that she’d only been able to prove Viscosity’s guilt, when undoubtedly other corporations had done the same. She hoped that the threat of accountability would make them think twice.

      “If CyTown is kidnapping people and forcing them to live in cyber space, you’re the one who can bring them down,” Lenorie went on, her chin set hard with determination.

      <<She has a point,>> Heron agreed.

      <<It wasn’t just me,>> Grace said. <<You did more than your share in exposing Viscosity.>>

      He perked up at this. <<I did well, didn’t I?>>

      So humble, she thought.

      “You think your brother…” Grace wasn’t sure how to finish.

      “He was forced into it. I swear. It was because of his pamphlets. He pissed off the wrong person and they took him.”

      “Back up,” Grace said, leaning her elbows on her desk. “He was an activist?”

      “Yes, I told you. Tristan has views against cyber living. He published his rants in the Daily Gazette every week. Someone must’ve wanted to shut him up. His following was large. He was causing quite the uprising.”

      More speculation, Grace thought. It would take time to separate Lenorie’s emotions from the facts.

      “Are you going to help or not?” the woman demanded.

      “I’m not sure there’s a case here,” Grace said. “It would be very difficult to prove someone was forced into cyber living when there are airtight protocols in place for their protection. Forms have to be signed and medical examinations completed to ensure that the body can be integrated.”

      That doesn’t mean someone isn’t scamming the system, a voice said.

      Davion’s voice.

      Even the most rule-book organizations exploit people when they can.

      Her heart clenched.

      Even four months after his death, his voice was enough to wind her.

      Lenorie stood, her little mouth pressed into a rigid line. “Your mother said you would turn me down at first. That you weren’t a…spontaneous person by nature.”

      Grace’s eyebrow arched. “Did she?”

      “She advised me to tell you to think on it. And that you’d come around.” Lenorie pulled at her dress, smoothing invisible wrinkles. “So think about it.”

      “I will,” she said, and wondered why in the world she would make such a promise.

      Lenorie clearly approved. “Then get in touch with me when you’re ready to begin.”

      With that, the woman marched out of the room without a backward glance.

      Heron was trying not to laugh again.

      “From what I understand about your mother,” he began, “I can see why she’d like her.”

      Grace lowered the opacity on her office wall and watched the woman leave.

      Neither she nor Heron moved or spoke until Lenorie walked past the officers’ desks and through the precinct’s double doors, out into the sunny morning.

      “I don’t think we have time for a conspiracy,” Grace said, returning the wall to normal. With two flicks of her eyes, she sent the weekly agenda to Heron.

      They were already ten minutes behind schedule. Grace’s flesh crawled at the very thought of it.

      “How do we know it’s a conspiracy?” He patted his pockets, sensing their imminent departure. “She might be right. Something dark and sinister might be going on in CyTown Towers.”

      Only Heron would use those words, dark and sinister.

      “Besides, you promised you’d consider the case,” he pressed. “We have to at least check it out.”

      The threat of danger was enough to excite Heron into action.

      “We’ll check it out,” Grace said, rearranging the morning to accommodate this unwelcome surprise. If she moved everything just so, they’d be back on schedule by lunchtime. “But first, I have questions.”

      

      “Where are we going?” Heron asked as they crossed the plaza surrounding the Zone 2 precinct and walked toward the auto stop on the corner. “You’ve cleared the agenda for the next hour but didn’t fill it.”

      “To see my mother,” Grace said with a sigh.

      Heron’s steps faltered. “Together?”

      “Yes.” She used her lenscape to summon an auto. Then she checked the time. “She’ll be at her condo in Westside.”

      A white auto slid into the designated queue and Grace waited for the automatic door to unfurl like a swan’s wing and allow them entry.

      The dark, cool interior was a relief from the warming day.

      “Welcome to CityRide, Commander Buteo,” the AI chirped. “We’re glad you’ve chosen CityRide to serve your transportation needs today. My name is Honor. What is your destination today?”

      She gave her mother’s address, watching Heron fuss with the safety belt on the opposite bucket seat.

      “That’s a fourteen-minute ride by level-one transport, Commander Buteo. May I confirm your selection?”

      Grace confirmed her selection, but that wasn’t enough for the AI.

      “You don’t have any music saved, Commander Buteo. Would you like⁠—”

      “No,” Grace said, always irritated by the AI’s insistence to accommodate her. “I want silence, please. Just go.”

      The auto obliged, pulling away from the sidewalk and into traffic. This left Grace free to take in the city beyond its clear windows.

      Tall rose-gold buildings lined both sides of the ten-lane boulevard that the white CityRide autos scuttled down like beetles through the morning haze. Grace’s eyes caught snatches of green vegetation everywhere.

      Already, a heat haze was forming on the upper levels. She suspected by the look of it that the air-quality rating would be lower today, and the UV risk elevated.

      Grace enjoyed several minutes of blessed silence before she caught sight of Heron.

      He looked…pained. As if he were unsure of where to put his hands or his eyes.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she asked.

      He flicked his gaze up, pouting his lips. “Nothing.”

      “You sound suspicious, Heron. Why do you sound suspicious?”

      “I’m not suspicious.”

      Grace arched a brow. “We made a deal, remember?”

      And he’d better remember. It was the whole reason she’d agreed to keep him on as her assistant inspector even after he confessed to being a fraud.

      They’d been sitting in a Low Town bar as he’d told her the story of his secret mission to fulfill her dead husband’s last wish. How Davion, upon realizing he might “disappear” for his resistance work, had recruited his friend to aid Grace and their son any way he could—unaware that his actions would get their son killed, too.

      Heron hadn’t hesitated to forge a visa and sneak into the zone under the pretense of filling the inspector position at her very own precinct in case the people who killed her husband and son came back for her.

      He was risking his life, banishment from civilization, and much more, simply because Davion had asked.

      So she’d agreed to let him stay under one condition: no more pretending. No more lies.

      Not with her.

      Heron could fool anyone he wanted—anyone he needed to—but not her.

      “We made a deal,” she said again.

      Heron sighed, laying his head back against the auto’s dark seat. “Okay, but you won’t like it, and I hate telling you things you won’t like.”

      These words were enough to prickle the hair on the back of Grace’s neck.

      He raised his head and met Grace’s eyes. “Remember when I tried to update your house last month, before we were real friends?”

      “You mean when you hacked my house without telling me then said its security was garbage.”

      “Oh, it was. Really, Davion should’ve been ashamed of himself,” he said, then seemed to catch himself. “Your house isn’t the only residence you visit, so…”

      Grace tilted her head, the heat in her face building.

      “I mean, you have family in the city. I just thought I’d update your mother’s system while I was at it, but we got to talking and⁠—”

      “What are you saying?” Her jaw flexed.

      Heron fell back against the seat. “This is why it’s hard to tell you things, Gray! You get so upset.”

      Grace, ruffled now, took a slow, deep breath. She ground out, “Finish.”

      “Arjun needed an apartment anyway, okay? Why not install him near your mom? And it was easy. Once we got him moved in, we visited her one day, brought some dessert, said hello, embedded a security tracker in your mother’s home mainframe, and now we can monitor her at all times⁠—”

      “What?”

      “We ate shortcake! Big deal!” He aimed for a nonchalant shrug, but it was far too tight.

      Grace only blinked at him.

      “This is a good thing. Arjun can keep an eye on things while we continue working on Davion’s case.”

      On Davion’s case.

      Their investigation into Davion’s murder was a case that didn’t officially exist.

      If one were to review the existing files, they’d learn that a radical extremist named Lix Richards, bent on destabilizing Zone 2, had infiltrated the precinct. It would say he was the one who placed two IEDs near the police precinct, hoping to destroy the police force and leave the zone vulnerable to seizure.

      Grace had disarmed one bomb, but had missed the second placed in her personal vehicle. It was the second one that exploded, killing her husband and son, and nearly her.

      Lix was apprehended and died by “suicide” days before he was set to be exiled on the Midnight Train.

      But that wasn’t what happened.

      Davion and Kaiden died, but the blame didn’t rest with radical extremists from the outer zones seeking to rob Zone 2 of its resources. Lix Richards had been innocent.

      Davion was “disposed of” because he’d been forging visas, moving thousands of families from the worst zones into better ones.

      Because relocation wasn’t cheap, he’d been stealing from the wealthiest corporations in the zone to fund their travels. Until he was caught and someone decided to put an end to his work.

      Davion’s case, she thought again.

      Part of her, a bitter part, thought Davion had gotten what was coming to him. He couldn’t expect to go against the most powerful entities in one of the wealthiest zones without repercussions.

      She would give anything to have him back. Anything to wrap her arms around him, but that changed nothing.

      She was proud of him and angry with him. She understood he’d done what he’d done because he was a good, loving man who couldn’t abide injustice any more than she could.

      But Kaiden had been a child. Her child.

      An innocent eight-year-old boy, and Davion had gotten him killed.

      Grace wanted the head of whatever sick bastard who’d done it.

      Heron was watching her war with herself. Grace exhaled until she felt steady again. “Do you have her under full twenty-four-hour surveillance, or do you just check-in?”

      “We have sensors. We’re alerted only when something is amiss.”

      “You do know what my mother does to her robot.”

      “We haven’t turned your mother’s condo into a porn house, Gray! Consent is very important!” Heron looked up at her through long lashes, his lower lip noticeably fuller than it’d been a moment before. “Tell me. What would you do if someone hurt your mother?”

      “I’d be irrational and go after them.”

      “Exactly,” Heron said, snapping his fingers as if his point had been made. But when he saw Grace’s face, he deflated a bit. “It pays to be cautious.”

      “How long ago did you infiltrate my mother’s house?”

      “About three weeks.”

      “Right after we met.”

      “Hmm.” He scratched his chin, clearly pretending to think it over. “Something like that.”

      “You’re telling me this now because…”

      “Because your mother is going to recognize me. I didn’t want you to be surprised.”

      “Wait, why you? I thought Arjun was the undercover neighbor.”

      “I sleep over. Often.” At this he wagged his eyebrows. “And I say hi to people. I’m not rude. Also, there was the shortcake.”

      Grace adjusted herself against the seat. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Mint chip and rocky road.”

      “What?”

      “My favorite ice cream flavors. Classic but stylish.”

      “Wait.” Her eyebrows knit together. “How can you have two favorite flavors? The word favorite is used for one thing. Not two.”

      “Grace, you and all your rules. Of course I can have two.”

      She was trying to remember what she’d wanted to say before he’d distracted her with this nonsense.

      “I love them both equally. But sometimes, I’m simply in the mood for one more than the other. Or sometimes I want them both at the same time, and then I get them both together and⁠—”

      “Stop.” He was definitely not talking about ice cream. “I don’t want to know about your preferences.”

      He pouted a little. “Oh, okay. Well, yours is vanilla, which apparently you eat by itself. How sad.”

      “How do you⁠—?”

      “Your mother.”

      Grace bit back the urge to scream. “Why did Arjun agree to come to Zone 2 with you?”

      Heron glanced out the window.

      “You uprooted your life and came here because Davion asked you to and he was your friend.” Supposedly. She’d begun to wonder if they’d once been more. “But why would Arjun risk it?”

      Heron forced a smile. “For love.”

      “Be serious.”

      He scoffed. “Excuse me. He does love me.”

      “I’m sure. But is that enough to risk what you’re risking by being here?”

      Heron met her gaze at last. “He goes where I go. He looks after me.”

      She thought, Lucky for you. To still have someone like that.

      His smile softened. He made a wide, sweeping gesture toward the window. “You’re looking out for everyone. Let us look out for you.”

      That was what she’d vowed to do when she accepted the position of co-commander. It was her job to keep the zone and its citizens safe from outside threats. But more and more lately, the threats seemed to be coming from within, much closer to home than she’d like.

      All of this overlooked one blaring fact.

      She’d failed.

      She’d failed to save the two people who really mattered to her.

      She was still learning to live with that.
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      The auto rolled up to the gate outside the Gloryside Condos compound.

      Grace waited for the sensor to read her metrics and open the gate once it confirmed her identity. Since her mother had moved to this singles condo, Grace had been registered as her guest.

      “Welcome to Gloryside again, Mr. Jane,” the sensor chirped.

      When Grace scowled at him, Heron flashed a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I guess I come here more than you do.”

      A pang of guilt hit her. He wasn’t wrong, exactly. It was true that her mother came to her home more often than she visited the condo.

      If she was honest with herself, it was because of Henry. She’d never been entirely comfortable with her mother’s AI companion.

      Grace pinged her mother. <<I’m rolling up for a quick visit. Put on clothes.>>

      There was always the danger that her mother was naked and occupied. Despite her age, she was an energetic woman.

      The auto rolled to a stop in front of 4323.

      The door to the condo flew open before Grace had even fully exited the auto. “Gracie! What a lovely surprise!”

      Caroline was a couple inches shorter than Grace, with her bleached hair pulled up in a high ponytail that fell coquettishly over one shoulder. The opposite shoulder was bare, the oversized shirt drooping on that side, revealing sharp collarbones.

      Caroline opened her arms, ready to give Grace a warm reception. But then she saw Heron stepping out of the auto behind her and her face really lit up.

      “Janie! It’s wonderful to see you, handsome boy! I didn’t realize you were working with Gracie.”

      “We just discovered the happenstance in the auto,” Heron said.

      At least Heron hadn’t lied only to Grace. That improved her mood slightly.

      It wasn’t a lie, her mind corrected. He didn’t purposely deceive you. There’d been no need to divulge the information.

      If Grace was honest with herself, she suspected there was much about Heron Jane that he hadn’t gotten around to telling her yet.

      Something inside her unclenched at this, and a stir of something—excitement, maybe—rippled through her.

      The hug Grace expected from her mother turned into a brief shoulder squeeze as the woman moved past her to clasp Heron’s hands.

      “Did you come by for a morning game of mahjong?” her mother asked, her eyes never leaving Heron’s face.

      “We aren’t here for mahjong,” Grace said stiffly. The heat quadrupled as she stood in the direct sun. It was becoming difficult to think clearly. “We came to talk about Lenorie.”

      “That’s my Gracie. Work, work, work,” Caroline said to Heron with an air of conspiracy. She leaned in close and pretended to whisper, “One could hope your influence would loosen her up a bit.”

      She accompanied that innuendo with an elbow nudge into Heron’s ribs.

      “Mother!”

      Caroline rolled her eyes. “All right, come in already. I made cherry-chip scones and I’ve got that Venetian blue tea you like, Janie.”

      Grace gestured toward the condo’s open door. “After you, Janie.”

      “Don’t mind her,” her mother said. “She was an only child. She never learned how to share Mommy’s affections.”

      The muscles in Grace’s back tensed. She turned and threw a nervous look over her shoulder at the street around them. The shining white façades of the condos with their cheerful yellow trim beamed back at her. The white auto sped away toward the gate.

      She saw no one. Then why did she feel like she was being watched?

      “Gracie, do you want tea?” her mother called from the kitchen.

      Grace reluctantly entered the condo and closed the door behind her. “No. I’ve already had a bullet and a half this morning.”

      Her mother groaned. “How can you drink that? Your father was the koffee drinker. You must have his stomach. If I drink anything that strong, it burns me alive from the inside.”

      Grace regarded the neat kitchen off to the left. Above the stove sat a dual-armed ChefMate resembling the one Grace had at home, the metallic arms suspended, waiting to fulfill their programmed menu at the designated time.

      Her mother filled two mugs with hot water from the dispenser. Given the earthy, uneven quality to the mugs, she wondered if her mother had made them herself. The woman was always joining art classes, architecture classes, exercise classes—classes of all kinds, really. She seemed to have an insatiable appetite for hobbies and meeting new people.

      Grace wanted to keep up with all her mother’s hobbies, show an interest in her life, but asking her about anything was a dangerous game.

      Her mother was a chatterbox.

      She needed only the slightest invitation to fall into a hole of personal updates, gossip, and tangents that would carry them long into the evening.

      Grace had budgeted only thirty minutes for this interlude.

      Heron was already at the four-person table, settling in as if he’d spent many a night here.

      Her mother presented him with a steaming mug, a wide smile, and a cherry-chip scone centered on a white plate. “Arjun, Heron, and I play mahjong on this table all the time. Henry is our fourth, but you could join us.”

      Grace’s eyes swept the apartment, on the lookout for her mother’s robot companion, but she didn’t see him. She wondered if it was too much to hope he was at a repair shop or something.

      “I’m not a very good player,” Grace admitted. “I suspect the three of you would destroy me.”

      “Not at first,” her mother said, taking a seat beside Heron and grinning mischievously over the rim of her mug. “We’d bolster your confidence first. Wait until you relax.”

      “How generous, Mother.”

      “Who did you think you got your generosity from?” she said. To Heron, she explained, “She’s serious and a thinker like her father, but I’ve bestowed many amiable traits on her.”

      “Yes, I’ve noticed,” Heron said, matching her flirtation for flirtation.

      “Did you know that Heron’s boyfriend is a sex worker?” her mother asked as casually as one says “It’ll rain this evening.”

      “She’s aware.” Heron’s smile twitched.

      Grace arched a brow. “Sorry. Why is that relevant?”

      She took the third seat at table.

      “It means they’re open to experimenting. You⁠—”

      “Mother, no. I’ve told you, discussing my sex life in front of anyone is inappropriate. Heron and I work together.”

      “Mother,” she echoed, leaning toward Heron. “She only calls me Mother when she’s angry.”

      “Mother.”

      “It’s not inappropriate to talk about sex, it’s healthy.”

      “Not when my subordinate is involved.”

      “Mm, subordinate,” Heron repeated. “Careful, Gray. I find dominance play very satisfying.”

      Her mother giggled. “You need some release in your life.”

      “Davion just died.”

      “Four months ago, and he wouldn’t care as long as you’re happy.”

      Kaiden just died, she thought. But she refused to invoke her son’s name in such a conversation.

      “Arjun—or Heron—could show you a good time.”

      “Why not both of us?” Heron said, his grin wicked. “At the same time.”

      Her mother didn’t hear this quip.

      “It’d be no strings attached, and then you could relax a little more. Honey, I only want you to be happy.”

      Grace pinged Heron. <<Accept private chat from gracebuteo4?>>

      <<Stop encouraging her,>> she wrote before Heron’s text even appeared on the lenscape.

      The text was redacted, and instead he wrote, <<All right, but your mother is hilarious!>>

      To you, she thought. <<If you keep encouraging her, we’ll never get the information we need. We are working here.>>

      She could practically hear the resigned sigh across the lenscape.

      <<Roger that, Commander.>>

      “I don’t see what’s holding you back,” Caroline said. “You’re a beautiful young woman. Janie, tell her.”

      “Very beautiful,” he said, and Grace saw the tinge of red highlight his cheeks.

      “Mother, you might use sex to solve all of your problems, but I don’t.”

      Caroline turned to Heron again. “Ouch. Vicious.”

      “Again, we’re coworkers,” Grace said patiently, forcing her leg to still under the table.

      Her mother lit up. “Oh, speaking of coworkers, has Adams asked you out yet?”

      Grace frowned. “No. Why would he?”

      Heron visibly stiffened beside her. “Do you like him, Caroline?”

      “He’s very attractive, don’t you think? He’s tall and muscular like Arjun. I would think he’d be your type.”

      Heron squinted his eyes in consideration. He had the face of someone trying to find a way to politely disagree. “He strikes me as a bit cold.”

      “Cold, not at all!” Caroline continued, unaware. “He visited Gracie every day that she was in the hospital.”

      She leaned toward Heron and fake-whispered, “I think he’s loved her for a long time, but he was being respectful of Grace’s marriage. Like Samuel in Sailors & Starships.”

      “God, I love that show,” Heron said, lifting his tea to his lips.

      “Adams and I are colleagues.” Grace tried to imagine Adams as the pining sort. It was ridiculous.

      Her mother arched a brow. “I have a sense about these things. He has plans for you, my love. Wait and see.”

      “Monogamy is overrated,” Heron said. “Loyalty has very little to do with where you put your genitalia.”

      “Oh, agreed.” Caroline nodded.

      If Grace did not seize control of this conversation, they were going to waste their entire thirty minutes. She glanced at her lenscape clock. They had only eight minutes left.

      “We need to talk about Lenorie,” Grace interjected, sitting up straighter and using a tone that she hoped would focus her mother’s flippant attention.

      “Heavens, Gracie. We’re having a nice teatime here.”

      “Tell us about Lenorie so that we can help her.”

      Her mother sighed. “Lenorie is a good girl. She comes every week to check on me, and we watch Sailors & Starships together. Such a great show.”

      “Do you think the duke will forgive Nadia?” Heron asked, his face a mask of horror.

      “He has to. If he doesn’t, what will happen to the district’s supply chain?”

      Heron looked ready to ask more but saw Grace’s face. Instead, he took a bite of his cherry-chip scone.

      Grace pressed on. “What did she tell you about her brother?”

      “That he’s gone missing. She suspects a government plot to silence him since he’s been very vocal about his views on CyTown. I told her to contact you. I was so proud of you for the way you handled that organ company. Vultures.”

      Her mother leaned forward and cupped her cheek.

      Grace resisted the urge to pull away. When her mother finally released her, she asked, “Has Lenorie ever given you the impression that she’s radical in any way?”

      “Oh no.” Caroline tilted her head. “She’s just a girl. A rather silly one at that, but she means well. It’s my impression that it’s her brother who has all the views.”

      “You don’t think she would lie or strive for attention?”

      “No, I believe her,” her mother replied. “That’s why I told her it was best to talk to you. Your position is a little more secure than, say, Heron’s.”

      <<She has no idea,>> Heron wrote.

      Grace closed the chat, effectively kicking him off her lenscape. It was hard enough to focus on her mother without the second conversation scrolling along her window.

      “All I can tell you about her is that she seems honest, hardworking, and loves her brother very much. It’s only the two of them in the zone. The rest of her family is dead. I believe they died in the 2594 outbreak of C. auris.”

      Grace considered this.

      “If she’s in trouble, I really hope you’ll help her. I’d hate to lose my Sailors & Starships companion.” She caught Heron’s eye. “Not you, dear, but you’ve been very busy.”

      “This is true,” Heron conceded.

      Grace realized that Heron must not talk about her to Caroline. Whether this be from loyalty or practicality, she appreciated it. And a swell of affection rose in her.

      Feet sounded on the stairs, causing the trio to look up.

      There was Henry.

      The robot looked perfectly human, as he was designed to do. His limbs probably felt as real as the arm Grace had replaced after the accident, synthetic flesh stretched over titanium bones.

      But the brushed-back blond hair and blue eyes, paired with the vapid grin, made him look more like a Boi doll than ever.

      There’s not a single thought in that head, her father would have said.

      Today the Boi wore only a tight pair of underwear.

      Grace didn’t understand why her mother insisted on keeping the doll naked or near naked all the time.

      “Hello, Henry,” Caroline said, greeting it with a smile. “We have guests.”

      The robot looked from face to face. “Hello, Grace. Hello, Heron. Nice to see you both again.”

      Grace forced a smile.

      “I’m assuming you’ve finished cleaning upstairs?” Caroline asked, stroking the Boi’s arm.

      “Yes, Kitty. Shall I make bread?” Henry offered. “Something to go with your tea?”

      “No, my love. We already have scones.” Caroline grinned at Grace. “Kitty is my nickname. Isn’t it adorable?”

      “You’re adorable,” Henry said reflexively.

      Grace could see the outline of the Boi’s oversized penis in his speedo. She didn’t find it remotely adorable.

      She stood, pushing back her chair. “We should go. Heron, please order the auto. We’ll wait outside.”

      “I got Grace a Boi,” Caroline said. “Designed it myself.”

      “It’s still in my storage closet,” Grace said, because I can’t find anyone to take it.

      Apparently, the machines had to be disposed of properly, and Grace couldn’t return it without a receipt to prove it wasn’t a black-market edition. A receipt which her mother refused to hand over.

      “That’s a shame,” Caroline lamented, rising from the table. She bent toward Heron’s ear and whispered, “I got it fully loaded, if you get what I mean.”

      Heron pressed his lips together again.

      “If you think of anything about Lenorie, message me, okay?”

      Caroline caught up to her at the door. She slid a paper bag of scones into Grace’s hands. “You’re still too thin. Eat these. Don’t give them away.”

      Grace accepted them. “Did you hear what I said about Lenorie? Anything. Anything at all.”

      “Yes, yes, my love. I heard you.” She planted kisses on Grace’s cheeks.

      Henry came up behind her and placed an arm around Kitty’s neck.

      That was enough for Grace.

      She kissed her mother’s cheek and took off down the sunlit walkway toward the street.

      Once they were in the auto, Grace looked up from the scone bag in her lap and swore.

      “Such language!” Heron said, laughing. “I didn’t know words like that could come from your mouth. Mine, certainly, but yours?”

      Grace pressed her fingers into the wrinkles between her brows. “That’s why it looks like you.”

      He arched a brow, waiting.

      “That’s why the Boi she gave me looks like you. Because she ordered it after meeting you. Damn it, Heron.”

      “I’m sorry.” His face folded from recognition into unfettered laughter. “Who knew I was such an inspiration?”
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      Grace had enough time to stop by the precinct cafeteria and grab another bullet and a half before their next appointment.

      Heron agreed to wait by the auto stop and begin the preliminary research on CyTown and the Ranges. That would make catching an auto faster. If she timed it right, they’d meet their first appointment exactly on the hour. The possibility lightened something in her chest.

      The cafeteria was large and nearly three stories high. Crystalline light poured through the glass ceiling, sparkling along the white stone floor as she crossed to the welcoming koffee stations. She saw an opening at one of the metal machines and made her move.

      “Good morning, Commander,” a voice called. “A moment, please?”

      It was too good to be true, Grace thought. The very idea that she could get in and out of the precinct without interruption was ridiculous.

      “Yes?” She turned and found Adams approaching her from an adjacent koffee station. A steaming cup rested in his right hand, and he seemed unsure what to do with his left. It hung in the air, suspended somewhere between a hug and a handshake. He settled for slipping it into his pocket.

      “I came by your office this morning, but you’d already gone.”

      “Busy day.” She mashed the buttons on the machine that would produce her preferred koffee.

      “I’d heard there was a situation at Duchovny’s desk.”

      Grace wanted to steer Adams away from Lenorie and the potential case until she had a chance to go over it herself. He had a habit of swooping in and applying a heavy hand prematurely. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “I know,” Adams said, his pride evident.

      Grace hesitated, turning toward him.

      He looked ready to burst.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He pulled an object from his pocket with his free hand. “Close your eyes.”

      If he hadn’t looked giddy, on the verge of pure delight, she might have mistaken this for a threat.

      But because they were in the precinct cafeteria, in view of a thousand officers, and because it was hard to imagine something terrible happening in such a bright and cheerful place, she humored him. Closing her eyes, she heard fabric rustle. Then a surprising weight was pressed into her palm.

      She opened her eyes and found a golden cylinder. She turned it in the light, the surface glittering.

      “The ends twist open,” he was saying, his excitement evident.

      I remember, she thought, but stopped herself from saying so. Had she, it would’ve provoked a lot of questions.

      She grasped each smooth disc and turned. The cylinder opened, and something rolled out into her hand. It filled most of her palm, rolling along her bones, the surface as iridescent as its scroll-like case.

      It was a golden egg, unblemished except for a crack along one side, giving the impression that something was about to erupt from the shell. An intentional effect, she was sure.

      He chewed his lip. “Do you know what this is?”

      “An Egg Island invitation,” she said, unable to hide her surprise. Why would they offer this to me?

      “Yes,” he said, the word erupting from him. “You’ve been invited to join us. I’m proud of you, Grace. You’ll be inducted on Friday.”

      The egg warmed as if pulling heat from her hand. “I’ll be inducted?”

      “Yes. This Friday.”

      “If I accept.”

      Adams stuttered. “If you accept? Why wouldn’t you accept? This is an enormous honor.”

      She turned the egg over in her palm.

      But why now? Why me?

      She thought of Heron’s stricken face when she’d shown him a cylinder just like this, taken from Getty Peters’s desk. Getty Peters, CEO of Viscosity and the man who’d tried to plunge a lethal syringe into her throat.

      You’ve taken down one of the largest corporations in the zone overnight, Heron had said. If there is as much corruption here as I think there is, you’re in danger. Serious danger. They will figure out how to get you under control. Or eliminate you.

      “I don’t understand.” Adams shuffled in place, bringing Grace back to the present. “They want to acknowledge your sacrifices and contributions to the safety of the zone.”

      She turned the scroll in the light and saw the scrawling script engraved there.

      Flectere si nequeo superos, Acheronta movebo.

      “What does this say?”

      “If I cannot sway the heavens, then I shall move hell.” He shifted, impatient. “What about the honor?”

      It seemed hard to imagine that a bunch of the wealthy elite wanted to do something as casual as invite a police commander into their ranks. They’d already inducted Adams two years ago, shortly after he thwarted a nearly successful cyber takeover.

      He ran a hand over his cropped hair. “I hope that you’ll accept. Joining the organization changed my life.”

      She met his eyes. “Is that so?”

      He seemed to weigh his words. “Wouldn’t it be nice to be on the inside for once? To see this other side of the zone that we’re not usually privy to? More will make sense to you once you’re on the inside.”

      She arched a brow. “Do you think I don’t have a handle on the zone now?”

      “N-no,” he stammered. “That’s not what I meant.”
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