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“I don’t do my questioning in the hangar bay, Mr. Greeve. Come with me.”


A molten core of anger formed in Sanda’s chest, so hot it almost made her eyes water. She tried to push forward, but Tomas tightened his grip across her shoulders, pressing her in close against his side so Laguna couldn’t see her movements. Trying to get her to stay out of things. Jerk.


“What’s this about?” she demanded. Tomas sighed wearily.


Laguna didn’t look up from her wristpad as she tapped out a few short commands. “Your father is wanted for questioning. This will be quick and painless, unless you dig your heels in.”


Your father. “You know who I am?”
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CHAPTER 1


PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543


FIRST DAY A FUGITIVE


It took twelve hours for the media to spin Sanda Greeve from war hero to murderess. False footage filled every feed, showing her push Keeper Lavaux out of an airlock when it’d been him trying to cut her skull open. Part of Sanda even liked the fake. It was deeply satisfying to watch herself shove Lavaux into hard vacuum with her own hands, even if it made her a criminal.


She could hide, ride it out. Wait until the investigation proved the footage was doctored and then come out of hiding. Her dad Graham had already arranged for them to lie low on Pozo, a half-forgotten moon in the Atrux system.


Pozo gave her a chance to scrub a little of the blood out. It would leave its mark, as blood always did, but she could live a quiet life there and slip back into military service when the heat cooled. Accept whatever rank General Anford decided she deserved and step in line until her reputation was less tarnished, if not shiny.


There weren’t any answers on Pozo, but there could be a life. One that looked a shade more like the one she’d planned before Bero had stolen her from between the stars and ripped her worlds apart. Going to Pozo, she’d never find her way to the coordinates hidden in her skull. On Pozo, she might be safe.


But safe couldn’t undo what she’d experienced. Safe couldn’t bring Bero back from his desperate flight for freedom. It couldn’t pluck the illegal Keeper chip with its hidden coordinates out of her head, or erase the fact that Keeper Lavaux had attempted to murder her to get those coordinates.


If she went to the planet of Atrux, she stood a chance of finding answers. From Atrux, Tomas could use his spy connections to discover the location of the coordinates without setting off any digital trip wires. Atrux was where the search for the secret in her head began.


Pozo was going into hiding. Atrux was going to war.


She typed the coordinates into the console, and Graham’s hauler deviated from its prefiled flight plan. Sanda’s heart was in her throat as the graphic display on the viewscreen showed them branching away from the predicted path to Pozo, out on the fringes, and banked hard for the space elevator that would take them down through the atmo dome over Alexandria-Atrux and into the city’s hangar.


The dash lit green, an incoming call from air traffic control.


“Hauler, this is Alexandria-Atrux dock central. You are off course.”


Graham leaned closer to the radio deck. “Control, we need medical assistance and cannot complete the trip to Pozo.”


“Hauler, do you require a medishuttle?”


“Negative, it’s not that bad. Just need a hospital sooner than the three weeks to Pozo will take.”


“Understood. Please enter approach sequence Falcon, the AIs will take you in.”


“Roger that, control.”


Tomas, Sanda, and Graham sat back in their inertia-damping seats and let out breaths heavy enough to fog the forward viewscreen. Graham punched in the approach path, and the ship’s AI gave way to the guiding hand of Atrux control.


“That wasn’t the hard part,” Tomas said.


“Spoilsport,” she said.


“He’s right, lass.”


“I’m not sure I can take you two ganging up against me for another twelve hours.”


“We’re not—” they said in unison. All three broke into anxious laughter.


“Okay.” Sanda pressed her palms against the arms of her chair, stretching tired muscles. The hauler vibrated as its guidance system began the braking procedure. “How are we going to explain away two people not on the hauler’s manifest, Dad? They’re gonna scan our idents, and I’m wanted for questioning in Lavaux’s death.”


Graham shrugged. “If anyone is even at the dock to ask, I’ll say you were last-minute hired hands because the pallet jacks broke and muscle is cheaper than new equipment on short notice.”


“That might get you out of being fined for flying without a souls-on-board manifest, but it does nothing about Sanda’s ident,” Tomas said.


“Hey, your ident is spoiled goods now, too.”


“Me?” He looked abashed. “I don’t know what you mean. According to this pad on my wrist, my name is Jacob Galvan. Luckily for us, Jacob Galvan is a titanium member of the Stellaris Hotel chain. We’ll have sweet dreams on real feather pillows once we get off this bucket.”


She narrowed her eyes. “All right then, work your spy magic on my ident.”


“No can do. I had this preprogrammed in case I needed to switch in the field. To make a new ident look authentic, I need access to a lot of databases. If I pull downloads from certain databases onto this ship, then it doesn’t matter what I do to cover the trail, it will get someone’s attention.”


“Biran will get that mess with Lavaux cleared up, just you wait.” Graham’s chair creaked as he reached over to squeeze her shoulder.


“Hands in line,” she said by rote. When she’d been trained to pilot her gunship, the order had seemed stupid. Keeping her hands in the shadow of the evac pod that encased all deck chairs was the kind of superfluous, worst-case scenario training that was enforced only when the safety inspectors came knocking.


At the time, she’d figured that if things had gone bad enough that her evac pod deployed around her chair, then losing a finger to it snapping shut was a small price to pay. She rubbed the end of her thigh, pinch-rolling the itchy flesh between two fingers. Didn’t seem so stupid now.


“Sorry, sorry.” Graham pulled his arm back and picked at the FitFlex suit clinging to his chest. He’d always complained about the way the tight material irritated his chest hair. She’d told him to get over it and suit up, because you never knew when hard vacuum would jump up and bite you in the ass.


“We’re all on edge,” Tomas said.


“Stop,” she said.


“What?”


“De-escalating the situation.”


Silence. Shit. A few weeks ago, the chatter would have been a balm to her nerves; now she wanted to live in a sensory deprivation tank. Twelve hours. It’d been only twelve hours since she’d been spaced, said her goodbyes, and given up her body to the black. She should pull it together. She should be easier on herself. She should stop her thoughts ping-ponging back and forth quicker than a rabid squirrel.


Her thigh stung. She looked down to realize she’d rubbed the flesh red-raw and hadn’t even noticed. She needed a jumpsuit. Some barrier between her body thicker than the flimsy robe Graham had rummaged up out of an ancient crate of supplies.


She needed a lot of things, but the jumpsuit was something she could concentrate on.


“You sure you don’t have an extra FitFlex on board?”


“Sorry, lass, didn’t expect the company.”


“We’re coming in. You’ll get to change soon,” Tomas said.


Sanda’s fingers danced over the dash, wiping away the graphical readout to switch over to a real-time camera display of their approach to the elevator.


“Whoa,” she said.


Tomas grinned wider than the horizon. “Welcome to your first big city.”


Her home planet of Ada had been small enough that the shuttles from the station to the dwarf planet punched down through the atmo dome without an elevator’s assistance. But a planet like Atrux, nearly one and a half times the size of Ada and covered with a dome that housed millions of people, needed something a little bigger.


The elevator speared up through the navy-blue atmo stretched below them like a calm sea. The carbon-black materials of its body absorbed all the ambient light, and it would have blended completely into empty space if it hadn’t been for the status lights set into its body, a red-green-and-yellow smattering of freckles blinking out messages into the endless dark.


Shuttles of varying shapes and sizes swarmed around the thrust of metal, their systems guided in concert by the traffic-control AI. Even braking, the speeds the ships moved at were too fast for humans to pilot. In hard vacuum, where every axis was a possibility of travel, human eyes and reflexes lost all efficiency.


A massive yacht of a ship, painted stark white and lit up with external lights pumping out a rainbow pattern that flickered with the beat of unheard music passed above them, the bottom of the ship eclipsing Sanda’s forward view.


“Dios,” she said, “and I thought Lavaux’s ship was huge.”


“Prepare for capture,” a cool female voice said through the hauler’s speakers. Sanda nearly jumped out of her skin.


“What the—”


“Standard,” Graham cut in, “poor choice of words, considering the circumstances.”


His wry smile eased the tension in her shoulders.


“My situation isn’t exactly something the sensitivity testers would know to look for.”


Graham’s smile wiped away, replaced with a faraway look. The hauler finished its braking cycle, relying on conserved momentum to float the rest of the way into the elevator. An articulated mechanical hand reached out, plucking the hauler out of space. The ship vibrated, a few indicators on the dash flashing off a complaint at losing their autonomy, but the piloting AI quieted them.


“Welcome to Alexandria-Atrux,” a cheery voice said through the speakers, stripped down to gender-neutral tones like the welcoming voice used for the Ada shuttles. It started piping in the annoying welcome jingle for the city. Graham swiped the volume down.


“Are all welcome AIs the same?”


“All the ones I’ve heard,” Tomas said, “and thanks to the Nazca sending me all over the universe, I’ve heard a lot.”


“Wait.” She scrunched up her nose. “While out on all those missions, have you figured out if they’re the same AI system, or are they individual instances that have been given the same vocalization pack?”


“Why does that matter?” Graham asked, bewildered.


“It . . . it just does.” She closed her eyes and pressed a thumb into the space between her eyes. “Never mind. Forget it.”


Tomas gave her a look that he’d developed in the last twelve hours that somehow conveyed You’re thinking about Bero again, aren’t you? without saying the words. She crossed her arms and scowled at the viewscreen, pretending not to have noticed.


In the corner of her eye, Tomas’s arm tensed as he started to reach for her but stopped himself. She wasn’t sure if it was more, or less, annoying that he’d surmised keeping his hands in line with the pod chair was more comforting to her right now than attempting to soothe her. Dating anyone was complicated. Starting a relationship with a man who’d been trained for emotional manipulation via the best spy agency in the universe was going to cause her the migraine to end all migraines.


The hand brought them in tight to the elevator’s body and spun them around so they’d be faced the right way at the hangar, then began the slow, silky-smooth descent into the atmo dome. Even though the viewscreen was a camera feed and not a real window, Sanda still leaned forward, almost pressing her nose against the glass. Alexandria-Atrux sprawled below, spilling across the land so far and wide that Sanda couldn’t make out the curved boundaries of the atmo dome.


The sky above shaded to night-simulation, the city a kaleidoscope of lights and textures and movement. Cyan and gold streaked the streets, rivers of humanity pulsing to and from their daily tasks. Even from on high, she could see the purple-green-red-white chaos of advertising drones, tempting the people of Atrux into spending their basic, and then some.


A grip of skyscrapers pierced the center of the city, faced with non-reflective materials to keep the ad drones from bouncing their lights off of them. As if the wealthy in those knifelike towers were immune to the constant ploy of commerce on the streets. Probably they owned half the drones. Agricultural domes pockmarked the edges of the city, environments within the greater hug of the atmo dome, cycling to their own weather and circadian rhythm.


“How many people?” she asked.


“Millions,” Graham said, “though you’d have to ask the net for the exact count. Atrux was once a system with a lot of promise. It has two gates— one to Ordinal, one to Ada. The Keepers hoped that once they punched through to Ada, there’d be another multi-gate system waiting on the other side. It could have been a major thoroughfare.”


“But Ada could only support the one gate.”


He nodded. “It was a huge disappointment.”


“Which is why a lot of your early settlers went off to found Icarion,” Tomas said.


“Disappointments all around,” Sanda said.


Gravity pressed them down, reminding Sanda how empty her stomach was. She hadn’t even thought to ask for food after she’d come out of the healing goop of the NutriBath.


“I would kill for a raw nutriblock right now.”


Tomas gagged. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”


“Don’t worry, I know a great noodle place,” Graham said. “We’ll get you stuffed soon.”


The hauler shuddered as the arm slotted it into place. Graham flicked up the volume, and the annoyingly cheery welcome tune of Alexandria-Atrux was replaced with a solemn announcement.


“Your vehicle has been docked in hangar bay eleven, slot 32A. Please press accept on your wristpads to guarantee future access.”


On each of their pads, a green box with the symbol of a keycard flashed. Sanda pressed accept and got a rustle of wind chimes in response.


“Why is everything so goddamn happy around here?”


Tomas said, “Smile hard enough and you might start to believe it.”


“Not a chance. Is this place so shitty it needs all this mood-boosting?”


“Stop jawing and let’s go find out.” Graham undid his harness in one expert twist and stood, stretching so hard his head almost scraped the ceiling of the command deck.


Sanda popped her harness and hesitated. “Where’s Grippy?”


Tomas stood and slung an overstuffed duffel across his back. The repair bot’s rectangular outline bulged against the thick canvas. “In here.” He patted it. “Grippy took some damage when you were both spaced. I want to get a closer look at his battery pack before we boot him back up to make sure power won’t make his situation worse.”


“Good,” she said. “That bot saved my ass. Twice. We fix him, no matter what.”


Pounding on the airlock shocked Sanda’s ears, still sensitive from being spaced.


“Hauler, this is Atrux SecureSite, please open and disembark immediately,” a woman said.


Sanda closed her eyes and dug her fingers into her temples. “That was quick.”


“Easy,” Graham said, “they’re not guardcore or fleet, just local security. Let’s see what they want.”


Tomas got an arm under Sanda’s, hefting her to her foot. Light-headedness pressed in, fuzzing the edges of her vision. She shook her head and breathed deep, forcing her mind to clear.


Graham flashed his wristpad over the airlock panel and the double doors slid open in unison, sensing the human-survivable atmo on the other side. A woman stood at the apex of a triangle of tough-looking officials.


The toughs had their stunners out but pointed at the ground, and the woman held nothing but her wristpad, turned so that Graham could read the screen. The woman’s ident was pulled up, a headshot of her staring down the camera like it’d insulted her mother, sitting next to a paragraph of text with all her official powers laid out.


They wore heather-grey FitFlex with lime-green stripes, not a hint of the Prime Inventive logo anywhere to be found. These people worked for Atrux, and Atrux alone.


“I am Detective Mari Laguna. Is this the complete crew of this hauler?”


“Yes, sir, and I captain this ship. Is there a problem?” Graham leaned against the airlock frame, keeping his hands loose at his sides while Tomas and Sanda moved up behind him. Laguna barely glanced in their direction.


“Please identify yourself, Captain.”


Graham flicked up his personal ident and turned his wristpad around for her to see. “Good?”


“Yes. Graham Lucas Greeve, you are being detained for questioning. Any attempt to resist detention will result in arrest. Please come with me.”


Laguna flicked a glance at Sanda and spoke over her shoulder to one of the toughs. “And will somebody please get that woman a fucking wheelchair?”




CHAPTER 2


PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543


A MATTER OF MATERIEL


A bitten snake will not retreat, Keeper Shun had once told Biran. It bites back, no matter how grave the wound. Biran didn’t have a lot of experience with snakes— most of Earth’s old terrestrial animals hadn’t made it into the stars with humanity— but he had a feeling he was getting firsthand experience now.


The leadership of Icarion would not come to Prime, and Prime would not show weakness by going to them. So, for the first time since the war went hot, the heads of Ada and Icarion met face-to-face in a virtual room designed to look like a boardroom.


Pleasant views stretched beyond the false windows, a meadow dappled in perfect Earth-like sunlight. Prime had done studies to devise the most calming visual space possible for these kinds of meetings. Everything from the warm wood table down to the textured stucco walls was preprogrammed by Keeper specialists to make the members of the room relaxed, willing to deal.


But people weren’t parts, swappable and replaceable, and from the way General Negassi kept glaring at the soft light through the windows, Biran had a pretty good idea that the researchers hadn’t extended their test pool outside of Prime people. Possibly not even outside of Keepers.


“I hardly see,” Icarion President Bollar said, “why losing one little moon base means we should bow our heads to Prime and give up Icarion’s rightful bid for independence. We do not wish to be a part of Prime. We are not the only people to make that call for themselves. You have no right to dictate our preferred form of governance.”


“Please dispense with the bullshit,” General Anford said. Bollar’s eyebrows shot up, but both Biran and Director Olver let the general go about her crass way of managing this meeting.


She wasn’t one to needle people without reason. If she felt this tactic was best, then it was. Biran trusted her instincts, and so did Olver; otherwise she wouldn’t have been invited into this room in the first place.


“No one in this room is operating under the illusion that the moon base The Light of Berossus destroyed was a simple researcher station. You lost your weapon. You lost the ability to build another. These are the only facts of relevance to this discussion.”


Inwardly, Biran winced, but he held his expression neutral and waited a beat to watch the ripples her words caused. Bollar’s lips pressed together. Negassi clenched his fists and tightened his jaw. These were all digital projections of their bodies, and someone particularly adept in traveling within net spaces could adjust their avatars to display body language they were not, in fact, experiencing. But Icarion did not have the net.


Oh, they had their own watered-down version, but Prime controlled the vast expanse of digital space, and they’d revoked Icarion’s access long ago. These two, politicians though they were, could not have had the practice needed to make their bodies lie in digital space.


“I understand your frustrations,” Biran cut in smoothly when Bollar’s lips relaxed again, signaling he was ready to offer a rebuttal. “Bero was an impressive creation, and it must hurt to have lost him and the ability to build another like him. We are not here to take you to task now that you are weakened.”


“I have a difficult time seeing the sincerity in that statement,” Negassi said, “when your gunships circle our territories like sharks. You have ramped up your patrols.” He cut a sharp look to Anford. “Why would you do such a thing, if you claim we are weakened?”


Jessa’s smile was kind, but if Biran ripped his net goggles off right then and looked at her across the table in the war room, he was certain he’d see a heavy scowl on her face. “We have added patrols across the entire system, not just around your borders— which we have not crossed. Lest you forget so quickly, The Light of Berossus was not so much lost as fled. Your weapon was not stolen, General. You lost control of it. I have the safety of this entire system to keep in mind. That includes Icarion and its holdings. Anywhere humanity dwells around this star is my responsibility.”


“We are perfectly capable of managing our own borders,” Negassi said.


“You lost your biggest weapon. Forgive me my caution.”


“To your operative,” he spat out the word.


Biran, very carefully, did not react. “Your ship took Major Greeve captive, General. Do not pretend you believe otherwise, or this conversation will go nowhere.”


“That woman killed one of your Keepers, did she not? Talk about losing control of a weapon.”


“Esteemed colleagues,” Director Olver said, spreading his hands expansively. “Please, let us not devolve into bickering. We are here to build a bridge of peace between our peoples so that no more may die. This bloodshed is most unbecoming of a society so advanced as ours.”


Bollar snorted. “Advanced? You may have the technology, Jian, I grant you that, but the choke chain of the Keepers holds your people in line.


“Icarion may not have your weapons or your net, but we have people free to research as their hearts desire. That was how we brought about the weapon you so feared— through free experimentation. Nothing held sacred, nothing allowed to a tiny pool at the top alone. And it is that freedom we mean to maintain.”


“Your freedom to research,” Anford said, “nearly got this whole system killed. There are reasons— very good ones— that Prime Inventive has the laws it does. Not only did your experimentation in non-gate FTL travel destroy your own research station, but you created an artificial intelligence that turned against you. Your people, more than any, should understand why we have these laws.”


“The laws of Prime are Prime,” Bollar said, shaking his head. “We have not forgotten this. Do you expect us to believe there will be no punishment for our perceived crimes if we rejoined your society? The Light was a public spectacle. You could not avoid having to make an example of us to discourage other ‘splinter’ societies from indulging in similar paths of research. We’ve proven general artificial intelligence is possible. You cannot put that genie back in its bottle.”


“No, we can’t,” Biran said, “but you’ve also proven the point of our laws by demonstrating that such a creation is inherently dangerous and uncontrollable. You’ve done our work for us.”


Bollar’s smile turned into a sneer. “Is that the story you would tell on your ‘news’ channels? Poor Icarion reached too close to the sun and got burned? How sad for them, and how magnanimous of Prime to welcome their wayward children back into their fold? No, don’t answer that. I can already see your face during the address now, and it makes me ill, Speaker.”


“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Biran said. “This is an olive branch, President Bollar.”


“Ah,” he said with a soft sigh and looked down at the digital table. “You threaten prettily, Speaker. But tell me, while you hold out the branch, what weapon waits in the hands of the general at your side, should we turn it down?”


Anford said without inflection, “We could cut you down at any moment. Negassi, you know this. You have known this. The only reason the stalemate dragged on for so long was because of the weapon. That piece has been removed from the board. Your only saving grace, in this moment, is that I do not want the body count any higher. My superiors will not allow me this indulgence much longer.”


Bollar started, his gaze flicking to Director Olver. “Is this true, Jian? Does Okonkwo and her High Protectorate thirst for our blood?”


“President Bollar,” Olver said. Biran was proud his director would never use the president’s first name, as Bollar so often did to Olver. “In your decision to leave Prime’s governance, I believe you have an innate understanding of its crueler side. Existence in space is a fragile thing. Prime’s laws have allowed humanity its dominance of the universe, but not without having been honed into a sharp edge. Your AI research, your FTL research. Both of these things constitute a potential existential threat to humanity. The Prime Director will not suffer your disobedience much longer.”


“I see,” Bollar said. He matched gazes with Anford. “Then I am sorry, General, that you will have to lower yourself to bloodying your hands. We crave our freedom. And you and I know it is not only that. This system is a gate dead end, low in natural resources. We do not wish to die, but we are not fools. If we capitulated, things would go back to the way they were generations ago, if not worse. Yoked by Prime, we would receive only necessary supply shipments. Everyone at this table knows that such shipments are never enough. We must be free to develop our own research and to seek resources we control.”


“If it’s a matter of materiel,” Biran said, “then negotiations can be made.”


“With Icarion negotiating from a place of weakness, against a state that has no reason to negotiate in good faith. There’s not enough to go around in this star system, Speaker. Even if we came to an accord, that fact would not change. No, we must always be free to reach other systems that the gates cannot. We need FTL, slow as our current efforts are. Humanity needs another way to live between the stars, even if it’s harder.”


“General Negassi,” Anford said, “please remind your president that he cannot win this war.”


Negassi lifted his chin. “Icarion knows the price of independence.”


“And your people?” Biran asked. “Are your people, your everyday citizens, aware of this price? Are you willing to let civilians die for one nation’s pride?”


It surprised Biran to find Bollar’s smile was genuine. “They are aware. Maybe someday, Speaker, you’ll understand the real value of humanity’s pride. We will not bend. Good day, all of you. Stars keep you.”


The Icarions cut their feeds.


Biran lifted his net goggles off and rubbed his eyes until he saw stars, then blinked them open in time to see Anford rip her goggles off and stop herself just short of throwing them against the wall.


“That damn fool of a man will get millions of people killed,” she said.


Director Olver sighed and set his goggles on the table. The imprint they left around his eyes amplified the wrinkles he’d let come in. “It is his right to make that choice, much as I despise it.”


“They understand the desperateness of the situation, now,” Biran said. “We should give it some time, let it sink in. Once they bring this conversation back to their advisers, cracks will form in those loyalties. Surely not everyone on that damn planet is willing to die for the right to research what they please.”


“It’s not the research.” Anford shook her head. “You hit the nail on the head in there. It’s the materiel. They know that once they’re back under Prime’s control, their smuggling operations will come to a sharp halt.


“I haven’t yet cracked down on their smugglers because Icarion needs them to keep feeding their people. If they capitulate, Prime brings down the hammer, and then they’re back to tighter rations than they’re on right now. And my informants tell me those rations are tight.”


“All of that can be negotiated,” Biran insisted, rubbing the side of his face with one hand. “If they’d give us half a chance to bring an offer to the table.”


“Can it?” Olver asked. “I respect your intent, Speaker, but the truth of the matter is that Okonkwo is loath to give them any more slack in the leash once she has them back on it. Remember, Okonkwo alone holds back the vote that would push for subjugation, and she will not do so much longer. The High Protectorate will give Icarion nothing. If we wish to negotiate with supplies, those supplies must come from this system. And we all know how low that coffer runs.”


“Not to mention,” Anford said, “Bollar won’t last long if he rejoins Prime. His people would see him as weak, perhaps even a traitor. Add in the shortening supply train, and he’ll have a coup on his hands, even if Prime allows him to maintain governorship. Next year we’ll be negotiating with Negassi and his closest adviser. We’ll never see Bollar again unless they offer him to us as a sacrificial lamb for prosecution.”


“So he would risk the lives of all his people to cling to power?”


Olver and Anford shared a look. Biran grimaced. “How naive of me.”


“Do not let it strain you,” Olver said. “While the Cannery is on lockdown, we have time to muddle through matters before you must make a public statement. But, Speaker, know that you may not like the nature of that statement when the time comes.”


“I understand,” Biran said. “We can hardly pretend at peace when Icarion gunships are firing salvos at our own, no matter how much I wish otherwise.”


“Speaking of statements,” Anford said. Biran sat straighter, sensing what was coming. “My InfoSec people are working on the footage of Major Greeve and Keeper Lavaux. While we all know it to be a deep-fake, proving the lie has been harder than expected. My team says the raw footage has been erased from all systems. They are working to recover the video and discover the culprit, but in the meantime we cannot clear your sister’s name while the united worlds reel from what they’ve seen. We will come across as attempting a cover-up.”


“Thank you for your efforts, General. Please understand I will make no statement either way regarding the matter until you have things in hand.”


Her smile was coy. “A refreshing change of tactic, Speaker.”


“Don’t get used to it,” he said with a small grin.


“Each of you,” Olver said while standing, “see to your duties and then get some damn rest. I will tap what resources I may to see if we can get the Icarions tempered for their metaphorical yoke.”


Biran grimaced. “I do not enjoy that we are on the side of stifling freedom, Director.”


A haze passed before his eyes, brief but weary, dragging down his expression. Then the diplomat’s smile was back in place. Kind, but meaningless. “Such is the price of our safety. We cannot allow a weapon such as The Light of Berossus to happen again.”


The others left the war room at a rush, but Biran lingered, getting a feel for the mood in the air. The halls of the Cannery held their breath. Keepers summoned from their homes squirreled away in the rooms they once occupied as students, seeing to their duties in this time of crisis through virtual means. A lone set of footsteps pattered toward him.


Biran turned to find Keeper Vladsen advancing down the hall, his head downcast as he walked with short, precise steps. Internally, Biran winced. Vladsen had been Keeper Lavaux’s protégé, though he hadn’t known of Lavaux’s corruption. Being near him never failed to remind Biran of the sinking dread he’d felt when he realized Lavaux meant to hurt Sanda.


But it had not been Vladsen’s fault.


He cleared his throat to get Vladsen’s attention. “Working late, Keeper?” he said, and felt foolish. They were all working around the clock, and the dark circles beneath Vladsen’s eyes were evidence enough of his schedule. Still, Vladsen paused and gave him a ghost of a smile.


“Aren’t we all? How are negotiations proceeding?”


Biran grimaced, drawing a thin chuckle out of the other man. “As expected, I’m afraid. Olver should file an update brief soon.”


“Ah, well.” He had the pinched look of a man who’d run out of social niceties and was ready to move on from this conversation. “I’m glad it’s you negotiating, for what it’s worth.”


Vladsen blinked, as if he’d surprised himself by what he said, and hurried by, flashing Biran a smile and a short line about good-luck-and-good-night that Biran returned half-heartedly. Well. That went brilliantly. Biran repressed a sigh. He would have to smooth things over with the other Keeper, but right now the trouble with Icarion was his top priority.


Biran ran the problem through his mind as he walked the same old path back to his academy room, wondering how it could have been only a little over two years since he took the chip to become a Keeper. Each cohort was twelve hopefuls, and only six made it through to graduation. Ada Station was home to one hundred and forty-four Keepers in permanent residence, with many passing through on missions of some sort or another.


Most of them were scientists and academics. Few were the Keepers with political ambitions. His own world had narrowed to that sphere, but it was only a shallow slice of what it meant to be a Keeper. Civilians knew Keepers for the chips in their heads, which carried pieces of the schematics for the Casimir Gates. But a Keeper was more than that.


Outside of government and war, Keepers delved into research only they were allowed to conduct. Nanites, bioengineering, atmosphere management, weapons, and propulsion systems. These were some of the technologies Prime Inventive deemed too close to gate tech, and allotted the study of which to Keepers, and Keepers alone.


Biran had harbored more prosaic goals. He had wanted to study logistical algorithms for the shipping lanes that kept Prime’s supply lines running. How quickly one’s world can change when tragedy strikes.


He stood at the window overlooking the city below, hands in his pockets, chin raised to the false night. What one wanted to do, and the path one must walk, were not always the same. He hoped what had brought him to this point had prepared him well enough to fulfill his duties. Earnestness and instinct could get him only so far.


A cleaner bot trundled down the hall toward him, swerving to take a path around the solitary Keeper. Its trolley cart was half-sealed, journeying to find another room to clean, but in that mess of bedclothes and other junk, Biran glimpsed something electric, lime green.


“Stop.”


Two beeps for yes.


Biran nudged aside a tattered pillow with the back of his hand. A tube of glow-in-the-dark green lipstick hid beneath the cushion, its cap busted off so that it’d left a lightning streak of color against the shabby grey material. His heart clenched. These were the things from Anaia’s room, on their way to the incinerator. Six of his cohort had graduated. Five had survived to this day.


He sorted through the contents, not sure what he was looking for. There would be no answers here. Guardcore would have gone through everything already, taking out anything that might reveal the extent of the ex-Keeper’s traitorous ties with Icarion. Biran had not yet had time to sit with the betrayal, to reconcile the woman he saw deceiving the cameras tracking his sister’s kidnappers with the woman he used to get stupid-drunk with on their rare weekends away from the academy.


There was nothing in this bin that would tell him where the woman he admired ended, and the traitor began.


His hand brushed metal, and he dug out a thin tablet, palm-sized, the kind of thing used to keep personal pictures. Biran didn’t have many pictures of the times when they were happy, so he took it, sliding the cold metal into his pocket, and wondered how something so small could weigh so much.




CHAPTER 3


PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543


THE WRONG FUGITIVE


Excuse me?” Graham asked.


“I don’t do my questioning in the hangar bay, Mr. Greeve. Come with me.”


A molten core of anger formed in Sanda’s chest, so hot it almost made her eyes water. She tried to push forward, but Tomas tightened his grip across her shoulders, pressing her in close against his side so Laguna couldn’t see her movements. Trying to get her to stay out of things. Jerk.


“What’s this about?” she demanded. Tomas sighed wearily.


Laguna didn’t look up from her wristpad as she tapped out a few short commands. “Your father is wanted for questioning. This will be quick and painless, unless you dig your heels in.”


Your father. “You know who I am?”


Laguna looked up, met Sanda’s gaze. Her eyes were very dark, almost black, and Sanda couldn’t read anything in them. She’d spent too long dealing with Tomas and Bero to understand regular people this soon. A newborn artificial intelligence and a top-class spy didn’t make for normal company. “Yes I do, Major. Your exploits are not my concern, but this city is. Mr. Greeve, now, please.”


“I— uh— yes, of course.” Graham squeezed Sanda’s arm to let her know it was all right and stepped out of the false safety of the hauler. The toughs closed around him, not quite cuffing him, but keeping him from making any sudden movements.


“If you know who I am,” Sanda blurted, “then you should understand that I don’t want to be separated from my family right now.”


That stopped her. Laguna jabbed at a panel inset in the wall, then hit it with the side of her fist. Above, the hiss of gears and pneumatics heralded the arrival of a large metal locker that slid into place in the wall. The panel turned green and the locker clicked open.


Laguna pulled a folded wheelchair out of the locker and snapped it open, setting it on the ground between them. “Scan your ident into the screen here”— she pointed to the armrest—“and the chair will answer to your biometrics.” She pushed the chair forward, then stepped back. “You have my word your father will be unharmed. Hail an autocab, go here.” She tapped into her wristpad and flicked something toward Sanda. A green smiley face asking her to accept the coordinates popped up on Sanda’s wristpad. She accepted. “My people will let you in.”


“Why are you doing this?” Sanda asked.


“I told you. The city alone is my concern.”


She turned on her heel and marched off, the SecureSite toughs taking Graham ahead of her.


“Do you know anything about that woman?” Sanda asked as soon as Laguna was out of earshot.


Tomas shook his head. “Never heard of her, but I think we’d better do as she says.”


“I am so hungry.”


He raised a brow at her. “Graham first, I think.”


“Obviously.”


Without her fleet credentials on hand to grease the way, getting through the hangar with the crush of civs took ages. By the time Sanda hit the line for autocab pickup she was seeing red.


“They’ll have pulled all his toenails out by the time we get there.”


“Pretty sure SecureSite doesn’t operate that way,” Tomas said.


“Prove it.”


An autocab swished up to them. Tomas scanned his ident over the entry pad and it beeped a welcome. Sanda almost scanned hers, then thought better of it. Just because Laguna knew who she was and didn’t seem to care didn’t mean anyone else wouldn’t come knocking if she popped up on the grid.


Ident or no, the cab’s cameras took in her, and her chair, and paused a moment, rearranging its seats to make more room for her before opening the doors. A slim ramp extended, and she wheeled her way up and locked the brakes in to look forward, out the unobstructed picture window. Tomas crammed the bag with Grippy in the back and sidled next to her. The cab took the coordinates from her wristpad and slid into traffic.


So normal, getting into a cab and going about her business. Nobody watched her. Nobody stared. She wasn’t recognizable here, not yet, and that anonymity felt all at once dwarfing and freeing. Sanda could disappear into this city, if she wanted to. Let Tomas craft her a new ident and fade away. Pretend the chip in her head didn’t exist. Pretend Bero wasn’t out there, somewhere, needing help. Pretend she could go without her family for the rest of her life.


She’d never been very good at pretending.


The forward viewscreen wiped away as Tomas projected his wristpad so they could both see. He had a collection of news articles up regarding SecureSite, relating to Laguna in particular: LAGUNA ASKS FOR AID, STREET CRIME WILL RISE UP-STATION, GROTTA DESERVES PEACE.


“Looks like she’s a champion-of-the-people type,” Tomas said.


“So her treatment of Graham depends on which side she thinks he’s on.”


Tomas grimaced. “Yeah, let’s hope she has his file and can see he came from the Grotta.”


“You have arrived at your destination,” the autocab announced.


SecureSite had set themselves up in the lee of one of the knife-blade skyscrapers, and the shadows of the surrounding giants made the building look squat. It clung to the city’s bedrock while everything around it reached for the simulated clouds.


Sanda found her arms weak from lack of food, rest, and just about everything else, so she let the chair wheel itself down the ramp and into the building. She didn’t get two meters through the door before one of the toughs peeled himself away from a chatty colleague and jabbed a finger at her.


“Took you long enough. This way.”


He led them to an elevator and swiped his wristpad over the lock, giving Sanda the unsettling impression that she couldn’t get out of this building unless someone escorted her out. She didn’t like feeling trapped. No one did, unless they were into a very particular kind of kink, but the suggestion she might be stuck in this place made her adrenaline surge. She’d had enough of being someone’s hostage.


“How do we get out of here?”


“I’ll escort you out when Laguna’s done.”


“We are not under arrest, though.”


He sighed heavily. “SecureSite maintains the power to detain any citizen suspected of breaking the law long enough to hand them over to the Prime fleet. We’re not jailers. We’re investigators.”


“Feels pretty jail-y to me.”


The elevator door swished open. She’d never even felt it move. “Here we are. Third door on the left. Laguna’s waiting for you.”


Sanda wheeled out, not wanting to leave her only path to the exit behind, but she figured that if it came down to it Tomas could crack his way into the elevator. That, or she’d be cracking windows.


She was halfway down the hall when the tough said, “Oh and, Major?”


“Yes?”


“Here, least I could do.”


He tossed her a small package of crinkly orange paper. She snapped it out of the air without a second thought. Smooth, bright. She didn’t recognize the brand name, but she recognized chocolate bars in all their forms.


“Holy shit. Thanks.”


“That’s for Dralee.” He snapped off a picture-perfect fleet salute as the elevator doors slid shut.


“The way our luck is running, that’s poisoned,” Tomas said.


“I so don’t care.”


She tore the package open and took a bite half the size of the bar, letting out a gurgle of appreciation as the chocolate melted on contact with her tongue and turned into a delicious, almond-and-cocoa flavored concoction.


“Are you . . . humming?”


She stopped. “No. Come on, stop wasting time.”


He grinned, but didn’t comment as he pushed the door open to let her through first. She folded the package over and tucked the candy into a pocket inset on the side of her wheelchair, then rolled into the room.


Sanda had expected a sparse room, crappy lighting, and a steel chair chained to the floor. Instead, it looked more like a dentist’s waiting room. The lighting was warm and cheery, the walls covered with tasteful, if boring, impressionist paintings. Laguna sat behind a SynthWood desk, her fingers poised over a tablet between herself and Graham.


This made Sanda more suspicious than chains and bloodstains would have. In Sanda’s experience, anyone trying this hard to look normal was hiding something sinister.


“Glad you could join us,” Laguna said.


“What is this? A therapy session?”


“We do things differently at SecureSite, and our results speak for themselves.”


“Who funds this?”


“What?”


Sanda wheeled around to sit across from Laguna and put on the hardest face she could muster. Graham wiped chocolate from the corner of her lips with his thumb. She closed her eyes and took a breath, then put the mean-face back on.


“Look, we don’t have your corollary on Ada, so maybe I’m mis-informed, but in my experience, security shoves every last scrap of budget into databases and the AIs who assess them, not campy twenty-first-century waiting room decor. So what’s going on here?”


“We’re not military. We’re not affiliated with the Keepers. We are a security company and our only interest—my only interest— is in the protection and peace of this city.”


“You expect me to believe that that’s why you’re not interested in me? Seems like handing me over to the guardcore would do a world of good for your relations. I saw the news. Your organization is hurting for funding.”


“Do you want me to arrest you, Major?”


“Of course not.”


“Then please explain to me why you seem obsessed with the idea.”


“Because I’m tired of being used, Detective. If you’re not arresting me, there’s a reason for it, and I want to know what it is.”


“Very well.” She tapped at the screen between them. “You’ve seen this footage, yes?”


Shaky, faraway footage of her battle with Lavaux filled the screen. She looked away.


“Yes. It’s doctored. I did not throw Lavaux out that airlock. He attacked me, and I defended myself.”


“I believe you.”


“Why?”


Laguna sighed heavily and pinch-zoomed the screen. Sanda made herself watch. Laguna had paused on a close-up of Sanda, lying at Lavaux’s feet. In the false recording, he reached down a hand to help her up, as if she had tripped. In reality, he’d grabbed her by the back of the neck and shoved a blade against her skull.


“The fake is enough to fool casual viewers, but I spend a lot of time looking at footage as evidence, and this scene is all wrong. The lighting under the Hermes shuttle is broken up by shadows that look very much like a man kneeling over a woman with a weapon. Regardless of the shadows, someone who tripped as a ploy to attack a man moving to help her wouldn’t look like that. You’re beat to hell, Major Greeve, excuse my saying so, and in the moments before the fake takes over I can see . . . desperation in you. You’re fighting like your life depends upon it, and I believe you were right to think so, because Lavaux has the body language of a man who’s ready to kill.


“In my professional opinion, it’s a matter of time until this footage is revealed as fake. If I were to detain you, it would not only waste my time and resources, but make myself a powerful enemy. I wish to do neither.”


Sanda licked her lips, trying to hide the surge of hope in her chest. If this detective could see the footage was faked, surely it wouldn’t hold up much longer. Biran would get the truth out. He would.


“Then why detain my father?”


“That is a local matter.”


Laguna brushed the video away and brought up a case file, sorting through images. Sanda glimpsed the file name—Grotta: Arsons— before Laguna pulled up a single still image.


A man lay on a bed soaked in blood. He’d maybe made it into his eighties, if the wrinkles lining his face were real, and Sanda would bet money they were. That wasn’t the face of a man who’d led an easy life, and men with easy lives hardly ever ended them with a crater of a wound in their chest, stuffed full of half a pillowcase that was far too little, too late.


“Harlan Vaish,” Graham said. He touched the image, turned it, zoomed in on the face. The color had gone out of Graham’s cheeks, his voice caught over the name.


“So you did know him. I wasn’t certain when I found your name on a list of known associates. A connected, honest man like yourself . . .”


Graham chuckled roughly. “You know better, Detective.”


Laguna brushed away Harlan’s image with a gentle flick and, in two taps, brought up Graham’s file.


“Graham Lucas Greeve. Sixty-eight years old, born to unregistered parents at Atrux General Hospital, and soon disappeared into the streets of the Grotta. You attended school, virtual, but you never stood for the examinations.”


“Didn’t see the point.” His voice caught. He cleared it. “What’s this got to do with Harlan? What happened to him?”


“We’re trying to find that out. Harlan— as you experienced— had a habit of taking on young apprentices. In piecing together the night of his death, we’ve established that the last person in the room with him was one Juliella Vicenza, alias Jules Valentine.”


Laguna brought up a shot of a wide-eyed, scared-looking girl with blood on her hands. To Sanda’s mind, she looked way too young to have anything to do with the murder of a man like Harlan, but you couldn’t fake that kind of fear— the kind mingled with anger. Whatever had been on Valentine’s mind in that photo, it’d been bloody.


“We can’t find her anywhere, and the rest of his crew have scattered. If we can get in touch with anyone who may have spoken with Valentine on the night of Harlan’s death, it would be invaluable. I believe you may have known some of his other associates and, if so, where they might go to ground.”


Graham licked his lips. “I don’t know that girl. Who else was Harlan crewing?”


“We suspect these three were in recent contact.”


She brought up three images, displayed in triptych. On the left, a tawny-haired girl even younger than Valentine, her hoodie yanked up to hide her eyes, and a fistful of cables sticking out of her pocket. In the center, a muscular man with a scraggly beard hiding his chin and an old scar near his collarbone that had the telltale striation of a blaster hit. On the right, an enby with a mass of wavy brown hair and the harried look the paranoid get etched into their faces— as if they expected to be ambushed at any moment.


“I don’t know any of them,” Graham said, shaking his head. “Must have come on board after my time.”


“Hold on,” Sanda said, pointing to the picture of the man. “There’s a time stamp on this, it was taken two years ago. Are you telling me you haven’t been able to find this man for two years?”


Laguna blanked the screen. “No. We haven’t.”


Graham chuckled. “Forgive me, Detective, but if you haven’t found Harlan’s crew in two years of trying, I doubt I’ll be of any help. I can tell you the types of places Harlan liked to haunt— Grotta bars and cheap VR dens, mostly— but the fleet would be better suited to assist you.”


“They won’t talk to us about anything relating to Ms. Valentine.”


A long pause as they all digested that. It was Tomas who finally asked, “Why?”


“Because Harlan Vaish wasn’t the only one she killed.”


Laguna selected a very different picture of Jules. She’d cleaned herself up, though her clothes were the same, and scraped her hair back so that her face seemed larger, eyes wider. She had a blaster in her hand, tech she shouldn’t have been able to acquire, and a dead woman at her feet.


The top of the dead woman’s head had been blown off, a dusting of blood and brain matter covering the sleek museum floor. Sanda knew an Elequatorial Cultural Center when she saw one. The dead woman’s clothes were plain enough, but they were sharp with newness, the creases distorting the shape of her body. The boots sticking out from beneath her slacks weren’t so new, though. Those mag boots were scuffed from regular use.


“Who was she?” Sanda leaned over the desk to spin the image around, trying to get a better look at her face. Something about the woman struck her as familiar. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was. Maybe the haircut— people who spent a lot of time in low-g tended to crop it like that— or the body shape. The woman had a small tattoo, pale blue ink across her wrist in the shape of two scythe blades with a circle above their crossing points. It meant nothing to Sanda.


“That,” Laguna said, “is Keeper Zina Rix Nakata.”


Sanda yanked her hand back from the screen. Tomas whistled low.


Graham said, “Harlan wouldn’t get tangled up with Keeper business.”


“I would have agreed with you, if I didn’t have video of one of his people blowing a Keeper’s head off.”


“This is the guardcore’s problem,” Sanda said. “Maybe you haven’t found her or her associates because the guardcore already took care of them.”


“Maybe,” Laguna admitted. “They have vanished from the grid. I’d be inclined to agree with you, if it weren’t for the fires.”


Graham had gone quiet, so Sanda asked, “Fires?”


“Every suspected location of Valentine after the death of Harlan Vaish has gone up in flames.”


She swiped the murder scene away and brought up a parade of burned-out buildings. “It stopped after she dropped off the grid.”


“But?” Tomas prompted.


She inclined her head to him. “It’s started again, last week. We don’t have evidence of her presence, but the places are all similar to the last fire in the series two years ago. Warehouses, rotted-out things that aren’t home to anything other than mice, going up like torches at random across the fringes of the Grotta. Three now. I’ve had the names of all of Vaish’s known associates flagged since the first one started burning last week. Yours was the first to pop.”


“Lucky me,” Graham said, “but I can’t help you. I don’t know those three, or Valentine. Whatever they got mixed up in has nothing to do with me.”


Laguna blanked the screen. “I understand it was a long shot. If any of Harlan’s acquaintances attempt to contact you, Mr. Greeve, please call me immediately. I’ve flashed my priority line to your wristpad.”


“I’ll do that.”


They stood, shook hands, and went through the process of getting out of the building and into an autocab in a thick silence. Sanda was so filled with questions she could feel them pushing against the base of her tongue, threatening to break free at any moment, but from the look on her dad’s face, he wasn’t willing to talk yet. She could wait. Give him a little time to process the dead friend he’d just seen.


“So.” Tomas turned in his seat to look Graham in the eye. “How long have you known Arden Wyke?”




CHAPTER 4


PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543


SPACE IS A HARSH MISTRESS


Jules fucking hated space. The low-g, or micro-g, or zero-g, or whatever the fuck you called it. The c-effect that made her stomach screw up and threaten to burst through her lips at the first sign of spin-grav. The promise that, if she stepped outside of her manufactured bubble, death, and only death, would meet her.


Maybe that wasn’t too different from Jules’s normal life, though. Things hadn’t exactly been hospitable to her outside of the Grotta.


Jules triggered another anti-nausea injection into the side of her neck and clutched her rifle tight to her chest. The harness strapping her to the inside of the drop pod bit deep, crushing her through layers of body armor. Her body jiggled as the pod ducked and weaved around the lasers trying to paint it up for gunfire, or railguns, or whatever this fringer settlement Rainier had picked out was running for defense.


The worst part was how calm the others were.


Three of them wore guardcore armor, standardizing their bodies and obscuring their faces so that Jules, technically, couldn’t tell what they were feeling. But the way they held their weapons, low and at ease, told her enough. Cool as a crater on Pluto, the guardcore were. Not being able to see their faces made it easier to hate them as a unit.


Marya was another story. Rainier had kitted her in the same Prime armor Jules wore— slate-grey and cyan plates overlapping their bodies, tucking their soft and vulnerable bits away while their faces were shielded by armored helmets not meant to do much of anything outside of keeping their noggins intact, their pressure stable, and their air recycling.


Okay, maybe that was a lot, but Jules didn’t have a switch she could flip to hide her face and she really, really wanted to right now because Marya was looking at her like she was going to barf, again, and the reminder of that experience was not helping her control this one.


“Contact in three, two, one . . .” a computerized voice said.


The shuttle jerked. Jules slammed upward, the harness biting down so hard she half expected her armor to dent. It didn’t, because this wasn’t the cheap shit Jules was used to. It was Keeper tech, state-of-the-art, and she had to keep reminding herself that it was hers now.


While she wasn’t a Keeper, she had to play the part somewhat convincingly if she wanted to gather the scientists who could help bring Lolla out of her coma. Marya was better at it than her. Marya was better at most things.


“Incursion formation point alpha,” one of the guardcore said. A flash of text popped up in the corner of Jules’s HUD identifying the speaker as GC1T7. Their ident tags shuffled every time Jules worked with them. She didn’t know if they understood they were working with an agent of Rainier and not a real Keeper. She’d been too much of a coward to ask them, well, anything.


Sparks flew as the drop pod’s door scraped open, revealing a smoke-filled hallway. Jules was still unbuckling her harness by the time the guardcore detached, formed up, and secured the hallway.


“Clear,” GC1T7 said. The others spoke over open channel only if they absolutely had to.


Marya helped Jules get the harness off and gave her a hand to steady herself while she waited for her vision to stop swimming and her stomach to decide to stay down.


“Get me access,” she ordered, surprised at the strength in her voice.


“Advancing the line,” GC1T7 said.


The guardcore pushed into the smoky hallway until their secure perimeter included a hab diagnostic panel set into the wall. Jules slung her rifle over her shoulder and approached the panel. Every single time she did this, the thought stabbed at her— Lolla would be better at this. But the girl was in a coma, and Jules was doing this to get her out. Get her safe.


This fringer settlement was nothing more than a city-hab shield planted in the unstable rock of an asteroid way out in the Ordinal system’s belt. They didn’t even trust their shield enough to live in the open. Endless hallways bit into the rock of the asteroid, sheltering their people beneath stone and steel. There were hundreds of settlements like it scattered across the systems of Prime, but this one housed a woman Rainier claimed could change everything.


But then, Rainier had claimed that about the last three scientists Jules had kidnapped.


Jules synced her wristpad with the station’s panel and let the suite of software Rainier provided go to work. Luckily, that woman’s bag of tricks didn’t require Jules to know what she was doing.


Alarms bleated down the hallway, red warning lights flashing to alert them to the damaged life-support systems. Jules rolled her eyes. That’s what the suits were for.


Her pad blinked the annoying happy-face emoji Rainier liked to sneak into every available opportunity. Jules swiped it away and pulled up the station’s resident directory. It was wrong, of course. Settlements like this didn’t exist because the people who founded them wanted to be honest members of society. But between the list and the schematic, Jules had a good idea of where the scientist would be.


“Third basement, lab A3.”


“Understood,” GC1T7 said. “Threat assessment?”


“That’s your job.”


The guardcore didn’t respond; they never did. Jules could poke and prod and march circles around them singing about the debauchery of their mothers and they’d never react.


“Smooth,” Marya said across their private comm line.


“But not wrong.”


“Maybe don’t insult the professional killers?”


“What the fuck do you think we are?”


Marya closed the channel and stalked ahead, but not too far ahead lest she break protocol and get too close to the guardcore while they were working their incursion procedures.


Jules chafed to say something, to needle Marya or GC1T7 or Rainier or—anyone. Not that she enjoyed being a jerk, not exactly. She needed that ruthless back-and-forth to keep her calm when she was working a job. Nox had understood the importance of that, and he barely understood how magnets worked.


But these people were professionals with a capital P, and although Jules was valuable to Rainier by the nature of her immune system accepting and blending with the ascension-agent, the others didn’t have the same sense of interest in her. Or her well-being.


So Jules brought her rifle out, held it barrel-down, and maintained the recommended following distance as they cleared room after room down the hallway.


Her skin began to crawl. Usually by now they’d encountered some resistance. Fringer settlements weren’t much for firepower, but a defense bot or a few locals with grand ideas of heroism should have engaged them by now. She considered switching over to the GC channel to ask them what they thought, but she didn’t want to be the jumpy one.


“Isn’t it a little quiet?” Marya asked over the GC channel.


Jules grinned at her back.


GC1T7 said, “We are detecting no attempt to secure the facility.”


“Isn’t that weird?” Jules asked.


“It is unusual,” the guardcore said, because apparently words like weird were beneath them.


While they rode the elevator down to the third basement level, Jules pulled up the resident data with a flick of her eyes and set it to scrolling by in the corner of her HUD. The usual collection of fake names and professions drifted by, annotated against the database Rainier had provided her— somehow skimmed from Prime intelligence— with their suspected real identities and jobs.


Janitors became physicists, poets became biotech engineers. These places drew the disaffected scientists of Prime. They promised safe havens to do research in quiet, without Keepers and the fleet limiting their ability to dive deep on the premise of species-wide security.


Nothing unusual, until she noticed the ages of those gathered here. Children. A good 50 percent of this population was under the age of thirteen.


Jules swallowed, rolled the data back, and ran through those numbers again. And again. Parents disillusioned by Prime’s private research restrictions and narrow education were likely to come to these settlements. She’d encountered plenty. But this was something else— a school, or academy— founded behind the back of Prime.


She pushed the data through to Marya and flagged the important bits. “You seeing this?”


The elevator shuddered to a stop.


“So?” Marya asked. “We’re not here for any of them.”


“But—” Jules cut herself off and pressed her lips together as she strangled a tirade.


“Mass heat signatures detected in second forward room,” GC1T7 said. “Securing.”


Jules’s heart leapt into her throat as the guardcore pushed the heat map through to her HUD. A mass of orange-yellow bodies clustered toward the back corner of the room. She knew how this went, knew how thoroughly the guardcore covered their tracks.


“Authorized for stun weapons only.” Jules snapped off the order the second GC1T7’s hand touched the entry pad.


“Heard and understood,” GC1T7 said.


The units reached down, synchronized, and switched their rifles over to stun protocols. Jules’s weapon wasn’t that fancy, so she had to sling it across her back and pull out a stunner.


“So much for killers,” Marya said.


Jules ignored her. Marya could play tough-girl all she wanted, but ultimately she’d grown up in the middle class of Ordinal, where death was something handed out to those on CamCasts. Not real people whose blood could soak straight through your sleeves as you tried and failed to fill the gaping hole in their chest cavity and—


Breathe. Breathe.


The door opened, the stunners lit the air with pale, crackling light. They shut the door and moved on. She would not look. She would not. Focus had been her savior, her lance through the miasma of breakdown. Do what she had to do to save Lolla. Then get out. Get out, and never look back.


It only got hard when the past reached out and dug its claws into her.


Rust gathered in the joined corners of the hallways. Prime didn’t sell their best shit to seditious fringers. If you wanted to live in a hab that could take the rigors of hard vacuum long term, you lived in a Prime settlement. Full-fucking-stop. Even the Icarions lived under the capricious wiles of a dome that Prime sold to them, generations back. A dome patched together with hope and ingenuity that Prime would never allow to grow inside of its own rigid walls.


If you wanted to do science, you did it for the Keepers.


Jules had never questioned it before meeting Rainier. It made sense to her that anyone who wanted to do science would want to do it for them. They had the best tech, the deepest pockets, they had legal authority— which meant the biggest guns, because of the previous two advantages.


Every fringer scientist Jules had plucked up for Rainier had complained of the same thing: They were hamstrung by Prime, their funding cut anytime they so much as glanced at disciplines the Keepers could tie into gate and chip tech. Many of their colleagues had vanished, never to be heard from again. According to those scientists, the hammer could fall at any time, for any reason.


Jules flicked up her dossier on Dr. Min Liao. The photo attached to the file looked a lot like Jules, if Jules had nicer hair and fewer wrinkles around her lips. Ecuadorian ancestry mixed in with Chinese, she guessed. Jules had no doubt she could scroll back up the woman’s family tree until she found the first of her spacefaring relatives. They’d be scientists, in the employ of Prime. Bright-eyed hopefuls launching themselves into the stars to fulfill Alexandra Halston’s dream of an interstellar meritocracy.


Hadn’t lasted long, that dream.


The lab waited at the end of the hall. Jules checked her infrared scanners. There was one body inside that lab, huddled up under a desk off to the right. Jules put a fist up to call a halt, and the guardcore stopped in unison. She still reveled in that power. If she’d called a halt on her old crew, they would have blown through thirty seconds bitching about why she wanted them to stop.


“I got this,” Jules said.


“The target is likely to be hostile,” GC1T7 said, their polite way of telling Jules to back off.


“That’s what my armor’s for, isn’t it?”


The GC didn’t comment, because any response probably would have been insulting enough to get them in trouble.


Jules readied her stunner to let them know she meant to take this seriously. She got three steps inside before a shock wave slammed into her chest, making the circuitry on her armor freak a little, but then the flashing settled back down. Jules sighed.


Sticking over the top of a desk was the tiny mouth of a personal defense stunner. Jules had been hit with plenty of those in her day when she wasn’t wearing armor.


“Ow,” she said, then waited a beat. The doctor fumbled with the stunner, going for another shock. “Dr. Liao, I am not here to do you or your settlement any harm.”


“The— the children—” Her voice trembled, but showed remarkable clarity under the circumstances.


“All our weapons have been set to nonlethal stun ranges. The children are fine.”


A giddy laugh. “What do you want?”


“To offer you a job, Dr. Liao.” This was going better than expected. Usually, by now, the scientist in question had attempted some sort of all-or-nothing attack. Maybe Liao could be talked out of here. That’d make for a nice change of pace.


“No. No! I left you monsters at Prime behind ten years ago and I’m not going back now, I don’t care how much money you offer me. You’ll have to arrest me.”


Through all this, the woman hadn’t even poked her head up.


“I’m not from Prime,” Jules said.


“Do you think I’m stupid? Do you think I can’t see your armor, or your guardcore friends?”


“Yeah. That’s . . . complicated, I guess. Look, I’m not the techhead here, but my boss is interested in your research. No restrictions. A team to call your own. They need a leader. Your dossier says that’s you.”


Impulsively, Jules reached up and pulled the helmet from her head, then tucked it under her arm. “Look. See? Here’s my face. Do I look like the kind of Prime hardboot that’d be coming to throw you in jail or whatever they do?”


It took longer than Jules expected, but slowly, Liao lifted her head above the desk and met Jules’s eyes.


“Who are you?” she asked.


“My name is Jules Valentine.”


A dart whisked past her cheek, ruffling her hair, and embedded itself in Liao’s chest. The doctor had only until a count of five to look outraged and betrayed, then the sedatives kicked in and she slumped into a heap against the desk.


Jules sighed. “Was that necessary?”


“Protocol,” GC1T7 said.


The GC entered the lab, still in that three-point formation, and painted up every object in the room with their sighting lasers before one finally decided it was safe enough to drop to one knee and throw Liao over their shoulder.


Jules popped her helmet back on so that the others wouldn’t hear her say, “Sorry, doc. At least you won’t remember any of this.”




CHAPTER 5


PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543


ALWAYS RISK PERSONAL SAFETY FOR GOOD NOODLES


Graham insisted they get food in their bellies before he answered Tomas’s question, and as much as it annoyed Sanda to have to wait, she could see the wisdom in his plan. Not only were they likely to have their conversation recorded in the autocab, Sanda was way more likely to throttle either of them if they pissed her off on an empty stomach.


Graham punched in an address, and the autocab blipped a warning chime. “That address is within the Grotta district. Are you sure? I can recommend an excellent noodle shop not five minutes away!”


“I’m sure,” Graham grumbled to the cab and jabbed away the warning.


Sanda thought she could hear the car sigh, exasperated, as it slid into the steady flow of traffic. She definitely heard the doors double-lock.


“What’s wrong with the Grotta?” she asked.


“It’s where I grew up,” Graham said.


“Oh.” She fiddled with the seam between the cushioned arm of the wheelchair and its metal body.


Graham had said little about his childhood, but what he had shared wasn’t pretty. Laguna had all the facts stashed away in her tablet, and probably a long arrest record she hadn’t read to them out of an attempt to be polite, but it was what filled in the cracks between the facts that gave Sanda pause. That made her belly clench and her fists grip.


Her grandparents, whoever they were, had at least had the decency to drop Graham in a hospital before disappearing into broad daylight. When he reached majority, he could have had his DNA pulled and searched them up, but he’d never done so. Said they didn’t owe him anything but the body he had, and that was fine by him, but Sanda and Biran had always wondered.


When they were kids, they dreamed their grandparents were royalty on the run, hiding their only child away to protect him. When they were teenagers, they hacked into Graham’s records to find out for themselves. The arrest— and injury— record they found there made them never talk about it again.


The sleek polish of Alexandria-Atrux fell away, and the Grotta grew up around them. There were poor neighborhoods on Ada. Nothing desperate, nothing really dangerous. Just places where the people who earned only basic income lived. It wasn’t something Sanda had ever thought about. Most of those people moved in circles she never crossed with. They seemed . . . content, she’d thought. Prime provided, after all: basic income, housing, medical, and food. No one went without in the united worlds of Prime Inventive.


The Grotta was not content.


Its streets and buildings jagged and sagged, growing off of one another with the haphazard rapidity of a cancerous cell. Garbage— she hadn’t seen stray garbage in her life— collected in the gutters of the streets. She recognized the brilliant orange flash of a candy wrapper stuck in a drain cover. Those few people who walked the streets either lingered or rushed. The cameras in the light poles— ubiquitous in Prime cities, but usually impossible to spot— glared with uncovered, silvery eyes.


“What happened here?” she asked Graham or Tomas or the universe at large.


“I’ve been asking myself that for a long time,” Graham said.


The autocab pulled up to a curb alongside one of these burned-out husks Laguna had showed them and rang out the cheery “you’ve arrived” tune. Graham reached for the door.


“Hold on,” Sanda said. “There’s nothing here.”


“I doubt that.” Graham let himself out of the cab and stretched, then pulled Sanda’s door open. “Come on, kid. Let me show you one of the few good things of the Grotta.”


She wheeled out onto the muddy street and set the wheelchair to follow at Graham’s side. The autocab was only too happy to pull away, leaving the three of them standing on a dirty sidewalk looking over a pile of charred and rotting rubble.


“This was Udon-Voodun,” Graham said, and nudged at a piece of debris with the tip of his mag boot. “Best damn noodle place in Atrux, no matter what the snobs downtown think.”


“Was,” Sanda said.


His sour expression wiped away and he ruffled her hair with one hand. “The Grotta grows.” He tipped his head back like he was sniffing the air, then nodded to himself. “This way.”


Half a block along and the structure of the streets started to lose meaning to Sanda, but not Graham. He’d been born to this, and it’d shaped him, rearranged something essential in his DNA that made him feel the city like an extension of himself.


It would have been impressive, watching him slough off the old-merchant persona and blend back into the streets, into the life he’d left behind, if he hadn’t been her dad. Dads weren’t supposed to change like that, right before your eyes. Weren’t supposed to shake off everything you thought you knew about them like an old blanket, as if the life of domesticity you’d known with them was only temporary— water droplets caught in fur. The real man lay beneath. Waiting. And not even that deep, judging by the speed of things.


Ten minutes in the Grotta, and her dad was walking like he’d never left.


“Here it is,” he said. “Knew it wouldn’t fold.”


Sprouting out of the side of a water-stained concrete building was a structure that had started life as a lean-to. The corrugated metal roof clung in place, patched with algae-based plastics. A counter with a row of seats formed a line of defense between the kitchen and the patrons, but more benches and tables had popped up on the outer fringes. The roof reached greedy fingers across the narrow strip of sky, offering some shelter.


The place could have been made of tin cans and toothpaste, and Sanda’s stomach still would have tried to climb out of her mouth and pilot her chair to the counter. The scents coming out of that kitchen were unlike any she’d ever encountered before. She swallowed excess saliva.


“Oh yeah,” Tomas said. “Place like this would never die. I can’t fucking wait.”


“Sit,” Graham directed them, and Sanda crammed her chair under a beaten-up old picnic table while Tomas perched on an alarmingly wobbly plastic lawn chair.


Graham came back with three noodle bowls balanced along his arm, curls of steam wafting from each. Only one thing on the menu at this place. That meant it was definitely good.


Two bowls later, Graham said, “You knew Arden?”


Tomas slurped down the last of his broth. “Knew of them. The Nazca courted them for a while, but they dropped off the grid shortly after taking payment for a job completed.”


“Sounds like Arden. They never liked being tied down, even as a kid. Maybe especially as a kid. I’m surprised they stuck with Harlan so long.”


“Will either of you please explain to me who Arden Wyke is, and why I should care?”


Graham gestured expansively to Tomas. “Your people probably have deeper intel than my brief acquaintance can account for.”


“That’s all I’ve got, actually. I didn’t spend much time in Atrux, and personnel wasn’t my forte. Finding people was. Ask me anything about one of my targets—”


“Excuse me.” Sanda raised her hand. “Target right here.”


He grinned and squeezed her knee. “Yeah. I know Graham ran—” He paused, caught Graham’s eye, asking implicit permission to reveal what he knew. Graham nodded. “Drugs and grey tech through Atrux into Ordinal and Ada. I knew of the Harlan connection, but didn’t think it relevant to dive too deep into that side of things. I surmised that the chances of Sanda seeking shelter with your old contacts was slim to none. Actually, that’s not entirely accurate. I started to poke around— just in case— but most of those records had been scrubbed, or otherwise obfuscated. Curious, but you weren’t my mark, Graham.”


Graham smiled to himself, swirling a steaming cup of tea. “You’d find digging much deeper into my past difficult, and that’s Arden’s doing. They’re the best I’ve ever known, or heard of. Could have been working for the Keepers if they weren’t so damn curious all the time. The Keepers need a neat little mold to put their chips in. I think Arden scared them.”


Sanda scratched the back of her head. “Why would Arden scare them?”


“It’s not a normal curiosity. When I say curious, I mean about everything. When Arden starts asking questions, they don’t stop. Got on a kick once when they started to doubt that the universe was real. They used to joke about us all living in a simulation, refer to their knowledge as leveling up a skill set. Harlan wanted to keep them around, but even as a kid they spooked him. They had a way of looking at you like . . . like you were bundles of DNA and what was that but code, anyway? I don’t know. It’s hard to explain.”


“No,” Sanda said, thinking of the way Lavaux had looked at her before he put the razor blade to her neck. “I get it. I know that look. It’s not pretty.”


“Forgive me,” Tomas said, “but when you saw that picture of Arden, it wasn’t just recognition I saw in your face. You looked scared.”


Graham made a deep study of his empty noodle bowl, pushing a piece of stuck-down green onion around with a chopstick. “The Nazca trained you well, spy, but you missed something. I didn’t just recognize Arden. I recognized the man, first. Nox. He’s a gunhead like no other. I don’t know what the girl has to do with it— either of them— but if Nox and Arden have put their skills together, then Atrux is not a safe place.”


“You mean the dead Keeper?”


Graham flicked his gaze from side to side and lowered his voice. “If Arden has found an anomaly in the structure of the world— its government, its net, anything— they’ll worry at it until it unravels all around them. The fact that unregistered Keeper chips are floating around, and Arden is mixed up in a Keeper death? I don’t like it.”


“There’s only one unregistered chip,” she said, ignoring the clench in her chest.


“Lavaux knew about it. It stands to reason others will, too, and I have a hard time believing it’s a one-off.”


“That’s a whole lot of speculation,” Tomas said in that easy drawl he affected when he wanted to defuse a situation. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “And maybe not something we should talk about here, eh?”


Graham flicked his gaze toward the kitchen and sighed. “Right.” He scrubbed his mouth with a paper napkin and crumpled it, dropping it into a bowl. “Let’s check in at that hotel of yours, Mr. Galvan.”


“Grand idea.”


Tomas stood, then bent double. The veins of his neck and forehead bulged, skin going red as a radiation burn. He clenched his jaw and braced himself— one hand on the back of Sanda’s wheelchair, the other on the table.


“Tomas?” Sanda grabbed his arms. His skin was hot, the muscles taut and veins throbbing. She contorted to get a look at his face, his eyes. They were squeezed shut.


“What the hell—?”


He grunted, tried to force out a word, but just wheezed. His fingers curled against the table, crunching up the scattered napkins. Her wheelchair squeaked under the pressure of his grip. Slowly, as if moving against an intense g-pull, Tomas pointed his chin at his wrist.


A green-brown blob pulsed on the view of his wristpad, a cancerous mole throbbing to his rapidly increasing heartbeat. Sanda slammed her palm onto the symbol. It fizzled out around the edges, and for a moment she thought she saw the suggestion of thin lines tracing the shape of a bird through the amorphous blob.


Tomas let out a long, ragged breath and sagged against the table. Graham grabbed him underneath the arms and helped him back onto his chair. Tomas folded his arms on the tabletop and dropped his forehead against them, breathing hard.


“What the hell was that?” Sanda pressed her palm against the back of his neck. His skin was hot to the touch.


“Nazca.” He wheezed the word. “Been too long off-op without checking in. Getting antsy. I have to report. Soon.”


“That was antsy?”


Graham caught Sanda’s eye and directed her to look around. She did, slowly, taking in the wary faces watching them.


“Can you walk?” she whispered.


“Yeah.”


“We gotta go. Come on.”


Graham levered Tomas to his feet and wrapped his arm around his shoulders, helping him onto the main street where they could call an autocab. The murmur of conversation drifted back to the restaurant as people brushed off the incident. They probably thought he was withdrawing from some drug or another.


Sanda couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes on her, and wondered who else was watching them from the cameras of the Grotta. If Tomas could be hit with whatever that was remotely . . . They needed to find a way to those coordinates in her head.


Not just because she needed to know what waited there, but because they needed to get out of this city. Atrux didn’t want them here. And this city, she felt, would chew them up and spit them out as easily as Bero had if they weren’t very, very careful.




INTERLUDE


PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543


THE INTELLIGENCE


Arden fit the goggles over their eyes and subsumed into the digital space of the net. They didn’t visualize themself there, personhood was dangerous, and that was part of why they liked it in the net. There, they weren’t anything but a collection of thoughts and emotions— no meatsack dragging them down, impeding the flow of thought with petty needs like food and sleep and pissing.


In the early days of the virtualized net, some fiend of an engineer with a taste for the dramatic had set the default colors to glaring shades of Prime Inventive cyan. Maybe the engineer had thought the colors would be a warning: This was Prime space, not free space, watch yourself. But Arden hated blue, so they’d overridden the universal defaults and shifted the wireframe landscape to a soft, mauve rose. They’d never seen a real rose, but they’d seen enough CamCasts to have a pretty good idea.


That’s when other netheads had named them The Gardener. They’d done that at age six and still hadn’t been caught. If they got caught for anything, it wasn’t going to be an upgrade to the universal color palette.


The intelligence wasn’t there. Their chest gripped, fearing they’d imagined it. Fearing that yesterday, when they’d tripped over the nascent being, it had been a figment of their imagination. Or worse, Prime had already found it and scrubbed it from existence.


But Arden had taken precautions, wrapped the being in layers of misdirection. Few could find something in net space that Arden did not want found. And the being had felt . . . distracted. As if the circumstances that had created it were wearing away at it, drawing its attention elsewhere. What was a being of thought, if not defined by that which it cast its attention upon?


They pushed that idea aside. It must have wandered, and they would find it, for while they hadn’t risked tethering the being in place, Arden could easily track the layers of code they’d swaddled the being in. The finding was just a matter of time.


Focus. Focus was key, because Nox would be out for only a few hours, and he got pissed if Arden was checked out in the net too long. Thought it was dangerous. Nox was right. He just didn’t know why he was right.


Arden’s immediate sphere of influence was tailored to their needs. Data clusters they used often appeared around them in tight double helixes, their ode to the biology that’d given rise to their being. Arden may bemoan the limitations of their meatsack, but they weren’t blind to the fact that they wouldn’t exist without it.


They weren’t here to manipulate that data. They spread themself thin, dangerously thin, pushing out of the sacred, locked-down space that was theirs into the rattier, forgotten parts of the net. The corners where they’d caught a glimpse of the intelligence.


There, they felt a tingle of recognition. Not from the intelligence— that being didn’t seem to be aware that Arden existed— but from its tendrils of thought. The intelligence had a certain vibration to it that tickled Arden’s neurons. They pursued.


Space was irrelevant in the net. They arrived, a cloud of electronic impulses that congealed on the periphery of the intelligence’s space.


Arden wished they could stop thinking of themself as a cloud, or a bundle of anything at all, but that was the downfall of being born into a body. You thought of yourself as contained, even when such definitions were pointless.


The intelligence didn’t have such constraints. Arden wondered what it had been born into, if it could be said to have been born. It strained the very edges of Arden’s comprehension. Somehow they knew it was dispersed (but even that wasn’t right, because dispersed implied a previous state of togetherness) and that space in the conventional thinking didn’t matter. They knew that, academically. Sensing and understanding it were an entirely different matter.


Maybe it hadn’t been born into anything at all. Maybe it was a fluctuation in the net— a Boltzmann brain of electronic impulses. The net relied upon quantum entanglement. It was possible.


But Arden didn’t think so. Whatever it was, they didn’t think there were words for it yet.


It did not think in words or images. It swelled and receded, a tidal rhythm that Arden could only guess was ascribed to some outside influence, or shifting of attention. They couldn’t really know.


The intelligence was, at this stage in its development, unknowable. But they hoped it might make that bridge, someday, as its growth spurts surged and eddied. Because it was growing, they were sure of that. Even during that brief first visit, it had not expanded, per se— space was, again, a crutch-thought— but it had increased. It was more.


Being near it soothed them. Because even though they couldn’t understand it, they got the feeling it was searching for something. For someone. Calling them home, like Arden was.


Arden let their consciousness drift into the orbit of the being, thinking of their kidnapped friend Lolla, hoping she was safe. Wondering if Jules had found her, and if the reason they weren’t calling home was because it wasn’t safe to do so yet.


And promising, with everything that they were, to bring them home again.




CHAPTER 6


PRIME STANDARD YEAR 3543


CAN’T COUNT ON A SPY


Even the fancy fans of Hotel Stellaris weren’t strong enough to whisk away the sheer amount of steam Sanda worked up in the shower. Hot water kissed her shoulders red, brought a burgundy flush to her cheeks. By the time she dragged herself out and got snuggled up in a towel, drying herself seemed pointless. She was sitting in a sauna of her own making. It was the best morning she’d had in, well, years.


Sitting on the edge of the tub, she leaned over and turned the door handle, kicking it open to let the steam escape into the rest of the hotel room.


“Thought the fleet cured you of that habit,” Graham called out.


“I know a high-end recycler when I see one. No water restrictions on Atrux.” Sanda grinned and leaned back, bracing herself with her palms, and let all the aches of the last few days melt away on a cloud of heat. “And even if there were, Jacob Galvan’s paying for it, not me.”


“About that.” Graham rapped on the side of the doorframe. “Your boy’s gone.”


“What?” She hooked the door with her foot and slung it the rest of the way open to get eyes on Graham. He was making a very intensive study of his feet. “What do you mean, gone?”


“Left without a word. I conked out for a nap when you hopped in the shower and when I woke up, he and his duffel were gone. He left Grippy, and transferred the hotel registration to my name, which gives me every reason to believe he’s not coming back.” He licked his lips and made himself meet her gaze. “Sorry, lass.”


Sanda hunched forward, pressing the heels of her palms into her eyes. Between the open door and the humming fan, the steam had dissipated. She shook herself, loosening her joints. This was always a possibility, and the Nazca had been aggressively calling him home. Focus.


“He’s a spy, Dad, I knew he’d take off eventually.”


Back on Ada Station, Tomas had looked her dead in the eye and told her he was exactly where he wanted to be— at her side. That hadn’t been a lie. But the pain that shot through him at Udon-Voodun hadn’t been fake, either. It wasn’t so much that Tomas was a spy. It was that his masters yanked his leash.


Maybe that was a pretty lie she was telling herself.


“We can’t stay here,” Graham said, dragging her out of her own head. He was right— no argument there— if Tomas knew where she was, the Nazca would know soon enough. She trusted him not to crack her head open. She didn’t trust his organization not to try.


“Too bad. I don’t think we can afford anything this nice.” Graham laughed and patted the wall, a steam-slick section of SynthMarble. Each tile was veined with grey to give it character, and flecked with glints of mica for realism. Hell, maybe those glints were real gold.


“True enough,” he said. “It’s too bad Ilan isn’t with us. He’d love this.”


“Have you let him know we’re all right?”


Graham’s smile wiped away and he tugged at his beard. “I left a message in a place where he’ll find it. You’re a wanted woman, remember? I poked around the net, and casuals are calling the footage of you assaulting Lavaux fake. Public opinion was already in your favor, and Lavaux was never popular with the people, but the officials have to pull that lever for you to be in the clear with the fleet.”


“And Tomas switched this room to your name, which is going to be a big red flag to anyone looking for me.”


“Fucker,” Graham grumbled.


“I’m . . . not so sure.” She was still fuzzy around the edges from her experience getting spaced and shoved in a NutriBath, but the shower had shaken a lot of cobwebs loose. “He was telling us to leave, that it’s not safe to stay here.”


“Could have told us that himself, instead of fucking off without a word.”


Sanda shifted from the edge of the tub to her wheelchair and traced her thumb along the cool metal of the turning wheel. “He left without a word because he knew we’d try to stop him. You saw the reaction he had at the noodle place. The Nazca don’t fuck around.”
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