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ONE



THE EMISSARY KEPT on digging his own grave, centimeter by centimeter, word by word. He had been ill served by a poorly trained spy service, but that was no excuse. A coronation was a time for traditional platitudes and ceremonial courtesy, all the small flourishes and grace notes that such formal occasions demanded to ensure that the usual hierarchies were firmly in place and the new names alongside the ancient titles would be honored and respected.


It was certainly not a time to bring up family gossip.


The newly crowned monarch all but glowed with attentiveness, and her attendants, knowing the trap well, made no attempt to hustle the emissary away and move the next dignitary forward. They waited. One idly adjusted the fall of ice-blue fabric that poured from the monarch’s left shoulder to puddle at her feet. Snow white her robe, ice blue her mantle, platinum bright the embroidery on her vestments, telling in symbol and sign all the tale of her dynasty.


The dynasty the emissary presumed to speak of.


How her mother must be proud of her … at last.


How their blood had returned to the purity of prior generations … eventually.


How reassuring it was that her brother—apologies, adopted brother—would no longer embarrass the chronicles of their line with his whims and oddities.


The monarch made no reply but smiled and smiled until at last the emissary, uncouth as he was, faltered in his performance, like an actor who realizes he must have missed a cue somewhere.


“Esteemed Lady, where is your brother?” No nonsense about his adoption then, the old fool. Simply a direct question that she could answer freely in the comfortable knowledge that the information was too late to be of any use to anyone.


She matched the now-sincere smile on her lips with a gleam of hungry humor in her eyes. “Paris, my dear ambassador. Did you not know?”


IN PARIS, THE streets were screaming.


Not literally. But nearly. The sound reverberated from every paved road and brick wall. A vibration of thudding feet strummed through lines of traffic stopped by bodies moving too thickly to be pushed aside by mere motors and machinery. Up ahead, a few cars still managed to press forward through the crush of the crowd. One car, anonymous with dark-tinted windows, made as if to break away. The crowd scented quarry and surged toward it.


Another car took advantage of the space temporarily created to nudge its way into an alley. To the uneducated eye, in the darkness of evening, this vehicle appeared to be normal in every respect. The make and age were common, and the occupants were visible behind clear glass—but then the left rear window rolled down, and the high-tech VR glass flickered, dropped its display of an upset and frustrated family of four, and showed instead the pop star, his driver, his manager, and his security.


The family had been fake, but the frustration in the car was real.


“Get that window back up,” the manager snapped.


The pop star gave her an apologetic glance, quickly blew a stream of smoke outside, and obediently put the window, and their disguise, back in place.


“Can’t you do something about the crowds?” the bodyguard asked him quietly, as if already knowing the answer.


The star took another drag on his cannabis cigarillo and exhaled slowly, not caring where the smoke went. His eyes were very tired. His fingers trembled slightly as he leaned forward and tapped the ash into a used mug sitting between his feet. “Well,” he said simply, “it’s a lot.”


The driver said nothing. In a few minutes the street behind them cleared. The decoy had done its job. The driver maneuvered the car around with a precision that was entirely her own human skill and turned onto the main road.


Behind them, the streets continued screaming.


OWEN OWEN OWEN!


Only the rich could buy that special kind of identity—the fame of a single name, the hush of origins unknown. Whoever he had been in the past, he had been wealthy enough to completely bury his old self before embarking on a new career. Which, given the fawning curiosity of the world of film, virtual reality, and media, was still amazing.


People considered the manager, Noriko Fournier, to be the real brains of the operation, but to what degree was anyone’s guess. Did she pluck him from obscurity and train him in the way that she wanted him to go? Was she the Higgins to his Eliza? She was legitimately, verifiably pre-moneyed when it came to the Owenmania industry, thanks to her family’s banking roots. She could have done it. But what would make her want to do it?


She was famous for her scowl, her brusqueness, and her general air of hating her job no matter how many billions it made her. People said the only reason Owen put up with her was to get a break from the incessant adoration. If so, she delivered and then some, and not only to him.


She glared across the table. “You will entertain no other bids. Owen will pay whatever you ask.”


The man in the pale linen tunic cleared his throat nervously, no doubt unaccustomed to being threatened with large sums of money. “It’s not us. There’s a procedure. Our laws require sealed bids and approval by a committee.”


Noriko raised her eyebrows in disbelief and displeasure. “There will be no other bids,” she said again with greater emphasis. “Owen’s offer is to the players, not to the club.”


Linen Tunic looked helplessly to his left. His colleague, a heavyset man made more imposing by a deep red jacket, spoke with all the care and caution of a man trying to defuse a bomb. “The players have contracts with the club—”


Noriko whisked away the explanation with an impatient brush of her hand and completed the gesture by slamming four well-manicured, hard-lacquered nails into the wooden surface between them. The men flinched and eyed the black tips with concern.


“You have not read the proposal that I sent in advance of this meeting. You are wasting our time. Compensation for amending the players’ contracts is included.” She breathed out and repeated softly, “There will be no other bids and this offer will expire within twenty-four hours.”


Red Jacket slid a black leather folder from a space ten centimeters to his left to the exact center of the table, where it was perfectly aligned with his breastbone. He laid his fingertips on the folder with a light but firm touch. “But we have read the proposal. Thoroughly. And we cannot help but wonder … why is Owen so desperate to own a football team? And why this one?”


“He has his whims,” Noriko stated in a tone that was too flat to even register as disapproving.


“Why this one?”


“He sees that they have potential.”


“We are sixth in the league and falling. There are other, more successful teams for sale at the price you’re buying. Why this team?”


Unexpectedly, Noriko smiled. She flexed her hand from tense claw to resting palm down, mirroring his own hand. “He sees their potential, and when your players rise to the top of the league, there will be no doubt that their success is due to him.”


In the small moment when he could not think of what to reply, she touched her own fingertips to the proposal and shifted it five millimeters farther under his hand. It was the softest, most subtle movement she had made all day.


Then she stood abruptly and tossed a small black chip onto the table. “Should you or your committee manage to make a decision within that time, you can reach me via this closed network.”


She stalked out without a farewell. Madame Noriko Fournier was also famous for her indifference to greetings, apologies, and small talk of any kind.


The luxury carriages of the Magistrale Privée were soundproofed. State-of-the-art shock absorbers dampened even the smallest vibrations of the train’s motion. As far as overnight trains went, you couldn’t ask for anything better, but Owen wasn’t sleeping. For once, he wasn’t even smoking, though he restlessly turned a cigarillo over and over in his right hand while staring out the window at the starlit sky and the mirroring scatter of lighted human habitation in the landscape. His bodyguard reached over and took it away. Owen didn’t react.


“You should be sleeping.”


It was an observation, not an order, and Owen replied to the question lurking in the shadow.


“Even the cannabis doesn’t help,” he explained with a brief glance at his bodyguard’s expressionless face. “Anyway, Tareq is joining us in Munich.”


“You don’t have to be awake for that.”


“Sleep through the carriage unlink from the MP Est and uplink to the MP Nord? I’ll be awake and outside and recording, thank you very much. My aunt would never forgive me if I neglected my journal.”


“Your aunt would never forgive me if I let you collapse from exhaustion.”


Owen’s smile was half fondness, half exasperation. “You’re my bodyguard, not my nursemaid. I’ve done this before, you know. Declaiming and debating for nearly twenty hours at a time. Eight-hour concerts are easy after that. Yes, I’ll sleep for a week when we stop, but I won’t break.”


The cold mask fractured and revealed a weary resignation as the old gendarme, for such the bodyguard was, rubbed a hand over graying hair. “I came out of retirement for you.”


“Thank you,” Owen replied softly, sincerely, completely deflecting the implied reproach and offering in turn something strangely close to affection.


Sharp black eyes pierced him, not questioning his motives but demanding a larger portion of truth. “I’m afraid for you. I’m afraid for us, our chances. Did you bring me here to share a hero’s death with you?”


Owen shuddered. “Hellfire no, not in my wildest nightmares. Don’t be melodramatic. And trust me. I wouldn’t have come here if the chances weren’t good … well, at least reasonable. I trust you to let me know when I’m starting to go too far. I respect you and I will listen to you.”


Owen and Ahn regarded each other seriously for a long, silent moment. They both knew what was coming.


Finally, Ahn said it. “Go to bed.”


Owen grinned. “Yes, General.”


Suddenly, there was a loud chime. Owen frowned, glanced at his wrist, and chuckled. “Noriko closed the deal. Looks like I might get a good night’s sleep after all.”


People wondered how Owen could be everywhere at once, performing, negotiating deals, expanding his empire. The truth was simple: he had the knack of traveling light.


Concerts, for example. He had no backing band, no roadies, no equipment, no favorite accessory or costume without which he could not take the stage. He would draw from a pool of the best instrumentalists and backup singers in the area, order a bespoke outfit from a local fashion house, cover a popular song by one of the region’s most famous musicians, and debut a song written by a local songwriter in the national style and rhythm.


The rehearsal phase was intense, relying on several in-the-flesh and virtual reality practice sessions, logistics planning, fittings, and more. Media speculated that Owen’s residence had a military-grade VR hall that could connect to and mimic any location on Earth and a few beyond (remember the Orbital Tour, which covered all the space stations and included a thrilling piece of spacewalk choreography?). They weren’t entirely wrong, but no one, not even his so-called inner circle, could confirm or deny the existence of such a thing. When Owen played host to colleagues and other celebrities, it was at rented ranches and long-leased mansions, and never, never where he slept.


The result was remarkable, unique, and very lucrative. Every country, every city claimed Owen as their hometown hero. He spoke just enough of six languages to charm his audience, and did so with a flawless accent. He could sing in any language, from the challenging clicks of Xhosa to the subtle tones of Vietnamese. He became the global Everyman, but somehow personalized, like that distant cousin on the far fringe of the family tree who is still recognized as kin. In addition, the attention of the fan bases of all the local talent he employed combined to exponentially enhance his appeal. No wonder his true nationality was a secret.


“Don’t worry. I pay my taxes in full,” he told the media, and it appeared to be true. One investigative journalist drew up a complicated chart of Owen’s tour schedules and the laws of various tax domains to claim that he could not be from a country that taxed by citizenship rather than duration of domicile. But a team of independent auditors verified that taxes were indeed being paid to some entity, so the story fizzled out.


Of course, he had his detractors. One critic noted with great snobbishness that Owen’s many awards were all secured by popular voting rather than by a jury of his peers, and the best that could be said of him was that he had redefined the genre of ethno-folk pop. Another, sounding more bewildered than bitter, said that attending an Owen concert was indeed an experience, with spectacular performances from the backing musicians and so much audience participation that it felt like the world’s biggest and best karaoke party … but Owen had such an ordinary voice, just about able to stay on key and not much more. And he never wrote a lyric or a tune. So why was he so famous?


Dammit, he wasn’t even that cute.


“He’ll burn hot and bright and fast, and then he’ll crash,” Juergen, the guitarist, predicted cheerfully. “And until he does, it’s an honor to ride on his generous coattails.”


“That’s a little disrespectful,” Mariane, the bassist, murmured. She wasn’t really paying attention. This was her biggest paying gig in ten years, and she would say and do absolutely nothing that could jeopardize her great good fortune, or screw up the chance of opportunities in the future. Muttering the occasional aside to chatty Juergen was a low priority. Communicating clearly with the sound engineers was key. Maintaining a good rig and learning how to sweet-talk audio engineers had carried her far in her career. “Juergen, focus. He’ll be here in twenty minutes.”


“He’ll be late. His kind are always late.”


The public address system suddenly kicked in at high volume. “I’m here. Early. Having a quick word with the mixing engineer.”


Mariane tucked her chin down to stifle a giggle. Trust Juergen to forget that his mic was potentially live to all the audio engineers. And trust Owen to pull a little trick like that. They’d seen some of his personality during their VR rehearsals, and thankfully he wasn’t an asshole. He would embarrass Juergen for a brief moment, then continue as if nothing had happened. Not a grudge-holder, not a bully. A rare gift among the megastars. She was inclined to like him. Nothing more—he wasn’t to her taste. Too young and weedy. The mere idea made her feel like a pedophile; she shuddered and shook off a brief wave of chilly nausea.


“Let’s have the intro to ‘Days of Summer,’ shall we?” The mixing engineer’s polite, Welsh-accented voice brought her back to reality. Those butterflies in her stomach weren’t for Owen’s witty remarks. She was nervous, that was all. A natural physical reaction to a frighteningly huge and exciting night in her life. She pressed her fingertips hard against the bass’s strings, defiantly playing a quick, complex riff to ground herself. Time to focus. Time to perform. Time to shine.


“I love you, man!”


Mariane allowed the giggle to escape this time and lifted her head from Owen’s lap for just long enough to take another pull from her bottle of pilsner. They were all high for various reasons and on various intoxicants, but Juergen was reliving some old California holiday memory and had turned completely into Surfer Dude Cliché.


“Love you too,” Owen replied casually. He drew hard on his cigarillo, lighting it to a sharper glow in the semidarkness, then glanced anxiously down at Mariane’s face and cupped a shielding hand under his cigarillo and its few millimeters of dangling, hot ash.


“Not, like, in a sexy way, because I’m nineteen, you know? And you’re at least two decades older than that, so … ew.”


Mariane felt Juergen’s shudder of disgust through her knees. They were all slumped in a pile on the floor of a glass-roofed penthouse, drinking, smoking, and watching the stars. Other humans were in similar piles around them, some within a hand’s brush. Everyone waiting for the sun to come up.


“Doesn’t have to be in a sexy way,” Owen replied calmly. “Non-sexy is fine too.”


“It’s just … I’ve never felt that …” Juergen’s arms described big circles in passionate speechlessness, creating surging waves of movement along Mariane’s legs. “It was transcendent,” he said, finding the word at last. “The musical zone. We were one. We were … It was like religion. You could start a church! Church of Saint Owen—”


Owen’s sigh sounded like pain rather than weariness. “No, don’t say that.” His hand found Juergen’s shoulder, softening the harsh words with a brief touch. “You did great. You all did. Put your heart and soul into your music. Couldn’t have asked for more.”


Mariane listened pensively. Owen sounded sincere … and yet sad. Burning, then crashing. His legs shivered under her, an unconscious tremor of remnant adrenaline. The energy of the stage, still taking its time to leave his body and find earth. He drew deeply on the cigarillo again, as if desperate for the cure to hurry up and take effect.


Suddenly, Mariane felt profoundly sad herself. It was such hard work, and worse yet if you had to be a celebrity too. She wanted him to be okay, not dead in his early forties, used up by all those coasting along on his generous coattails. Saint Owen the martyr. It wasn’t fair. And now she felt both sad and angry, glaring up at the stars as if it were their fault.


Slowly, as the edges of her vision cooled from red fury to gray resignation, Mariane realized that Owen was looking down at her with a warm smile. She smiled reflexively in return. For a long moment they remained like that, gazing into each other’s eyes in perfect, non-sexy understanding.


And that was fine too.


Owen crushed the last of the burning weed into the concrete floor. “Sun’s up. I’m off.” He quietly shifted himself out of the weight of limbs and warmth of skin. “Mariane, Juergen, I’ll see you in Prague.”


Noriko was still in Paris, but not for long. She had a few more meetings to get Owen’s new football club a fresh set of coaches and admin personnel, and that meant two stops on the road to Amsterdam. She didn’t need to be present at the Berlin concert. She had competent staff in place to handle everything Owen would need, and they didn’t need supervising. For these meetings, she was the only option.


Owen had told her his full plan in confidence. “Let them think I’m just having fun. You know otherwise and you know who and what are key to this project working out. Negotiate accordingly.”


He hadn’t needed to add that. Noriko’s talent and curse was the depth of her competitive nature, and even if the football club had been, as she claimed in meetings to outsiders, the mere whim of a man with too much spare cash on hand, she would have fought to get the best deal regardless. She had her own reputation of excellence to maintain. While she respected Owen for his strong work ethic and infallible ability to organize and get results, she too felt that his life was not exactly sustainable. She would keep herself prepared to launch a post-Owen career. He would understand. They both knew no other loyalty than competence, no attachment but success, no stability but the next adventure.


Owen impressed her. His look varied from the delicate, waiflike freshness of a teen idol to the grizzled, whipcord-and-washboard toughness of a decades-seasoned rock star, but beyond all sense, he reminded her of her maternal grandfather—a broad, fat man who could be as placid as a mountain or as volatile as an active volcano … all dependent on which mode would get him what he wanted.


For that reason, or other reasons she had yet to identify, she wanted very much to make Owen proud of her.


In Strasbourg there was a postgraduate research associate specializing in sports science whom Owen particularly wanted. Noriko hoped the terms would be enough to entice. She also hoped she could, however briefly, tap into her grandfather’s wisdom and be the mountain for this encounter instead of the volcano.


The meeting took place in a large office crammed with three desks, a treadmill and a stationary bike connected to a hanging-grid array of tablet computers, and a small kitchen table pushed under the main window. Boxes of assorted energy bars, nutritional supplements, and vividly tinted bottled liquids cluttered the table’s surface, while a small dog slept peacefully in the clear space underneath.


“Sorry about the mess.” Isala Kuria waved Noriko in and limped after her. “Claude is teaching all morning today. Briana is out sick. We won’t be disturbed.”


Noriko looked around for a place to sit. Kuria cleared a bundle of papers from a chair. “Here we go. Something to drink? There’s coffee, just made.”


Mountains aren’t fussy. Noriko accepted a mug of strong but murky arabica and made her own important first step in the negotiations by offering a bag of palmiers and pains au chocolat that she’d bought from a neighboring bakery. Kuria smiled and found a clean plate, and for a minute or two they were content to eat and sip in comfortable silence.


The dog opened his eyes and blinked sleepily at them, but didn’t budge.


“He’s very well behaved,” Noriko said at last in mild surprise.


“He’s lazy,” Kuria corrected. “But yes, Claude has trained him well about food. We don’t want him poisoning himself with the free samples.” She nodded at the stuff on the table.


Noriko realized that Kuria would continue the small talk for as long as it took to make it clear that she was not desperate to say yes to whatever Noriko might say. However, the atmosphere was friendly, almost relaxed. Kuria wasn’t playing a game for spite.


“Our offer has intrigued you?” Noriko said at last, keeping her tone light, as if she too were merely curious.


Kuria gave her a reproachful look. “It’s too much. I thought it was a joke. I didn’t expect you to turn up.”


“It’s not a joke.”


“There are far more experienced coaches available.”


“My employer looks for other qualities than experience. He wanted me to tell you that he read your paper on physiological effects of VR training that enhance team performance.” Noriko watched Kuria intently to detect what, if any, impact her words might have.


The young woman’s face remained serenely neutral, but her eyes lit up. “That was presented at a very obscure conference and it remains unpublished. Your employer has an unusual hobby.”


Noriko shrugged. “Some rich men buy yachts. Some buy knowledge. Perhaps you would like to visit our library one day.”


Kuria’s eyes did that expressive flash again. “A physical private library?”


“Oh yes, although its holdings are all available in VR mode. Please accept this access chip as a token of our very serious interest in your future career choices.” This time when Noriko offered up the black chip, it was with a courteous, almost shy half bow.


Kuria took it and examined it with a look of part admiration, part disbelief. “How soon do you need a reply from me?”


“You graduate in five months. We hope to begin training in eight. Three months’ notice will give us enough time to make arrangements. However, if you wish, you could join me earlier for the process of negotiating players’ contracts. We would, of course, value your input on team selection.” Noriko smoothly stood and gently raised a detaining hand to keep Kuria seated. “But do not decide now. Browse the library. Talk to your colleagues and your supervisor. Call me when you’re ready to chat.”


When the driver asked, almost diffidently, where the next meeting would be, Noriko nearly told her, then hesitated. “Why did I take you instead of using autopilot? I could have sent you on to Berlin to enjoy the concert.”


The driver absorbed the veiled rebuke without a hint of concern. “Now then, Madame Noriko. You know why.”


“Don’t call me Madame Noriko.” There was weariness to the request, a suggestion of words repeated several times again and again and never heeded.


“Habit of the uniform, Madame. Let’s maintain our little rituals.”


Noriko sighed, slumped a little lower. “It doesn’t matter. The next appointment is in VR, not in-flesh. Bonn will do.”


The driver keyed their destination into the car nav. She didn’t turn on the sound or put the autopilot on standby; she loved driving too much for that. “You’re tired?”


Noriko bristled. The driver’s unique blend of courtesy and presumption was sometimes more than she wanted to deal with after a long day. “Pre-tired. Thinking about our schedule exhausts me.”


“Take a nap,” the driver suggested. “I’ll wake you when we’re a half hour out from Bonn.”


“Fine.” Noriko had already reclined her seat, and now she increased the angle. “Wake me early if anything exciting happens en route.”


BANG!


Noriko woke up with a gasp like drowning and flailed her arms against the seat restraints until she woke up enough to realize she was being held snugly for her own good. The car was spinning a full three-sixty on the road. She swore.


“Was anyone expecting you in Bonn?” The driver spoke through clenched teeth in an almost conversational tone as she finally got the car straightened up. She took a sudden left turn.


Noriko’s face slammed sideways into the window glass. The car’s video system, the mirrors, and her own eyes confirmed that there was another vehicle pursuing them, an illegally modified van with a blackened windshield and a thick bar of a bumper, which hit into them again with the force of an unyielding battering ram. Unfortunately, there was not a lot of road to maneuver. They were on a narrow country lane with trees on the left side and fields on the right.


“How long—”


The car swerved into an even narrower track. “Never mind. Let’s discuss this later.”


Noriko shut her mouth, held on tightly, and let the driver do what she was so very good at doing. People wondered why Owen preferred small cars instead of long, luxurious limousines for his entourage; this was why. Tight city alleys, small country lanes, anything that would offer a quick getaway … their cars could handle it. Even the occasional off-road adventure was possible with a quick adjustment of the ride height and tire pressure.


There was a thump and a hiss as the car went through its transformation while juddering through deep ruts of dried mud and scrabbling over loose gravel. The rear cam showed the van leaning awkwardly into a curve and settling on the straight. Poor stability. Noriko knew her driver would capitalize on that.


She did. The next curve was sharp, slightly inclined, and with a helpful ditch alongside. Their car whipped around it neatly while the van slid, tilted, and went over the edge. Noriko’s safety restraints finally loosened and withdrew so she could turn around and stare for a scant three seconds at the accident, until the next bend in the road took them out of view.


“Shouldn’t we …” she began, then shut up. Stopping for potential kidnappers, injured or not, was the absolute worst thing they could do.


“Let’s go straight on to Amsterdam,” she decided quickly. “No stops. We can teleconference there, with our full security detail.”


“Wise choice, Madame Noriko,” the driver agreed. “Sorry about your nap.”


A shiver of tension stopped Noriko’s reply in her throat. She let the tremor pass, then spoke in a steady voice. “Let me review the footage from the car cams.”


The driver slid her a questioning glance, but without hesitation she input the command to send the video to Noriko’s tablet. “Time stamp around 2:29 P.M.,” she said.


Twenty minutes ago. At 2:29 P.M., they had still been in heavy traffic on the highway, moving north-northwest at about eighty kph. For a while all seemed normal, then the footage showed the car stopping once at a charging station, then at a snack stop drive-through, and again at another charging station minutes later.


“You realized we were being followed,” Noriko murmured, and flipped to the rear footage to search for the van. The shape gave it away, eventually, but it was blending in beautifully by changing color periodically—a common feature of advertising vans, but not often used to display solid color instead of moving images. The windshield was transparent but slightly blurry, and Noriko knew she could not trust the figures behind the glass to be real instead of a VR projection.


At 2:46, the front-facing footage lurched right as her driver made her move, crossing two lanes briskly to take a sudden exit from the highway. The rear footage showed the van veering off quickly but far less tidily, leaving behind other drivers swerving and swearing. Then came the unexpected surge of speed, the slam into the rear that had woken her up, and the spin to regain control and distance.


The final minute didn’t take long to view, and it put the shiver of tension back into her belly. Turning off her tablet, Noriko sat back and made herself breathe slowly.


“Were you expecting this to happen?” she asked suddenly.


There was a reproachful pause. “Madame, you know I report only to General Ahn.”


“And Ahn will report—”


“To Owen.”


The brusque answer brooked no reply. Noriko was left in open-mouthed, blinking silence.


The driver relented and spoke in a gentler tone. “Don’t worry, Madame. I know what to look out for now. I’ll get us safely to Amsterdam by nine P.M.”





TWO



TAREQ LEANED AGAINST the wall, away from the knot of tension in the center of the room.


Noriko was furious, he decided, but it was the kind of fury created by fear and uncertainty, not hatred. He wondered very briefly whether Owen would understand that, whether he should tell him, but instead he instinctively sealed his lips shut and watched the argument unfold. Noriko was furious, but Owen was aghast.


“Why do you have to go off by yourself anyway?” he said reproachfully.


Tareq sampled the nuance. Fear from Owen too, of course, but also guilt, and a slight distractedness that meant he was trying to figure out what to do next.


“She was not by herself. She had Bernice. Bernice Jones is one of my best, and she proved it again by handling the situation appropriately.” Ahn spoke in a voice that sounded almost reasonable, except for the hint of a leash in the drily deliberate tone. Listen to me. Imitate me. Be careful what you say, and how you say it.


Owen shot a quick glare sideways. You I will deal with later.


Tareq tried not to giggle. The situation wasn’t funny, but he was nervous. He’d watched the Berlin concert from an engineer’s booth, close enough to see the stress beneath Owen’s stage face but far enough to remain unseen. Owen had claimed to be happy to see him when they greeted each other in Munich, but they both knew the reason for his visit, and Owen had put off the inevitable by immersing himself in concert prep and avoiding Tareq completely. For a group of people who claimed to be close, there was too much unspoken and little actual communication going on.


Owen faced Noriko again and put on his calmest mask. “I think you should use the translator bug from now on.”


Noriko all but threw her hands up, choking back strong emotion. “Look,” she managed eventually, “we’ve talked about this. Why should I, the only member of your team who speaks five languages and understands eight, need a translator bug?”


“Because if the next creep who attacks you speaks in that ninth language you never bothered to learn, I don’t want you to be at a disadvantage,” Owen said.


Tareq shook his head. How could Owen not know how patronizing he sounded, with that excess of patience?


Ahn was already speaking, trying to salvage the conversation. “We have a bug that’s also an emergency communicator. Sapphire and platinum, very lovely piece of equipment. Come on, Noriko, you’ll put it on, won’t you? Just to give me peace of mind?”


Impressive. Tareq now understood why his family said that Ahn had matured into quite the diplomat. Noriko frowned, trying to stay angry at Owen, but Ahn had made her curious.


“Only if you show me your full report on this threat and any others you’re expecting,” she bargained.


“Deal,” Ahn said easily, and the two left Tareq and Owen alone in their little privacy cage that served as both office and shelter from everyday public surveillance.


Owen exhaled slowly. “Thank you, Ahn.” He sat down and passed a hand over his face.


“You really are overextended,” Tareq stated.


“If this is some kind of intervention—” Owen began.


“It’s not. You’re beyond your own help, and you should recognize that. What else do you think I’m here for?”


“To lecture me?” Owen said with sad humor.


“To take you home whenever you need it,” Tareq replied quietly. “And you need it.”


A hopeful light brightened Owen’s eyes, but he caught himself and it faded. “Soon, but not yet. I’m concerned about the attack on Noriko. We have to be vigilant, at least until we’re out of Europe.”


“Trust Ahn to do their job. Let me do mine.”


“After tomorrow’s performance, then.” Owen thought a moment and amended, “After we reach Prague.”


“No farther than that, and no longer than that,” Tareq insisted. “Constantly putting things off is how you got to this point in the first place.”


Owen was visibly twitchy, but even without that sign, Tareq could feel the crackle in the atmosphere like an itch. “What is it?” he demanded.


For once, Owen didn’t pretend not to understand. “I’m out of smokes,” he apologized.


“Surely you don’t need them that badly?” Now he was the one with the excessively patronizing tone.


Owen treated it as it deserved—he ignored it. “I’m going to take a nap. Wake me fifteen minutes before rehearsal.”


“I’m not your personal assistant. Set an alarm.”


Owen laughed weakly, but he took out his pocket calendar and did as he was told. Then he flopped into the reclining chair in the corner and was instantly still and silent.


Tareq turned away, giving him space and quiet, and went to find Ahn.


In Amsterdam, since the population collapse of the 2070s, it was possible to book not merely a suite of rooms but a plot of land, complete with environmentally appropriate, low-impact dwellings and offices, security points included, and bordered by a grid of canals in a moatlike manner that was both aesthetically pleasing and slightly isolating. The walk between the cabins was short, but uncomfortable. The Netherlands was suffering from a summer heat spike, and everyone was either staying in during peak sun hours or huddling near the massive misting fans installed by civic administration along the banks of the canals.


Tareq found the setup primitive, not because of its low level of technology but because of the sense of too-rapid change, evolution without consolidation. This city was no longer building on the foundations of an irretrievable past but scrambling to keep ahead of the razor-sharp blade of a future that promised death to the unprepared. The climate had shifted, the design of older buildings was obsolete, and the city was trying to adapt with the ponderous speed of a battleship trying to change course.


During his earlier travels, Tareq had seen a little of Amsterdam and a lot of the cities on other continents. Some places were more stable than others, but many of the once-prosperous states of the northern hemisphere exuded desperation of various types and flavors. There was the desperation of a rich man in a mansion trying to enjoy the last of the party before the bill collectors broke down his door. There was the frantic virtue of a criminal-turned-monk flagellating himself in vigorous but useless penance. Most of all, there was the manic optimism of incompetent politicians, assuring their public that the measures being employed were not at all too little and too late, and begging them not to erect the guillotines just yet.


He knew his history, and this present had a familiar echo. Old empires were slowly falling; new orders were struggling to become established. Here, the new factor was the reach of it—this was not a single city to be sacked, burned, and left to crumble to ruin, nor a mere country decimated and taken over by wildflowers and beasts amid the lingering threat of live minefields and unspent chemical shells. This was the whole basket overturned, all the eggs smashed, all the hopes crushed. Humankind had lived for two centuries with the ability to self-immolate utterly and a tendency to play with matches. It was only a matter of time before they followed through on that somber promise. No malice aforethought needed. Something—error, neglect, or the unpredictable and unprecedented—might easily tip the balance against them.


The entire planet was at a tipping point, ripe for salvation or destruction, angels of deliverance or barbarians. And, in the meantime, bread and circuses made life bearable and occasionally diverting.


And here comes the circus. Tareq understood what Owen was doing, though he was not sure that he fully approved of it.


He stepped into Ahn’s office, another low metal building identical to the one he had just left, and paused a moment to exhale in pleasure at the cooler, richer air. Ahn, sitting on the edge of their desk, glanced across in sympathetic understanding, and returned their attention to Noriko. The new bug was already perched on her ear, and she was avidly scanning a small tablet, choosing her language settings for the onward journey.


“Owen’s agreed to take a trip home after we reach Prague,” Tareq told Ahn quietly.


Ahn’s smile held relief and amusement. Noriko blinked, her attention caught. “What did you say?”


“Obscure dialect from the old country,” Tareq said teasingly. “You’ve probably never heard of it.”


Ahn kept smiling and took the tablet from Noriko. “He’s being an ass. It’s a language constructed by linguists that we use sometimes when we don’t want to be overheard. Here, let me add it to your settings.”


Tareq’s eyes widened. “Are you sure?” he said warily.


Noriko laughed. “I understood that.”


Ahn held Tareq’s eye and gave a slow, firm nod as their fingers flew over the tablet screen. “There. That’s about thirty in total, far more than you need. You can do a fresh upload when we start the Asia leg of the tour.” They set the tablet down on the desk. “And the security report is waiting in your inbox. Never say I don’t keep my promises.”


“I will never say that,” Noriko agreed, giving them a warm hug. “If anyone wants me, I’ll be in my cabin doing some light reading.”


She left with a happy spring in her step.


Ahn looked after her fondly. “Give her new tech and new knowledge and she’s forever yours.”


“Is this appropriate?” Tareq said sternly.


Ahn raised their eyebrows at the younger man’s tone. “Definitely. When you have someone as intelligent as Noriko on your team, it’s a huge mistake to keep them in complete ignorance.”


“But putting her in danger instead?”


“Risk assessment is my job, Tareq. Let me do it. Now, you mentioned Owen will take a break when we get to Prague. How much time do you need for that?”


“Two days, no more,” Tareq replied brusquely.


“Then we shall ensure that he has two clear, uninterrupted days after his performance. Let me know where you want us to stop, and where you want to be picked up.”


Tareq nodded, eyes downcast, apparently chastened, but he was already thinking about what he was going to tell his sister on their next chat. She was always willing to listen to him rant, and vice versa. She was also an important part of the journey home.


In spite of all her concerns, Noriko had little time for reading about security. The Bonn VR appointment had been rescheduled, but she still had an afternoon appointment in Amsterdam and another in The Hague the next day. The Amsterdam meeting was a routine catchup with ParaVee, their main VR tech supplier, whose R&D team had some cutting-edge features and fancies they wanted to show off in person and ask her to persuade Owen to try out. The meeting at The Hague … out of all her non-concert work on their European tour, that was the most important encounter on her schedule. She had no idea how to prepare for it, and it made her scared and excited in equal measure.


She forced herself to stay disciplined. She took a nap, had a light lunch, and began to read the report thoroughly. As she had expected, it was not solely a record of the attempt to run them off the road but also a description of Ahn’s network. The latter was more interesting to her, and so, perversely, she dedicated time to the former, committing to memory the make and capabilities of the vehicle used by their attackers, the follow-up with the police, and the list of possible suspects in that area.


When Bernice came to tell her that it was time to go (Bernice Jones, she thought, I mustn’t forget her name again. I owe her that much.), Noriko was dressed and ready and clutching her tablet close. “Tell me when we get there,” she said, and sealed the partition between driver and back seat to better immerse herself in the details of Ahn’s strategy.


Of course, Owen wasn’t the only one to use VR. Ahn had recruited foot soldiers in every European city—recruited, vetted, and trained. Ahn had even appointed their own officers and met with them face-to-face to discuss tactics. The officers included ex-police, former military, and retired border and coast guards. They had remarkable levels of access and trust with current police organizations and military outfits.


In fact, Ahn’s network was so entrenched, so well established, that Noriko could not imagine anyone would be able to penetrate their impermeable borders. She was quite certain that Ahn had come to the same conclusion and was on the lookout for an insider spy.


Noriko was a fast reader, but the drive to their destination took barely twenty minutes. An electronic pass guided them up a ramp into dimly lit multistory parking and a reserved priority spot beside an elevator.


Bernice dutifully said, “We’re here,” and Noriko put away her tablet and stepped out of the car. Their welcoming committee, a group of three, was already approaching.


“Noriko!” The foremost figure, bright and slender in an exquisitely tailored yellow suit, grasped her hands and pressed an exuberant kiss to each cheek, unmindful of the crush that set his tiara and translucent blue shades temporarily askew. His facial filter blurred slightly in protest but quickly adjusted. Smiling, Noriko leaned back and gazed admiringly at him—high cheekbones, smooth rich-toned skin, hooded dark and dreamy eyes, lush lips with a defined curve.


“Peter. Ageless and glamorous as ever,” she pronounced. “And so subtly responsive!” Her finger rose and approached (but did not quite touch) the mask filter in a caressing gesture. The tone of awe was more than simple flattery; it was flattery of the grandest scale, complimenting both the face that had been his, and would always be his, and the mind that had designed the means to maintain the aesthetic peak of his appearance.


“Dushi, you are too sweet, and even better, you are not a liar. Come, love, I have so much to show you.”


The elevator capsule was clean and minimalist, softly illuminated, and free of any buttons or indicator lights. Acceleration pressed gently on them for a half second at the start, and the end of the trip was heralded by a dizzying lightness, but Noriko could not guess how many floors they had traveled. The doors swooshed open to reveal a vast glass-paneled hall filled with sunbeams and all manner of greenery, from tiny patches of lawn to spreading, three-story trees.


“Don’t even try to guess what’s raw and what’s enhanced, dushi,” Peter said with a smug yet beautifully rendered smile as they walked the central pathway through the greenhouse, past various employees and workstations. “This is our playground, and even I can’t keep track of it anymore. Now, this … is my playground.”


He paused for a moment before a huge black door that bore his bare name, Peter Hendrix, in restrained metallic font. Then he tapped it once lightly with a finger, and it swung gracefully inward. Noriko’s mouth dropped open and she drifted in as if in a dream.


“The old city! You’ve got a view of the old city!” She walked the semicircle of window panels and stared at the intricate detail. Pure VR, of course, but the true textures and tints, the larger crowds of decades past, the blessed untidiness and imperfections of a lived space, all were present.


Peter sat at his desk and swiveled his chair to follow her movement, savoring her reaction. “If you look closely enough,” he murmured, “you’ll probably see me walking broodingly along the streets of De Wallen, a memory from the good old, bad old days, when our shelf life was far too short.”
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