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         When you tell people you’ve put together a proposal to save the world, you’d be hard-pressed to get a polite nod or a puzzled expression, because really, who says that? No one expects you’re going to save them a seat for lunch, never mind the world. Genuine curiosity and support are rare and elusive, like snowflakes falling on the equator. Well, today I had a veritable blizzard descending on my equator, because I had a plan to save Venus from itself and I was halfway through my One Gov presentation.

         Of course, now that I was actually addressing the One Gov’s higher-ups and laying out my seven-point plan during the biweekly progress meeting, I wasn’t so sure. I thought I knew how to handle an audience and make my positive business case for Venus. Unfortunately, my audience had too many frowning faces and dark looks. They weren’t coming from everyone, mostly from the Venus contingent, which I’d expected. But still…it made me doubt my ability to objectively reconceptualize cross-unit opportunities—total bullshit business jargon Alexei told me to use if I got stuck during my presentation. I’d mocked him when he trotted it out, but I’d used it twice along with “appropriately streamline distinctive markets” and “quickly foster next-generation technologies” when what I really wanted to say was, “Venus is a mess. Here’s what we need to do to fix it.” Too bad One Gov liked fancy presentations and fancier jargon more than it liked results.

         I didn’t mind the progress meetings, even if they fell at the end of the workweek and tended to run long. When they included participants from both Earth and Venus, times were selected that worked best for everyone. On Earth, it was the middle of the day in Brazil. On Venus, midevening in Freyja on Ishtar Terra. The meetings were a great way for all parties involved in the running of the massive bureaucracy that was One Gov to talk face-to-face—metaphorically speaking. In reality, we were in our own offices, logged in to a centralized virtual conference room on the Cerebral Neural Net, a massive network that linked every mind in the tri-system of Earth, Mars, and Venus in an electronic collective of information sharing.

         The fact I could participate was even more amazing. T-mods were implanted at puberty and grew along with the body. They turned the human brain and nervous system into a conduit of information transference and a living link to the CN-net. I’d grown up in a family of free-spirited, unmodified technophobes. My Modified Human Factor was zero. Yet with only two slightly illegal subcutaneous biochip implants I’d begged Alexei for three months ago—one at the base of my skull, the other above my tailbone, and each encased in a nanoglass tube half the size of a grain of rice—I had a taste of what I’d been missing.

         A quick time check told me to wrap things up. I referred everyone to my graphs and charts again, summed up the benefits Venus could expect to see in revenue and growth over the next fifty years, then resumed my seat between my grandfather Felipe Vieira on my left and Brody Williams on my right. Felipe patted my arm, pride obvious on his face. Since my t-mods weren’t powerful enough to register a touch so gentle, I barely felt it. Still, it was a nice gesture. Though not everyone seemed pleased with my proposed new direction for Venus, at least I had the support of One Gov’s Under-Secretary behind me. And when Brody flashed me a quick grin to let me know I’d nailed it, I felt even better. Nice to know all that practicing in front of the mirror at home hadn’t been for nothing.

         “Those are very interesting and provoking ideas, Ms. Sevigny,” One Gov Secretary Rhys Arkell said, looking at me as if he’d just realized I knew how to speak. “It’s good to see a renewed interest in Venus’s future. And you’re certain those population growth and resource projections are achievable?”

         I smiled. Even if I’d pestered Brody to rerun my numbers half a dozen times, Arkell didn’t need to know that. “Of course. If we keep to the plan and there are no unforeseen deviations, Venus will be a self-sustaining powerhouse by the end of the century.”

         Arkell nodded and looked impressed from where he sat at the head of the virtual conference table. I’d come to associate him with the Tarot card the Knight of Pentacles: not particularly innovative and a little too conservative for my tastes, but committed to his job. He believed in what One Gov stood for, even if some of its original ideals had gone sideways. He was attractive, but then, who wasn’t? Genetic modifications took care of things so everyone met the same baseline criteria. In his case, dark blue eyes, chestnut brown hair, lean and fit. But Secretary Arkell brought it to another level with an affable expression and a knack for meeting your eyes and nodding with great seriousness whenever you spoke with him. It was like he’d been born with an MH Factor that made him the perfect politician, an everyman who could appeal to everybody. And since Secretary Arkell was the most powerful person in One Gov, his being impressed with my presentation was a good thing.

         “I’d like to open up the floor to any discussion or questions people may have,” Felipe said. My eyes flew to him. What? We hadn’t talked about this. Felipe had said my presentation was meant to introduce the idea of Venus reform, not debate it. Besides, a debate could stretch on forever, and on a purely selfish level, I had plans after work I didn’t want to cancel—not when I’d asked Alexei to rearrange his schedule to mesh with mine.

         Members of the Venus delegation were murmuring among themselves. I could see their spokesperson, Adjunct Kian Zingshei, frowning as one of his aides whispered in his ear. Based on my Tarot readings, I’d known they wouldn’t be on board with my proposal, if only out of sheer spite. When I told Felipe my concerns, he assured me he had a plan to handle it. Good to know, but it was also hard to ignore the whispers coming from a third of the people in the room.

         Venus seemed to get shit on by everybody in equal measures, and I knew the on-site One Gov management team had a tough assignment. Terraforming hadn’t gone as well there as it had on Mars. While Venus was habitable, it was still hot despite the planetary sunshade. Terraforming had made the major landmasses earthquake-prone, and resources were heavily monitored and rationed due to chronic pipeline disruptions. I’d tried to be tactful and nonconfrontational in my presentation, but also knew fixing Venus meant shoving the solution down their throats.

         “Did you have something you wanted to say, Kian?” a voice asked the Venus Adjunct—Tanith. Yes, my grandmother, Tanith Vaillancourt-Vieira. So staggeringly beautiful with her long dark hair and eyes like infinity pools to forever, she could take your breath away. She worked with Secretary Arkell and lived on Earth in Brazil, so we’d never met in real life. Still, we’d interacted on the CN-net enough times for me to know she was a formidable woman who could handle unruly politicians in her sleep.

         She was the Queen of Swords in my secret One Gov Tarot deck: organized, intelligent, and if you crossed her, a total bitch who would make your life hell. Felipe, of course, was my King of Cups: calm in a crisis, using diplomacy rather than force to defuse a situation, showing me nothing but love and generosity since the moment I’d met him.

         Adjunct Kian Zingshei cleared his throat. He may be the most powerful person on Venus but putting him in charge of anything more complicated than a fruit stand was a bad idea. “I wanted to point out that we can deal with any issues on Venus without external help. The incident a few months ago on Aphrodite Terra was a perfect example of extreme interference. We didn’t need armed troops forcibly removing people from these so-called quake zones. You merely created discontent in the citizens.”

         “Those weren’t so-called quake zones,” Tanith answered. “The quakes happened, as predicted. If we’d left things to you, people wouldn’t have been merely discontent. They’d be dead.”

         “You’ve requested help before and complained you were ignored. Now we have the resources to give you the aid you need, and you call it interference. I’m not sure what we can do to overcome this,” Felipe said, his tone more placating than his wife’s, which had essentially cut the man in half and left him bleeding out on the ground. It amazed me how his soft Portuguese accent could make even insults sound pretty.

         “The relocation isn’t the only incident. Contracts have been pulled from long-term One Gov partners and re-awarded to those we’d rather not do business with,” Kian continued, clearly not realizing he’d bled to death.

         “You mean the Tsarist Consortium?” Felipe asked, both his voice and expression neutral. “Is this causing issues for you? Are problems arising because of the change in contract holders?”

         Kian looked uncomfortable. Another aide whispered in his ear and he rallied. “We don’t pull contracts mid-term. We don’t disrupt long-standing agreements with those loyal to One Gov. These are partners who embrace One Gov’s ideals and are interested in keeping balance and unity in the tri-system. They aren’t upstart outsiders who undercut market pricing in order to gain business.”

         “So you’re saying you’ve lost your kickbacks and bribes, is that it?” Tanith asked.

         For a moment, the conference room was silent and Kian’s avatar looked uncomfortable. “What I’m saying is this isn’t how One Gov does business. I’ve yet to understand what benefit Venus can experience in the long run.”

         “If you were listening, you would have heard Felicia list them for you,” Felipe interrupted.

         Kian ignored him, appealing to Arkell. “The people are upset. That’s what matters. Change for the sake of change is ridiculous, and we on Venus can’t support that. All these decisions have been authorized by your new Attaché—who’s only been on the job a few months. She doesn’t understand how the system operates.”

         “And I think she does. I trust Felicia’s decisions,” Felipe said. “She hasn’t made a misstep yet.”

         “With ‘yet’ being the operative word,” Kian continued, warming to his topic. “We all know about her connection to the Tsarist Consortium. However, I hadn’t realized that once the true nature of the relationship was revealed, all of One Gov would be getting into bed with the Consortium as well.”

         That little shit! I wanted to bolt out of my seat and launch myself at him, protocol be damned. I tried to think of something both cutting and witty to say, but Felipe beat me to it.

         “This isn’t the Dark Times,” he said. “The Tsarist Consortium isn’t One Gov’s enemy. They are as invested in maintaining the status quo as the rest of us. I fail to see how this discussion is applicable to the current dialogue.”

         “I think it’s very applicable. If Ms. Sevigny is going to make sweeping decisions that overturn years of common practice, I want to know her credentials. She reads Tarot cards, for pity’s sake. Are you telling me we’re putting the future of Venus, or the whole tri-system, in the hands of a…a gypsy fortune-teller?”

         I stiffened at the racial slur. That, and the mocking tone that implied my predictions were little more than bullshit and drivel. He could barely hide the fact he saw me as virtual dirt on his virtual shoe.

         “If you look at the business cases I filed, you’ll see everything was documented and accounted for,” I said, fighting not to grit my teeth or start swearing at him. “I was open and upfront as to whom I approached. If I awarded contracts to the Consortium, it was because it was the right business decision to make. I stand by everything in those reports.”

         “If you’d followed proper procedure, you’d know One Gov doesn’t do business with criminals.” Kian all but snarled the words.

         “I followed procedure to the letter, and let me remind you that this gypsy fortune-teller saved hundreds of lives on Aphrodite Terra. Furthermore, there’s nothing on record showing the Tsarist Consortium is involved in criminal activity. They’re not even on the list of banned contractors. With their backing, I increased Venus’s trade flow with Earth and diverted Jupiter’s energy surplus to Venus—energy you needed for the Aphrodite Terra stabilization project. A project One Gov has been trying to get off the ground for the past twenty years, by the way. I had the proper buy-in from all the necessary departments. You had plenty of time to voice disapproval if you didn’t like what was happening.”

         “And say no to a directive from the Under-Secretary’s office? I don’t think so,” Kian scoffed.

         “She also brought in the Consortium at a lower bid than the previous contract holder. We saved over five hundred billion gold notes, and One Gov’s finally showing a net profit on the Venus expansion since it opened for colonization,” Brody added, because gods knew the fire needed more fuel.

         “Felicia’s decisions are sound,” Felipe added. “What she does is for the good of the tri-system. I trust her to be fair and impartial.”

         “As do I,” Tanith said, her tone steely as she exchanged a look with Felipe I could only begin to guess at. They’d been married for over fifty Earth years so they were bound to share a few secrets. “I stand behind her Venus proposal and support her wholeheartedly.”

         “These changes are making things better for the citizens of the tri-system, so what does it matter who Felicia approaches? The Tsarist Consortium is a legitimate business and political organization. I hardly think they’re going to rise up and crush everything we’ve built in the five hundred years since the Dark Times.” This from Caleb Dekker, part of the Mars team. It was nice to hear something positive from someone not family. New to the group, he’d been on Mars only a few weeks. I hadn’t figured out what Tarot card best represented him.

         “And thanks to Felicia, we have an inside track right to the top of the Consortium leadership, so how can that be a bad thing? Nothing like exploiting the competition if it’s for One Gov’s benefit, right?” That bit of stupidity came courtesy of Adjunct Rax Garwood, another member of the Mars contingent. I fought not to blurt something scathing.

         Rich, entitled, and with a genetic pedigree that would have horrified my technophobic family, he was involved in pharmaceutical management. He was my Page of Pentacles: utterly in love with himself and showing off, and thrilled to kiss Secretary Arkell’s ass any chance he got. He’d also been one of the many idiots who’d tried to date me after news broke I was Felipe Vieira’s granddaughter. Suitors had crawled out from beneath every overturned rock, as if I were some fairy-tale princess in need of claiming—with Rax being the most persistent of the pack. If Garwood thought he’d get the last word in coming to my rescue, I didn’t want to be saved.

         “I’m doing what’s best for the tri-system, and I’ll continue to do that. If you don’t like it, too bad. Get over it,” I said, looking around the table and meeting the gaze of anyone willing to hold mine.

         Turned out not many were, and I took satisfaction in seeing Kian flinch. When you’d gone toe-to-toe with a mad-scientist mother who was illegally cloning you or a five-hundred-year-old crime kingpin who just wanted you to die and get the hell out of his way, it tended to put things in perspective.

         “I think this is getting out of hand,” Arkell protested, looking first at Adjunct Zingshei, then me, Felipe, Rax, Caleb, and finally to Tanith, as if she were his last resort for restoring order. “Now isn’t the time to debate the merits of Ms. Sevigny’s proposal. Let’s read through the details first, then reconvene once we’ve had time to digest it.”

         “You think it’s that simple? Do none of you see the truth?” Kian cried, exasperated. He jabbed a finger in my direction and pounded the virtual tabletop. I didn’t feel the boom to the furniture, but I heard it well enough. “She’s a fortune-teller from a back alley in Nairobi! She barely completed Career Design. She’s practically a nonperson by One Gov standards, and according to the records she was on blacklisted status for most of her adult life. There’s even something in her record about spending time in prison for a fertility clinic attack back on Earth. And this is who One Gov pins its hopes on? Am I the only one not taken in by this con artist?”

         Con artist? If he wanted a con artist, I had a whole family full of spooks and grifters he could poke at. Only Felipe’s arm stretched out in front of me like some kind of restraint belt kept me from jumping out of my seat.

         “Your behavior is inappropriate, Adjunct Zingshei,” he said, voice cold. “This isn’t the forum for this sort of outburst and I won’t have you say another word against a member of my staff.” He exchanged another look with Tanith, who nodded. Then, “Clean your desk out now and be prepared to be escorted off One Gov premises within the hour. One Gov no longer needs your services. Your permissions and access rights have been revoked. I’m sorry to see you go, but your attitude is not aligned with One Gov’s policies.”

         And just like that, Kian Zingshei’s avatar flashed out of the meeting, leaving an empty space at the table. I stared, shocked. Even Secretary Arkell looked surprised.

         “Felipe, was that necessary?”

         Felipe met the Secretary’s gaze. “Kian is a dinosaur, resistant to change. This is our future and I plan to embrace it.”

         Everyone fell silent. Arkell’s eyes widened. “But is this the beginning of the Consortium swallowing One Gov? Does our downfall start here?”

         “You know I’ve always worked for the good of One Gov, Rhys,” Felipe said. “I won’t see it undermined or destroyed, and if involving the Consortium ensures its survival, then I accept that.”

         Arkell’s gaze shifted from Felipe to me. “Is there anything you’d like to add, Ms. Sevigny?” he asked. “You’re closest to Alexei Petriv. Surely you know what the Consortium is planning.”

         Holy shit. For a moment, words failed me before my brain could cobble something together. “I can assure you, Secretary Arkell, Alexei is content with the status quo” was the best I could manage.

         “And what about you then?” he pressed. “Where do your feelings lie with regards to salvaging Venus? Do you feel the same loyalty to One Gov the rest of your family shares? Perhaps you’d be a better choice for Adjunct than Kian, given your passion for Venus.”

         Felipe’s hand rested on my arm, urging me to keep quiet. Fine by me. Only an idiot would open her mouth now and fall into whatever verbal trap Arkell might be setting.

         “This isn’t the time or place to air our dirty laundry, Rhys. I suggest we table Venus for a later date.”

         For several moments, Arkell and my grandfather regarded each other across the conference room table. No one said a word. Then Tanith leaned in, murmured something in Arkell’s ear, and he laughed. “It looks like you win this round, Felipe,” he said. “As you say, we’ll discuss it later. Perhaps Felicia is the Adjunct we need. And don’t think I’ve missed the irony here—maybe we need a woman’s hand guiding Venus after all. I look forward to the next progress meeting. For now, let’s call it a day, shall we?” Secretary Arkell flashed out of sight and logged out of the conference room.

         And now I was at my second mental “holy shit” of the meeting. Me, Adjunct of Venus? Arkell couldn’t be serious, could he? I didn’t want to be Adjunct of anything. I certainly hadn’t seen this in the Tarot cards. If I had, I would have raised my hand to protest.

         I turned to Felipe, about to demand answers. He arched an eyebrow and winked at me.

         “Looks like we’ve removed the opposition and cleared the way for progress. Venus is ours for the taking. Good work. We’ll catch up in two sols on Jovisol and discuss our next steps.”

         Then, like Secretary Arkell, he vanished from sight.

         I sat there, openmouthed. I had to wait until Monday, or rather, Jovisol, to clear this up? What the hell? While I couldn’t be sure of it—not yet anyway—it looked like Felipe and Tanith had just set up Alexei and me as the boogeymen to screw over their enemies.
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         When I opened my eyes, I sat at my desk in my office, alone and with the outer door closed. I took in the bright colors I’d selected to decorate my office, the comfortable furniture, the pretty bouquet of flowers I’d placed on the corner of my desk—using the view to reassure myself I was where I was supposed to be. Then I slumped in my chair and rubbed my temples.

         Gods, what had just happened? I excelled at card reading, but this level of political game-playing was way above my pay grade. Felipe had been the one to guide and train me, aiming me at Venus and ways to improve the planet’s situation. And now to think he and Tanith might be using me to roll over anyone in their way? No, I couldn’t believe that—not from Felipe. However, with Tanith, anything was possible. Damn it, I didn’t want this sort of garbage hanging over my head until Jovisol.

         I knew I should run my Tarot cards. They’d give me the answers I was looking for. And normally I would have been all over that, with my palms practically itching with the need to lay the cards—but the thought exhausted me. I didn’t want the hassle of laying multiple spreads to coax out whatever solution I’d need to handle this new wrinkle. Not for the first time, I wished I could slice through the Gordian knot with my metaphorical sword and move on rather than puzzle over every detail in the search for clues.

         My new implants would be useless for clue-hunting as well. Even if Felipe and Tanith had dropped hints of their plans all over the CN-net, my finding them would be this side of impossible. Basically, I used the CN-net with all the finesse of a four-year-old trying to color between the lines. The implants were the only way I could keep up in my position as Attaché to the Under-Secretary, but the interactive avatar felt foreign to me. Sometimes I got lost in the virtual world, hitting the wrong nexus-node and transitioning to the wrong realm. The Tsarist Consortium’s tech-med, Dr. Karol Rogov—a doctor of technology—who’d installed the implants had assured me I’d get better with time.

         So I practiced and didn’t complain. After all, who could I complain to? Alexei had been against the implants, saying there could be unforeseen complications. How could I explain how badly I wanted to be like everyone else in the tri-system? With his off-the-chart t-mods and genetic modifications, he could never understand. I couldn’t tell my family either. The Sevigny family came from a long line of Romani that could trace its roots for generations, back to before the floods that had destroyed most of the Earth. We were the only pure humans left, or so they claimed. If I’d admitted I’d gotten implants…Nope, not something I wanted to think about for more than zero seconds. I just had to suck it up. If the Tarot card readings started to slide, it was a price I had to pay.

         I heaved myself up from the desk, annoyed I’d spent the last fifteen minutes contemplating my navel when I should have been hustling my ass out the door. Alexei was waiting, and gods knew that while the man had a well of patience when it came to dealing with me, it wasn’t infinite.

         I pinged him a message saying the progress meeting had run late and I’d be ready shortly. Then I hurried to the private bathroom adjoining my office. I rummaged under the sink for the makeup bag I kept stashed there and pawed through its contents. When I’d finished, I gave myself a once-over in the bathroom’s full-length mirror. I looked tired and pale—tricky to do given my olive skin tone. Still, my waist-length black hair was brushed, my green eyes appeared suitably striking, and my sleeveless neon blue dress and sling-back platform heels would hold up under the scrutiny Alexei and I would endure from Mannette Bleu for the next few hours. When one of your best friends was a pseudo-celebrity who streamed every moment of her life across the CN-net for the entire tri-system to consume, hanging out meant being camera-ready at all times. Since I’d spent most of my adult life embracing the role of exotic Tarot card reader, I was vain enough to admit I didn’t want to look like I’d escaped from a trash depot.

         I started at the knock on my office door. “Felicia? You in there? Hello?”

         I recognized the voice, but the AI queenmind still pinged me a visitor profile. Brody—my Knight of Cups, thinking with his heart instead of his head and always looking out for me. I cracked open the door seals to find him poised to knock again.

         “I’m here, but I’m running late. I’m out the door in two minutes,” I said, hurrying back to my desk to ram scattered paperwork and Tarot card decks into empty drawers. “What’s up?”

         “I wanted to make sure you’re okay after that farce of a meeting.”

         “I’m fine. Irritated, but fine,” I said, slamming the desk drawer closed with satisfaction. “Farce is the perfect word to describe what happened.”

         I looked up and met his green eyes, lighter than mine. Brody lounged in the doorway, watching me.

         “Think you’re going to enjoy being Adjunct of Venus?” he teased.

         “Don’t even start, because that is not happening.”

         “I hope Secretary Arkell knows that, because he seemed to like the idea. In fact, I’m amazed he didn’t trot out something truly cringeworthy, like ‘a goddess to watch over the goddess planet.’”

         I made a gagging noise. “I think I threw up a little in my mouth there, so thanks. And no, I don’t want to be Adjunct of anything. I worked hard on the Venus proposal and it annoys me that it turned into a dog and pony show at the end. Felipe better have some incredible explanation up his sleeve, because I feel like a mark in a grift.”

         “Glad to see you’re still in fighting form. I was worried when Kian started into you. He’s a vicious prick.”

         “Thanks, but I can handle assholes like him. Besides, it isn’t your job to worry about me.”

         “We’re friends and we work together. Of course it’s my job.”

         Our eyes met and suddenly the office felt too small. Hell, the whole planet was too small. I caught something in his face a little too serious to be friendship before his expression cleared. For my own sanity, I ignored it. I’d once been attracted to him, with his golden brown hair, lean muscular build, and an outlook on life that made everything seem brighter and more fun, but that had been years ago. Brody and I belonged to a different time, different place.

         “Alexei’s waiting,” I reminded him. “I have to go.”

         “I’ll walk out with you.”

         The atmosphere shifted, becoming something that existed between coworkers and friends rather than two people who used to be lovers. We left my office and headed down the breezeway that led to the elevators. Most of the desks in gen pop were empty, but that wasn’t unusual for the end of the workweek.

         “You get the feeling Felipe and Tanith are orchestrating something?” he asked.

         “I don’t need to read the cards to figure that one out. We all know Venus is a mess, and Kian kept stonewalling any progress. I think Felipe and Tanith are working on some sort of policy change, and they threw me and the Consortium out as bait. Kian took it, and now he’s gone.”

         We stopped at the bank of elevators, waiting for one of the three sets of doors to open.

         “And you don’t mind them using you?”

         “I didn’t say that, but it wouldn’t be the first time someone used me to achieve some master plan. Won’t be the last either.”

         He stared at me. “That’s a new attitude for you.”

         I shrugged. “I’ve been blindsided so many times, nothing surprises me. I guess all I care about is knowing I’m still fighting for the good guys.”

         The elevator door opened and we stepped inside. Brody might have said more if my gut hadn’t compelled me to blurt, “Hold the door.”

         Brody’s arm shot out to catch the door before it could close. He threw me a puzzled look and I shrugged. Far be it from me to ignore the dictates of the luck gene, regardless of how much I wanted to. A second later, Caleb Dekker came jogging down the breezeway.

         “Thanks,” he said, looking grateful. “I hate this time of day, when the elevators get hung up while everyone tries to leave at the same time—or I guess I should say sol now that I’m here on Mars.”

         “No danger of that now,” I noted. “With the meeting running late, looks like everyone else has headed home.”

         “Speaking of which—that was a hell of a meeting. Sorry if I stepped out of line,” Caleb said to me. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. I’m a big admirer of Alexei Petriv and the Consortium’s business model, and I agree One Gov needs to loosen the reins.”

         “That’s a different line than what you’ll hear from the rest of One Gov,” I observed, all the while wondering why my gut shot little pokes of awareness. “You don’t think we should take Rax’s suggestion and exploit the competition?”

         He grinned, displaying straight white teeth. “Garwood shouldn’t be allowed in public,” he said, making me laugh. “He’s a One Gov peon right from the cradle, so don’t expect much open-mindedness from him.”

         “And you’re different how exactly?” Brody asked, the tone not quite friendly but at least not openly hostile. He’d placed himself between me and Caleb as if shielding me. It was something Alexei would have done, and I wondered if Brody realized he did it too.

         “I’ve moved around enough to know One Gov operates differently on every planet. Here on Mars, the rules are a little looser than on Earth. And Venus—don’t even get me started. One Gov holds on to Venus like it’s a rabid animal they’re afraid will get loose and bite them in the ass.”

         I laughed again and studied him. Hazel eyes. Sandy brown hair he wore a little on the long side so it curled around his shirt collar. Lean, lanky, pleasant enough features. Skin that looked like he sported a Tru-Tan. I would have put him at close to mine and Brody’s age, but now that I looked, I noted that telltale hardness around the eyes. It was a jaded look that came from having lost the wide-eyed innocence of true youth—a look you couldn’t get back no matter how many Renew treatments you had. I added a few more decades and put him closer to sixty standard Earth years.

         “You lived on Venus?” I asked with interest. “I’ve never met anyone who’s been to all three planets of the tri-system.”

         “Believe me, if One Gov wasn’t footing the bill, I’d still be on Earth.”

         “True. It’s expensive to uproot your whole life. My father lives on Venus, but it’s been a while since I’ve heard from him.” I didn’t add that before my father had left for Venus, he’d essentially thrown his hands in the air and announced he was done with Earth and all its painful memories. Julien Sevigny was an eccentric and selfish man. He was also mentally unstable, or so other family members claimed. He’d broken my heart in so many small, thoughtless ways, I tried not to think about him for the sake of my own sanity.

         “Out-planet communication to Venus can be spotty despite the CN-net’s quick-wave access. Venus has its own way of doing things.”

         “Felipe calls it the Wild West.”

         Caleb laughed. “He’s not far off the mark.”

         The elevator stopped and the door opened to the lobby. Personally, I found the lobby nothing short of breathtaking. It felt more like a grand entrance hall, promising all manner of delights. The general thinking went that if One Gov wanted a majestic head office as a symbol of its status and power, the environment needed to be as enticing as possible. People didn’t want to commute to a physical building—not when they could work from anywhere in the tri-system via the CN-net. So, if they were going to leave their homes and spend the sol in an office building, it had better be worth the effort.

         A high ceiling gave the lobby a sense of openness even as it was ringed by several balconies where people could look down to the main floor. Huge windows offered a view that overlooked Isidis Bay at the mouth of the Utopian Ocean. I had a similar view at home, but from a different angle. The lobby had been decorated with exotic plants and intimate groupings of furniture where you could browse the CN-net and relax away from your desk. There was a coffee shop located in the middle of all those plants, and along the walls were entrances to shops, restaurants, and an on-site fitness center I’d used on more than one occasion—everything designed to ensure we used our calorie consumption points wisely and logged the mandated number of One Gov fitness hours each month.

         Right now, the crowd gathered in the lobby seemed abnormally large. People milled about for no obvious reason. Or at least no reason I could fathom from my vantage point.

         Then it hit me. The crowd…It wasn’t just people gathered, but rather women. A small cluster of about ten to fifteen women loitered in the center of the lobby, huddled in a loose group. I heard oohing and aahing from the crowd, followed by the barking of an excitable, happy dog, and then a burst of flirtatious female giggling that set my teeth on edge.

         “What the hell…” I muttered, my voice trailing away.

         Behind me from Caleb I heard, “I have got to get me a dog.”

         I felt more than saw Brody look at me. “Don’t you dare say anything,” I growled at him.

         “Wouldn’t dream of it. And it’s probably the dog’s fault anyway. Everybody loves dogs.”

         “Stop talking, Brody.”

         “Got it. Done talking now.”

         “I’m definitely getting a dog,” Caleb repeated, his tone almost worshipful.

         Ignoring them, I tamped down my temper and the raging spikes of jealousy I could never quite control whenever something like this happened—no matter how many times I was reassured it meant nothing—and waded into the mass of gathered women so I could go collect my husband.

         
            *  *  *

         

         In his defense, it probably had been the dog that brought on the women. One Gov’s ban on importing dogs had been lifted less than one standard year ago, so they were still rare on Mars. Seeing one was a novelty. No one would have approached him otherwise, unless she was an idiot. When he wanted to, he gave off an intense “don’t fuck with me” vibe that sent everyone scurrying—even I’d had moments where I’d hesitated. And no one could get past the wall of bodyguards around him. The man was nigh untouchable.

         Now, however, there wasn’t a single chain-breaker in sight—outside security wasn’t allowed in a One Gov–controlled building. I’d also discovered that anytime One Gov hooahs and Consortium chain-breakers got near each other, the situation turned into bedlam wrapped in chaos with a side order of mayhem. I was amazed he wasn’t waiting in the flight-limo. Then again, I was pretty late. Maybe he’d gotten bored.

         Standing in the middle of the women, holding a wriggling puppy in his arms and looking so scorching hot it was a wonder we didn’t all go up in flames, was the love of my life and husband of just over five months, Alexei Petriv.

         I assumed at some point I’d tire of ogling him like eye candy. Apparently not. How could I when looking at him was like looking at a piece of incredible art? He was perfect, but that was what the Consortium had created him to be—genetic perfection with an amped-up Modified Human Factor, probably illegal by One Gov standards. He was taller than most men, with broad, muscular shoulders he could throw me over in a pinch if he felt like it. His thick black hair was long enough that it hung below his shirt collar, brushing his shoulders. The eyes were blue, of course; so blue, it sometimes felt like he could look right into my soul with unnerving ease. He wore a suit like some sort of walking wet dream, and I knew from firsthand experience that beneath the suit was a hard body that left me weak-kneed with want. And to top it all off, like the cherry on a sundae, a hint of a Russian accent, sounding sexier than it had any right to be.

         Since arriving on Mars, we’d been together a little less than a year. And now that we were married, I thought the excitement of wanting to be with him every second would fade. I assumed the butterflies in my stomach would settle. They hadn’t. Instead, the feelings grew deeper, richer. As our lives became more intertwined, I couldn’t figure out how to exist without him. I’d discovered how love was supposed to feel and the proper way to fall into it, and so I had—hard. I’d given myself permission to let go of everything holding me back and love him in spite of who we both were. Doing that had been one of the most liberating moments I’d ever experienced, and I couldn’t imagine trying to climb out of that well of emotion and be who I was before.

         Of course, him being surrounded by a group of salivating women still irritated me. And him being charming Alexei instead of aloof, terrifying Alexei wasn’t helping. I could hear him answering their dog-related questions with entertaining stories that left them all tittering. It made me want to scratch their eyes out. I didn’t, because it wouldn’t have been appropriate. Didn’t stop me from thinking it though. Besides, he knew I stood a dozen steps away with my arms crossed over my chest, about to start tapping my toe in annoyance.

         He sent me a look that would have had me breaking out in a full-body blush if he’d done it when we first met. Now I felt my cheeks heat a little and a sheepish grin cross my face. Then he excused himself from his admirers and stepped in front of me—much to the dismay of the women. I could hear their sighs and see the shoulders slump in disappointment.

         “Hi,” I said, looking up at him. “I’d say I feel bad for making you wait, but it looks like you were able to occupy yourself.”

         I looked down at the squirming, excited puppy that wanted to leap from Alexei’s arms and into mine. I scratched behind his ears and under his chin, running my hands over his dark head, long floppy ears, and sleek black-and-white speckled coat. I started cooing nonsense, unable to help myself in the face of his utter doggy devotion. And to think, I’d once mocked people for treating their dogs like babies.

         Feodor was a four-month-old Russian spaniel. When we’d decided to get a dog, Alexei had wanted a massive guard dog only he could have controlled, while I’d wanted something tiny and cute that wouldn’t destroy everything we owned and take shits the size of small children. Feodor was our compromise, the deciding factor being that he would be great with children. The irony of that thought often hit me like a blow to the chest. Children. What children?

         In the meantime, we’d gotten the dog, then tried to figure out how to fit him into our lives. Tonight, that meant puppy class with Mannette Bleu, who’d decided she needed a dog in her life as well. It also meant we’d end up on her CN-net broadcast, looking like idiots as we chased after Feodor.

         “You look like you can’t decide whether to kiss me or Feodor.” Alexei looked amused. “You realize I’m jealous of the dog, right?”

         “Enjoying the taste of your own medicine?” I asked and continued scratching Feodor, who lapped it up in total blissful puppy happiness.

         He leaned in and dipped his head so his lips brushed my ear. “You know exactly what I enjoy, and if we were alone, I’d show you.”

         “Don’t proposition me at work,” I scolded, though it took everything in me not to slide my hands under his jacket and explore the rock-hard body underneath it. However, Feodor trying to eat my hair when Alexei leaned in was a definite deterrent.

         Alexei pulled back, taking the dog with him and untangling him from my hair. “It’s times like this when I miss your shop.”

         This meant he was thinking about bending me over the nearest flat surface. Typical. “We need to leave or we’ll be worse than stylishly late. By the way, why are you so chipper? I didn’t think you wanted to go to puppy class.”

         He grinned. “I just received confirmation the Callisto permits are finalized. Felipe made them a priority, which means the Consortium can launch the first cargo ship within the next few weeks.”

         Callisto was one of Jupiter’s largest moons and located outside its main radiation belt. It had the lowest radiation levels of all the Galilean moons and a subsurface ocean of liquid water that could be tapped, similar to but not as plentiful as Europa’s. I knew Alexei had wanted the Consortium to build a human settlement and space port there practically forever. Now that he had One Gov’s blessing, the next phase could begin. It also meant Alexei would want to go to Callisto, but how this would impact our future wasn’t something I’d considered yet.

         “That’s great,” I said, beaming up at him. “I’m glad it’s coming together.”

         He arched an eyebrow at me. “I can practically hear you thinking about running the cards. Colonizing Callisto won’t be a reality for years, so stop worrying.”

         “I wasn’t thinking about the cards,” I protested.

         That earned me a chuckle, and his free hand skimmed my cheek. “Really? I’m fairly certain I know how my wife thinks.”

         I heard throat-clearing behind us and turned to find Caleb looking nervous and, dare I say it, celeb-struck. Someone had a man-crush on my husband. Beyond him, Brody chatted up one of Alexei’s former admirers. Huh. I hoped that meant a girlfriend was in the works. Gods knew the man deserved a chance at happiness.

         As it had in the elevator, my gut prodded me into action. I hurried to use the manners Granny G had drilled into me as a child and introduced Alexei and Caleb to each other. And since the moment seemed so important, I took Feodor from Alexei so the two men could shake hands. What did luck want from me now? I couldn’t imagine what Alexei and Caleb might have in common. Maybe a mutually beneficial business opportunity? Or was there some other connection? Gods, I hated being a slave to anxiety as I worried how the luck gene might manipulate things next.

         Feodor wriggled in my arms, and I lost the thread of their conversation. Although Feodor wasn’t a big puppy, he was still an armful. He’d twisted himself around so he could lick my face. I held him away since I didn’t need a face full of doggy drool—not after wasting fifteen minutes reapplying enough makeup to be considered camera-ready.

         Excited, Feodor nipped my arm with those insanely sharp puppy teeth and I had to set him down. Now free, he sniffed everything at nose level with great interest, becoming fixated on a plush-looking chair. I had a terrible suspicion it would be as absorbent as it looked.

         “Sorry to interrupt, but when’s the last time Feodor did his business?” I asked, keeping my eye trained on the sniffing dog.

         “He went before we came in. I believe he cocked his leg on the side of the building,” Alexei said.

         “You let him pee on One Gov’s Mars headquarters?”

         Alexei gazed down at me, fighting to contain a grin just shy of wicked. “Yes, I suppose I did.”

         And probably on purpose too, was my silent thought.

         Ah, hell. I sighed, scooped up the dog, then herded everyone outside. In more ways than one, it was time to go.
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         We settled into the flight-limo and rose into high-street orbit. I got the nervous twinge in my stomach I always felt at takeoff, one I’d never been able to shake in spite of numerous flights. It said, You have no control over your environment. You’re up way too high. This needs to stop. I ignored it, knowing it would pass once we reached cruising altitude. Instead I watched Feodor pace on the bench seat across from us, running from window to window to see all the sights.

         It wouldn’t take long to cross Elysium City—the capital of Mars by virtue of being the drop location for the space elevator—and get to the Larken Kennel Club. The club was the most exclusive dog kennel on the planet. Ironically, I was the one with the in; I’d befriended Mrs. Larken on the trip from Earth to Mars. At almost two hundred years old and with gold notes to burn, she’d been entranced by my Tarot card reading. Later, she’d brought one of the first dogs to Mars and helped set Alexei and me up with a breeder and a cloning specialist since Russian spaniels were rare. Four months later, we were on our way to our first class at her dog kennel.

         “Your coworker was eager to meet me,” Alexei commented from where he sat on my right.

         “He seemed like a huge admirer, so I figured he’d get a kick out of it. You don’t know him, do you?”

         “No. We’ve never met. Why do you ask?” Considering Alexei had a memory like a vault and forgot nothing, I took him at his word.

         “I’m not sure. I just felt like I needed to introduce the two of you.”

         “Your gut?” he asked, sounding casual in a way that was anything but.

         You’d think I’d appreciate having the universe look out for me like that, but no. “Yes, my gut.”

         “I’ll look into it.”

         Wonderful. I’d set Caleb up to have his entire life dissected by the Consortium. “It felt more like a twinge.”

         “Even so, I’ll investigate it.” He gave me a long, considering look. “You haven’t said anything about your Venus proposal. Did you run the cards beforehand?”

         “I meant to, but there were all these other contracts to review first. Everyone wanted feedback on whether they were headed in the right direction on their own projects. Then I had to write up reports with my conclusions, making sure to frame everything as assumptions so I didn’t offend anyone.”

         While I still had requests for personal card readings from old clients, for the most part, my Tarot card readings had gone corporate. Working for One Gov made me respectable.

         “They don’t like what the cards say?” He sounded offended on my behalf, which I appreciated. Then again, he became edgy and annoyed whenever I mentioned doing readings for any of the One Gov Adjuncts.

         “On my last performance review, I was told I’m too blunt and hit too closely to the truth, and that it bothers others in the office. So now I have to be careful what I say and pretty up the words before I blurt them out—as if I’d purposely say something hurtful.”

         Alexei took some time to glower at that before saying, “Despite your coworkers being closed-minded bureaucrats, did the proposal go well?”

         One Gov wasn’t getting any love from Alexei today apparently. “I don’t know. Secretary Arkell seemed impressed, but then the Venus Adjunct went berserk and it got ugly. I told you how melodramatic Kian Zingshei can get, and at the end of the meeting, Felipe fired him. Told him to clean out his things and leave One Gov.”

         I tipped my head back on the seat and closed my eyes, rubbing my temples as I replayed the meeting.

         I felt his hand stroke my cheek. “If the atmosphere is upsetting you, or the stress is too much, there’s no need to stay just to prove how strong you are. If you don’t want to go back, you don’t have to.”

         I sat up in surprise. “But I like my job! I love what I’m doing.”

         “I know you do and I can already see the difference you’re making in One Gov,” he said, the tone soothing. “I’m merely saying you don’t need those people or their opinions to prove your self-worth. You will never be a One Gov drone, so don’t adjust who you are to meet their expectations. Do the job on your own terms, not theirs.”

         “This has nothing to do with meeting expectations or working on my own terms. I’m just not cut out for political machinations. Today, Felipe positioned me so it looked like the Consortium was poised to take over the tri-system. I don’t appreciate him using me like that, even though I know he’s probably working toward some larger goal. Then there was the way Kian snapped at everyone. I expected him to be upset. I mean, nobody likes being told they’re terrible at their job, but the things that came out of his mouth…He made me feel like I didn’t deserve to be there.”

         “What did he say?”

         What I heard in Alexei’s voice made me study him closer. The soothing tone was gone, replaced by something dangerous, with frightening undercurrents. He had that look on his face, one that said trouble was on its way because he would be bringing it.

         “Alexei, no. Forget my whining about office politics. I can handle it. Please don’t get involved.”

         His expression had grown dark. When he met my gaze, he was on the brink of furious. “You have every right to be there and bring more to the table than dozens like him. He upset you. That’s not something I will overlook.”

         “And I’m telling you, you have to. You’re not killing Kian or going after Felipe because he wanted to spin this to his advantage.”

         “Did I say anything about killing anyone?”

         “You didn’t have to. While I love you wanting to protect me, don’t go all crime-lord crazy. Let me work this out for myself. This is my job and my problem. I’ll solve it, not you.” I reached up to cup his cheek, wanting to take the sting out of my words. When I spoke next, I kept my tone light and teasing—a trick I’d discovered came in handy when he got like this. “All I want is for you to be by my side and listen to me complain like the supportive husband you promised to be. If I need your help, I swear I’ll ask. For now, your job is to sit back, look pretty, and try not to think too hard.”

         His eyes widened with surprise, then narrowed again. “Crime-lord crazy?”

         “Is that the only thing you took away from what I just said?” I pressed a kiss to the corner of his frowning mouth. “Did I ever tell you you’re my King of Wands?”

         “How so?” He stilled and let me press a string of kisses along his jaw. I felt the edges of his anger blunt as I leaned into him.

         “Because you’re a creative force and a true visionary. You have ideas that could benefit the whole tri-system. But you also have a tendency to be too ruthless and controlling, with the potential to burn down everything around you. Sometimes, that side of you is very sexy. Others, it’s scary. You’re good at delegating, and this is one of those times you need to let someone else take care of the details. Namely, me.”

         He let out a breath, then tangled both hands in my hair so that when he tugged, he pulled me away from him. His eyes met mine. “And what card are you?”

         I grinned up at him. “I don’t have a card. I’m the reader. I’m the one in control.”

         The look he gave me said we’d see about that, but he’d indulge me for now. “I will not stop protecting the things I care about. Some might say you have the misfortune of falling into that category.”

         “And maybe I’m just lucky.”

         He laughed at that and his hands tightened in my hair. I could feel him wrapping the strands around a fist. “However you label it, we are together regardless. I won’t interfere if that’s what you want and I won’t become all crime-lord crazy, but I will be watching. And if I think it necessary, I will step in. I won’t let us be caught off guard again. What happened on and after Phobos is not an experience I want us to repeat.”

         I shivered at the memory and nodded solemnly. We’d been unprepared then, as those in the Consortium Alexei thought closest to him had betrayed him and tried to kill me. After he’d discovered the conspiracy led by Konstantin Belikov, the nearly five-hundred-year-old Tsarist Consortium kingpin, Alexei had cleaned house with brutal efficiency. With agents working in concert throughout the tri-system, anyone who’d sided with Belikov disappeared without a trace.

         When Alexei told me what he planned to do, I’d been horrified. But when he’d shown me what he discovered in Belikov’s encrypted memory blocks, it brought a whole new level of terror to my nightmares. In the memory blocks was a step-by-step plan to eliminate Project Dark Prometheus, aka Alexei Petriv. That was how Belikov had seen Alexei—not as the son he’d all but raised but as a tool to be used, then terminated. So I’d said nothing, scared what might become of us once he put down the threat, but more afraid of what could happen if he didn’t. I suspected part of him regretted what he’d done, but if it was a choice between us or them, he would choose us.

         “Okay,” I whispered, my eyes on his, “but for right now, trust me to find out what’s going on. I’ve got this, Alexei.”

         He peered down at me. “And I’ve got you.”

         “Yes, you do.”

         “We can always skip the class.” The suggestion was said with dark promise, his hands still in my hair.

         “Not if we want to avoid having a dog that humps everything in sight and all sorts of other bad behavior.”

         A corner of his mouth turned up in a wicked grin, amused. “I’m sure the two of us can figure out how to raise one tiny dog.”

         “Maybe, but I want to make sure we’re doing this right. I want to be prepared.”

         “You can’t prepare for every eventuality. Things happen, you adapt. Shoes get chewed, puddles appear in the middle of the kitchen. We’re all learning and you can’t expect us or Feodor to be perfect.”

         “No, but I can certainly try.”

         He unwound his hands from my hair and we spent a moment watching Feodor run the length of the bench seat a few more times before he curled up in a ball. It was weird how we both did that—each of us fascinated watching this small furry creature amuse himself and us in the process.

         “Is it necessary we do this with Mannette Bleu?” he asked, still watching Feodor.

         “I almost got her killed; I feel like I owe her. She wants to incorporate it into the show, so when she asked, I couldn’t say no.”

         Alexei let out a deep breath, clearly restraining himself from saying something cutting, then letting it go. His intense dislike of Mannette was common knowledge, and completely mutual.

         “Then there’s the christening tomorrow. We could skip that and do something else,” he suggested, drumming his fingers on his thigh as if restless.

         “But I already promised I’d run the Tarot cards. I can’t back out now. My family would disown me.”

         “Babies don’t need their futures read.”

         “But it’s tradition.”

         “This is the third christening your family’s thrown this winter, and you’ve been there for all of them. You’ve done more than your fair share.” The tone implied he’d had more than enough as well. Privately I agreed, though I’d never admit it out loud.

         After the Dark Times on Earth about five hundred years ago, it had seemed the end of days was nigh. People swung back to religion with renewed zeal. Though the furor wasn’t as robust on Mars, my technophobe family had decided to cover all the bases and believed in a hodgepodge of everything. When it came to the spiritual well-being of newborn babies, those beliefs ranged from burying the placenta in the ground, to newborn ear-piecing to ward off evil spirits, to secret naming ceremonies. And we all got our heads sprinkled with holy water to protect against evil whether we needed it or not. Thanks to my family’s blacklisted status being revoked, we could now participate in One Gov’s Shared Hope program. That meant my family had begun reproducing like rabbits. So rather than planning individual christenings, they’d turned them into grand events celebrating several births at once.

         “It’s also the last christening too. It’s just four more babies and we’re off the hook.”

         “You’re forgetting about Lotus and Stanis,” Alexei said. “I recall you promising to throw their baby the shower of the century.”

         I winced at the reminder. “I may have been drunk when I said that. You should have stopped me.”

         “Unless I’m told otherwise, I have a strict policy of noninterference with my wife’s family” was his noncommittal answer, making me roll my eyes.

         My cousin Lotus had been my onetime receptionist when I’d had my Tarot card reading shop in Elysium City. She’d been planning to have a child with her then boyfriend—until she’d met Stanis. He was one of the Tsarist Consortium members Alexei had invited to Mars, as well as a childhood friend of his. Two seconds after meeting him, Lotus had ditched her boyfriend. And five minutes after that, it seemed she’d gotten herself pregnant with a fate-baby. She would be a mother in less than four months and I still couldn’t decide whether I was horrified or envious.

         “Okay, but after that, we’re done. No more christenings.” I gave him what I hoped wasn’t a brittle smile. Yes, no more christenings. Ever. And certainly not for us.

         He gave me a long look. “I didn’t realize marriage would make me so domesticated.”

         The tone made me wary. Not wary in a bad way, but more a reminder of how predatory and dangerous he could be. I hadn’t married the boy next door, after all. I hadn’t married the boy my family wanted for me either. No, that boy—Dante—had dropped me at the first sign of trouble. Instead, I’d married tall, dark, and very, very bad.

         “I don’t think anyone would accuse you of being domesticated,” I said, eyeing him carefully.

         He smiled and skimmed a hand along the side of my face, then my body, until it reached the hemline of my dress. Lust coiled in me. I knew exactly where this conversation was going and could see no way to head it off.

         “Only partially—despite your best efforts to tame me,” he agreed, kissing my throat and resting his hand between my thighs, reminding me of what he could do and had done in the past.

         I pushed against his shoulders. “Alexei, we’re almost at the kennel. I don’t want to be late for class. There isn’t time for this now!”

         “I can be quick when I know what my wife wants. She’s mentioned before I’m very good with my hands.”

         “The dog!” I whimpered as Alexei swept aside my panties and pushed two fingers inside of me without warning. “He’s watching.”

         “Feodor won’t mind,” he assured me as I clung to him and felt his teeth scrape along my throat. “And we won’t be late.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         In the most technical sense of the word, we weren’t late. However, given that the lot outside the kennel was full of personal self-drive units, we were among the last to arrive. Feodor bounced with excitement, pulling on his leash and dragging me off-balance. Around us was the usual cadre of chain-breakers who’d arrived in another vehicle. They were overly muscled Consortium security with identical suits, haircuts, and sunshades. Though my Russian had improved to the point where I could carry on a decent conversation, I still didn’t know who was who. Since I’d always considered myself good with people, I had to chalk up this particular failure in the “lose” category.

         When we reached the chip reader at the kennel’s front entrance, I groaned in frustration when the One Gov citizenship chip embedded in my c-tex wouldn’t scan. If I couldn’t scan in, the auto-field security system wouldn’t recognize me and I wouldn’t be able to enter the kennel. In the meantime, Alexei sailed through the entrance using his fancy t-mod skills to snipe the system. All the while, Feodor danced around my calves and tangled me in his leash, clearly thrilled at his new surroundings.

         “The auto-field is still deactivated. You can go through without scanning,” Alexei offered.

         I met Alexei’s mild glance. “I would have gotten it eventually,” I said.

         “I know, but as you say, we don’t want to be late. There isn’t time for you to swipe the reader two dozen times.”

         I couldn’t find it in me to be annoyed. “If the Consortium ever takes over the tri-system, can you set it so I never have to swipe another chip reader for the rest of my life?”

         “Of course,” he promised. Then he kissed the top of my head before bending down to unwind Feodor’s leash from around my legs.

         The kennel grounds covered several acres and sat like an oasis in the middle of Elysium City’s urban sprawl. On them were a series of interconnected buildings containing a play area, a pool, a doggy spa offering grooming services, around-the-clock veterinary care, dog sitters, and several guest suites should pet owners need to board their fur-babies for whatever reason. The decadence of it astounded me; these animals had it better than some people I knew.

         As we made our way to the training arena, I spied other people with their dogs and assumed they were also in the puppy class. Then again, maybe not—from the look of them, Alexei and I were severely underdressed.

         “Was there a dress code memo I missed? I didn’t know formal attire was required to watch dogs sniff each other’s butts,” I murmured to Alexei, directing his attention to the couple ahead. They wore enough sparkling fabric that my eyes watered, and they looked like they planned to go clubbing once class finished, if not sooner.

         He shrugged. “Mannette Bleu is here. They probably expect they’ll be on her broadcast.”

         While I respected the sentiment since I’d done my own primping, I also hadn’t shot myself in the face with a glitter cannon either. With them was a Doberman with its ears cropped and tail docked to a short stub.

         “I hope they modified the dog’s appearance in utero, and didn’t have some butcher mutilate it after.”

         “One Gov’s genetic tinkering has made people strive after preconceived notions of perfection that don’t exist. Everything is manufactured to reflect an unachievable construct,” he said. “Few think about who might suffer in their need to achieve that perfection.”

         I cast a look at him from the corner of my eye and decided to keep my mouth shut. I took his hand in mine, relieved when he laced our fingers together. I suspected we might not be talking about dogs anymore. I knew Alexei harbored resentment against both One Gov and those in the Consortium who’d created him. However, I had no idea how deep that well of bitterness went.

         We reached the outdoor training area and I could appreciate the gorgeous weather in a way I hadn’t earlier. When they’d terraformed Mars, they’d made it the paradise Earth had once been but would never be again. It was late afternoon and the sun hung low in the clear blue Martian sky. It would set within the next two hours and though it was winter, the air would still be warm—which came of living near the equator.

         In that, Earth and Mars were the same. However, on Mars, the seasons were twice as long, as was the year. To keep time in line with Earth, everyone celebrated two birthdays in one year. On Earth, my birthday had been in September. On Mars, it was in either Leo or Cygnus, depending on where we were in the Martian calendar. Next month would be my first birthday on Mars, and I’d be twenty-seven. I wondered if anyone could have predicted this was where I’d be at this point in my life. I hadn’t, and I read Tarot cards for a living.

         About eight other dogs and their owners were gathered in the training area. I caught sight of Mannette Bleu—impossible to miss, what with the traveling side show accompanying her. Also with her were four of her eight PVRs who recorded and streamed her feed to the CN-net via optic implants in their eyes. She’d brought two of her show-friends and their dog, a pug named Badger, as well as her newest boyfriend, Pear—yes seriously, Pear—and Daisy, a tawny-colored Great Dane. While the dogs sniffed one another in greeting, Mannette tottered over to us in sky-high platform boots that put her at eye level with Alexei.

         “Felicia, darling!” She squealed my name in a way that made several nearby dogs bark in surprise. “You gorgeous creature! You’re here. How are you? It feels like it’s been ages since I saw you!”

         She caught me in a hug that threatened to smother me in her cleavage. Air kisses followed.

         “Hi, Mannette,” I said once I could get away from her boobs. “You look amazing. Sorry we’re late. My fault. My meeting at work ran overtime.”

         “Ah, One Gov business,” she said knowingly before bending down to give Feodor some love. Alexei got a curt nod and a “Nice to see you.”

         “You look well, Mannette.”

         It was as friendly as they’d ever get with each other. Mannette had managed to land my ass in jail the moment I’d set foot on Mars thanks to failing to appear as my sponsor with Martian Immigration Services; it hadn’t endeared her to Alexei.

         Saying Mannette looked well was almost insulting; she was camera-ready at all times. While I was on board with looking my best, Mannette took it to a level even I found exhausting. With her rich dark skin, mane of shocking white hair, and blue eyes that put my neon blue dress to shame, she was a sight worth seeing. Pairing that with a skintight fluorescent orange tube mini and lime green boots, she was showstopping. As always, her entourage dressed to complement her outfit. “I hope you’re ready to have fun,” she said, rubbing her hands together in anticipation. “I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

         “Me too,” I admitted. “We’ve been working with Feodor, but we still have some rough patches to iron out.”

         Conversations ended when the puppy class instructors appeared, a man and a woman. Both were of average height and attractiveness per One Gov specs and proceeded to explain the goals of the class, what we could expect to learn, and the tools we would be using.

         “We could have done this at home,” Alexei murmured in my ear.

         I elbowed him. “We’re here to have fun,” I reminded him. “Plus I couldn’t say no to Mannette.”

         “I could” was the answer, followed by “You have no idea how much you owe me for enduring that woman. I’ll enjoy having you paying me back, with interest.”

         I shivered in anticipation. I couldn’t help it; I was probably going to enjoy paying him back too.

         As the class progressed, we started working on our exercises—deciding on a basic series of commands and how we couldn’t expect our puppies to master them all at once. It didn’t take long to realize this wasn’t an experience I wanted to repeat. Feodor had the attention span of, well, a puppy. He couldn’t focus on any task for long. Training him would take weeks of constant reinforcement and repetition. While I knew that in theory, it was something else to deal with it in practice.

         I also realized I was taking a class with two of the most well-known people on the planet, if not the tri-system—Alexei Petriv, leader of the Consortium, and Mannette Bleu, CN-net celebrity. I was also Under-Secretary Vieira’s granddaughter. I had entered a rarified level of society I’d never experienced before. I found it unsettling. No one could take their eyes off Mannette and the antics of her show-friends. Worse, I could practically feel the lust in the air as every pair of female eyes followed Alexei around the arena. It didn’t help that he glowered at Mannette in a way that made him both menacing and sexy at once.

         The attention got on my nerves. Coupled with the shitty afternoon I’d had at work, I found myself impatient and yelling at poor Feodor because he wouldn’t sit despite all my bribery doggy treats. Then I watched as he executed a perfect “sit” at Alexei’s command—in Russian, damn it—his little furry butt hitting the ground and his tail wagging proudly. It left me all too aware that everyone in the tri-system was watching me fail in all my glory.

         Mannette stopped mid-task leading Daisy through a series of perfect “sit” and “shake a paw” moves and said, “Whoa, Felicia! You okay? You look like you need a break.”

         “I’m fine,” I snapped more savagely than I intended. I watched Feodor roll onto his back, looking to Alexei for a belly rub. “Everything is fine. Just fucking amazing.”

         “Doesn’t sound fucking amazing,” she said, peering at me. “Dogs can be frustrating little creatures. They’re cute but they’re also holy terrors. Not unlike children, actually, though I wouldn’t equate raising a dog with raising a child. Dogs are exasperating but kids will drive you insane.”

         “Thanks so much for the words of wisdom. I’ll be sure to make note of them,” I said, annoyed. Great. Advice from Mannette.

         “Hold on a second. That’s not what’s happening here, is it?” she pressed, tossing Daisy’s leash to her latest boy toy. “Don’t tell me this is a practice run for the main event? Are you and the Russian planning on having a baby?”

         “What? No. That isn’t even on the agenda right now.”

         Just what I needed: More talk about kids, and the classic suggestion I was substituting something for the one thing I wanted but could never have. I could practically feel the lenses of all Mannette’s cameras zoom in for a close-up of my face. Like a shark catching the scent of blood in the water, Mannette circled, forever on the lookout for fresh drama. It was one of the things I both liked and disliked about her. You never knew if she was genuinely interested or if she just wanted to use you as a story line.

         “I’m trying to imagine what things would be like if the two of you had a kid, but I can’t,” she admitted. “You and the Russian as parents messes with my head.”

         She said it in teasing tones, using that way she had to exploit a situation and unearth the most dramatic nuggets for her viewers. She may as well have poured HE-3 rocket fuel onto an explosion if that was the sort of drama she wanted. Alexei and I didn’t discuss children. We skirted around the issue. We pretended everything was fine. We acted like it didn’t matter because if we didn’t acknowledge it, it wasn’t a problem. We assumed we had all the time in the world. Except it was a problem, and we didn’t.

         “You’d tell me if you were pregnant, right?” she asked.

         “Yes I would tell you and no I’m not pregnant. That’s light-years away from happening.” I could just imagine everyone in the tri-system watching this and the wild speculation that would follow. “We’re happy with the way things are. Us having a family is something to consider for the future, but not right now.”

         Mannette’s expression was cagey. “That doesn’t sound like the Felicia Sevigny I know. Don’t forget, I’ve been there for your late-night drunken confessionals when we’ve gone clubbing. I remember the look on your face when Lotus announced she was pregnant. I bet you and the Russian are just playing it cool before you surprise the hell out of everyone—unless there’s something else going on. Is there?”

         Gods, sometimes I had a difficult time remembering why I was friends with Mannette. “I need to sit down.”

         “Not feeling sick, are you? Or dizzy? Maybe you’re experiencing morning sickness.”

         “It’s almost evening,” I pointed out.

         “Hey, that’s a thing too. Morning sickness isn’t just for mornings. Listen, don’t get all offended with me,” she said, holding up her hands in mock protest. She looked in Alexei’s direction, saw he spoke to the female instructor and didn’t seem to be paying attention to us. In a conspiratorial voice, she continued: “All I know is you’re not your cheerful self and I’m concerned. We’re friends. I gotta make sure my favorite Tarot card reader’s at her best. If there’s a baby on the way but you’re not ready to talk about it, no problem. You know you can always tell me if something’s wrong. Maybe you don’t think so, but I do know how to keep a secret.”

         “Thanks, but I’m fine. I’m not trying to keep anything from you. There’s no big conspiracy. No secret baby. No kids. No pregnancy. No anything. Nothing.”

         Mannette continued looking speculative. She added a cocked eyebrow, giving me one of the famous facial expressions she’d been trying unsuccessfully to trademark. “For something that’s supposed to be nothing, you’re doing a lot of protesting.”

         “Probably because you’re refusing to take the hint. When I say it’s nothing, I mean it, so let it go!”

         It took me about half a second to realize that in my rush to assure Mannette and the entire tri-system there was no baby, I’d pushed too firmly, and much too loudly. Alexei’s gaze whipped in my direction and pinned me with such intensity, I felt like I’d just been crushed by a rogue asteroid falling from the sky. He abandoned the conversation with the trainer and stalked toward me. Mannette watched with lurid interest.

         “Is something wrong?” he asked, mouth pulled into a frown. He gave Mannette a dark look before ignoring her.

         “No. I mean…It isn’t…” Flustered by his scrutiny, I couldn’t think fast enough on my feet. “I just wanted to sit down. I’m tired. Excuse me.”

         I abandoned my dog, my husband, and my friend to head inside the main kennel building. I’d barely gotten in the door when Alexei caught up. Then he was in front, forcing me to stop. His hand cupped my chin, lifting my face to his.

         “You’re upset. What did Mannette do this time?” he asked. Feodor was tucked under an arm.

         “It isn’t a big deal. She was just pestering me and it made me uncomfortable. I couldn’t think of a polite way out of it,” I said, cheeks flushing with discomfort. “You know how she gets—she goes on about something and doesn’t let up. This time it was about me being pregnant, which is stupid, because I’m not.”

         “Did she have a reason to think you might be?” His tone was so carefully neutral, it managed to sound frightening.

         I shrugged to show him it didn’t matter. “It’s Mannette. She says whatever she wants to cause maximum drama. Doesn’t mean it’s true.”

         “Should we use Karol’s specimen tests to rule out pregnancy so we’re sure?” he asked in that same neutral tone.

         Since One Gov controlled anything to do with human reproduction via their fertility clinics, Karol had devised a work-around to their testing. “I’m not pregnant. I don’t need to pee in a cup.”

         “But if you’re tired and not feeling well, it doesn’t hurt to check,” he said with a stubbornness he seldom used with me. At least, not on this subject. “A specimen test takes a few seconds.”

         “It isn’t necessary.”

         “But we could verify it.”

         “Gods, Alexei! Why are you pushing me?”

         “Why are you resisting?”

         There was something in his face I’d rarely seen before. Hope, I wanted to say, but a hope carefully guarded to protect himself from the crushing disappointment of that hope being unfounded. This wouldn’t be the first time I’d used Karol’s specimen test. Nor was it the second or even the tenth time we’d gone down this road—a road I wasn’t sure I could travel much further.

         “Because I’m not fucking pregnant, so what’s the point?” I shouted at him. Instantly I regretted the words. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. Today’s been stressful.”

         “It’s fine. I shouldn’t have pushed.”

         “Looks like Mannette got her drama after all.”

         We stood there—me ashamed, him saying nothing. Between us was the squirming puppy who had no idea what was going on or why we weren’t playing anymore. You and me both, Feodor.

         “I don’t think I can finish the class now. We should go,” I said finally.

         It was a long, silent ride home. Once in the house, we wandered off in our separate directions. Alexei with the dog, and me…I found a specimen test and slunk to the bathroom because it seemed like after what I’d seen in his face, I owed it to him.

         It had been six months since I’d removed my fertility inhibitor, glad to be free of it after years of being blacklisted from the Shared Hope program. I’d blithely imagined some sort of happy ending for Alexei and me without considering the emotional cost. Now I had six months left before the inhibitor went back in, per One Gov mandate. Six months before Alexei and I ran out of time and One Gov decreed us biologically incompatible. If I still wanted a baby who would be recognized as a full One Gov citizen, the law said I had to move on with someone else. It didn’t matter who I was or how politically connected. Nor did it matter that the law dated back to the Dark Times when every aspect of life was controlled to ensure human survival. No, our pairing would be labeled as an evolutionary dead end. I couldn’t be allowed to waste gold notes and precious resources on procedures that didn’t produce desired results. In short, I couldn’t stay with Alexei.

         I shimmied up my dress, then stopped. Dread and hopelessness pooled in me as I gazed down at the unexpected droplets of blood staining my panties. I’d been taking One Gov–approved fertility enhancer treatments for the past two months. You could take the treatments for no more than four months, so I was well into the groove by this point. They were supposed to significantly reduce and in some cases suppress menstruation, thus increasing the conception window. Light spotting between hyper-ovulation cycles was rare but not unheard-of. It meant you were between fertility events, with the next due to begin in a day or so. Nothing to worry about. The treatments were working as expected. I should be thrilled my body responded so well. Instead, all that came was a flood of heartache that threatened to drown me.

         Taking a shuddering breath, I pulled myself together then threw the unused test away. I had my answer. Now all I had to do was cram the despair back into its bottle and put the cork in hard and fast before I could break. Because if I broke, I wasn’t sure I could put myself back together.

         For the sixth month in a row, I wasn’t pregnant.
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