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Chapter 1


	18 March, 2040

	Kama's gaze slid to the flyer's side window, and then down. The breath caught in her throat. A thousand meters below, a blanket of dense smoke obscured the ground. Hidden beneath the smoke, flames driven by a stiff breeze consumed endless hectares of noxious garraweed, the dominant life form on EcoMech's colony world, Harvest.

	The heat of the updraft buffeted the flyer and jolted Kama against the passenger door. She tightened her seatbelt a notch and tucked her duffel firmly between her feet. Then she ordered herself to stop thinking about the raging inferno below. They were perfectly safe at this altitude.

	She'd seen the garraweed up close when she'd arrived at Harvest's shuttleport. An ocean of two-meter tall golden stalks crowded the runways and buildings. With each gust of wind, billowing clouds of red dust spewed from the crimson flowers at the apex of the waving growth. The swirling haze of spores painted a spectacular blood red sunrise over Harvest's too-blue sky.

	At the flyer's controls, newly appointed EcoMech CEO Rafe McTavish tossed her an apologetic smile. "Sorry about the bumpy ride."

	He eased the controls back and boosted power. The flyer climbed into thinner smoke, and Kama got her first glimpse of River City, Harvest's only settlement, still ten kilometers ahead.

	"Scorched earth," she said, choking back a cough. "Typical corporate approach. Do the eco-protesters storming your Mumbai offices know about this?"

	He raised one eyebrow and cast her a cool look. "No, and I'd prefer to keep it that way."

	His tone was light, but Kama heard the fatigue—and the warning. He'd sacrificed piloting his own company to take the job at EcoMech, all so he could pursue Leon Goldman's blackmailer undercover. He didn’t need more complications.

	Something mechanical screeched. Then a belch of oily black smoke puffed from the flyer's right front nacelle. The craft canted right and dropped two meters. The pitch of the fans in the other three nacelles increased, and the flyer corrected back to level.

	"We lost a fan," McTavish said in a patently 'don't panic' voice. "Probably a bad bearing. We'll be fine running on three engines."

	Kama released the death grip on her duffel strap, irked that he thought she needed reassurance—or that she didn't understand the mechanics of a flyer. Give her three hours with an industrial grade replicator and she'd design and build a four-passenger flyer that would run rings around this crate.

	She'd expected McTavish to pick her up in something snappier, something more in line with his playboy reputation for flashy women and racy transport. Instead he piloted a staid corporate vehicle. He was a chameleon, rolling out whatever persona the situation required while keeping the true man hidden. She wondered whether she'd ever really know him.

	The flyer bumped and jounced through the turbulent air over the fire. Kama gritted her teeth.

	"This thing has worse aerodynamics than a pig," she said.

	McTavish turned her way, and his blue eyes sparkled. "You've flown a pig?"

	"In simulations," she replied.

	He grinned and waited. She shifted in her seat and wished she hadn't said anything.

	"It was a genetic engineering lesson meant to teach the limits of genome manipulation. The pig had to be flight capable while retaining its ability to produce high quality ham and bacon."

	His grin broadened. "And did you succeed in creating such an animal?"

	"That depends."

	"On how you define flight?" he guessed.

	She crossed her arms over her chest. "No, on how you define ham. It's simply appendage muscle infused with carcinogens. The source appendage shouldn't matter."

	McTavish stifled a laugh and turned back to the controls.

	Kama craned her neck to check the airspace behind them.

	"Where's your security escort?"

	"I don't have one. None of the executives use them while they're on Harvest."

	Kama blinked at him. "Because like you, they're all secretly immortal?"

	"If I tighten security suddenly, it may tip off our blackmailer that we're on to him."

	"You'll have a tough time catching a blackmailer if you're dead," she muttered. "Traveling across the galaxy is less of an impediment to crazy stalkers and lunatic eco-terrorists than you might think."

	McTavish seemed too occupied with the controls to respond. When he focused that intently on anything, it meant trouble. A ripple of tension swept over her.

	"What is it?" she asked.

	"Something isn't right." He frowned and jabbed the controls with nimble fingers.

	When he scanned the ground, Kama's tension soared. He was looking for a possible landing site. They couldn't land in a sea of fire.

	"If I'm going to die," she said, "I'd like to know why."

	"It's not that bad," he replied, although his expression said otherwise. "The other fans are running hot, and the control system isn't compensating."

	Kama swallowed a lump in her throat. "Pull the circuit breakers. Let them cool off while we lose altitude, then turn them on again to land."

	"They aren't working." McTavish lifted his chin and sniffed. "Do you smell something burning?"

	She clamped her jaw against a hysterical laugh. The planet was on fire, and he wanted to know if she smelled it?

	His nose wrinkled. His eyes narrowed while he focused on whatever it was he detected. His head snapped around to the rear of the flyer.

	"Battery overheat," he said, face grim. "The runaway fans are drawing too much power. If we can't shut them down, the battery will explode."

	"There are redundant systems, checks and balances, lock-outs…" She looked at him with disbelief while her fear shifted into overdrive.

	He tapped at the buttons on the control panel. When they didn't respond, he slammed his fist on the control housing.

	"The system's been jumped." He glanced her way, saw her confusion, and said, "All those redundancies and lock-outs are grouped in the rear control cluster. It's possible to bridge them with a jumper cable and circumvent the safety equipment."

	"Kali! Who'd be so stupid?"

	A tinge of red crept up his face. "Sometimes kids do it to make a flyer run above the enforced safety limits."

	"Options?"

	He shook his head. "Cut power or die."

	"Cut power and die, you mean."

	Kama dragged her duffel from the floor and pawed through it, even though she knew its contents. Spare coveralls and computer hacking tools wouldn't get them out of this mess.

	"What are you looking for?" McTavish asked.

	"Something pointed and sharp."

	He hiked up his trouser leg and drew a nasty little dagger from a sheath strapped to his calf. "Unless you go for your carotid, you won't bleed out before we explode."

	Kama gaped at the knife. She snatched it and pulled her data cube from her duffel. The square black box was awkward in her hand, but then she hadn't designed it to be used as a sledgehammer.

	"Prepare to lose power," she said.

	"Hold on."

	McTavish heeled the control stick over so they pointed upwind. The edge of the garraweed burn seemed an impossible distance away. The rear of the flyer dropped, and the nose angled toward the sky.

	"Go," he said.

	Kama shoved her duffel aside, placed the tip of the dagger against the floor between their seats, and smashed the data cube down on the handle. Pain erupted in her fingers and wrist. The knife sunk into the flyer floor two centimeters.

	She slammed the data cube down again. The knife plunged to the hilt, but the fans droned on unabated. The smell of burning electronics overpowered the smell of burning vegetation.

	"A little left," McTavish said.

	Kama hammered the knife handle sideways, enlarging the slit in the floor enough to withdraw the knife. She tipped the knife at an angle and drove it down again. Sparks leaped from the slit, and she flinched back, the power conduit severed.

	The fans cut out, leaving the boxy flyer at the mercy of the wind and updraft. McTavish clenched the steering control. A useless gesture. Without power, he could do nothing to change their course.

	Sky was all she could see out the front window, but through the side window, the ground in the distance flashed by. Would they survive the coming crash only to burn alive in the wreckage? Her fingernails dug into the armrest, and her lungs refused to inflate.

	"Brace for impact," McTavish said, voice strained. A sheen of sweat moistened his tanned face.

	Kama curled over her duffel as far as the shoulder harness would allow. The wind whistled past outside. Impenetrable smoke hid the approaching ground. Her pulse drummed in her ears. Every muscle stretched taut.

	"Vishnu, preserve us," she whispered through gritted teeth.

	McTavish reached over and squeezed her hand.

	They dropped into a wall of flames. Their aft end scratched across the burning garraweed creating an impressive cinder wake. The jolt when the craft contacted the ground drove her spine up through her head. They hurtled on.

	The fire washed over them. Garraweed torches flailed the side windows. The cabin filled with smoke and the temperature spiked. The shoulder harness dug into Kama's flesh. She bit back a cry and thanked Lakshmi that they weren't dead already.

	They plowed through the inferno, the flyer jerking and bouncing when it struck bumps and rocks. Metal tore with a shriek. A chunk of front wing and twisted fan flashed by Kama's window.

	As they slowed, McTavish popped the release on Kama's harness and reached for his own. Acrid smoke swirled in the passenger compartment. The craft ground to a halt.

	"Out!" he said.

	McTavish shoved his door. It opened a dozen centimeters and stopped. Kama's door wouldn't release. Fresh panic raced through her veins.

	McTavish leaned her direction, swiveled in his seat, and kicked his door with both legs, twice. It swung back enough for him to squeeze out. She hoisted her bag and scrambled to follow. Strong hands grabbed her arms and dragged her from the vehicle.

	They stood on a ripple of fresh-turned dirt. Less than a meter away, a jumble of burning garraweed stalks created a knee-deep sea of flame. Unbearable heat burned against Kama's cheeks, and the dense smoke brought tears to her eyes. She held a sleeve against her nose and mouth and turned toward the front of the craft.

	"This way." McTavish caught her hand and pulled her the opposite direction.

	He must be turned around. She pointed. "Open ground is that way."

	McTavish slapped at a spark smoldering on the right leg of his dress trousers. "Unless those are asbestos coveralls you're wearing, you'll never make it."

	He jerked her along behind him, past the rear of the flyer and into the furrow it had dug in its rush through the field. The cleared rut shielded them from the worst of the heat but did nothing to aid their breathing. They stumbled over the rough ground, coughing as they jogged.

	McTavish glanced back often. Of course, he was waiting for the battery to explode. She'd killed the power, but the fire would provide enough heat to finish the job a saboteur started.

	McTavish spun her around in front of him so his body would shield her. She wrestled to reverse their positions. He wrapped strong arms around her and pulled her to the ground, landing on top of her.

	The battery blew with a deafening boom. The smoke cloud was too dense for Kama to see the disintegration of the craft, but she heard the rain of debris over the crackling of the fire.

	McTavish's breath soughed against her cheek, sending a warm glow lancing to her core. His chest pressed against her. Those cobalt eyes looked into hers, a lock of curling black hair falling over a forehead streaked with soot and dust. His lips moved closer.

	"We can get up now," Kama whispered.

	His eyes widened. Color flooded his cheeks. He rolled to her side. "Sorry."

	She clamored up, still choking on dust and smoke, and slapped dirt from her coveralls. Her eyes ran over McTavish's lithe frame and ruined suit, ensuring that he wasn't about to become a human torch or otherwise injured by the falling debris. His embarrassed gaze met hers.

	"Nice landing, McTavish."

	A grin curved his lips. "Welcome to Harvest."

	Kama shook her head. "Never a dull moment with you, is there? I hate to say I told you so, but if this wasn't an attempt on your life, then you ought to fire your maintenance manager."

	Despite the flames raging around them, a chill crept over Kama. Watching CEO Rafe McTavish's back was going to be more challenging than she'd thought.

	




Chapter 2


	Rafe McTavish rubbed his eyes, still stinging from the smoke at the crash site, and considered how to tell Aaron Goldman that the man's plan to catch his dead son's elusive blackmailer sounded like madness. They'd set Rafe up as the next target. They needed to wait for the malefactor to come after him. He leaned back in the leather armchair and sipped his glass of chardonnay while he chose his next words.

	"With respect, sir, we've made good progress. We want to be sure of our evidence."

	Aaron hunkered forward over the massive oak desk that dominated the cozy study, his pale eyes flashing. "I'm not interested in securing proof for a court case. All I need to know is which of the bastards who wanted Leon's job thought he could manipulate his way to the top of my company. I'll ruin him."

	"You don't have any idea what he used to blackmail Leon?"

	"No." The chairman spoke a little too quickly, his gaze shifting from Rafe. Then he coughed, and his face stiffened with pain. He suddenly looked every one of his seventy-eight years. He reached in his sweater pocket and withdrew a pill vial.

	Rafe jumped to his feet and poured water from a carafe on the desk into a crystal tumbler, which he handed to Aaron. The man's sun-darkened skin appeared ashen, and his wrinkled hands trembled.

	"Should I call someone?"

	"No, no." The old man waved him down. "I'm getting a transplant next month, and then I'll be good as new. At least the surgery will quash the dispute about whether I have a heart."

	Rafe forced a smile. After five days as EcoMech's new CEO, he'd wondered whether Aaron had a heart, too. Had the man always been so ruthless, or was the death of his only child driving his hatred?

	Or maybe it was their change in relationship. Before, Rafe had simply been the son of Aaron's oldest friend and business partner, Cullen McTavish. Now, he was an employee of the board.

	Rafe glanced at his wrist. His nanocom flashed up 18:50, 18 March, 2040. Only it wasn't March here on Harvest. With its twenty-nine hour days and fourteen month years, Harvest was always out of sync with Earth.

	Rafe rubbed gritty eyes and wondered whether he'd ever catch up on his sleep. Too many reports to read, too many meetings, too little time. But Kama was here now. The thought of her sent a jolt of energy through him—along with a ripple of apprehension. What would Aaron think of her?

	Aaron eased back in his chair, and a hint of pink suffused his skin. "How far have you gotten on the financials I sent?"

	Rafe ran his hand through his hair and resisted the urge to squirm. He wanted to pull the little rubber ball from his pocket, roll it in his palms, and improve his focus. But Aaron might find the behavior bizarre.

	Instead, he roved his eyes over the mahogany bookcase stuffed with leather-bound volumes, the elaborate mini-bar set to one side of the room, and the oil portrait of Aaron's second wife, hanging in a place of honor behind the desk.

	"Far enough. I hope it isn't as bad as it looks at first glance."

	"It is." Aaron frowned. "Maybe worse. I should have done something sooner. EcoMech is six months from going under. Less if the stock price continues to drop."

	Rafe's stomach tightened, and fear walked on cold feet up his spine. Millions of small investors counted on EcoMech stock dividends to support themselves. They'd be devastated by the loss of their investment. And if the company tanked while he steered it, his reputation would go, too. It was his job to save EcoMech, and right now, he wasn't sure he could.

	"It's the blackmailer's fault," the old man said at last. "If Leon hadn't been pressured to deliberately make bad business decisions, EcoMech wouldn't be in such a hole."

	The list of things Leon had done at his unknown blackmailer's behest didn't begin to account for the many monumentally bad choices the deceased CEO had made. But Aaron loved Leon. Rafe smoothed his trousers and considered how different his life would be if he'd had Aaron for a father.

	Aaron sipped his water. "I've drawn up a recovery plan. It's in your mail. You'll need to implement a lot of unpopular measures to get the company back on track. I'm sorry to make you the hatchet man, but it has to be done. As long as you and I stand together, we control enough shares to force the board to go along. But whenever possible, give in to the board's demands. That'll earn you some credit when you have to make the hard cuts.

	"Take this business with the contractors' labor council. At the board meeting tomorrow morning, they'll ask you to fire the council members, and you'll agree. It's a simple request that costs you nothing, but it will get you off on the right foot."

	Rafe blew out his cheeks. "I'm not so sure, sir. It seems to me that labor issues will escalate if we retaliate. We need to meet with the council and let them air their demands. If we can agree to some of their requests, we can improve labor relations."

	"That might have been possible before that bunch of ruffian contractors disrupted Leon's funeral service, but not now. Our share price dropped two percent overnight because of the bad press from that incident." Aaron's knuckles rapped on the desktop. "They have to be punished for that kind of loss—or we'll be seen as weak and ineffective."

	"My understanding is that none of the council members were at the demonstration, and that the contractors who were are already on their way back to Earth. We have no justification for letting the council go."

	"They're the ringleaders. We need to make an example of them. I know you think you have the board eating out of your hand because of this deal you made with Oasis Corp to build jump gates. They don't see it that way. You were in the job five minutes when you agreed to it. You should have run it by us first. Don't get me wrong. The board's grateful you stepped up. Share prices jumped when I named you CEO. But you're the new guy. Listen to your elders."

	Rafe's cheeks warmed, and he tightened his grip on his wine glass. Leon had warned him that public corporations were a whole different beast from his privately owned company, Security Partners, but he hadn't understood what his brother-in-law meant. He'd committed to twelve years of stewardship until Aaron's grandson, Gabe, would be old enough to take over. Twelve years under Aaron's thumb acquiescing to the board's demands stretched like a life sentence.

	"We'll need to abandon Harvest for the time being," the chairman said. "If we can, we'll find someone to sublease until we're into a recovery phase, probably a couple of years from now."

	The room twisted around Rafe. "Isn't there a clause in our lease with Earth Authority that requires us to remain on-planet?"

	Aaron gave him a grim smile. "Legal tells me that if we sublease and keep a token contingent here, we can get around it. Your company has done a fair amount of business with EA through your contracts with Earth Force. I'll be counting on you to call in favors, get them to look the other way."

	The old man shifted in his chair and dropped his eyes to the desk. "Your father is the best salesman I ever met. Without his ability to close deals with the food consortiums, EcoMech would never have become the largest agricultural company in the galaxy. But as you're aware, he doesn't have a head for business. I haven't shared my plans with him yet. None of the board members are aware of how bad things are. I'll bring them into the loop later, when we've negotiated debt refinancing with the banks."

	"What about our deal with Oasis to develop the new jump gate system?"

	"We can't afford it. We'll stall as long as we can on signing any agreement, and then we'll cancel negotiations. We can't let news of our financial situation slip out."

	What would Kama say when she found out he'd strung her along, let her believe EcoMech would participate in the Sharma Network, all the while having no such intentions? She'd never forgive him. He regretted again taking the reins of the company. The regret must have shown in his face.

	"I should have told you about the situation here when I offered you the job. You'll do fine once you get your feet on the ground. For the time being, let me worry about the blackmailer. You focus on saving the company."

	"The blackmailer worked for years to force Leon into failure so he could fill the position. He's been thwarted because you appointed me instead, and now he's sabotaged my flyer. You should have extra security here at the house."

	"You said there was no evidence—"

	"—because it was destroyed in the explosion," Rafe said.

	"I've known Lars Svenson and Bert Gerlach for years. Lev Koslov grew up here on Harvest with Leon. Yes, they're aggressive. That's what makes them excellent executives. Any of the three might be tempted to cross the line to become CEO, but they aren't cold-blooded killers." Aaron eyed Rafe. "Your flyer had a maintenance issue, that's all. You should take it up with the maintenance manager, fire the person charged with servicing the flyer. There's no excuse for sloppy work."

	"Let me talk to Alana, get her to post someone nearby, just as a precaution."

	Aaron waved a dismissive hand. "No, no, EcoMech security officers are the worst gossips on the planet. If word gets back to the markets that we're beefing up security, we'll see the share price plummet again."

	"Let me make a call. Security Partners can supply you with discreet bodyguards."

	Aaron studied his forefinger while he ran it along the edge of his desk. "First Security has done some work for me previously. I'll arrange something with them tomorrow."

	Rafe resolved to have a private conversation with EcoMech's chief of security, Alana Dzandarova. After the disturbance at Leon's funeral, it shouldn't be difficult to convince her that Aaron needed protection. The difficult part would be keeping Aaron in the dark about the increased surveillance—and Alana in the dark about his hunt for the blackmailer.

	The doorbell chimed, and Rafe sprang from his chair. Aaron rose and walked into the hallway that served as foyer. Rafe wanted to rush past, but he followed politely behind the chairman. With agonizing slowness, Aaron opened the front door.

	Kama stood on the welcome mat. At five foot ten, she rivaled Rafe's own height and had the beauty of an Indian goddess despite wearing no makeup. Her black duffel hung from her shoulder. A faint whiff of smoke still clung to it.

	A wave of uneasiness washed over Rafe. He'd expected her to play the part of a submissive contract teacher eager for a job at EcoMech. Instead she'd changed from her Oasis Corp coveralls into EcoMech's standard contractor coveralls, attire inappropriate for a job interview with a potential employer of Aaron's stature.

	She brushed back a stray wisp of thick brown hair that had pulled loose from the ponytail at the base of neck. Her chocolate eyes found Rafe's, but her expression remained impassive. His worry amped up.

	"Yes?" Aaron said, drawing her attention.

	"I'm Kamala Bhatia." At his surprised look, she added, "The tutor you hired for your grandson?"

	




Chapter 3


	The house wasn't what Kama expected. As chairman at EcoMech and one of the wealthiest men in the galaxy, Aaron Goldman could afford an opulent mansion bustling with servants. He'd chosen instead to occupy a comfortable two-story home in an upper-class neighborhood of River City and opened the door to guests himself. She didn't see any security guards, but maybe they were stationed nearby, observing the house via video feed. Sloppy. Oasis Corp would never leave their chairman exposed like this.

	McTavish stood behind Goldman, clad in a handsome charcoal suit, white silk shirt unbuttoned at the neck, and loosened tie. His hands were thrust into his trouser pockets. He looked more like a pouty fashion model at a photo shoot than a dedicated executive.

	Goldman lifted an eyebrow and ran his gaze from her feet to her head, his disapproval plain. He stepped back and waved her in.

	"A pleasure, Dr. Bhatia. You come highly recommended." The old man's tone belied his words.

	She smiled and offered her hand, which he accepted, his grip firm and brief.

	"You know Mr. McTavish."

	"We've met," she said.

	At the same time, McTavish blurted, "We're old friends."

	Goldman frowned and looked from one to the other, while McTavish flushed and rocked on his heels. Moorhk. If he didn't get himself under control, he'd give away the game. Kama noted that she hadn't been invited farther than the entry hall. Maybe she should have used the servant's entrance around back.

	"Tell me, Dr. Bhatia, what's your plan for my grandson's education?"

	So much for the small talk. McTavish went rigid. What did he expect? For her to say she'd have Gabe hacking secure computers within a week? Regardless, she'd need to put the wily old chairman in his place. She heard the suspicion in his voice.

	"I'll begin with testing. I'll evaluate his knowledge base: where he's strong, where he has gaps. Then I'll set up lesson plans designed to fill those gaps and extend his learning. Of course, I'll share the test results and lesson plans with you. Does Gabe have a preferred learning style? Visual, auditory, kinesthetic?"

	The question stopped Goldman cold, as she'd expected. He'd had little time caring for his grandson since the death of the boy's parents, and he probably knew nothing about learning styles. She'd asked purely to throw him off balance.

	"And of course, I'll need to see the results of his assessment and meet Gabe before I can fully commit to being his tutor," she pressed. "My services are in high demand, and I take only the brightest pupils. Is he here?"

	The old man took a step back, and she smiled to herself. McTavish wiped the surprise from his face and moved aside to let them both pass. His footsteps fell in behind her, the heels of his dress shoes clicking against the tile floor.

	Goldman stopped beside a staircase. "Gabe, could you please come down?"

	An instant later, a beautiful blond boy of eleven clattered down the stairs. He had to be listening near the top, or he couldn't have responded that fast. He dressed in casual navy trousers and a white button-down shirt, a miniature version of a businessman after hours. It put Kama's teeth on edge.

	When he saw her, Gabe's bright blue eyes rounded, and she knew in a nanosecond that he recognized her. Her welcoming smile froze on her face.

	"Gabe, this is Dr. Bhatia," Goldman said. "She's here to help us figure out your education options."

	She never should have agreed to McTavish's dumb idea. Moorhk! What was she thinking? Gabe would tell his grandfather that when he'd seen her at the mining station in the asteroid belt, she'd been an Oasis computer technician, not a contract teacher. Goldman would have her arrested.

	"Do you subscribe to the idea that a person's environment speaks volumes about who they are?" McTavish said, filling the sudden silence. "I'm sure you'd find it enlightening to see Gabe's room. Gabe, take Kama up and show her around, won't you?"

	He gave the boy a conspiratorial wink.

	"Sure!" Gabe replied.

	She brushed past Goldman and followed the boy up the hardwood stairs, her heart beating fast. He led her down a white-carpeted hallway to an open door at the far end, confirming for her that he'd been listening at the top of the stairs, not waiting in his room.

	Gabe's room was a generously proportioned five by seven meters, furnished with an antique Queen Anne bedstead, matching dresser, and work station table. A Persian carpet covered much of the floor. White sheers filtered the intense Harvest sunlight coming through the two windows that overlooked the street beyond. Old landscapes and still-life oil paintings hung on the white plaster walls. It was a staid, elegant room in conflict with its youthful occupant.

	"What are you doing here?" Gabe's eyes were alight, and his voice was a whisper.

	"I'm your new tutor."

	"You're one of Uncle Rafe's secret agents, aren't you? It's okay. I know all about you. Greg told me."

	Kama stifled rising ire. "He did, did he? Then you know that I'm undercover here, and you mustn't tell anyone who I am, including your grandfather."

	"This is about my father, isn't it? He did something bad, and now Uncle Rafe's trying to find out about it." The boy frowned and dropped his eyes to his shoes.

	Leon had been an arrogant jerk, but he'd loved his son. The affection went both ways. She pulled him to the bed and sat down beside him.

	"How did you know about your Uncle Rafe's investigation?"

	The boy's pale skin shaded to brilliant red. "Sometimes I overhear things, like when Grandpa talks to people in his study and leaves the door open. The sound carries up the stairs."

	She considered scolding the boy for his snooping, but that seemed like hypocrisy coming from her. Besides, he hadn't done any harm, and she needed him to keep up the tutor ruse.

	"It's not your father we're investigating. Someone knew a secret about him and used that secret to make your father do things he shouldn't have. We're trying to find out the man's identity."

	Gabe brightened. "Can I help?"

	"This isn't a game. People died at the mining station."

	His sweet face turned to granite, and his eyes looked into the distance. Kama cursed her thoughtlessness. He didn't need to be reminded of his part in the events at the station. He'd been a brave kid then, and maybe he'd be safer inside their operation than outside now that he knew about it.

	"All right. You can help. But you have to do exactly what you're told, and you can't tell anyone, not even Greg. Do you swear?"

	"I swear!" He bounced to his feet. "What should I do first?"

	Having ears in the house might prove useful, and if he did some harmless eavesdropping, he'd feel like he contributed without being in any real danger.

	"You'll be our inside man. Listen to conversations your grandfather has and report back."

	The boy's brow drew down. "I heard you tell Grandpa that you'd stay only if I did well on my tests. What if I fail?"

	Kama grinned. "Don't worry, you won't."

	




Chapter 4


	"With four PhDs, I thought she'd be older." Aaron frowned at his desk blotter.

	Rafe nearly spewed his mouthful of wine. Four PhDs? What the hell had Kama put on her resume? Granted, she was a genius, but four seemed impossible at her age.

	And what were she and Gabe talking about upstairs? He'd thought Gabe wouldn't remember her. The boy had seen her only once, and he'd been in shock then. He'd miscalculated. He hoped she could fix it. He needed her working undercover to help him find Leon's blackmailer.

	"I assure you, she's the very best at what she does." He'd never encountered a better computer hacker and corporate spy—or even one who came close—during his nine years in the security business.

	"She's dressed like a common contractor."

	Rafe spread his hands. "We do specify what contract staff wear."

	"Not household staff. Not in my household. I should get someone else."

	He could only imagine Kama's response at being referred to as 'household staff.' More likely, the old man resented the complete lack of deference in her tone and body language. Kama bowed to no one.

	"Gabe responded well to her. Maybe you should give her a chance before you decide?"

	"There is that."

	Rafe would have a private conversation with Kama about her attitude toward Aaron. It wasn't a discussion he looked forward to. Aaron represented everything Kama hated most about capitalism and corporations. Was she a good enough actress to be deferential? He couldn't picture it.

	Goldman regarded him with narrowed eyes. "Gabe needs a father figure in his life—a big brother he can relate to. I'd like you to be that man."

	Rafe squirmed. "He has you."

	"I'm an old man. He needs someone of your generation, someone who can play soccer with him, listen to his girl troubles. Someone who'll raise him if anything happens to me. You don't have to decide now. Just think about it."

	Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and Gabe led Kama into the study, a huge smile splitting his face. Such a radiant boy. He made Rafe's heart ache for his own lost children. Did Kama want a family? One more thing he didn't know about her.

	"Well?" Goldman rose from his desk.

	Kama patted Gabe's shoulder. "He's very bright. I'll begin testing in the morning if that schedule works for you."

	The old man studied the boy, who gazed back at him with hope and longing.

	"Be here at eight sharp. Human Resources has arranged quarters for you at the contractor housing compound. The information should be in your mail. Now if you'll excuse me, I have business to take care of. Gabe will show you out."

	Rafe jumped up. "My car's outside. Can I give you a lift?"

	After a moment's hesitation, she gave a curt nod. The boy beamed up at Kama and led her away. He followed.

	"Rafe," Goldman called.

	He stopped at the study door and faced the chairman, new energy coursing through him.

	"As you know, Leon was something of a womanizer. The press ate it up. EcoMech can't afford any scandals, and you have a certain reputation of your own with the ladies. Naturally I don't expect you to be celibate. But with all this trouble between management and the sub-contractors, it wouldn't do if word got out that you were…" Goldman nodded toward the hallway. "Try to limit your recreation to the full-time staff."

	###

	Rafe clenched the steering wheel, his back stiff, his mind churning.

	Of all the—

	First Aaron suckered him into being the fall guy who would do the onerous tasks necessary to save EcoMech. Then he'd been told to lie to Kama and Oasis. Now the chairman wanted to control his private life. He should tell Aaron to take his job and go to hell.

	"Maybe you want to spit it out." Kama lifted an eyebrow. "Before you choke on it?"

	"It's nothing." But it wasn't. He couldn't betray Kama's trust and still expect her to marry him, not that she'd agreed yet. He couldn't face twelve years under Aaron's control without her. He checked the navigation com for directions to the contractors' housing compound. After fourteen years away, so much had changed in River City that he didn’t recognize the place.

	"How'd it go with Gabe?"

	"What exactly did you tell Greg about me?"

	He glanced over at her before making a left onto a wide boulevard lined with upscale houses sporting rolling lawns of Harvest-adapted bluish green grass and manicured hedges. He dialed up the tint on the car's windows, blocking the glare from the over-bright sun and inhaled the fragrance of her lavender-scented shampoo.

	"Nothing. Why?"

	"Rumor has it I'm an undercover operative for Security Partners."

	"Ah." He sighed. Trust his teenage nephew to fill Gabe's head with spy stories. "I'll have a word with Greg."

	They drove on, the quiet hum of the electric engine filling the silence. They'd had a business-like exchange of messages about the blackmail case the past few days since he'd left the mining station, and little else. He wanted to know everything about her, but he didn't know where to start. He didn't know how to tell her about Aaron's plans.

	"Your resume was a tad over the top, wasn't it? You're what, twenty-four?"

	"Twenty-five." A little crease formed between her brows.

	"Four PhDs by twenty-five? You didn't need to exaggerate. My recommendation was enough to get you the job."

	"Seventeen." She turned her attention to the passing scenery.

	"Excuse me?"

	"I was seventeen when I finished the fourth PhD." She shifted her duffel between her feet. "What did Goldman have to say?"

	"He doesn't like how you dress," Rafe said, reeling from his faux pas over her credentials. No one earned four PhDs that quickly, even a genius. He glanced at her and swore smoke rose above her head.

	"EcoMech mandates how contractors dress. If he doesn't like me in prison attire, then he should get his company to change their barbaric rules. You should change the rules."

	Did she expect him to change EcoMech's dress code? He thought about the battles ahead with EcoMech's board over the company's dire financial straits and laughed. "Sure, why not?"

	"You're laughing at me."

	"At me, not you. At this whole crazy, impossible mess."

	He wouldn't ask her be more deferential toward the elder CEO. She'd never pull it off. He'd just hope they found Leon's blackmailer before Aaron fired her.

	"Aaron plans to set traps for our key suspects."

	"What? How?"

	"He's going to leak bogus stories to them, a different story to each one, the kind a blackmailer might try to leverage. Then he'll wait to see which story comes back to him with a request for a payoff."

	"You told him that's insane, right?"

	He snorted. "He's my boss now. You don't tell your boss his idea is crazy."

	"Crazy and dangerous." She chewed her lip, sunk in thought. "I can't believe his security is so lax. Why doesn't he have better protection?"

	"He won't allow it because he thinks he's safe here—and he thinks that if word gets out that he's increasing security, it will be a sign that management can't maintain control."

	"Varun doesn't like being escorted by an entourage of agents, either, but Samir doesn't let that stop him from doing the job properly."

	"He's hiring private agents. Or at least he assured me he would."

	Mention of her step-father, Varun Sharma, Oasis' chairman, brought his uneasiness swimming to the surface—as did her boss's name, the shady and dangerous Samir Ganguly. He thought about the commitments he'd made to help Chairman Sharma build a new transportation network. He had to tell Kama that EcoMech couldn't afford to support that dream anymore, but he didn't know how.

	"I'll speak to EcoMech security, get them to keep an eye on Aaron, and hope he doesn't notice."

	"What will you tell them?" she asked.

	"I'll have to bring Alana Dzandarova in. She needs to understand the danger."

	From the corner of his eye, he caught the stiffening of her posture.

	"The more people who know, the more chance that word gets back to the suspects. We can handle this without her involvement. I'll watch Aaron," she said.

	Worry nibbled at his conscience. Putting Kama in the crosshairs as a bodyguard for Aaron didn't seem like a good tradeoff, but it would only be temporarily. She was right. If he told Alana about Leon's blackmail, the security chief would want to launch her own investigation. If he didn't tell her, she'd be unlikely to go against Aaron's wishes regarding protection.

	They drove in silence for a minute. He had to tell her about Aaron's decision to abandon Harvest.

	"Join me for dinner?"

	She threw up her hands. "I'm undercover, remember? I'm not supposed to know you, never mind have dinner with you. I shouldn't have accepted this ride—or the one this morning. And if you don't stop grinning like the village idiot when I walk in the room, the whole galaxy will know we're working together."

	He thought about Aaron's warning, and his anger returned. He wanted to take Kama to River City's best restaurant and flaunt their relationship in front of everyone, contractor prison garb and all. It felt too much like the oppressive days of his youth when Cullen McTavish, Aaron Goldman, and George Tanaka, the three founders of EcoMech, arranged the marriages of their children and set them all on a path to destruction.

	




Chapter 5


	McTavish had gone silent, and Kama wondered why. He had that stormy look again. Old pain echoed in his eyes. Returning to Harvest after fourteen years must be tearing him apart.

	Did the ghosts of his dead wife and children haunt his dreams? He'd been just sixteen when he'd fled their slaughter. Too young to be married with three kids on the way. Much too young to be a widower.

	But that's how it was after the ice flu epidemic, when Earth Authority slapped the corporate colonies with population quotas they were forced to meet or give up their leases. Children birthing children, all so greedy corporations could escape bringing disabled workers from Earth.

	Kama chewed her lip and watched suburban River City slide past the window. Ahead, the middle-class residential neighborhood's cookie-cutter houses squatted in tiny plots of dead grass like tombstones in a giants' graveyard. They gave way to a complex of four massive, ugly buildings.

	The off-white concrete structures rose thirteen stories into the deep blue Harvest sky, their sides punctuated by hundreds of narrow, tinted windows. Each building ran fifteen meters wide and nearly two hundred meters long. Packed red dirt separated them, not a sprout of vegetation in sight. A two-meter chain link fence topped by razor wire surrounded the complex. All it lacked were manned guard towers to complete its resemblance to a prison.

	McTavish rolled up to the double gates blocking the road, and a uniformed security guard stepped out of the pillbox guard house to greet them. The guard, a slender man not much older than McTavish, bent down by the window. He eyed them both.

	"No vehicles allowed in the compound."

	"I'll get out here." Kama opened the car door, and blistering heat washed over her. She hated Harvest already, and she'd been here only a few hours. Good thing she didn't plan to stay.

	"I'll walk you in." McTavish popped his own door. He peeled off his jacket and tossed it inside. The tie followed. Then he unbuttoned his cuffs and folded up his sleeves, all the while taking in the complex. He slammed his door.

	"You can't leave your vehicle here," the guard said. "You're blocking the gates."

	McTavish grinned, an evil glint in his eyes. "Doesn't matter if I block the gates. No vehicles allowed inside, right?" With that, he strolled toward a small gate next to the guard house.

	What's up with McTavish? He always played the diplomat, turned on the charm, and got his way. The last thing she wanted was to attract attention, but he seemed determined to make a scene. She trailed behind the guard, who hurried to get in front of the CEO. A big bruiser whose gut hung over his uniform belt stepped out of the guard house to block the gate.

	"Let's see some ID."

	"Kamala Bhatia." She raised her right hand and pulled back her sleeve to reveal an ID bracelet locked on her wrist. McTavish frowned at the bracelet, and then returned his attention to the complex, the frown deepening. The guard waved his nanocom over the bracelet, read the screen, and nodded.

	"Where's yours, buddy?"

	"Must have left it in the office," McTavish said, tone surly, weight shifting to a loose fighting stance.

	Kama stepped toward the gate. "He's Rafael McTavish, your new CEO. It's hot out here. You want to let me through?"

	The big man's eyes opened wide. He tapped at his nanocom, and she made out an image on the tiny screen, which he checked against McTavish.

	"Sorry sir, I didn't recognize you." He opened the gate to let her pass but pulled it closed behind her.

	"I can't let you inside, sir." The guard ducked his head. "Not without a security detail."

	McTavish stared, eyebrows raised. "Why?"

	"We have fifteen thousand contractors in residence, two-thirds of them inside right now." The guard gestured toward the buildings. "If something starts, we can't protect you with two stunners. I'll have Chief Dzandarova send an escort squad, but it'll take some time. You can wait in the guard house where it's cool."

	"Fifteen thousand live in there?" McTavish wheeled toward the buildings. His hand ran through his hair. Then he spun back, and drew himself up. "I'll go where I damn well please. Now stand aside. And don't even think about calling Dzandarova."

	Kama sucked in a breath. The guard melted away under his new CEO's ferocious glare, and McTavish stomped through the gate, not bothering to close it behind him. He trudged toward the buildings, head down, shoulders tense. She fell in beside him. Worry gnawed at her stomach. Had the power of leading one of the galaxy's largest corporations gone to his head already?

	He glanced back at the guards.

	"Sorry." He jammed his hands in his pockets. "I don't know what got into me. He's just a guy trying to do his job."

	"I'm in Building C." She looked up at the three-meter high black letters painted on the windowless end walls and veered right.

	Red dust coated their shoes and little clouds of it disturbed by their footsteps rose in the still, hot air. The sun burned against her head and back. She marveled that anyone would live in this when they could opt for a nice climate-controlled orbital station or underground facility. And yet Earth Authority sold planet leases at premium prices while potential colonists cheated, bribed, and even murdered their way onto waiting lists to emigrate.

	McTavish pulled open a cracked glass door to Building C, and they walked into a stuffy, low-ceilinged lobby dotted with faded plastic couches and chairs. Linoleum covered the floor, its pattern worn through and unrecognizable. Most of the overhead lights were out, leaving the place dim and hot. Sweat and dust tainted the air. Half a dozen men and women dressed in green coveralls lounged around the room, the murmur of their voices echoing off the bare concrete walls. They glanced at McTavish, their expressions ranging from curious to openly hostile.

	Kama approached an unmanned desk on the far side of the lobby. A ragged, grimy sign taped to the desktop proclaimed that someone would return at 10 a.m. The sign looked like it had been there for decades.

	"I can find my way from here." She wanted him to go, before word got out that she was a corporate collaborator. "You should get some rest."

	McTavish's brow furrowed and his eyes swept the lobby. "I'd like to see the place."

	With that, he strode down the hallway, headed toward the sound of children's voices raised in song. Kama trailed behind, brushing back wisps of hair that stuck to her sweaty face.

	They passed doors marked 'Maintenance' and 'Laundry' before coming to a dining hall that occupied the full width of the building and ran thirty meters down its length. Light filtered through narrow windows at each side.

	At the dining tables, children sat in groups sorted by age from toddler to teen, fifteen or so per group. Each group had an adult in attendance. The singing came from toddlers practicing their ABCs. From the youngest to the oldest, everyone wore green coveralls.

	"Who're these kids?" McTavish asked.

	"They're the children of contract employees."

	"Why aren't they in school? Or at a daycare facility?"

	"Contractor kids aren't allowed in EcoMech schools. Schools are considered a benefit if they're provided by a corporation, and contractors can receive benefits only from their contract agency, not the agency's client. It's all in the info packet EcoMech gives contractors. Maybe you should read it."

	"And the ID bracelet you're wearing?"

	"Anyone who applies for a contract position or is hired as a contractor is required to wear one. They provide access to buildings. They also make it possible for security to track every move a contractor makes." She headed back the way they'd come.

	He trailed behind her. "That's an invasion of privacy. They shouldn't have to wear them off-duty."

	"Corporations can require anyone on corporate property to carry corporate ID, and all of Harvest is considered corporate property. There's a curfew, too. All contractors who don't have assigned duties on campus between 20:00 and 6:00 are confined to this compound. The full-time employees are treated like humans. Contractors are little more than low-cost chain-gang labor."

	Kama punched the button between two lift doors. They waited in silence but saw no lights, heard no whirring of equipment. She sighed and crossed the hall to a door marked 'Stairs.' In the heat and the heavier than Earth-normal gravity, it was a tiring climb to the sixth floor.

	The smell of too many sweating bodies washed over her when she reached her level. She found 617 near the end of a long, central hallway. The door stood open, as did many they'd passed. She glanced inside.

	The room was four meters deep and three and a half wide, with one narrow window centered in the outside wall. Bunk beds stood against the side walls. The top bunk of one was occupied by a woman sleeping in a tank top and shorts. A small blonde woman sat on the bottom bunk reading something on her nanocom. She nodded a silent greeting, putting a forefinger to her lips and pointing up at the sleeper.

	A pink comforter with giant red poppies covered the other bottom bunk. The remaining top bunk supported a thin, bare mattress. A portable clothes rack and temporary shelving filled the wall spaces on each side of the door.

	Kama made to step in, but McTavish grabbed her arm and drew her back.

	"You can't stay here," he hissed in her ear, revulsion tainting his voice.

	She gave him a wry smile. "You're the CEO. If you don't like the conditions, change them."

	And if he didn't, she'd take her own steps.

	




Chapter 6


	Aaron Goldman sat at the head of the conference table in the cool, spacious boardroom, his face calm and confident. Morning sunshine filtered through the expanse of tinted glass behind him, forming a halo around his white hair and spilling onto the table to reveal the golden stripes of the wood grain. Beyond the windows, stunted trees dotted the open spaces between the corporate campus buildings, shiny glass and concrete pillars rising twelve stories into the cloudless sky.

	On Aaron's right, Rafe's father leaned forward and glared down the table to the opposite end where his son sat. His fierce blue eyes drilled into Rafe. Angry pink tinged his tanned cheeks and clashed with his flame-red hair. His strong jaw flexed. On each side of the table, the other members of the EcoMech board watched the duel and took their measure of their new CEO.

	A fire bomb had exploded in Rafe's stomach the moment he entered the room. He kept his hands flat on the table to minimize their shaking. He'd spent the night tossing in his bed and running scenarios about his first encounter with his father after fourteen years. In the end, he took the coward's way out and arrived at the last minute, avoiding any chance for a personal conversation.

	He didn't expect to be welcomed with open arms, although some small part of him wished it might happen. Rafe had to work with these men, had to follow Aaron's plan to save EcoMech. And perhaps if he did, his father would see that he'd changed. He was no longer a destructive, hyperactive kid. He'd grown into a man his father could be proud of.

	The meeting had rocketed downhill from the start. As Aaron predicted, the board grumbled about the Oasis jump gate venture, not because it didn't have merit, but because he hadn't informed them before committing EcoMech.

	From there, they complained about EcoMech's stock price, although Rafe's acceptance of the CEO post had lifted it to a high it hadn't seen in a year. They whined about quality issues with the new line of harvesters shipped last month, and excoriated him over cost overruns for the building of a billion-credit orbital manufacturing station Rafe was convinced EcoMech didn't need.

	No one—including Aaron—addressed the corporation's impending bankruptcy. Rafe alternated between suppressing hysterical laughter at their folly and fighting off a growing sense of doom.

	His father leaned forward. "What do you intend to do about these contractor riots?"

	"I wasn't aware we'd experienced riots." Rafe immediately wished he hadn't said it. And what did they matter anyway? In a month or two, EcoMech would fire all the contractors as part of the move back to Earth.

	"Don't play semantic games with me." His father's voice, low and threatening, shot down the table. "Contractors breached security at Leon's funeral for God's sake. The leaders should be sacked, and Alana, too, if she can't do her job better."

	Breathe, think, speak. Address the issue, not the man. "Security here on Harvest has been systematically gutted to pay for increased security at EcoMech's headquarters in Mumbai, where we're at risk from eco-terrorists unhappy with our policies as well as organized contractor protests.
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